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Abstract 

This study investigated the lived experiences of gay men within Generation Jones, a 

subgroup of the baby boomer generation defined as those born between 1954 and 1965. 

Social commentator Jonathan Pontell introduced the term “Jonesers” to differentiate this 

cohort from earlier baby boomers, who experienced the societal changes of the 1950s and 

1960s. The members of Generation Jones were products of the 1970s, a time marked by 

unique political, cultural, and economic challenges. The study employed a 

phenomenological approach to capture the essence of the experiences of this cohort, 

focusing on aspects that still needed to be explored in sociological literature. Participants 

were recruited from a dedicated Facebook group for gay men aged 60 and older, 

comprising over 27,000 members. Using purposive sampling, 12 individuals meeting the 

study's age and demographic criteria were selected. Semistructured interviews were 

conducted, allowing for an in-depth exploration of their narratives across different life 

stages. Social identity theory was integrated within the phenomenological framework to 

offer a comprehensive lens for understanding the complexities of individual experiences. 

Through thematic coding of the interview data, the research identified common themes 

related to gay history, coming out experiences, the impact of the AIDS crisis, the role of 

social media, and the challenges of aging. By examining these themes, the study aspired 

to reveal the underlying structures shaping the lives of gay men in Generation Jones, 

ultimately contributing to a deeper understanding of the intersection between generational 

and sexual identities within this distinct cohort.
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Dedication 

To the gay men born between 1954 and 1965 who came of age in a world often 

unwilling to understand or embrace you. This is for those who navigated their identities 

in the shadow of societal silence and rejection, lived through times of profound fear and 

courage, and bore witness to the slow arc of change in perception. You saw the seeds of 

acceptance begin to take root, but too often, the world’s progress came too late for you to 

live its promise fully. Your resilience, wisdom, and quiet strength paved the way for 

future generations, ensuring that what was once whispered could one day be celebrated. 

This work is a tribute to your lives, your stories, and the indelible mark you have left on 

the fabric of history. You mattered, and you are remembered. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

This qualitative, phenomenological inquiry examined the lived experience of gay 

men of Generation Jones, a cohort group born between 1954 and 1965. The study 

explored an often-overlooked narrative within LGBTQ+ research. Generation Jones, 

growing up amidst societal stigma and legal discrimination, navigated a historical and 

cultural landscape that continued to shape their experiences. My research was structured 

into three primary sections, leveraging peer-reviewed literature to analyze this 

generation's life experiences (Williams, 2015). The literature review encompassed the 

evolution of gay history from the beginnings of Generation Jones to the later lives of 

members of this generation, offering insights into how a shared American cultural 

backdrop influenced their experiences (Hammack & Cohler, 2009). 

Generation Jones comprises a diverse group with variations in race, 

socioeconomic status, and geography. Despite this diversity, existing studies have often 

neglected this cohort in favor of broader LGBTQ+ topics or studies of younger or older 

groups. This study aimed to bridge the gap between baby boomers and Generation X by 

conducting 12 in-depth, semistructured interviews with Generation Jones’ cohort group 

members. The study focused on their coming out experiences, the impact of HIV/AIDS, 

and the influence of the internet on their lives (Halkitis, 2014; Mowlabocus, 2010). 

The lack of longitudinal perspectives on this cohort group underscored the need 

for this research. Existing research had been lacking regarding the specific experiences of 

these particular gay men, concentrating instead on broader LGBTQ+ topics or varying 
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generations (Bower et al., 2021a, 2021b). This oversight created a critical gap in 

understanding how this cohort navigated aging and cultural change. The study sought to 

address this by offering a detailed exploration of the lifetime experiences of these men 

within their shared cultural context, aiming to contribute new insights to the field of 

LGBTQ+ studies, which could inform public policy and support systems for aging 

LGBTQ+ populations. 

Background 

In preparing my dissertation, I structured the literature review into three key 

sections and reviewed peer-reviewed articles to organize references for a detailed 

analysis. My literature review spanned the breadth of gay history, starting with the birth 

of Generation Jones in 1954 and extending to members’ current experiences. This focus 

was crucial because it ensured that all study participants had shared a consistent 

American cultural backdrop, vital for examining the nuanced cultural influences on their 

life experiences. The diverse cohort includes various races, socioeconomic statuses, and 

urban and rural backgrounds. Existing studies, such as journal articles and books with 

qualitative approaches, have covered many aspects of gay history and identity but lacked 

a longitudinal perspective on this specific cohort's experiences (Bower et al., 2021a, 

2021b). My research aimed to fill this gap by focusing on the lifetime experiences of 

these men within a single cultural context. 

Existing research has often overlooked specific cohorts of gay men, particularly 

those from Generation Jones, concentrating more on younger generations or broader 

LGBTQ+ topics. This oversight has created a notable gap in understanding how gay men 
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from this cohort have navigated aging and their life histories. Articles on gay male baby 

boomers and HIV/AIDS, such as Rosenfeld et al. (2012), have not addressed Generation 

Jones specifically. Recent studies, including Lissitsa et al. (2022), Grov et al. (2014), and 

Marciano and Nimrod (2021), have explored aspects like social media use and the 

experiences of older gay men but have not targeted Generation Jones. For example, some 

research examined "gray" digital users without considering sexual identities (Grov et al., 

2014; Lissitsa et al., 2022), while others focused on broader age ranges or geographic 

locations (Marciano & Nimrod, 2021). Studies by Hsieh and Wong (2020) and Dhoest 

and Van Ouytsel (2022) also addressed media and social networks but did not focus on 

Generation Jones. I aimed to address this gap by conducting 12 in-depth, semistructured 

interviews with gay men from Generation Jones to explore their coming out experiences, 

the impact of HIV/AIDS, and how the internet had influenced their lives. This research 

built on existing knowledge and provided new insights into this underexplored 

demographic. 

This study was needed to address a significant gap in the literature concerning the 

experiences of gay men from the Generation Jones cohort. While existing research had 

covered various aspects of gay history and identity, including HIV/AIDS and social 

media use, it often overlooked the specific experiences of this cohort. Most studies 

focused on younger generations or broader LGBTQ+ topics without examining the 

unique life histories of Generation Jones. This group had experienced a distinct cultural 

backdrop since their birth in 1954. My targeted approach filled a significant gap and 

offered valuable insights into how this cohort navigated aging and cultural change. 
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Problem Statement 

The lived experience of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort was crucial to 

understanding the long-term impacts of societal stigma and discrimination on this 

population. By examining their experiences, I hoped to uncover how historical 

adversities, such as pervasive homophobia and the HIV/AIDS epidemic, had shaped the 

group’s identities and life paths. This insight was important for developing targeted 

interventions and policies that addressed the unique challenges faced by aging gay men, 

ensuring their voices were heard in a changing social landscape. 

The lived experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort (born between 

1954 and 1965) represented a critical research problem due to the complex interplay of 

social stigma, legal discrimination, and limited support systems they faced during their 

formative years. These factors significantly influenced their identities and life 

trajectories, making it essential to understand their experiences within the context of 

historical and ongoing societal changes. 

Recent literature underscored the importance of investigating this topic. Clover 

(2006) also highlighted the barriers to healthcare access resulting from historical 

discrimination. As this cohort aged, they faced new challenges and opportunities, 

requiring research that bridged past experiences with current needs to inform public 

policy and social services. 

The evolving societal attitudes toward LGBTQ+ individuals, as noted in recent 

studies (Hammack, 2018), contrasted with the enduring effects of historical trauma. 

While some research pointed to resilience and adaptation among older gay men (Clover, 
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2006), there remained a critical need to address persistent issues of isolation and 

inadequate support systems. Johnson and Holmes (2019) revealed how past societal 

discourses on homosexuality influenced internalized stigma and marginalization, which 

continued to affect this cohort's health and social service needs. 

Exploring the lived experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort was 

important for understanding their unique challenges and informing the development of 

targeted public policies and support systems. This research problem had significant 

implications for healthcare, social services, and public policy, highlighting the need for a 

nuanced approach to addressing the distinct needs of aging gay men in a changing social 

landscape. 

Purpose of the Study 

Through this study, I aimed to understand the lived experiences of gay men from 

the Generation Jones cohort. As such, this study explored the unique social challenges 

experienced by gay men born between 1954 and 1965. During their formative years, 

these men faced significant stigmatization and frequent criminalization in many parts of 

the world, including the United States, the focus of this study (Harris & Mahalik, 2023). 

They dealt with social stigma, legal discrimination, and a lack of legal protection. The 

HIV/AIDS epidemic further impacted this generation, resulting in the loss of friends, 

partners, and community members while they endured public and governmental 

indifference and stigmatization (Blair, 2017; Hammack, 2018). Additionally, they often 

had limited support systems and frequently faced disownment by family and friends 

(Johnson & Holmes, 2019). 
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As they aged, the current generation of older gay men benefited from increased 

societal acceptance and accrued wisdom despite the adversity and marginalization they 

faced due to societal homophobia during their youth. Understanding their challenges and 

accomplishments could offer valuable insights into the ongoing struggles within the 21st-

century gay community. The data collected in this study might inform the development of 

public policies and support systems tailored to the distinct needs of aging gay men. By 

acknowledging their past experiences and traumas, healthcare and social services could 

be shaped to provide appropriate care and support. 

Research Questions 

RQ1: What are the lived experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort, 

particularly their experiences of coming out amidst societal stigma and legal 

discrimination? 

Theoretical Framework  

Tajfel and Turner's social identity theory (SIT) was used to examine how social 

identity changed over time through a life-spanning qualitative inquiry. Developed by 

Henri Tajfel and John Turner, SIT emphasizes that membership in social groups 

influences an individual's self-concept and behavior (Ellemers et al., 2002; Hornsey, 

2008). This theory was particularly relevant because societal acceptance, transformations 

in social norms, and advancements in gay rights significantly shape the evolving 

identities of gay men. This study focused on a specific cohort of gay men, investigating 

how their social identities evolved from their school-age or adolescent years to their 

experiences as older individuals. To explore these changes, I applied SIT and developed 
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tailored qualitative questions that spanned participants' life histories. This approach 

provided insights into how societal acceptance, shifts in social norms, and legal 

advancements in gay rights influenced participants' social identities. Williams-Gualandi 

(2020) supported this approach by showing that understanding cultural groups through 

SIT could enhance intercultural comprehension and educational practices. This 

understanding suggested that applying SIT could deepen the understanding of identity 

evolution in various contexts. 

Empirical research revealed essential findings related to SIT. When group status 

is unstable, individuals often identify more strongly with their groups, increasing 

intergroup competition and driving social change. Conversely, when individuals perceive 

group boundaries as permeable or question membership legitimacy, they focus more on 

defining their unique identity within the group (Ellemers et al., 2002). Williams-Gualandi 

(2020) further emphasized that understanding cultural groups through SIT helped in 

grasping how identity shifts occurred in response to changing social dynamics. By 

applying these insights to the phenomenological study of gay men, the project identified 

early instability in the social groups associated with this vulnerable cohort. This 

instability often appeared as a conflict between perceptions of moral weakness and the 

progress achieved through legal protections for gay rights. 

One meta-analytic review highlighted the importance of leader group 

prototypicality, showing that leaders perceived as prototypical of their groups gained 

higher levels of influence and effectiveness (Steffens et al., 2021). This concept was 

relevant for understanding how gay men's social identities evolved, as shifts in leadership 
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and representation within LGBTQ+ communities impacted group cohesion and 

individual identity. Including such leadership dynamics further illuminated how societal 

and group-level changes influenced individual identities over time. 

Societal acceptance, changes in social norms, and developments in LGBTQ+ 

rights continuously impacted the identities of gay men. These factors aligned with SIT, 

underscoring how social group membership affected an individual's self-concept and 

behavior. By integrating SIT with insights from Williams-Gualandi (2020) and Steffens 

et al. (2021), this research aimed to enhance the understanding of how social dynamics 

shaped the identity development of gay men over time. This comprehensive approach 

offered valuable implications for theoretical exploration and practical applications in 

educational and intercultural contexts. 

Nature of the Study 

This study centered on an in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of gay 

men within the Generation Jones cohort, utilizing a phenomenological framework. This 

qualitative methodology was well-suited for examining the subjective experiences of 

individuals by seeking to uncover the essence of their encounters and perceptions 

(Neubauer et al., 2019). Given the unique social and historical context surrounding this 

generation, phenomenology was a practical approach for delving into participants' 

insights, capturing the nuances of how these individuals perceived and navigated their 

identities within a changing social landscape (Moustakas, 1994). This focus was 

particularly relevant in understanding the specific challenges, resilience, and identity 
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formation processes of gay men who came of age during the latter part of the 20th 

century. 

Employing phenomenology enabled me to explore participants' experiences in 

relation to broader cultural and historical shifts, aligning with the discipline's principles 

of intentionality, epoché, and essence. These fundamental concepts provided a lens for 

examining how consciousness, societal norms, and personal interactions shaped the lived 

experiences of the cohort (Crotty, 1998). As intentionality directed the study toward 

understanding how participants actively made sense of their experiences, the practice of 

epoché ensured that I bracketed personal biases, creating an unbiased space for 

participants to express their genuine insights. This approach was precious in uncovering 

the underlying meanings participants attributed to their identity, social relationships, and 

life transitions, illuminating how these elements interacted with social, historical, and 

cultural factors (Lauterbach, 2018). 

The study's design, grounded in phenomenology, aimed to provide a rigorous and 

ethically sound inquiry into the complexities and richness of participants' lived realities. 

By capturing the distinct perspectives of Generation Jones gay men, this research 

contributed to the broader understanding of LGBTQ+ history, identity, and community. 

The findings were anticipated to offer significant insights into the social and cultural 

dimensions that had shaped the participants' identities and experiences, thus adding depth 

to existing literature on generational cohorts and LGBTQ+ experiences. 
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Definitions 

Baby boomers: Individuals born between 1946 and 1964, often associated with 

post-World War II economic prosperity and a significant population increase (West, 

2021). 

Coming out process: The developmental stages individuals go through in 

recognizing, accepting, and revealing their sexual orientation, often guided by Cass’s six-

stage model (Cass, 1979). 

Cultural backdrop: The specific social, historical, and cultural context in which 

individuals grow up, influencing their values, beliefs, and identity (Williams, 2015). 

DSM-II: The second edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders, published in 1968, which classified homosexuality as a mental disorder until it 

was removed in 1973 (American Psychiatric Association, 1968; Herek, 2009). 

Epoché: A key concept in phenomenological research, epoché refers to 

suspending or bracketing personal judgments and biases to objectively examine 

participants' experiences (Moustakas, 1994). 

Gay Liberation Front (GLF): An LGBTQ+ rights organization formed after the 

Stonewall riots in 1969, advocating for radical changes in the social and legal treatment 

of LGBTQ+ individuals (Ashley & Sanchinel, 2023). 

Generation Jones: A subset of baby boomers born between 1954 and 1965, a term 

coined by Pontell to distinguish this cohort who grew up during economic challenges and 

societal shifts, particularly in the United States (Pontell, 2010). 
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Generational cohort: A group born within a specific period who share distinctive 

cultural experiences, shaping their perspectives and identity development (Crockett & 

Beal, 2020b). 

Generational studies: A field that explores how shared historical and social 

conditions shape the values and behaviors of specific birth cohorts, such as baby boomers 

or millennials (Williams, 2016). 

HIV/AIDS epidemic: The widespread outbreak of HIV/AIDS that 

disproportionately affected gay men in the 1980s and 1990s, resulting in significant 

mortality and social stigma (Hammack, 2018). 

Identity foreclosure: A concept in identity development whereby an individual 

prematurely commits to an identity without exploration, potentially limiting personal 

growth (Cass, 1979). 

Identity formation: The process through which individuals develop a sense of self, 

often influenced by social, cultural, and personal experiences (Hammack & Cohler, 

2009). 

Intentionality: In phenomenology, intentionality denotes that consciousness is 

always directed toward something, meaning experiences are formed through interactions 

between individuals and the world (Crotty, 1998). 

Internalized stigma: Internalized stigma occurs when individuals from 

marginalized groups internalize negative societal attitudes about their identity, impacting 

self-esteem and mental health (Johnson & Holmes, 2019). 
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Intersectionality: A framework for examining how various social identities (e.g., 

race, sexual orientation) overlap and affect individuals' experiences and forms of 

discrimination (Ellemers et al., 2002). 

Longitudinal study: A research approach that involves repeated observations of 

the same variables over time to track changes and developments within a group or 

individual (Bower et al., 2021a, 2021b). 

Marginalization: The social process by which individuals or groups are pushed to 

the edge of society, limiting their access to resources, rights, and recognition (Redmond 

et al., 2024). 

Mattachine Society: One of the earliest LGBTQ+ rights organizations in the 

United States, founded in the 1950s to promote social acceptance and equal rights for 

LGBTQ+ individuals (Johnson & Holmes, 2019). 

Phenomenology: A research approach focusing on individuals' lived experiences 

and how they perceive and make sense of them (Polkinghorne, 2005). 

Qualitative methodology: A research approach focused on understanding 

subjective experiences and meanings through interviews, observations, and thematic 

analysis (Neubauer et al., 2019). 

Queer theory: A theoretical perspective that challenges normative ideas about 

sexuality and gender, emphasizing fluidity in identity rather than fixed categories 

(Brewster & Ruberg, 2020). 
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Resilience: The ability to adapt and recover in the face of adversity, often 

highlighted as a key factor in overcoming challenges within marginalized communities 

(Clover, 2006). 

Self-concept: An individual's perception and understanding of themselves, which 

are often influenced by social and cultural factors (Ellemers et al., 2002). 

Semistructured interviews: This interview method uses open-ended questions and 

flexibility to allow for in-depth exploration while maintaining some structure, enabling 

consistent data across interviews (Smith & Osborn, 2003). 

Social exclusion: The process by which marginalized individuals or groups are 

systematically excluded from social, economic, political, or cultural life, often leading to 

isolation (Dhoest & Van Ouytsel, 2022). 

Social identity theory (SIT): A theory by Tajfel and Turner that suggests that 

individuals categorize themselves and others into groups, shaping self-esteem and 

behavior based on group membership (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Social media: Describes digital platforms that enable user interaction and content 

sharing, influencing LGBTQ+ socialization and identity formation in contemporary 

society (Giano, 2021). 

Social norms: Shared standards within a group that dictate acceptable behavior 

and attitudes, influencing individual identity and group dynamics (Hornsey, 2008). 

Stigmatization: Marking someone or something as shameful or unacceptable, 

often leading to discrimination and internalized negative beliefs (Clover, 2006). 
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Stonewall riots: A series of demonstrations by members of the LGBTQ+ 

community against a police raid at the Stonewall Inn in New York City in 1969, marking 

a pivotal point in the gay rights movement (Johnson & Holmes, 2019). 

Support systems: Networks of people, organizations, and resources that provide 

emotional, social, and practical support to individuals, particularly during times of 

difficulty (Blair, 2017). 

Assumptions 

Qualitative research rests on the understanding that the world is inherently 

subjective and lacks a single, unequivocal reality. Researchers adopted this perspective to 

explore the richness of individual experiences, and the unique meanings participants 

assigned to their lives. As Creswell and Poth (2018) emphasized, qualitative research 

involves seeking to understand participants' lived experiences by examining the contexts 

and processes that shaped their perceptions. This study presupposed that the lived 

experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort could not be universally 

quantified. Instead, the study interpreted these experiences through the subjective lenses 

of the participants, which was critical for uncovering the nuances of identity, social 

challenges, and cultural dynamics that had defined their lives (Moustakas, 1994). 

This study incorporated several critical assumptions to ensure its meaningfulness 

and interpretative depth. First, I assumed that participants would provide honest and 

accurate responses during the semistructured interviews. Participants' honesty is essential, 

as qualitative research relies on their narratives to generate credible insights (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Without this trust, the findings could lack authenticity, compromising the 
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study's validity. Trusting participants to share their life stories candidly allowed me to 

explore the unique challenges and triumphs that characterized their experiences as gay 

men in this generational cohort. 

Second, I assumed that a sample of 12 participants would adequately represent the 

broader population of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort. As Mason (2010) 

explained, qualitative research values depth over breadth, focusing on smaller sample 

sizes to capture rich, detailed data. While not statistically representative, a diverse sample 

enabled the identification of shared themes and unique variations within the group. 

Ensuring diversity among participants regarding background and experiences provided a 

comprehensive understanding of the cultural and generational factors that influenced their 

lives (Patton, 2015). This assumption underpinned the study's ability to draw meaningful 

conclusions about the broader population. 

These assumptions—participant honesty and the sample's representativeness—

formed the foundation for the study's structure and interpretative depth. By grounding the 

research in these assumptions, I aimed to gather rich, nuanced data that captured the 

essence of participants' lived experiences. This foundation allowed the research to 

uncover sociological and historical insights into how gay men in Generation Jones 

navigated their sexual orientation, contributing to a broader understanding of this unique 

cohort (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

Scope and Delimitations 

I chose the focus of this study to address a critical gap in sociological literature 

regarding the lived experiences of gay men within the Generation Jones cohort. These 
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men came of age during pivotal moments in LGBTQ+ history, such as the aftermath of 

the Stonewall riots and the emergence of the gay liberation movement, yet their voices 

remained underrepresented in scholarly work. By concentrating on this generational 

subgroup, the study investigated the intersection of personal identity with historical and 

cultural forces, providing insights into how SIT framed their experiences (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). This focus highlighted the significance of their unique positioning within 

both the broader LGBTQ+ community and the societal shifts of their time. 

The boundaries of this study were clearly defined to ensure its focus and depth. 

Participants were strictly limited to gay men born between 1954 and 1965, who matured 

in the United States during the 1970s. This temporal and demographic scope provided a 

cohesive framework for exploring the cohort’s shared experiences while acknowledging 

their diversity in race, socioeconomic background, and geographic location. Excluded 

from the study were individuals outside this age range, bisexual men, and non-U.S.-based 

participants, as their experiences may have differed significantly due to cultural and 

historical variations. The study also focused on SIT as the guiding conceptual framework 

while excluding related theories, such as queer theory or intersectionality, which could 

have provided additional layers of analysis in future research. 

The potential transferability of this study lies in its contribution to a broader 

understanding of generational and sexual minority experiences. By providing detailed 

and context-rich narratives, the findings could inform comparative research across other 

subgroups within Generation Jones or extend to LGBTQ+ individuals from different 

generations. While the study's specific population may have limited direct 
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generalizability, its methodology, themes, and insights offered a template for exploring 

marginalized populations more broadly. For example, recruitment strategies and 

phenomenological methods could be adapted to investigate aging LGBTQ+ populations 

in other cultural contexts or explore intersections of sexual orientation with race and class 

(Patton, 2015). 

By addressing the research problem through the lens of personal identity and 

historical context, this study examined themes like identity formation, community bonds, 

and the impact of critical historical events, such as the AIDS crisis and the emergence of 

gay rights. These themes were chosen because they represented the pivotal experiences 

that shaped the lives of this cohort, offering a rich and nuanced perspective on their 

journeys. This focus enhanced the understanding of how specific sociopolitical and 

cultural dynamics shaped the lives of gay men in Generation Jones, contributing valuable 

insights to support aging LGBTQ+ communities and inform historical scholarship and 

policymaking (D’Emilio, 1992; Gross, 2001). 

Limitations 

This study on Generation Jones, which explored the lived experiences of gay men 

within this cohort, presented several methodological limitations. A primary concern was 

the restricted sample size of 12 men, which limited the generalizability of findings and 

may not have fully represented the diversity within the broader Generation Jones gay 

male population (Smith, 2015). Researcher bias could have limited a qualitative study by 

affecting how data were interpreted, which might have skewed results to match the 

researcher's views. 
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Researcher bias also poses a significant issue in phenomenological studies, where 

personal views and experiences can influence data interpretation. This bias can affect 

thematic coding and lead to subjective conclusions. To enhance credibility, researchers 

should use member checking or peer debriefing to validate interpretations and ensure 

objectivity (Johnson, 2018). Issues with Tajfel and Turner's SIT might also have imposed 

restrictive limitations. 

The study’s strength lay in using Tajfel and Turner’s SIT as a framework (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1986). However, the study would have benefited from a more rigorous 

approach to developing interview themes and validating coding. Semistructured 

interviews offered detailed insights, but standardizing interview guides and ensuring 

uniform practices across participants could have improved consistency in data collection 

(Green et al., 2007). Consistency in a qualitative study is important because it ensures 

reliable and comparable results across participants. 

While the study may have offered valuable insights into the intersection of 

generational and sexual identity among gay men in the Generation Jones cohort, its 

limitations in sample size, potential selection bias, researcher bias, methodological 

consistency, and geographical representation required careful consideration. Addressing 

these issues could have enhanced the study’s validity and contributed more robustly to 

the sociological literature on this distinct cohort group. 

Significance 

This study had significant implications for positive social change by shedding 

light on Generation Jones, particularly the experiences of gay men within this cohort. By 
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examining the unique sociopolitical and cultural contexts that shaped Generation Jones, I 

aimed to advance sociological knowledge and address a critical gap in the literature 

(Crockett & Beal, 2020a). Understanding how historical events influenced generational 

identities is vital for fostering empathy and awareness, particularly regarding minority 

groups whose experiences have often been overlooked (Herdt & Kertzner, 2018). 

One potential implication of this research is its ability to inform policymakers and 

practitioners who work with aging LGBTQ+ populations. By highlighting the challenges 

faced by gay men in Generation Jones, such as the impact of the AIDS crisis and the 

difficulties of navigating identity formation in less accepting times, I hoped to provide 

empirical evidence that could guide the development of targeted policies and support 

programs (Hammack & Cohler, 2019). These initiatives could include specialized 

healthcare services, retirement planning resources, and social support systems tailored to 

the specific needs of this demographic. 

Additionally, the findings of this study could influence educational curricula by 

integrating LGBTQ+ history and generational studies, which could help raise awareness 

and reduce the stigma associated with sexual minorities. By promoting a more inclusive 

understanding of diverse generational experiences, this research could contribute to 

creating a more empathetic society. Furthermore, the methodological approach and 

findings could serve as a model for future research on other marginalized groups, 

encouraging further exploration of intersectionality and its impact on individual and 

collective experiences. Ultimately, this contribution may lead to more informed and 

inclusive policies and practices, fostering a more equitable and just society. 
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Summary 

My study focused on a cohort of gay men born between 1954 and 1965, known as 

Generation Jones. This group has historically been underrepresented in LGBTQ+ 

research, particularly concerning the unique narratives that shaped their lives. By 

exploring the intersection of historical, cultural, and social contexts, I sought to 

illuminate how the experiences of Generation Jones were influenced by societal stigma, 

legal discrimination, and cultural dynamics (Williams, 2015). The study was divided into 

three main sections, incorporating a thorough literature review to analyze the evolution of 

gay history, from the formative years of Generation Jones to their later experiences. This 

historical context was important for understanding how a shared American cultural 

backdrop impacted members’ identities and life experiences (Hammack & Cohler, 2009). 

Generation Jones was characterized by race, socioeconomic status, and geography 

diversity. Despite this heterogeneity, research has often overlooked this cohort in favor of 

broader LGBTQ+ topics or studies of younger or older generations. To address this gap, I 

conducted 12 in-depth, semistructured interviews with gay members of Generation Jones, 

focusing on their coming out experiences, the impact of HIV/AIDS, and the role of the 

internet in their lives (Halkitis, 2014; Mowlabocus, 2010). This qualitative approach 

allowed a nuanced exploration of their lived experiences, offering insights into how they 

navigated identity formation and community building amidst historical challenges. 

The lack of longitudinal studies explicitly addressing the experiences of 

Generation Jones emphasized the necessity of this research. Existing studies often 

concentrated on broader LGBTQ+ topics or different generational cohorts, creating a 
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critical gap in understanding how gay men from this generation have coped with aging 

and cultural shifts (Bower et al., 2021a, 2021b). This oversight limited the understanding 

of how this cohort had managed the repercussions of societal stigma and discrimination 

throughout their lives. Thus, my research aimed to fill this gap by providing a detailed 

examination of the lifetime experiences of these men within their shared cultural context. 

In preparing for the study, I structured it into three key sections and reviewed 

relevant peer-reviewed literature to organize my analysis. This literature spanned the 

breadth of gay history, focusing on the unique cultural influences that had affected the 

lives of Generation Jones. This focus ensured that the participants shared a consistent 

cultural backdrop, which was essential for exploring the nuances of their experiences. 

The cohort's diversity was acknowledged, but existing literature often lacked a 

longitudinal perspective on the specific experiences of this group (Bower et al., 2021a, 

2021b). By concentrating on the lifetime experiences of these men within a unified 

cultural context, I aimed to contribute valuable insights to LGBTQ+ studies. 

The problem statement highlighted the importance of understanding the long-term 

impacts of societal stigma and discrimination on gay men from Generation Jones. By 

examining their lived experiences, I aimed to uncover how historical adversities, 

including pervasive homophobia and the HIV/AIDS epidemic, had shaped their identities 

and life paths. This understanding was crucial for developing targeted interventions and 

policies that addressed the unique challenges faced by aging gay men. Recent literature 

underscored the need for research that bridged past experiences with current needs as 

societal attitudes toward LGBTQ+ individuals evolved (Hammack et al., 2018). 
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The purpose of this study was to explore the unique social challenges faced by 

gay men in Generation Jones, who had experienced significant stigmatization and 

frequent criminalization. The HIV/AIDS epidemic profoundly impacted their lives, 

resulting in the loss of friends and community members while navigating public 

indifference (Blair, 2017; Hammack, 2018). This exploration aimed to illuminate their 

ongoing struggles and resilience, offering insights into how these experiences informed 

the current LGBTQ+ landscape. 

Through the research questions I formulated to guide this inquiry into the 

experiences of gay men in Generation Jones, I sought to understand their coming out 

experiences amidst societal stigma, the influence of the HIV/AIDS epidemic on their 

identities and the role of digital connectivity in their lives. Furthermore, I aimed to 

explore how race, socioeconomic status, and geographic location shaped their 

experiences and their unique aging challenges compared to other LGBTQ+ populations. 

The theoretical framework of this study was grounded in Tajfel and Turner's SIT, 

which emphasizes how group membership influences self-concept and behavior 

(Ellemers et al., 2002; Hornsey, 2008). This framework was relevant because societal 

acceptance and changes in social norms significantly shaped the identities of gay men 

over time. By applying SIT, I aimed to uncover how the social identities of Generation 

Jones had evolved from their formative years to their later experiences as older 

individuals. This theoretical perspective provided a lens for understanding the broader 

cultural and historical shifts that had influenced their lives. 
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The methodological approach centered on phenomenology, which allowed for an 

in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of gay men in Generation Jones. This 

qualitative methodology captured the essence of participants' encounters and perceptions, 

revealing the nuances of their identities in a changing social landscape (Moustakas, 

1994). By employing semistructured interviews, I gathered data reflecting the 

complexities of their experiences while ensuring that participants could express their 

insights authentically. 

Despite the strengths of this study, it also presented limitations. The sample size 

of 12 participants restricted the generalizability of the findings, and the recruitment 

strategy might have introduced selection bias. Additionally, the influence of researcher 

bias in interpreting qualitative data had to be acknowledged. However, the insights 

gained from this research contribute to understanding the lived experiences of gay men in 

Generation Jones and may inform public policy and social services tailored to their needs. 

Ultimately, this study aimed to shed light on the experiences of gay men in 

Generation Jones, offering valuable insights into the historical and cultural factors that 

shaped their identities. By addressing the gaps in the existing literature and highlighting 

the challenges they faced, I hoped to contribute to the ongoing dialogue surrounding 

LGBTQ+ rights and the support needed for aging gay men. The findings may inform 

future research, public policy, and support systems to create a more equitable and 

inclusive society for all LGBTQ+ individuals. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

M. Harris's 2009 article in New York magazine sparked this study by highlighting 

a perceived generation gap among gay individuals between the baby boomer generation 

and the millennials. In referencing an opinion piece by a 25-year-old gay journalist in The 

Washington Post, Harris pointed out that older gay rights activists had lost touch with the 

contemporary challenges faced by younger generations. The journalist criticized their 

perception of gay individuals as universally oppressed and speculated that older activists 

retained a post-Stonewall attitude characterized by trauma, resistance, and 

intersectionality, which had made it difficult for them to understand the perspectives of 

younger generations. This perception of superficiality and ingratitude from the younger 

generations created a sense of being misunderstood by their older counterparts despite 

acknowledging the past struggles that paved the way for current freedoms (Harris, 2009). 

In 2010, Pontell coined the term "Generation Jones," distinguishing the second 

half of the baby boomer generation and assigning this novel moniker (Pontell, 2010; 

West, 2021; Williams, 2015, 2016). Pontell's argument hinged on the contrasting 

expectations of the two generations. The first half, born between 1946 and 1953, matured 

during the post-World War II era, characterized by optimism, economic prosperity, and 

new cultural and social trends. The children in this cohort experienced their formative 

years in the 1960s (Williams, 2015). However, criticisms of the baby boomers had often 

painted them negatively, labeling them as a problematic generation that benefited from 
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educational and welfare systems without adequately supporting future generations 

(Martin & Roberts, 2021; Phillipson et al., 2008). Those born within the Pontell-derived 

period, from 1954 through 1965, came of age in the United States during the 

economically challenging 1970s, marked by high inflation, unemployment rates, and 

social unrest related to issues such as the Vietnam War and civil rights struggles (West, 

2021; Williams, 2015). 

Understanding how historical, societal, and cultural contexts had shaped the lives 

of gay men across generations was essential for fostering empathy, advocating for equal 

rights, and promoting mental health and well-being. This understanding was central to 

comprehending the challenges and triumphs of gay men in different historical, societal, 

and cultural contexts (Martin & Roberts, 2021; Phillipson et al., 2008; West, 2021; 

Williams, 2015, 2016). Each generation of gay men had navigated differing 

circumstances: older homosexuals faced a lack of legal protections, pathologization, and 

societal prejudice, leading to an oppressive environment marked by discrimination and 

marginalization (Andrade & Reddondo, 2022; Baia, 2018; Mallory et al., 2023). 

Conversely, generations coming of age in the 2000s witnessed progress and acceptance, 

facilitated by social media and the United States Supreme Court's legalization of same-

sex marriage in the 2015 ruling Obergefell v. Hodges (Giano, 2021; Weststrate & 

McLean, 2022). By examining generational differences and commonalities, observations 

could be made about the resilience and adaptability of gay individuals, thereby better 

supporting their needs and fostering inclusive communities. 
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Existing literature, encompassing both peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed 

sources, highlighted a gap in exploring the intersection of Generation Jones and 

homosexuality. Examining the terrain of gay history, rights, and the distinct struggles 

faced by gay men born between 1954 and 1965—referred to as the Generation Jones 

cohort—revealed several critical areas warranting further peer-reviewed research. It was 

crucial to delve into the intersectionality of their experiences, considering aspects such as 

sexual orientation, race, and socioeconomic background. While Reed et al. (2020) 

conducted a qualitative study exploring college students' same-sex experiences related to 

faith, its relevance to my phenomenological study of Generation Jones was limited. 

Although Bower et al. (2021a) conducted a qualitative study involving nine men from the 

baby boomer cohort, they failed to differentiate by the Generation Jones division. My 

hypothesis posited that this second half of the baby boomer generation harbored distinct 

outlooks separate from other generations, particularly within the gay community. This 

research investigated how their backgrounds influenced their decision to come out and 

their access to crucial rights and social acceptance. Adopting a multifaceted approach 

would facilitate understanding this generation's challenges as they navigated the 

complexities of revealing their authentic selves to the world. 

This literature review contributed to the ongoing discourse on gay rights by 

exploring the intersections of identities and advocating for societal inclusivity. The next 

section highlighted the databases employed, the search terms utilized, the search process, 

and deficiencies in the current literature. 
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Literature Search Strategy 

Databases 

I employed keywords extracted from peer-reviewed articles for subsequent 

searches. The databases and search engines I searched included Academic Search 

Premier, BioMed Central, EconLit, ERIC (Education Resources Information Center), 

Google Scholar, IEEE Xplore, JSTOR, ProQuest, PsycINFO, PubMed, ScienceDirect, 

Scopus, Social Science Research Network (SSRN), Springer Nature Experiments, 

SpringerLink, Taylor & Francis Online, Web of Science, and Wiley Online Library. 

These resources offer various academic journals, articles, and research materials, catering 

to various fields of study and providing invaluable information. All were consulted, 

though not all were used, but their offerings were considered. The Google Scholar’s 

alerts were also used to identify current articles in ten generalized subjects: AIDS 1980s, 

gay history, gay coming out, phenomenology, social identity theory, life course theory, 

gay social media, Generation Jones, generational studies, queer spaces. Although the 

twice-a-week alerts occasionally resulted in finding a helpful resource, they were also 

valuable because they provided access to recently published articles. I also utilized the 

online resource Perlago, which grants access to a vast collection of scholarly books from 

universities, colleges, and the academic divisions of publishing firms. By examining the 

reference sections of these articles, I often discovered more relevant articles for my 

research. In addition to the Walden University library, I used references onsite at the 

University of Tennessee at Chattanooga.  
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Key Search Terms 

The keywords used in various combinations of Boolean search strings included 

ACT UP, AIDS, AIDS 1980s, AIDS/HIV, Alfred Kinsey, APA, APA 1973, Armistead 

Maupin, AIDS/HIV, Baby boom generation, baby boomers, BBS, bulletin board systems, 

Cass’ homosexual identity formation, Charles Socarides, coming out 1960s, coming out 

1970s, coming out 1980s, concept mapping, depathologizing homosexuality, 

Developmental Stages of the Coming-Out Process, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, DSM-II, DSM-III, Elder’s life course theory, Eli Coleman, Erikson 

stages, Evelyn Hooker, Freud homosexuality, gay 1950s, gay 1960s, gay 1970s, gay 

1980s, gay ghettos, gay history, gay internet, gay liberation front, gay legal cases, gay 

memoir, gay narrative, gay narratives, gay online, gay oppression, gay online, gay 

personal ads, gay social media, gay ageing, Generation Jones, Generation X, 

generational thought, Grindr, Harvey Milk, homophile, homophile groups, HIV, 

Jonathan Pontell, Karl Mannheim, Laud Humphreys, life course theory, Larry Kramer, 

Mattachine Society, message boards, narrative theory, older gays, phenomenology, post-

World War II, PrEP, pride parade, qualitative studies, queer, queer theory, queer ageing, 

Randy Shilts, research interviews, rural gays, safe sex, sex 1970s, social identity theory, 

social media, Stonewall, Stonewall Inn, Tajfel and Turner's social identity theory, 

tearoom trade, Trevor Project, Vito Russo, and Vivienne Cass. 

Iterative Search Process 

In this literature review, I refined my research topic's scope. A comprehensive  
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systematic review was essential for deriving valid conclusions from available data (Kepes 

et al., 2013). I conducted exhaustive searches for relevant topics and investigated others 

thoroughly while engaging with references pertinent to the Generation Jones lifespan. To 

ensure easy reference, I printed applicable journal articles and organized them into 

subject-specific binders, each with a corresponding contents sheet for quick access. Over 

four months, I scrutinized these articles for relevant information, cross-referencing their 

cited sources when necessary. I took detailed notes during this process, including 

citations for additional information. To ensure orderly organization, I also printed my 

comprehensive notes, sorted them into distinct binders categorized by subject matter, 

including materials related to gay history, cohort groups, and HIV/AIDS, and inventoried 

and labeled the contents of each binder on the cover. Additionally, I diligently stored the 

articles and personal summaries on a backup hard drive to ensure data security. 

The volume of information I needed to manage led me to adopt a structured 

approach known as contact mapping, which focused on specific subjects or ideas and 

incorporated input from various sources to create a coherent visual representation of 

thoughts and concepts, revealing connections between them (Trochim & McLinden, 

2017). I manually created these maps using steno pads, allowing for updates as necessary, 

and maintained a table in Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel to track all information. 

As my research progressed, the scope of my topics evolved. My contact maps 

linked several ideas to a base term, using connecting words uncovered through 

proposition-formed links (Machado & Carvalho, 2020). Initially, I focused on what I 

considered the "basics," but as my reading expanded, additional concepts were 
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incorporated, and occasionally, some were removed. My efforts were dedicated to finding 

articles published within the past five years, which were semisuccessful. However, for 

historical context, I also included articles from their original publication dates, including 

works by notable researchers such as Evelyn Hooker and Karl Mannheim, and 

information from older publications of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders from the APA. 

Limited Research as Well as Gaps Among Academic References 

During the research process, I encountered several challenges. The most 

significant obstacle was the limited availability of academic resources for Generation 

Jones. However, I found numerous references in non-peer-reviewed sources, including 

newspaper articles, opinion pieces, and magazines. While I had been eager to explore this 

information, I ruled these resources unsuitable for inclusion in a dissertation paper. 

Nevertheless, I successfully integrated numerous articles related to generational research, 

from the early work of Karl Mannheim to Dr. Jeffrey Williams, a figure who had 

chronicled Generation Jones. Although academic approaches often relied on 

generalizations or statistics when addressing specific generations, I identified a need for 

additional qualitative data. 

Gap in the Study 

The existing body of research lacked an examination of specific cohorts of gay 

men, primarily due to a prevailing focus on younger generations or broader studies 

covering the LGBTQ+ community. This lack extended to investigating the interplay 

between life histories and gay identities within the Generation Jones cohort, hindering 
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our understanding of how they navigated the challenges of aging. Moreover, the need for 

qualitative inquiries exploring this cohort's lived experiences from birth to the present 

exacerbated these deficiencies. Addressing these gaps in research was crucial for gaining 

valuable insights that could inform both scholarly inquiry and the development of tailored 

support services for older gay men in the Generation Jones cohort. 

In 2022, Lissitsa et al. investigated the impact of social media on Generation 

Jones, focusing on "gray" digital users encompassing the silent generation and the baby 

boomer generation. Utilizing search engine data primarily from Israel, they omitted 

participant birthdates and sexual identities (Lissitsa et al., 2022). Grov et al. conducted an 

empirical survey spanning internet usage patterns among gay and bisexual men from the 

1990s to 2013. While their findings were well-presented, they did not align with my 

study's criteria, which specifically targeted gay men within Generation Jones and a 

relevant timeframe. In addition, the authors acknowledged the reliance of their data on 

disease prevention models in 2014 (Grov et al., 2014). Additionally, in 2021, Marciano & 

Nimrod explored the experiences of gay men over 65 in Israel through semistructured 

interviews. Despite the insightful nature of their data, it fell outside the geographic and 

age parameters of my research (Marciano & Nimrod, 2021). Nonetheless, their findings 

offered a counterpoint to my study's results on the intersection of gay men and 

technology. 

I identified a need for studies that specifically addressed the impact of social 

media on Generation Jones. Although additional studies touched on certain aspects of my 

project, none matched the same level of focus as my study. In their research, Hsieh and 
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Wong compared social networks in later life between heterosexuals and homosexuals 

through face-to-face interviews and leave-behind questionnaires. Despite being 

conducted in the United States, their study did not center specifically on Generation Jones 

(Hsieh & Wong, 2020). Dhoest and Van Ouytsel introduced the concept of "queer media 

generations" to examine the role of media in the lives and identity formation of LGBTQ+ 

individuals across different periods and social and media contexts during their formative 

years. This Belgian study, primarily comprising 80% gay men, utilized a mixed-methods 

approach. Notably, when discussing the baby boomers, it was important to acknowledge 

that the internet and social media became widely available in the mid-1990s, well into 

their adulthood, after most had already established their sexual identities. While the 

boomers described the internet as transformative, facilitating more accessible connections 

with other non-straight men, they also noted their relative lack of digital literacy, 

particularly regarding social media (Dhoest & Van Ouytsel, 2022). My study conducted 

12 in-depth, semistructured interviews exclusively focusing on gay men from Generation 

Jones to explore the role of the internet in shaping their narratives. 

Current Literature 

For my paper I structured my three key sections and examined peer-reviewed 

articles, which facilitated the separation of references for analysis. The literature I 

collected spanned the entire spectrum of gay history, as seen from the birth of Generation 

Jones in 1954 to their experiences up to the present day. I could not locate any literature 

that met my specific criteria, which focused on gay men born between 1954 and 1965 

who had resided in the United States throughout their lives. This third criterion ensured 
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that all participants shared a familiar American cultural context despite representing 

diverse demographics. Notably, there were no restrictions based on race, socioeconomic 

status, or urban/rural background among the participants. While journal articles, books, 

and references with qualitative designs existed, they did not provide the lifetime 

perspective of this distinct group of men. 

Conceptual Framework 

Henri Tajfel and John Turner developed SIT, a foundational framework in social 

psychology. SIT posited that individuals categorized themselves and others into ingroups, 

those they identified with, and outgroups, those perceived as different (Tajfel & Turner, 

1986). By engaging in social identification and comparison, individuals derived self-

esteem and a sense of belonging from group memberships, shaping attitudes and 

behaviors. This theory shed light on intergroup dynamics, prejudice, and collective 

action, guiding research across various disciplines with enduring relevance. 

Social Identity Theory 

Tajfel and Turner pioneered SIT, first published in 1973. SIT posits how 

individuals shape their self-concept within social groups by merging personal traits with 

group affiliations to influence behavior and perceptions (Ellemers et al., 2002). Central to 

this theory were concepts such as ingroup favoritism and outgroup discrimination, 

mechanisms that individuals employed to bolster their social identity. Research grounded 

in SIT illuminated various aspects of group behavior and intergroup relations. Studies 

explored identity formation within marginalized communities, such as LGBTQ+ 

individuals (Campbell et al., 2023). Professor Rusi Jaspal highlighted the role of 
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empathetic support in mitigating minority stressors and enhancing self-perception. 

Humans naturally viewed themselves positively, often extending this positivity to the 

groups they identified with (Jaspal, 2022). Consequently, individuals tended to hold 

favorable opinions about their social groups while exhibiting bias or discrimination 

towards groups they perceived as challenging their social identity (Howard, 2000). The 

intersectionality of Generation Jones and homosexuality exemplified a specific 

application of SIT. 

Significant evolution of identities across cultures and historical epochs was noted, 

with adaptations occurring in response to diverse contextual factors. This phenomenon 

was extensively documented in scholarly works such as those by Howard (2000) and 

Owens et al. (2010). Erikson (1968) notably developed a developmental understanding of 

identity. These studies highlighted the theory's importance in comprehending minority 

experiences and how social contexts influence identity dynamics. 

Applying SIT revealed insights into how gay men from Generation Jones 

navigated their identity amidst societal shifts and historical events. Social psychologist 

Rupert Brown observed that dissatisfaction with group identity might have prompted 

individuals to seek positive distinctiveness or disengage altogether (Brown, 2000). SIT 

distinguishes between personal and social identity, highlighting the significance of group 

affiliations in shaping self-conceptions (Ellemers et al., 2002). The shared experience of 

being gay among Generation Jones men constituted a pivotal aspect of their social 

identity, as depicted in Cass's model of homosexual identity formation (Cass, 1979). 
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This exploration underscored the enduring relevance of SIT in comprehending 

group processes and intergroup relations among gay men. It emphasized the interplay 

between personal and social identities and how they influenced individuals' self-

perception (Brown, 2000; Cass, 1979; Ellemers et al., 2002). This dynamic illustrated the 

interrelationship between SIT and the experiences of gay men from Generation Jones. 

SIT offered a nuanced framework for comprehending the development and experiences 

of gay men's identity, showing how social and cultural factors influenced self-conception 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The experiences of Generation Jones men highlighted identity 

formation's dynamic nature and underscored SIT's enduring relevance in explaining 

group dynamics and individual identity. 

Contemporary research emphasizes understanding sexual orientation identity and 

LGBTQ+ experiences, particularly when applied to a specific age group. Scholars used 

diverse methodologies to explore developmental milestones, factors affecting coming 

out, historical significance, memory, and identity formation within the LGBTQ+ 

community. Evidence suggested that technological advancements, especially in social 

networking tools, enhanced skill acquisition within intellectual property and blurred or 

diluted professional boundaries (Broady-Preston, 2009). Each study offered unique 

insights, requiring critical examination of methodologies and limitations to ensure 

validity and generalizability. 

Methodology 

Contemporary research placed paramount importance on understanding the 

complexities of sexual orientation identity and the experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals. 
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Researchers utilized diverse methodologies to investigate developmental milestones, 

factors influencing coming out, historical significance, memory, and identity formation 

within the LGBTQ+ community. This introduction presented recent studies by 

researchers exploring various aspects of sexual orientation identity and LGBTQ+ 

experiences. Each study employed distinctive methodologies, including systematic 

reviews, statistical analyses, qualitative interviews, and mixed methods approaches. 

While these studies yielded valuable insights, it was crucial to critically assess their 

methodologies and potential limitations to ensure the validity and generalizability of their 

findings. This review aimed to synthesize the methodologies and limitations of these 

studies to deepen our understanding of sexual orientation identity and LGBTQ+ 

experiences in contemporary research. 

Existing research provided critical insights into human identity and offered a 

comprehensive overview of sexual orientation identity development. Researchers such as 

Vivienne Cass synthesized existing research to investigate the developmental milestones 

of sexual orientation identity in LGBTQ+ individuals (Bishop et al., 

2020televisiontelevision). However, potential bias in the included studies could have 

impacted the generalizability of their findings, revealing a weakness in their study. Using 

statistical methods, Trenton Haltom and Shawn Ratcliff investigated the timing of 

coming out among LGB adults in the United States using nationally representative data; 

they elucidated the social and demographic factors influencing coming out decisions, 

thereby deepening understanding of LGB experiences. However, depending on self-

reported data could have introduced response biases, potentially affecting result accuracy 
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(Haltom & Ratcliff, 2021). This dependence in my semistructured interviews of self-

reports required an ethical, non-biased structure. 

In some cases, a more comprehensive study was needed to capture a complex 

issue. In 2019, Varga et al. took a culturally geographic approach to investigate LGBT 

themes. They conducted interviews and analyzed various sources to explore the 

significance of the Stonewall riots. Their mixed-methods design enhanced their 

understanding of the historical and social dynamics within the LGBT movement (Varga 

et al., 2019). However, the study might have required assistance in fully capturing the 

complexity of historical events through interviews and analyses. Weststrate and McLean 

explored how cultural-historical events influenced the memory and psychosocial identity 

of the LGBTQ+ community. They utilized qualitative interviews and quantitative surveys 

to examine the interplay between cultural events, memories, and identities among 

LGBTQ+ individuals. Their study shed light on forming collective memory and identity 

within this community. However, a limitation arose in generalizing the findings due to 

the specific cultural and historical contexts examined (Weststrate & McLean, 2022). 

Other studies directed their attention towards delving deeper into the intricate process of 

identity development within the LGBTQ+ community. 

Researcher bias often undermined research findings' validity, reliability, and 

generalizability. Social psychologist Phillip Hammack employed qualitative research 

methods to explore gay men's identity development in the 21st century. By conducting 

in-depth interviews and narrative analysis, he investigated continuity, change, 

normalization, and resistance in gay men's identity development, offering insights into 



38 

 

their experiences (Hammack, 2018). However, interpreting participants' narratives with 

potential researcher bias might have affected the findings' objectivity. Baiocco et al. 

examined coming-out experiences among LGB individuals through qualitative 

interviews. They used purposive sampling to include diverse experiences, enhancing the 

understanding of coming-out encounters and mental health within the LGB community 

(Baiocco et al., 2023). Nevertheless, a weakness might have arisen from potential self-

selection bias among participants. 

Recalling past events inaccurately could have led to recall bias, potentially 

skewing research findings with inaccuracies or inconsistencies in the data. This bias often 

arose due to memory limitations, emotional influences, and cognitive biases. To explore 

the perspectives of older LGB adults on late life, Miller conducted qualitative interviews, 

ensuring diversity through sampling. The thematic analysis uncovered challenges and 

opportunities in late life, developing an understanding of older LGB individuals' 

experiences (Miller, 2023). However, participants' recall bias, especially regarding events 

and experiences from earlier stages of their lives, might have limited the study's validity. 

Cohort Groups  

In this literature review, I explored how cohort groups, their lived experiences, 

peers, and historical events intricately interacted. I delved into how the unique 

characteristics of this generation, molded by contemporary events, profoundly shaped 

their perspectives, values, and life paths. By scrutinizing these dynamic forces, I aimed to 

understand better how social environments and historical contexts molded cohort groups, 

thus augmenting our comprehension of human diversity and generational identity. 
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Generational Studies 

In the evolution of generational studies, theorists transitioned from naturalistic to 

historical and cultural interpretations, primarily influenced by Karl Mannheim's 

sociological perspective. Mannheim defined a generation as individuals who shared a 

common social and historical position, highlighting the significance of "social memory" 

in shaping cohorts (Williams, 2016). Sociologists like Howe and Strauss further linked 

generational differences to socialization experiences, organizing generations based on 

personas and epochs (Mueller & McCollum, 2022). Mannheim's theories on generational 

identity expanded the pivotal formative period from adolescence to early adulthood, 

molding societal narratives and values specific to each generation. 

Mannheim was a seminal figure from the cohort group deemed the "front" 

generation. This generation, profoundly influenced by the crucible of World War I, held a 

central position in Mannheim's discourse on generational identity and societal narratives 

(Scott, 2014). The impact of shared formative experiences, notably the economic turmoil 

of the Great Depression, significantly contributed to the construction of distinct 

generational values and attitudes (Giancola, 2006). Mannheim's theories broadened our 

understanding of the formative period for generational identity, extending it beyond 

adolescence into early adulthood (Williams, 2016). Through these shared experiences, 

generations shaped individuals, with age as a defining characteristic, while cohorts 

highlighted the inter-cohort disparities shaped by sociocultural environments and 

historical contingencies. Mannheim's contributions revealed that his insights clarified the 

mechanisms behind generational identity formation and emphasized the intricate 
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interplay between historical context, shared experiences, and individual development. 

These contributions emphasized Mannheim's theories' ongoing relevance and 

significance in understanding the dynamics of generational identity and societal 

narratives (Giancola, 2006; Scott, 2014; Williams, 2016). Age was a significant factor in 

the significance of these narratives. 

Generations emphasized shared formative experiences, defining individuals by 

age (Hirshbein, 2001). Ryder's cohorts highlighted inter-cohort differences shaped by 

sociocultural contexts and historical events (Twenge et al., 2012). Generational identities 

arose from collective formative experiences, contributing to the "generation gap" 

(Spitzer, 1973). Classifications reflected formative experiences, like the term "Stonewall 

generation," which emerged from the 1969 riots (Kingstone, 2021). Understanding 

generational complexity transcended simplistic categorizations, acknowledging nuances 

and constant flux (Williams, 2015). Each generation reflected broader sociocultural 

changes, necessitating the recognition of subsets like Generation Jones within larger 

cohorts (Pina-Cabral & Theodossopoulos, 2022). Generational dynamics shape individual 

experiences, influencing trajectories and perspectives (Stewart & Healy, 1989; Twenge, 

2006; Twenge et al., 2012). Distinct experiences underscored the evolving nature of 

generational theory and its impact on historical and sociological contexts (Williams, 

2015). Recognizing subsets within generations enriched understanding of generational 

dynamics and societal change. 

Examining the evolution of individual experiences revealed generational 

undercurrents as influential forces that guided trajectories and shaped perspectives. 
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Generational dynamics, shaped by cultural shifts and societal norms, actively shaped 

individual experiences over time (Stewart & Healy, 1989; Twenge, 2006; Twenge et al., 

2012). Generational theory provides insight into historical and sociological contexts 

through the unique experiences of each generation (Williams, 2015). By identifying 

specific subsets within larger generations, we deepened our understanding of generational 

dynamics and their societal implications (Stewart & Healy, 1989; Twenge, 2006; Twenge 

et al., 2012; Williams, 2015). The cited literature emphasized the importance of 

recognizing the multifaceted nature of generational experiences and the need to 

understand societal change. Through this analysis, the generational theory proved to be a 

valuable framework for comprehending the complexities of human development within 

broader historical and sociocultural contexts. 

Genesis of Generation Jones 

Researchers have long explored generational categorization, striving to define 

nuanced subsets within recognized continuums. Jeffrey Williams (2016) identified a new 

generational niche, "Generation Jones," to distinguish between baby boomers and this 

emerging group. Contrary to traditional classifications, Pontell (2010) suggested 

redefining the baby boomer cohort, considering those born from 1942 to 1953 as boomers 

and those from 1954 to 1965 as part of Generation Jones. This proposed division 

acknowledged diverse cultural and social contexts (West, 2021). The conceptualization of 

Generation Jones provided a framework for understanding generational dynamics, 

emphasizing the need to adapt categorizations to evolving societal contexts and 
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experiences. Further research into these delineations' implications was essential for 

expanding our understanding of intergenerational relations and cultural shifts. 

Studies had explored various generational research aspects, but the gay men 

subset within Generation Jones remained unaddressed. In 2023, L.R. Miller contributed 

to this discourse by investigating the underrepresentation of older lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual (LGB) individuals in discussions on diversity in aging within gerontology. 

Through life story interviews, Miller engaged 60 LGB individuals aged 55 and above in 

the Southeastern and Midwestern regions of the United States. Utilizing inductive coding 

methods, including line-by-line and focused analyses, Miller identified predominant 

themes among the participants, emphasizing the influence of social group membership on 

aging perceptions and late-life visions (Miller, 2023). 

Differing from Miller's approach, my study narrowed its focus to gay men, 

excluded geographical segregation, and employed a more specific age range delineated 

by birth year rather than a generic span. Miller's work shed light on queer aging, 

illustrating how queer culture, history, and experiences contributed to unique aging 

interpretations. Miller highlighted the interplay between social identity and aging 

perceptions within the LGBTQ+ community, offering insights into the multifaceted 

nature of queer aging experiences. Despite the distinct parameters of my study, Miller's 

findings provided a contextual backdrop informing discussions on the intersectionality of 

identity and aging among marginalized populations. 

Bower et al. investigated how nine gay men, born between 1946 and 1964, 

formed their identities, constituting the largest homogeneous subgroup in a sample of 18 
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individuals. Despite similar demographic backgrounds, these men's social, personal, and 

narrative identities diverged, reflecting distinct embodied selves. Guided by queer and 

feminist theories, qualitative analysis uncovered dominant and counter-narratives, thus 

illustrating the complex evolution of sexual identity. While all nine men recalled 

awareness of their gay identity in childhood, expressing this identity awareness outwardly 

remained complex. The findings revealed how participants navigated their sexual 

identities amidst decades of social change, with some becoming pioneers of the gay rights 

movement while others struggled with silence and invisibility (Bower et al., 2021a). 

The study emphasized the nuanced and multifaceted nature of sexual identity 

development, highlighting the interplay between individual experiences and broader 

socio-cultural contexts. Qualitative methodologies facilitated an exploration of 

participants' lived experiences, illuminating the complexities inherent in constructing 

sexual identity (Bower et al., 2021a). Within their qualitative study, the researchers 

explored topics such as discrimination. 

In addition to their initial study, Bower et al. (2021b) delved into the concept of 

generativity among middle-aged and older adults, with a particular focus on LGBTQ+ 

individuals who had endured lifelong discrimination. Through narrative analysis, the 

team uncovered three primary redemptive narratives: experiences during the HIV/AIDS 

pandemic, the lack of positive role models, and religious conviction (Bower et al., 

2021b). These narratives illuminated how individuals navigated stigmatizing social 

influences to establish a legacy for future generations, contributing to resilience despite 

societal stigma and collective trauma. In contrast to my research, their study 
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encompassed sexual minorities beyond gay men and spanned age groups ranging from 

Generation X to the silent generation. 

Pontell's recalibration categorized the first group, baby boomers, as individuals 

born between 1942 and 1953. Conversely, the subsequent cohort, from 1954 to 1965, 

demonstrated notably divergent attitudes and values. This divergence was a central theme 

that Pontell explored as he challenged the conventional definition of the baby boom 

generation. To denote the anonymous status of this second group, Pontell introduced the 

term "Generation Jones" (Pérez-Peña, 2014; Williams, 2015). In his 2010 article in The 

Independent, Pontell employed this moniker about British politics. He noted that neither 

David Cameron nor Nick Clegg belonged to the boomer or Generation X cohorts. 

Instead, they belonged to a distinct generation in between, the same generation as Barack 

Obama's, which had long operated under the radar and was only then beginning to have a 

full impact. This generation, Pontell termed "Generation Jones" (Pontell, 2010), 

underscored the significant gap between baby boomers and Generation Jones, illustrating 

that this division transcended niche status. 

Statistics showed that the moniker "Generation Jones" encompassed many 

Americans. Between baby boomers and Generation X, this group comprised over 50 

million Americans, establishing it as a significant demographic (Williams, 2016). 

Coming of age in the 1970s, Generation Jones faced financial and economic challenges 

exceeding those of the baby boomers a decade earlier. Despite the transformative changes 

initiated by the baby boomers in the 1960s, Generation Jones did not experience the 

anticipated prosperity upon reaching adulthood. Consequently, this generation was 
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frequently characterized as collectively pessimistic, harboring a longing for an era 

preceding their own time (Gunelius, 2009; Williams, 2015). The writings of Karl 

Mannheim provided a solid rationale that supported the concept of Generation Jones. 

Mannheim's sociological perspective on generations illuminated the 

understanding of Generation Jones and his segmentation of origin points and references. 

This perspective emphasized qualitative views influenced by social memory and 

imprinting during the formative period from adolescence through early adulthood 

(Williams, 2016). Although artificial, insisting on dates enabled one to outline the three 

segments that any event generated once it became a "knot,” a point of origin and 

reference for a generation (Kriegel & Hirsch, 1978). Significantly, the starting point in 

1954 coincided with considerations regarding the Vietnam War draft, marking the first 

birth year for males exempt from the draft (Pontell, 2010; Williams, 2016). Pontell 

coined the term Generation Jones to reflect a prevalent sense of yearning and irony, 

suggesting missing the iconic heyday of the 1960s (Boylan, 2020; Pontell, 2010; 

Williams, 2016). He actively promoted the idea of Generation Jones, emphasizing their 

unique challenges, including economic downturns and the distinctive cultural atmosphere 

of the 1970s (Williams, 2015). Generation Jones stood apart from earlier generations in 

that they did not experience substantial societal disruptions. They avoided the 

consequences of a global conflict or the imminent threat of mandatory military service 

(Pérez-Peña, 2014). While Pontell was the first to coin the term Generation Jones, the 

idea had been circulating in media representation. 
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In 1972, author Joyce Maynard, then an 18-year-old college student, articulated 

the idea of generational differences between her age group and the baby boomer concept. 

Her essay, published in The New York Times, prophesied the division between the 

Boomer generation and Generation Jones. Maynard asserted significant distinctions 

between her generation and the early baby boomers, born between 1946 and 1953. She 

noted that her generation was the first to grow up with television, taking technology for 

granted (Maynard, 1972). Judith Burnett, in 2016, coined the term "the second wave" for 

Maynard's generation. Emphasizing Mannheim's concept of "fresh contacts," which 

referred to meeting new people, Burnett observed that the second wave had access to 

contacts unavailable to the first wave (Burnett, 2016). Mannheim, in 1952, indicated that 

individuals of the same age coalesced as a generation when they actively or passively 

engaged with the distinctive social and intellectual currents of their society and era, 

experiencing the interactions of the forces that shaped the new situation (Mannheim, 

1952). Despite a twenty-year gap between them, Mannheim and Maynard espoused a 

similar argument. Were television and technology not considered "fresh contacts" that 

were not widely available or understood by Burnett's first wave of baby boomers? 

Almost twenty years before Douglas Coupland published Generation X, 

Maynard's generation criticized commercial culture obsessively. She criticized television, 

denouncing its abundance of "dull, plastic, faceless" characters and suggesting that the 

repetitive boredom it induced formed a rhythm akin to "a constant pulse of flashing 

Coca-Cola signs, McDonald's golden arches, and Howard Johnson roofs" (Maynard, 
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1972, p.8). These recurring ideas resonated with Mannheim's theories regarding common 

denominators. 

Mannheim's predominant theory posited that cohort groups were characterized by 

virtue of their chronological ages. However, their shared experiences—politically, 

socially, and educationally—established milestones and positioned them within a defined 

parameter. A more productive approach to generational thinking involved seeking 

"common denominators," "shared characteristics," or, as Mannheim described it, the 

"same determining influences" (Pontell, 2010; West, 2021). The political economy shifts 

during Generation Jones, coming of age in the mid-1970s, and the transition to 

neoliberalism in the Reagan Era set the generation apart. Their experiences contrasted 

with the postwar prosperity of baby boomers, as they were the first modern generation to 

experience a declining standard of living (Williams, 2016). Pontell noted differences 

between Generation Jones and Generation X (Appelbaum et al., 2005), highlighting that 

the initial stereotype of Generation Xers did not apply to Generation Jones. 

Generation Jones, a cohort confronted with elevated divorce rates among their 

parents, often led to increased instances of unsupervised latchkey children. Conversely, 

Generation X, marked by a notable absence of the emblematic idealism of the 1960s, 

typically expressed higher levels of cynicism and alienation (Williams, 2015). Scholars 

and commentators frequently contrasted the aspirations of Generation Jones, imbuing 

them with idealism, romanticism, and humanitarian pursuits, with the materialistic 

tendencies observed in the preceding generation. Exploring the interplay between 

contemporaneous perceptions and generational consciousness was essential for 
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understanding the complexities inherent in such analyses (Williams, 2015). Assessing the 

outlined generational dynamics revealed that societal shifts and familial experiences 

significantly contributed to forming generational identities. The contrast between 

idealism and cynicism underscored the multifaceted nature of generational dispositions, 

necessitating comprehensive analyses to grasp their implications on broader socio-

cultural landscapes. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, developed countries witnessed a significant surge in the 

gay liberation movement. Long-standing societal norms, prompting a reevaluation of 

prevailing attitudes towards homosexuality, had begun to see challenges by the 

subsequent decade. Similar to the civil rights struggles of the preceding decade, this 

movement saw individuals from diverse backgrounds advocating for equal rights. It 

served as a wake-up call for a populace steeped in traditional gender roles, both 

masculine and feminine, which had long gone unquestioned. The pivotal Stonewall Riot 

of 1969 marked the dawn of increased visibility for the gay community. By 1980, when 

Ronald Reagan was elected president, gay pride marches were commonplace in many 

American cities, including Washington, DC. This newfound visibility unsettled a sizable 

portion of the population, still clinging to the belief that homosexuality was a psychiatric 

disorder (Reagan et al, 2019). The impact of the formative years of Generation Jones 

intersected with both the advancement and setbacks of gay rights. 
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Studies, Methodology, and Scope 

Academic History of Narratives 

In gay studies, narratives played a focal role as they served as a powerful 

instrument for exploring, understanding, and communicating the diverse experiences of 

individuals within the LGBTQ+ community. One significant advantage of employing 

narratives in gay studies was their ability to infuse the gay experience with humanity and 

individuality. Personal narratives allowed individuals to articulate their unique 

encounters, challenges, and triumphs, providing a nuanced and authentic perspective on 

the hurdles faced by the LGBTQ+ community. These narratives served as a reminder that 

LGBTQ+ individuals were not solely defined by their sexual orientation but rather by the 

richness and complexity of their lives. 

In researching my paper, focusing on the intersectionality of my study, I 

employed narrative to offer insight, context, and understanding of phenomenology. This 

approach, prevalent in qualitative research fields such as psychology, sociology, 

anthropology, and education, involves collecting and analyzing stories or narratives 

shared by participants to comprehend their experiences, perspectives, and attributions of 

meaning to certain events or phenomena (Polkinghorne, 2005). Techniques like 

interviews, focus groups, or diaries gathered these narratives. Life history interviews, for 

example, entailed obtaining detailed accounts of individuals' life stories, focusing on 

noteworthy events, relationships, and experiences. Through these narratives, I sought to 

discern patterns, themes, and meanings within the broader social or cultural context 

(Altman et al., 2022). Alternatively, narrative analysis entailed scrutinizing narratives' 
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structure, content, and language to identify recurring themes, plotlines, or 

characterizations (Riessman & Quinney, 2005). My study, "A phenomenological inquiry 

into the lived experience of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort," encompassed 

narratives from cohorts born between 1954 and 1965. My participants shared their life 

histories in semistructured interviews addressing three areas of development: childhood, 

adulthood, middle age, and beyond. 

Narratives illuminated the personal struggles and triumphs of the authors while 

also shedding light on the broader societal issues they confronted. Narratives offered the 

best rationale when conveying a "lived experience" (Bruner, 2004). The concept of 

milestones delineated the events that uniquely characterized this cohort group, 

consolidating their identities into a distinct collective (Bishop et al., 2020). These 

milestones, outlined by the Coleman (1982) and Cass (1979) models, commenced with 

the realization of a difference in one's attraction, progressed through acceptance, and 

optimistically concluded with the integration of one's homosexuality into the broader 

psyche (Bishop et al., 2020; Nagoshi et al., 2022). Gay memoirs yielded valuable insights 

into the lived experiences and challenges encountered by individuals within the LGBTQ+ 

community. 

Understanding the developmental journey of individuals across diverse sexual 

orientations necessitated examining how milestones within the cohort group shaped their 

unique experiences and identities. The concept of milestones signified the momentous 

events shaping the uniqueness of this cohort group while simultaneously integrating their 

identities into a distinct whole, as asserted by Bishop et al. (2020). These milestones, 
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outlined by the Coleman (1982) and Cass (1979) models, commenced with the 

recognition of divergence in one's attraction, progressed through acceptance, and 

culminated optimistically with the integration of one's homosexuality into a broader 

personal psyche (Nagoshi et al., 2022). Framing narratives using Coleman's 

Developmental Stages and Cass's Homosexual Identity Formation (HIF) theories fostered 

a more profound comprehension of character development and personal growth across 

various sexual orientations. 

Therefore, it naturally progressed to frame narratives using these two theories. 

Understanding an individual's life story involved mapping identity changes through 

narrative (Bower et al., 2021a; Singer, 2004). Narratives functioned as frameworks for 

individuals to comprehend their lives, establish relationships, seek validation, and 

reshape experiences. Personal narratives, whether shared or kept privately, crucially 

shaped our understanding and constructed identities (Dean, 1995; Rosenwald & Ochberg, 

1992). They also fostered empathy and awareness, allowing diverse individuals to 

connect personally with varying experiences. Through storytelling, LGBTQ+ individuals 

challenged stereotypes, dismantled biases, and encouraged dialogue for a more inclusive 

society. The correlation between history, memory, and contemporary circumstances 

underscored the dichotomous nature of historical trauma, which related to widely 

acknowledged traumatic occurrences and experiences. 

Public narratives persistently documented events and community reactions, 

spanning over six decades, particularly regarding the journey of Generation Jones 

individuals. Trauma could have been inflicted through struggles in accepting and 
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expressing sexual identities (Mohatt et al., 2014). Cultural groups and communities 

shared collective historical narratives marked by oppression, victimization, or profound 

group trauma. These narratives facilitated exploring intersectionality within the gay 

community, acknowledging complex and multifaceted identities intersecting with factors 

such as race, geography, and socioeconomic status (Mohatt et al., 2014). In response to 

the HIV/AIDS pandemic, numerous memoirs emerged within the gay community, 

serving as poignant personal narratives (Hammack & Cohler, 2011). Essex sociologist 

Ken Plummer (2001) had integrated this approach into academic methodologies, notably 

through memoirs written by non-celebrity authors documenting their life histories 

(Hammack & Cohler, 2011). Authors like Kevin Sessum (Mississippi Sissy) and Martin 

Moran (The Tricky Part) disclosed violent developmental experiences. In contrast, others 

like Tim Miller, Harvey Fierstein, and Mark Doty offered accounts of traumatic 

childhoods transformed by art (Hammack & Cohler, 2011). David Sedaris (Naked) and 

Jamie Brickhouse (Dangerous When Wet) provided humorous memoirs about their 

childhood and the influence of their mothers. At the same time, Andrew Tobias (The Best 

Little Boy in the World) and Edmund White offered tragic narratives about life in pre-

Stonewall America, with White's ethnographic exploration in States of Desire 

documenting the growing communities of contented gay men across post-Stonewall and 

pre-HIV/AIDS America (Radel, 2022). These memoirs offered valuable insights into the 

gay community's experiences and struggles, contributing to a more inclusive literary 

landscape and serving as therapeutic tools for healing and self-exploration (Hammack & 
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Cohler, 2011; Radel, 2022). Their access to an audience attuned to their messages of 

personal growth was a positive addition to the understanding of gay knowledge. 

In my study of Generation Jones, the 12 participants spanned diverse 

demographics, with the exception of the unmovable study demographics of sexual 

identity and age (gay men born between 1954 and 1965). Scholars and activists in gay 

studies could explore the unique challenges these individuals faced at these intersections 

through narratives, highlighting the importance of addressing multiple layers of 

oppression (Smith, 2015). My aim in addressing this topic was to utilize narratives to 

identify differences within communities and, significantly, to preserve these men's 

stories. By doing so, they contributed to the ongoing fight for LGBTQ+ rights, 

emphasizing both the progress and the remaining work. These narratives played a crucial 

role as Generation Jones navigated their formative years amidst the HIV/AIDS pandemic 

of the 1980s and the following two decades of saturation of social media. 

Developmental Stages in the Coming-Out Process 

This study began by examining the coming out process among gay men in the 

Generation Jones cohort. To comprehensively understand their trajectory, it was 

necessary to understand the developmental stages of coming out. This required 

scrutinizing the framework for homosexual identity formation and reviewing relevant 

academic narratives. Additionally, exploring the intersectionality of factors such as 

cultural background, familial support, and societal attitudes toward homosexuality 

deepened our comprehension of the nuanced experiences within the Generation Jones 

cohort. 



54 

 

In the context of growth and maturation within the gay community, societal 

disapproval accentuated the determination of this development. Generation Jones 

individuals often experienced arrested development due to various challenges hindering 

maturation. These challenges often led to the loss of family and friends, leaving 

individuals feeling abandoned, ashamed, and increasingly lonely (O’Neill et al., 2020). 

Research indicated that individuals who faced unfavorable responses from their parents 

regarding their sexual orientation were significantly more inclined to develop avoidant 

attachment styles, experience anxiety, and have diminished levels of self-acceptance 

(Mohr & Fassinger, 2003; Rosenberg, 2018). My research established a framework 

applicable across all generations. However, since the framework originated during the 

formative years of Generation Jones, the parallels held increased relevance. 

In 1979, psychologist Vivienne Cass introduced the theoretical model of 

homosexual identity formation (HIF). Within the interpersonal congruency theory 

framework, the model delineated a six-stage process. Dr. Cass's model emphasized 

individuals' active role in perceiving their behavior and shaping their homosexual identity 

through subsequent actions. Within each stage, alternative developmental paths were 

proposed, assuming a positive valuation of homosexuality as a status (Cass, 1979; 

Goodrich & Brammer, 2021; Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014). Factors influencing the choice 

of developmental trajectories were explored, with the model applicable to both female 

and male homosexuals (Degges-White et al., 2000). Dr. Cass's theory aimed to 

understand how individuals with a homosexual orientation achieved full integration 

(Cass, 1979; Goodrich & Brammer, 2021). This model marked a significant departure 
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from the prevailing heterosexist and homophobic attitudes of the time, approaching 

LGBT individuals as a regular part of society and refraining from pathologizing 

homosexuality and bisexuality. 

Cass’s 1979 essay, titled Homosexual Identity Formation: A Theoretical Model, 

laid the groundwork for understanding the formative years of the gay Generation Jones. 

At the time of Cass's publication, Generation Jones would have been between the ages of 

14 and 25, rendering her paper particularly relevant to this cohort group (Cass, 1979). 

Coming a decade after Stonewall, Cass's paper emerged during a period marked by 

shifting societal perspectives on homosexuals, despite persistent discrimination and 

stigmatization, constituting shared knowledge about which attributes and categories were 

valued by society (Cass, 1979; Herek, 2009). Her work served as a foundational piece, 

providing insight into the development process of gay identity. Amidst changing societal 

attitudes towards homosexuality, Cass's model introduced a pioneering structure for 

understanding how individuals navigated their sexual orientation and its associated 

challenges (Cass, 1979; Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014). Comprising six stages, Cass's model 

outlined the common experiences individuals underwent during the formation of their 

homosexual identity, offering a systematic framework for understanding the journey from 

early self-awareness to complete acceptance and integration of one's sexual orientation. 

Cass employed qualitative research methodology, explicitly conducting in-depth 

interviews with gay men and lesbians to delve into their experiences, feelings, and 

thoughts about sexual orientation (Cass, 1979). These interviews allowed Cass to 

pinpoint common themes and patterns in individuals' processes of comprehending and 
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embracing their sexual orientation. Some theorists debated Cass’s failure to distinguish 

between gay men and lesbians, as well as her reliance on a linear structure (Yarhouse, 

2001). Alternative theories may have involved fewer steps or taken a non-linear approach 

to homosexual identity formation. However, upon examining the frameworks proposed 

by Coleman (1982), Troiden (2013), and McDonald (1982), I concluded that Cass's 

sequential stages, along with the concept of identity foreclosure, aligned most closely 

with the specific requirements of my research. 

Cass's model began with the identity confusion stage, during which individuals 

initially recognized their thoughts, actions, or emotions aligning with homosexuality, 

fostering personal awareness of their sexual orientation. In this phase, individuals 

consciously acknowledged that their behavior and emotions could be identified as gay 

(Cass, 1979; Cox & Gallois, 1996; Degges-White et al., 2000). According to Cass, one's 

formation of a homosexual identity started as individuals became aware and 

acknowledged the relevance of homosexuality to their behavior, whether externally 

manifesting or internally through thoughts, feelings, or physiological responses (Cass, 

1979). However, older members of Generation Jones, raised in a more restrictive 

environment, might have suppressed acknowledging this identity due to taboos 

surrounding homosexuality, potentially hindering further progression. 

Cass proposed that individuals could halt at any of the six phases, suggesting that 

these stages could have overwhelmed individuals and impeded their development. 

Particularly, individuals raised in religious or cultural minority contexts, prevalent during 

the 1967–1977 time frame of Generation Jones, might have experienced exacerbated 
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difficulties in acknowledging their homosexual identity (Anderson & Koc, 2020). They 

might have been aware of their same-sex desires but selectively disclosed their sexuality 

without fully integrating it into their identity structure (Anderson & Koc, 2020). Cass 

recognized that individuals could have impeded their growth by choosing not to explore 

their identity further, resulting in a state known as "identity foreclosure," where internal 

processes and external influences actively shaped their decisions (Cass, 1979; Goodrich 

& Brammer, 2021). This termination of the forward movement in the homosexual 

identity formation process among Generation Jones could have stemmed from their 

awareness of societal disapproval (Degges-White et al., 2000). Upon progressing beyond 

the identity confusion stage, individuals enter the identity comparison stage, as defined 

by Cass (1979, 1984). Here, they began comparing their experiences and feelings with 

those of others who identified as homosexual, actively seeking information and exploring 

the possibility of being gay. 

During identity comparison, individuals commenced comparing their experiences 

and emotions with those of others who identified as homosexual, actively seeking 

information and exploring the possibility of being gay or lesbian. This process posed 

challenges for Generation Jones, particularly those in non-urban geographical areas. 

Cass's framework promoted a more accepting recognition of one's potential sexual 

orientation, acknowledging it as partially homosexual and not exclusively heterosexual 

(Cass, 1979; Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014). However, a failure to effectively apply these 

frameworks might have led individuals to develop a negative belief that they were 

exclusively homosexual. During this stage, individuals began questioning their self-
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perception as heterosexual, pondering whether some of their thoughts, behaviors, or 

feelings might have been categorized as "gay" (Peterson & Gerrity, 2006). Once again, 

Cass's concept of identity foreclosure could have occurred, hindering the individual from 

progressing to the identity tolerance stage, where they started embracing their feelings 

about their own sexuality. 

Gay men belonging to the Generation Jones cohort group faced difficulties when 

revealing their sexuality to friends or seeking support from other gay men during their 

formative years. This reluctance primarily stemmed from prevalent threats of violence, 

extortion, arrest, or ostracism, especially in more conservative areas. Cass characterized 

this era as a time during which individuals confronted feelings of unease regarding their 

sexual identity. However, if these sensations were effectively suppressed, it might have 

resulted in identity foreclosure (Cass, 1979, 1984). When efforts to conceal these 

emotions proved futile, individuals started recognizing themselves as homosexual, albeit 

with a less favorable self-image than previously held (Peterson & Gerrity, 2006). For the 

Generation Jones cohort group of gay men during their formative years, there was a lack 

of knowledge about where to meet individuals who shared similar feelings. Cass referred 

to this stage as an "uneasy alliance" in which individuals addressed their self-hatred 

(Cass, 1979). In the absence of identity foreclosure, individuals were more likely to 

develop a more robust dedication to their gay identity (Degges-White et al., 2000). The 

disclosure of one's sexual identity and the formation of interpersonal relationships played 

crucial roles in sexual identity development. This process could have been incredibly 

challenging within a heteronormative social framework, where gay men faced various 
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minority stressors, ranging from subtle microaggressions to explicit prejudice (Hammack, 

2018). For millennials and Generation Z, these stressors might have been less severe. 

However, for the men of Generation Jones, this stressor could have resulted in being 

disowned, extorted, arrested, or even attacked violently. The next stage was identity 

acceptance, in which a full embrace of one's homosexuality began to integrate into one's 

self-concept. This often resulted in these men leaving their homes and communities for 

more like-minded environments. 

In Cass's model of identity acceptance, individuals actively communicated their 

sexual identity to a broader circle of friends as they progressed through the stages. By 

avoiding identity foreclosure in earlier stages, they developed greater self-comfort and 

expressed their orientation confidently. Cass emphasized that specific subcultural 

influences significantly shaped this progression (1979). This alignment often reduced 

interactions with heterosexual individuals, potentially lessening internal conflict, 

particularly within families. Some even altered their living and work situations to 

maintain distance and preserve their preferred privacy (Cass, 1979; Kenneady & Oswalt, 

2014). Navigating the workplace posed challenges for those navigating both heterosexual 

and homosexual environments. Revealing one's sexual identity at work could have 

resulted in social and vocational turmoil, leading to discrimination (Baumle et al., 2023). 

Consequently, individuals might have led a closeted existence with certain people 

while maintaining a separate, more authentic life among gay friends and intimates. 

However, successfully navigating this duality could have marked the end of identity 

foreclosure at this stage, according to Cass (1979). For Generation Jones, this dual 
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existence often meant managing two distinct identities. Normalization of identity 

acceptance and avoidance of identity foreclosure facilitated progress to the next stage, 

triggered by the growing incongruence between self-perception and external perception 

(Cass, 1979; Degges-White et al., 2000). For men in this cohort, societal ostracism 

persisted during the commencement of their post-secondary education. 

The Generation Jones cohort, encompassing individuals who reached adulthood 

between 1972 and 1983, navigated a pivotal period marked by significant social change 

and the lingering specter of widespread discrimination against homosexual individuals. 

As they transitioned into adulthood, whether through pursuing higher education or other 

pathways, they grappled with pervasive societal stigmatization surrounding non-

heteronormative identities. This era was defined by a climate of intolerance and 

marginalization towards gay individuals, shaping the coming-of-age experiences of those 

within the Generation Jones cohort. The increased visibility of gay individuals post-Cass 

stirred unease among a notable segment of society who primarily viewed homosexuality 

through the lens of psychiatric pathology (Johnson & Holmes, 2019). Despite 

advancements in understanding and acceptance, persistent misconceptions perpetuated 

stigma and hindered progress toward inclusivity and equality. 

In Cass's fifth stage, individuals actively embraced their non-heterosexual 

identity, evolving towards identity pride. During this phase, they advocated for gay rights 

and participated in activism (Cass, 1979, 1984). Timely events, like New York City's 

inaugural Christopher Street Liberation Day March, held the year following the 

Stonewall uprising (Ashley & Sanchinel, 2023), along with subsequent parades and 
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activities in major cities, deeply resonated with gay men from the Generation Jones 

cohort group due to their novelty and sense of camaraderie. Here, individuals experienced 

a profound sense of pride in their gay identity, epitomized by slogans such as "Gay is 

good" and "Gay and proud" (Cass, 1979, p. 233). Cass's seminal paper coincided with the 

tenth anniversary of the Stonewall riots and the annual gay pride weekend in New York 

City. Estimates suggested a crowd of over 50,000 to 100,000 participants, with the 

procession stretching for 30 city blocks and eventually filling Central Park's Sheep 

Meadow (Thomas, 1979). A decade earlier, such a massive gathering would have been 

inconceivable. A surge of activists spanning the silent generation, baby boomers, and 

Generation Jones had embraced activism, a stark departure from the era of Kinsey, 

Hooker, and the Mattachine Society, where activism remained underground. 

Generation Jones activists initiated a shift towards more positive representations 

of homosexuals. During this stage, gay individuals might have begun to distance 

themselves from the heterosexual environment and previously strongly associated 

individuals (Goodrich & Brammer, 2021). Men in this phase typically perceived the 

world as divided into heterosexual and homosexual categories, fostering a strong 

dedication to the homosexual community and collective identity (Degges-White et al., 

2000). These attitudinal shifts also extended to their interactions within their families. 

Following World War II, gays navigated a balance between their gay identities 

and family ties, exercising discretion. However, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as part 

of the liberation movement, many in the gay community rejected discretion (Goodrich & 

Brammer, 2021). They sought full acknowledgment from heterosexual society, including 
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their families, while critiquing the emotional constraints associated with heterosexual 

norms, nuclear families, domesticity, and parental roles (Goodrich & Brammer, 2021; 

Murray, 2010). This phase represented a notable transition from internalized stigma and 

societal pressures to self-acceptance and pride in one's sexual orientation, embracing 

one's identity within the gay community wholeheartedly. Individuals often immersed 

themselves in gay and lesbian culture and literature, drawn by its richness and relevance 

to their experiences and identity development (Cass, 1979; Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014). 

Often, this could have involved moving to a city with individualized gay neighborhoods, 

such as the Castro in San Francisco or Midtown in Atlanta. This immersion could have 

been pivotal to their journey, providing validation, understanding, and a sense of 

belonging within the LGBTQ+ community. In Cass's final stage, individuals recognized 

that their sexual identity was just one aspect of their lives, integrating it into a more 

enriched and multifaceted existence. 

Cass's homosexual identity formation culminated in identity synthesis. At this 

stage, individuals actively integrated their sexual orientation into their overall identity, 

viewing it as just one facet of their lives. They achieved congruence and balance, 

understanding that being "gay" was only a part of their identity (Yarhouse, 2001). 

Moreover, they abandoned the outdated "us versus them" mentality, realizing the fallacy 

of categorizing all heterosexuals as unfavorable and all homosexuals as positive (Cass, 

1979). Any argument left over from identity pride, such as us vs. them mentality, had 

decreased to the point of non-existence (Cass, 1979; Yarhouse et al., 2005). Instead, they 



63 

 

acknowledged the existence of heterosexual individuals who accepted their homosexual 

identity, fostering mutual acceptance and understanding. 

Several valid critiques emerged regarding Cass's HIF. Joanne Kaufman and 

Cathryn Johnson (2004) contended that, after forty years, the model exhibited diminished 

validity when viewed through the lens of contemporary research. The model's failure to 

incorporate socio-cultural influences, which significantly shaped identity development 

trajectories (Goodrich & Brammer, 2021; Kenneady & Oswalt, 2014), underscored this 

assertion. The societal attitudes towards queer individuals had evolved alongside the 

management of social stigma, diverging from the model's original landscape (Kaufman & 

Johnson, 2004). Did the model developed during Generation Jones' formative years still 

apply to later generations? Critiques also questioned the model's proposition of linear 

progression, suggesting that individuals must have traversed all six stages to achieve 

well-adjusted queer status. This premise might no longer accurately reflect the nuanced 

realities of contemporary queer experiences (Kaufman & Johnson, 2004). In 1979, 

Professor and researcher Richard R. Troiden conducted a survey parallel to Cass's HIF 

model, laying the groundwork for his comprehension of gay identity development. 

Employing the "snowball" technique, Troiden interviewed 150 gay men, utilizing 

his connections within the gay community to identify additional participants. The insights 

gathered from these interviews informed Troiden's delineation of four distinct stages in 

the evolution of gay male identity: sensitization, dissociation, signification, coming out, 

and commitment (Troiden, 2013; Yarhouse, 2001). Although specific themes 

corresponded with Cass's HIF model, Troiden's framework offered a less intricate 
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structure and, unlike Cass, only accommodated variations in the progression of 

developmental stages. 

Degges-White and her colleagues observed distinct indicators of being in the 

identity synthesis stage in nine out of the 12 lesbians interviewed in a qualitative research 

study (Degges-White et al., 2000). All these women had meaningful connections with 

individuals from both the sexual majority and sexual minority groups, viewing their 

sexuality as just one facet of their overall identity (Degges-White et al., 2000). Although 

approximately 25 years old, this study validated Cass's model (Degges-White et al., 

2000). In 1984, Cass conducted research on her model involving 166 self-identified 

homosexuals, utilizing a questionnaire with thorough questions aligning with her six 

stages. The results showed that individuals perceiving homosexuality as a part of their 

lives could distinguish themselves based on the characteristics outlined in the model of 

homosexual identity development (Cass, 1984). Cass's model offered a systematic 

understanding of the journey to a positive homosexual identity, aiding researchers and 

mental health professionals in supporting individuals grappling with their sexual 

orientation. Moreover, it underscored the significance of social support and community 

involvement in identity development, fostering the creation of safe spaces and networks 

and acknowledging the diversity and fluidity of the LGBTQ+ identity development 

process.  

Cass (1979, 1984) proposed a six-stage model for the formation of homosexual 

identity, suggesting that individuals actively shaped their behavior perception, thus 

influencing their homosexual identity development. The model outlined alternative paths 
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at each stage, indicating a dynamic process in identity formation. It considered factors 

influencing developmental trajectories, highlighting the variability in how individuals 

adopted a homosexual identity. 

Summary 

I conducted a thorough literature review to refine the scope of my research topic, 

immersing myself in over 200 journal articles and using keywords from peer-reviewed 

sources for subsequent searches. Within my paper, I explored three key sections, delving 

into peer-reviewed articles and gathering literature that spanned gay history, tracing the 

birth of Generation Jones in 1954. Despite the extensive search, I found no literature 

meeting my specific criteria. Neither peer-reviewed nor non-peer-reviewed sources had 

yet examined the connection between Generation Jones and gay men. This unexplored 

realm of gay history and rights underscored the necessity for further peer-reviewed 

research. 

The primary goal of this literature review was to employ a robust academic 

framework, supported by scholarly references, to meticulously outline the life trajectory 

of individuals belonging to Generation Jones. This preparatory work was essential for 

conducting in-depth interviews with these resilient and storied men. Each section of the 

comprehensive review played a pivotal role in shaping the overarching research inquiries 

outlined in the forthcoming methodology section. 

The overarching objective was to harness the invaluable insights gleaned from the 

lived experiences of these individuals. These narratives, when interwoven, coalesced into 

compelling life course stories. This narrative, enriched by personal anecdotes and 
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historical context, served as an illuminating guide for future generations seeking to 

understand this particular cohort's complex and nuanced mindset. Their trajectory closely 

paralleled that of the gay rights movement, characterized by a profound tapestry of pride 

and pain, reflecting their unique journey through a dynamic and transformative era. 



67 

 

 
Chapter 3: Research Method 

Introduction 

In Chapter 3 of my dissertation, I delved into the core aspects of my research 

methodology by outlining the research design and rationale that formed the foundation of 

this study. As the sole investigator, I actively shaped every facet of the research process, 

from conceptualization to execution. The methodology employed in this study reflected a 

deliberate and thoughtful approach to addressing the research questions, ensuring validity 

in the findings. 

Participant selection logic and instrumentation constituted components discussed 

in this chapter. I outlined participant selection criteria, ensuring representation and 

relevance to the study objectives. Additionally, I elaborated on the instruments used for 

data collection, emphasizing their reliability in capturing meaningful insights. 

Transparent interpretation of the recruitment, participation, and data collection 

procedures underscored the ethical considerations that guided every interaction with 

participants. Furthermore, I expounded upon the data analysis plan, delineating the 

methods employed to derive conclusions from the gathered data while upholding rigor 

and validity. Throughout this chapter, I thoroughly addressed trustworthiness and ethical 

procedures, reflecting my commitment to conducting ethical and credible research. 

Research Design and Rationale 

My study focused on the lived experiences of gay men from Generation Jones, 

which spanned the birth years between 1954 and 1965. I chose a phenomenological 

design for this study, grounding it in a qualitative methodology that explored and 
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interpreted individuals' lived experiences by examining their essence (Neubauer et al., 

2019). This approach offered valuable insights for my research, enabling an in-depth 

exploration of the unique experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort. Husserl 

(1859–1938) initiated phenomenology, emphasizing that meaning and knowledge—

specifically for the men in this study—emerged through their connections to historical 

contexts and the observer's awareness. Following phenomenology's principles, I aimed to 

create opportunities for these men to revisit and reflect on their life events, providing 

insights that built a deeper historical perspective on their lived experiences (Crotty, 1998; 

Lauterbach, 2018). Phenomenology served as a potent qualitative research approach, 

enabling an exploration and understanding of the diverse experiences of gay men from 

this specific generation. My study centered on the principles of phenomenology, which 

provided a vital framework for exploring the lived experiences of individuals within the 

Generation Jones cohort. 

As a qualitative research approach, phenomenology highlights the importance of 

subjective experiences and the meanings that individuals attach to them (Moustakas, 

1994). Researchers have successfully applied these principles in various studies to gain 

insights into diverse populations and contexts. In these cases, phenomenology illuminated 

these individuals' challenges and triumphs, underscoring the value of their subjective 

experiences. 

Employing phenomenology in this study revealed the nuanced and multifaceted 

experiences of the Generation Jones cohort, particularly regarding their identities, social 

relationships, and life transitions. This approach aligned with our goal of fostering a 
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deeper understanding of this cohort's unique struggles and strengths, ultimately informing 

more effective support and interventions tailored to their needs. Thus, phenomenology 

served as a methodological choice and a meaningful means of honoring the complexities 

of human experience. 

This study used a qualitative research design as the best approach to explore the 

lived experiences of gay men within the Generation Jones cohort. Qualitative research 

captured the depth, complexity, and nuance of subjective experiences, making it the most 

effective choice for understanding how social, cultural, and historical factors shaped 

these men's lives. Rather than aiming to quantify or generalize findings, this study sought 

an intimate and contextualized understanding of participants' perspectives. A quantitative 

approach would have limited this exploration, as it lacked the flexibility to capture the 

nuanced, personalized accounts essential to phenomenology. Quantitative methods, 

which depend on structured data and statistical analysis, could not accommodate the 

complex intersections of identity, social challenges, and cultural dynamics fundamental 

to this study's objectives. 

Phenomenology provided a robust framework for examining these lived 

experiences. Rooted in Husserl's philosophy, phenomenology emphasized subjective 

experience and consciousness, making it an ideal lens to examine how gay men from this 

cohort interpreted their identities within specific social and historical contexts. This 

approach allowed participants to revisit and reflect on their life events, enabling the 

researcher to capture the essence of their lived experiences. Intentionality, epoché, and 

essence were critical concepts in this study's phenomenological approach. Intentionality 
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revealed how participants' consciousness focused on social issues, personal experiences, 

or historical shifts, highlighting their navigation of identity and social roles. Epoché 

helped the researcher set aside personal biases and assumptions, ensuring a fresh 

perspective that centered on participants' voices. By focusing on the essence of 

participants' experiences, phenomenology uncovered core attributes and shared themes 

defining the lived realities of gay men in Generation Jones. This focus aligned well with 

the study's purpose: to illuminate the complex intersections of identity, community, and 

generational influence. 

By using phenomenology, this study ensured an in-depth, respectful, and ethically 

sound investigation of participants' lives, honoring the complexities of their experiences 

while contributing valuable insights into the broader social and cultural landscape. 

Role of the Researcher 

The researcher plays an active role in this dissertation, overseeing every study 

The researcher played an active role in this dissertation, overseeing every stage of the 

study. As the sole investigator, I designed, implemented, and guided the research process. 

I shaped the study's framework and upheld the integrity and ethical standards necessary 

for exploring the sensitive lived experiences of gay men within the Generation Jones 

cohort. 

In this phenomenological study, I helped participants reflect on their experiences, 

ensuring their voices remained central to the research. I used concepts such as 

intentionality, epoché, and essence to uncover the deeper meanings participants attached 

to their lives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I actively bracketed my personal biases and 
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assumptions to capture participants' narratives authentically, avoiding any imposition of 

preconceived notions. Reflexivity remained essential to my role, as I continually assessed 

my influence on the research process to maintain transparency and ethical rigor (Berger, 

2015). 

I also created a safe, inclusive environment, encouraging participants to share 

their experiences openly. I ensured ethical protocols, such as informed consent, 

confidentiality, and access to emotional support resources, were in place (Holloway & 

Galvin, 2016). I applied rigorous qualitative methods, including Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et al., 2009), to generate credible findings. To 

further enhance the study's validity, I conducted member checks and maintained an audit 

trail, ensuring the findings accurately reflected participants' lived realities (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). 

Through these actions, I balanced data collection with meaningful interpretation, 

ensuring the study achieved academic rigor while honoring the complexities of 

participants' lives. Ultimately, my role bridged participants' narratives with broader 

academic and social discussions, contributing valuable insights into the experiences of 

LGBTQ+ individuals. 

Methodology 

To identify the study population, I used a multi-step process. First, I narrowed the 

target group by utilizing demographic data to focus on individuals born between 1954 

and 1965, capturing the Generation Jones cohort group. Researchers had to thoroughly 

understand the differences among available options to select the most appropriate 
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sampling procedure and methodology. This understanding enabled researchers to make 

informed choices (Rahman, 2023). I avoided snowball sampling, which relied on referrals 

from initial participants to recruit additional ones (Heckathorn, 2011). I employed 

purposive sampling, a form of non-probability sampling, to recruit gay men. Purposive 

sampling involved selecting participants who met specific criteria and possessed relevant 

characteristics that aligned with the research objectives (Patton, 2015). This approach 

allowed me to intentionally target individuals who could provide rich, meaningful 

insights into the lived experiences of gay men from the Generation Jones cohort. 

I recruited participants from social media. Facebook simplified participant 

recruitment; there was a dedicated group of 27,000 gay men who met the criteria in one 

group. Using purposive sampling, I ensured that participants met the study’s inclusion 

criteria, including their age, sexual orientation, and upbringing within the United States, 

while also capturing diverse perspectives within these parameters. This method provided 

a structured and targeted way to recruit participants who could contribute to the study's 

phenomenological inquiry. 

Purposive sampling aligned well with qualitative research and was particularly 

effective for phenomenological studies because it focused on participants with direct 

experience with the phenomenon being studied (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Unlike 

snowball sampling, which relied on referrals, purposive sampling allowed me to maintain 

confidentiality and control over the recruitment process. By carefully selecting 

participants who met the criteria, I gathered data that addressed the research questions 

and supported the study’s goals. Through this approach, I aimed to establish a diverse yet 
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representative sample of 12 gay men, ensuring the richness and depth of the qualitative 

data collected. 

My study focused on specific demographics, making it easy to limit the sampling 

size. Participants had to meet three requirements: They had to have been born between 

1954 and 1965, identify as gay (as opposed to bisexual, trans, or lesbian), and have been 

raised in the United States. These dates were not arbitrary but based on the Generation 

Jones classification by author Jonathan Pontell (Williams, 2015, 2016). The study 

exclusively addressed gay men; however, other members of the LGBTQ+ community 

could be researched for future studies. I chose to present only participants who matured 

in the United States due to perceived similar milestones. The study had no socio-

economic or racial limitations, and it did not specifically focus on urban or rural areas. 

For my research, I chose to interview 12 participants, aligning with the concept of 

saturation. The goal of scientific study prioritized depth over breadth, fostering richer text 

rather than generalization, which often challenged more extensive studies. Saturation in 

my study denoted reaching a point during data collection where no new issues or insights 

emerged, and the data began to repeat (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). This saturation point 

indicated sufficient information collection, rendering further data collection redundant. A 

smaller sample size enabled more in-depth interviews or observations with each 

participant, yielding more profound and more nuanced insights. A systematic review of 

220 studies by Carlsen and Glenton identified that 83% of researchers used saturation to 

justify focus group numbers (Carlsen & Glenton, 2011; Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). While 

each participant possessed a unique life history, more than 12 participants could have 
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become unwieldy, considering factors such as time, resources, and research topic 

complexity. Alongside sample size criteria, a crucial consideration was how the chosen 

instruments effectively captured and measured participant data. 

Instrumentation 

Examining the narratives of gay men within the Generation Jones cohort, I was 

acutely aware of the need for preparation and ethical considerations. As I prepared to 

conduct qualitative interviews, I recognized the importance of developing comprehensive 

instruments to guide the research process ethically and effectively. I created a 

semistructured interview guide to elicit open-ended exploration while ensuring interview 

consistency. Researchers frequently employed semistructured qualitative interviews to 

delve deeply into topics and gain comprehensive insights. These interviews involved 

preselected participants and were valuable for their ability to explore subjects thoroughly 

(Bain, 2024). This guide encompassed various topics such as early experiences of 

realizing one's sexual orientation, social challenges faced during formative years, the 

impact of societal attitudes and discrimination, coping mechanisms utilized, experiences 

with the HIV/AIDS epidemic, changes in societal attitudes over time, reflections on aging 

and identity, and suggestions for improving support services for aging gay men. 

I used audio recording equipment to capture participants' narratives during the 

interviews. Transcribing the interview data verbatim and reviewing the transcripts for 

accuracy was crucial to our qualitative research project involving gay men. I addressed 

inconsistencies by comparing the transcripts to the original audio recordings (Grey et al., 

2023). In my role as a researcher, participants were informed of the recording process and 
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reassured of confidentiality measures to protect their identities and personal information. 

After recording the interviews, I arranged for a privacy-oriented transcription service to 

convert the audio recordings into written text, facilitating data analysis and interpretation. 

Lastly, I familiarized myself with ethical guidelines and considerations for 

research involving human participants, particularly when exploring sensitive topics. 

Adhering to ethical standards and safeguarding participants' rights and well-being was 

paramount throughout the study. By meticulously preparing these instruments and 

adhering to ethical principles, I aimed to conduct qualitative interviews that yielded 

valuable insights into the diverse experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort. 

With a steadfast commitment to ethical integrity and methodological rigor, I illuminated 

the experiences shaping the lives of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort with a 

qualitative study. 

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

Recruiting participants for research, particularly from marginalized populations, 

posed significant challenges. As a widely used social networking platform with over 2 

billion users, Facebook offers significant potential for reaching diverse populations 

worldwide. Researchers utilized it for study recruitment through free posts on Facebook 

pages or paid advertisements (Reagan et al., 2019; Thornton et al., 2016; Wilson-Keates 

& Atkinson, 2023). Fortunately, there was a group on Facebook called “Gay Men Over 

60,” which had over 27,000 members. An inquiry was placed in the form of a post to 

recruit 12 men for the study. These 12 participants were selected from across the United 

States, ensuring no overlapping geographical mapping existed. 
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I designed my interview questions to align closely with the phenomenological 

framework of my study, which emphasized uncovering the essence of participants' lived 

experiences. Guided by the research objective of exploring the lives of gay men within 

the Generation Jones cohort, I developed questions that encouraged deep, reflective 

responses, allowing participants to discuss pivotal moments in their personal histories, 

social interactions, and identity development. I crafted each question to elicit detailed 

narratives rather than surface-level responses, inviting participants to describe their 

experiences in their own words. I also ensured that the questions explored multiple 

aspects of their lives, such as identity, societal attitudes, and personal relationships. These 

were critical themes in phenomenology and central to understanding this cohort's 

nuanced perspectives. My committee members gave feedback to the proposed questions. 

I conducted the interviews online to accommodate the diverse locations and 

preferences of the participants. I used my smartphone to record audio during each 

interview to ensure flexibility and convenience. This portable and user-friendly setup 

allowed me to capture participants' responses accurately and reliably, regardless of the 

setting. By utilizing this method, I prioritized data integrity, creating high-quality 

recordings that supported a thorough and detailed analysis during the subsequent stages 

of the research. 

Once I selected a participant, I emailed them a copy of the informed consent form 

before the interview. This form outlined the study's purpose, participants' rights, 

confidentiality measures, and potential risks and benefits. During the interview, I began 

by recording their verbal consent, ensuring they had had sufficient time to review the 
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form and ask any questions. If a participant chose not to consent, I thanked them for their 

interest and refrained from collecting data. This streamlined approach ensured that all 

participants voluntarily agreed to participate, upholding ethical standards and fostering a 

respectful and transparent research process. 

Data Analysis Plan 

For my qualitative study, I employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

(IPA) for thematic analysis, which provided a flexible yet rigorous approach to analyzing 

qualitative data. The first step involved familiarization with the data, during which I 

immersed myself in the interview transcripts, repeatedly reading them to identify 

preliminary patterns. The second step was generating initial codes by systematically 

organizing the data into meaningful groups, ensuring I captured relevant points aligned 

with my research questions. Next, I searched for themes by grouping the codes into 

potential themes and reviewed them in step four to confirm their coherence and relevance 

to the study's objectives. In the fifth step, I defined and named the themes to ensure they 

represented the nuances in the data, mainly focusing on the unique experiences of the 

Generation Jones cohort. Finally, in the sixth step, I produced the report, weaving the 

themes into a compelling narrative that accurately reflected participants' lived 

experiences. Each step focused on maintaining the study's credibility, allowing for an in-

depth exploration of how cultural and social contexts shaped the participants' stories. 

The first step in my analysis involved transcribing interviews verbatim. This 

process preserved the authenticity of participants' voices and accurately reflected their 

experiences (Mergenthaler & Stinson, 1992). I audio-recorded each of the 12 interviews 
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and transcribed them into detailed narratives, which served as the foundation for further 

analysis. This precision was essential in phenomenological research, where the nuances 

of language and expression played a critical role in conveying lived experiences. After 

transcription, I immersed myself in the data through repeated readings of the transcripts, 

familiarizing myself with the content and context. This immersion helped me identify 

patterns, themes, and trends (Green et al., 2007), facilitating a comprehensive overview 

of each participant's unique experience. 

During the coding phase, I labeled data segments according to identifiable 

themes, concepts, or categories. Coding with Dedoose allowed me to systematically 

organize and interpret the data (Kalpokaite & Radivojevic, 2019; Miles et al., 2014). 

Subthemes and overarching themes emerged as I compiled extracts under each category. 

This iterative process required continual reading, coding, and recoding until I integrated 

all relevant data into a coherent thematic structure (Mattimoe et al., 2021). I identified 

and elaborated on recurring ideas within the coded data by building on the coding 

process. This step was crucial, as it revealed the essence of participants' lived experiences 

and articulated the meanings they derived from their identities and interactions (Smith, 

2015). I crafted a detailed narrative reflecting these experiences' complexities by 

establishing clear themes. 

The interpretation phase involved analyzing the identified themes to uncover 

insights, meanings, and implications of my research questions. I explored how these 

themes connected to broader social contexts and historical frameworks relevant to 

Generation Jones. This analysis contextualized the findings within existing literature and 
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investigated the interplay between personal narratives and collective identity. Ensuring 

the validity, reliability, and trustworthiness of my findings was vital. Throughout the 

analysis, I implemented strategies such as member checking, inviting participants to 

review the findings, and validating interpretations (Edwards & Holland, 2020; Markle et 

al., 2011). Additionally, by maintaining an audit trail of original recordings and 

transcripts, I enhanced the credibility of the research outcomes and enabled verification 

of my analysis. 

Finally, I presented the findings in a coherent narrative supported by participant 

quotes and thematic summaries where necessary. This report aimed to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the study's outcomes, illuminating the lived experiences 

of gay men in Generation Jones and their implications for broader discussions on identity 

and community. Overall, this data analysis methodology established a framework for 

exploring the experiences of gay men in Generation Jones. I aimed to produce a 

trustworthy account that reflected the participants' voices. 

Issues of Trustworthiness 

In my phenomenological study of the lived experiences of gay men within the 

Generation Jones cohort, I ensured trustworthiness by addressing critical criteria: 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

Credibility 

I used prolonged engagement, member checks, and reflexivity to build credibility. 

Prolonged engagement helped me establish trust with participants, fostering a deeper 

understanding of their experiences and allowing for the collection of authentic data 
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(Dodgson, 2019). Member checking ensured the study's credibility, allowing participants 

to review and validate the interpretations of their narratives. This process ensured that 

their perspectives were accurately captured, particularly regarding the unique cultural and 

social contexts of the Generation Jones cohort. By offering participants opportunities for 

clarification and deeper insights, member checking strengthened the authenticity of the 

findings while fostering a collaborative exchange between the researcher and participants 

(Adler, 2022; Berner-Rodoreda et al., 2020). 

To engage in reflexivity, I adopted a systematic and intentional process of self-

reflection throughout the research process. This exercise included maintaining a 

reflective journal to document my thoughts, feelings, and potential biases that arose as I 

interacted with participants and analyzed data. Reflexive journaling had been emphasized 

in recent qualitative research as a valuable tool for fostering self-awareness and 

mitigating biases (Berger, 2015; Probst, 2021). By regularly revisiting these entries, I 

identified patterns in my assumptions or preconceived notions, ensuring that my 

interpretation of participants' experiences remained grounded in their voices rather than 

influenced by my subjective perspective. Furthermore, I engaged in peer debriefing 

sessions to receive feedback on my reflections, which had been found to enhance the 

transparency and credibility of qualitative research (Nowell et al., 2017). These strategies 

enabled me to balance my role as a researcher and my viewpoints, essential in conducting 

an ethical and rigorous phenomenological study (Finlay, 2021; Malterud, 2019). As a 

member of the LGBTQ+ community, I acknowledged how my own experiences could 

influence the interpretation of participants' narratives. By remaining self-aware, I ensured 



81 

 

the findings were rooted in the participants' experiences rather than shaped by my 

perspective (Dodgson, 2019). Data saturation was achieved when no new themes, 

insights, or variations emerged from the participants' narratives during the analysis 

process. As I collected and analyzed the data, I continuously compared new information 

with existing themes. Saturation was reached when the interviews and observations began 

to repeat what had already been captured, and no additional unique insights or patterns 

emerged. This process ensured that I had thoroughly explored the key themes related to 

the lived experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals within the Generation Jones cohort. I 

confidently concluded the data collection and analysis phase by remaining attuned to 

when data became redundant, and no new meaning could be derived (LaDonna et al., 

2021). 

Transferability 

To promote transferability, I will focus on providing detailed descriptions and to 

promote transferability, I focused on providing detailed descriptions and ensured a 

diverse range of perspectives in participant selection. While I recognized that 

convenience sampling might have limited the sample's representativeness, I mitigated this 

by employing thick descriptions defined by Geertz (2008). This step involved offering 

comprehensive accounts of participants' contexts, experiences, and the socio-historical 

factors that shaped their lives. These rich details allowed readers to fully understand the 

study's context and determine whether the findings applied to other settings or 

populations. 
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Instead of relying solely on diversity in participant backgrounds, I enhanced 

transferability by documenting the study's setting, including the unique characteristics of 

the cohort and the social environments from which participants were drawn. This 

approach helped capture a wide range of perspectives, contributing to a holistic 

understanding of the unique and shared experiences of gay men within the Generation 

Jones cohort. By carefully articulating these contextual factors, I enabled others to assess 

how findings might have resonated with or applied to different contexts (Stahl & King, 

2020). 

Dependability 

I maintained a detailed audit trail and practiced reflexivity throughout the research 

process to ensure dependability. The audit trail documented all stages of the research, 

including methodological decisions, any changes made during data collection, and the 

rationale behind these adjustments (Stahl & King, 2020). This level of transparency 

allowed future researchers to assess the dependability of the findings. While triangulation 

with multiple data sources may not have been applicable in this study, the audit trail 

demonstrated consistency and methodological rigor. Reflexivity complemented this 

process by critically examining any potential biases that may have arisen, further 

safeguarding the objectivity of the findings. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability was established through reflexivity and member checks. 

Reflexivity helped me remain aware of how my background as a researcher and a 

member of the LGBTQ+ community might have influenced the data collection and 
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interpretation processes. This ongoing self-examination reduced the risk of bias and 

improved the objectivity of the findings (Adler, 2022; Berner-Rodoreda et al., 2020). 

Member checks provided an additional layer of confirmability by allowing participants to 

review the interpretations of their experiences and confirm that the findings accurately 

reflected their lived realities (Dodgson, 2019). These approaches ensured that the 

conclusions were rooted in the participants' data and not influenced by my assumptions. 

My phenomenological inquiry into the lived experiences of gay men within the 

Generation Jones cohort used a comprehensive set of strategies to ensure trustworthiness. 

By incorporating member checks, prolonged engagement, reflexivity, data saturation, 

thick descriptions, variation in participant selection, and a detailed audit trail, I addressed 

the essential aspects of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 

These strategies ensured that the research was methodologically sound and ethically 

conducted and that the findings authentically represented the participants' experiences, 

offering a solid foundation for future scholars to build upon. 

Ethical Procedures 

As a researcher, I approached this study with a strong focus on ethics, recognizing 

the sensitivity involved in exploring the experiences of gay men from their formative 

years to their present lives. I aimed to provide these men a safe and respectful space to 

share their stories. Key factors in this research included empathy, respect, and a firm 

commitment to confidentiality to ensure participants felt comfortable expressing their 

honest reflections. By adopting a first-person perspective, I acknowledged my biases and 

viewed this as an opportunity for open dialogue. My goal was that this study would 
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illuminate the challenges this cohort of gay men faced regarding identity, community, 

and relationships, ultimately fostering a more inclusive and understanding society. 

The IRB application required several crucial documents related to ethical conduct 

throughout the research process. I submitted duplicates of the informed consent forms 

used by participants, along with information about their rights. Although there was no 

interview script, I provided the established research questions in the IRB application. 

Some information in the application did not pertain to my project, as I did not include 

minors, and there were no HIPAA concerns since all information came directly from the 

participants and was not distributed. 

When recruiting participants for qualitative interviews, I addressed ethical 

concerns. I communicated the study’s purpose, participant involvement, potential risks 

and benefits, and the right to withdraw. Data collection methods, including in-depth 

interviews with sensitive topics, involved interpersonal and politically charged issues, 

which could lead to conflicting situations (Taquette & Borges da Matta Souza, 2022). I 

achieved consent by formally requesting it from participants, ensuring they understood 

the nature of their involvement in the study. Consent entailed providing participants with 

clear information about the study’s purpose, their role, the voluntary nature of their 

participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. As ethical 

guidelines recommended, I avoided dependent relationships that might have 

compromised voluntary participation (Gibson et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2020). These 

measures ensured that participants were fully informed and agreed to participate freely 

(Klykken, 2022). Ethical guidelines recommended avoiding dependent relationships 
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between researchers and participants, as these dynamics could compromise voluntary 

participation (Gibson et al., 2013; Xu et al., 2020). To ensure confidentiality, I 

implemented measures such as using pseudonyms, securely storing data, and 

anonymizing transcripts. Respect for participants' autonomy and their right to make 

informed decisions without undue influence was crucial. 

Each participant received a code, which remained continuous throughout the 

process. Their true identity was recorded on consent forms but replaced with a code on all 

other documents. This approach maintained confidentiality while preserving the 

individual's persona during the interview process. Sensitive topics could evoke feelings 

of intrusion and distress, so I provided a list of free mental health resources available in 

their community to address these concerns (Gibson et al., 2013; Usher & Holmes, 1997). 

All information came directly from the participants without relying on external sources 

like social media. I labeled interviews and transcripts with the chosen alias for storage. 

Participant names never appeared in the analysis or storage to ensure anonymity. Consent 

forms were digitized, securely stored, and hard copies shredded. Each participant’s alias 

had a dedicated folder containing their consent form, audio recording, transcript, and 

archived emails, all stored in a secure repository. This adherence to ethical research 

standards was paramount in the research process. 

Summary 

In Chapter 3 of my dissertation, I present the methodology used to explore In 

Chapter 3 of my dissertation; I presented the methodology used to explore the lived 

experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort. This chapter covered the research 
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design, participant selection, instrumentation, data analysis, and ethical considerations. 

By employing a phenomenological approach, I aimed to capture the depth of participants' 

experiences while ensuring the credibility and integrity of the research process. As the 

sole investigator, I was responsible for every stage, from recruitment to data analysis, 

ensuring that the research questions were addressed thoughtfully and ethically. 

I chose a phenomenological framework to examine the essence of lived 

experiences among gay men in the Generation Jones cohort. Phenomenology encouraged 

participants to reflect on their histories, social interactions, and identity formation. 

Grounded in Husserl's philosophy, this approach emphasized how consciousness and 

historical context shaped individuals' understanding of their lives (Crotty, 1998; 

Neubauer et al., 2019). Through this lens, I uncovered the complex social, cultural, and 

historical influences that shaped these men's identities, providing a deeper understanding 

of their unique challenges and achievements. 

To recruit participants, I used non-probability sampling to identify 12 gay men 

born between 1954 and 1965. I relied on demographic data and outreach through a 

Facebook group composed of over 27,000 gay men that matched the research criteria. I 

developed a semistructured interview guide to explore identity, societal challenges, 

relationships, and coping mechanisms. Explicit informed consent procedures and strict 

confidentiality measures ensured participants' comfort and trust throughout the data 

collection. Audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed verbatim to preserve the 

authenticity of their narratives. 
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Data analysis proceeded through several phases, beginning with transcription and 

immersion in the narratives to identify themes and patterns. I then used coding to group 

data into thematic categories, forming the basis for a coherent analysis of participants' 

experiences. Through iterative reading and recoding, I refined these themes to distill the 

essence of their lived realities. Member checks ensured that participants reviewed and 

confirmed the accuracy of the interpretations, further enhancing the credibility of the 

findings and ensuring they authentically reflected the participants' experiences. 

Given the sensitive nature of the research, ethics was central to this study. The 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) application included detailed consent documents and 

guidelines to protect participant privacy. I implemented strict confidentiality protocols, 

using pseudonyms and secure data storage methods. Participants had the right to 

withdraw at any time, and I ensured transparency and respect in all interactions. To 

mitigate emotional distress, I provided access to mental health resources. These ethical 

practices ensured participants felt safe sharing their stories, enabling the study to capture 

genuine insights into their lived experiences. 

In conclusion, Chapter 3 provided a comprehensive methodological framework 

for exploring the lived experiences of gay men within the Generation Jones cohort. The 

combination of phenomenological inquiry, rigorous participant selection, ethical 

considerations, and thorough data analysis aimed to contribute meaningfully to our 

understanding of this cohort's unique identity and history. The findings offered valuable 

insights into their complex experiences and the broader social implications of their lives. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

This chapter presents the findings from a phenomenological investigation into the 

lived experiences of gay men from the Generation Jones cohort. Based on twelve 

semistructured interviews, the analysis explored how members of this cohort navigated 

identity, adversity, resilience, and community throughout their lives. The intent was not 

to generalize but to deeply examine the meanings participants assigned to their 

experiences within a specific historical and cultural context. 

Each interview was analyzed through thematic coding to identify recurring 

patterns, divergences, and emergent meanings. The analysis followed the Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis’s six-phase approach, emphasizing immersion in the data, 

code generation, theme development, and iterative refinement. The goal was to preserve 

fidelity to participants’ voices while situating their narratives within broader social and 

generational frameworks. This approach allowed for exploring shared phenomena such as 

marginalization, the impact of the AIDS crisis, the role of digital connectivity, and the 

ongoing search for belonging in later life. 

Throughout the chapter, findings were presented thematically and grounded in 

direct quotations that captured the emotional and experiential depth of participants’ 

reflections. These themes were not imposed but arose inductively from the data, 

consistent with the phenomenological commitment to understanding experience as it was 

lived. The chapter began by describing the research setting and participant demographics, 

followed by a detailed account of the data collection and analytic procedures. The main 
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body of the chapter then offered a discussion of the emergent themes, supported by 

representative excerpts that illustrated the richness and complexity of the participants’ 

narratives. 

Research Question and Subquestions 

This study was guided by a central research question that explored the lived 

experiences of gay men from the Generation Jones cohort. Framed through a 

phenomenological lens and informed by SIT, the primary research question focused on 

how these individuals made meaning of their identities across changing historical, 

cultural, and technological contexts. The study aimed to illuminate the intersecting 

factors that shaped belonging, resilience, and vulnerability among aging gay men born 

between 1954 and 1965. 

The overarching research question was the following: 

RQ1:  What are the lived experiences of gay men in the Generation Jones cohort, 

particularly their experiences of coming out amidst societal stigma and legal 

discrimination? 

In support of this inquiry, the study employed the following subquestions to explore the 

broader dimensions of identity, community, and social change as experienced throughout 

life: 

 SQ1: How have historical experiences of discrimination and social 

exclusion impacted participants' mental health, self-concept, and social 

identity? 
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 SQ2: In what ways has digital connectivity influenced participants' access 

to social support, visibility, and connection within the LGBTQ+ 

community? 

 SQ3: How do race, socioeconomic status, and geographic location interact 

to shape participants' opportunities, safety, and experiences of belonging? 

 SQ4: What forms of internalized stigma remain in participants' lives, and 

how do these affect their relationships and aging process? 

 SQ5: How do participants perceive societal shifts in LGBTQ+ acceptance, 

and what impact do these changes have on their identity development and 

intergenerational connection? 

 SQ6: What specific needs or gaps exist in social services, healthcare, or 

elder care for gay men in this cohort? 

 SQ7: What personal insights or recommendations do participants offer for 

informing public policy and designing inclusive services for aging 

LGBTQ+ populations? 

 SQ8: What unique challenges have you faced as an aging gay man from 

the Generation Jones cohort, and how do you think these challenges differ 

from those faced by younger or older LGBTQ+ individuals? 

These subquestions allow for a multidimensional exploration of how cultural 

memory, trauma, resilience, and community converge in the lives of this cohort. 

Together, they help construct a narrative that honors individual experience while 

identifying systemic patterns relevant to aging, identity, and inclusion.  
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Recruitment 

I began the recruitment process after receiving approval from Walden 

University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB approval number 03-11-25-100756). 

Participants for the study were recruited using purposive and snowball sampling methods, 

consistent with phenomenological research that prioritizes the depth and richness of lived 

experience over generalizability. The target population comprised self-identified gay men 

born between 1954 and 1965, commonly referred to as the Generation Jones cohort, 

willing to reflect on their experiences of aging, identity, and community. These criteria 

aligned with the study’s aim of exploring identity development and social positioning 

among gay men aging in a post-AIDS, post-Stonewall sociocultural context. 

Initial participants were identified through outreach in the private Facebook group 

Gay Men Over 60. A recruitment message outlining the study’s purpose and participation 

criteria was posted to the group’s message board. This technique proved remarkably 

effective, given the cultural and generational distrust of institutional research often found 

among LGBTQ+ elders. By leveraging community trust and participant referral, the 

recruitment process remained respectful, accessible, and consistent with the ethical 

principles of relational research involving historically marginalized populations. 

All participants received an IRB-approved study information sheet and informed 

consent form outlining the voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality safeguards, 

and the right to withdraw. While no financial incentives were provided, participants were 

affirmed as contributors to an important archival and academic project centered on lived 

gay history. 
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Demographics 

The participants in this study consisted of 12 self-identified gay men born 

between 1954 and 1965, aligning with the Generation Jones cohort as defined by Pontell 

(2010). All participants resided in the United States and reflected a range of geographic, 

socioeconomic, and educational backgrounds. This diversity supported the study’s 

commitment to understanding how lived experiences varied across contexts while sharing 

a generational identity rooted in a familiar sociopolitical timeline. 

Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling from 

LGBTQ+-affirming digital platforms and private online groups focused on older gay 

men. At the time of their interviews, participants ranged in age from 59 to 71. Racial 

identity was not a question posed during the interviews. I did not ask participants to 

identify their race or heritage despite conducting the interviews via video. Any 

demographic details beyond those listed in Table 1 were shared organically within the 

participants’ narratives. 

Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling from 

LGBTQ+-affirming digital platforms and private online groups focused on older gay 

men. At the time of their interviews, participants ranged in age from 59 to 71. Racial 

identity was not a question posed during the interviews. I did not ask participants to 

identify their race or heritage despite conducting the interviews via video. The 

participants were from various regions across the United States, including Arizona, 

California, Mississippi, New York, Texas, Washington, and Washington, DC. Two 
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participants resided in Virginia. Notably, California was represented by multiple 

participants, including two from Southern California and two from Northern California. 

Educational attainment varied across the sample, with most participants having 

completed some college or holding undergraduate or advanced degrees. Occupational 

histories included teaching, nursing, creative arts, social work, and skilled labor. Several 

participants were retired or semiretired: many reported fixed incomes or dependence on 

Social Security or disability benefits. Relationship statuses included partnered, married, 

single, divorced, and widowed, reflecting a range of relational experiences and 

trajectories. 

Religious backgrounds encompassed Christian (both Protestant and Catholic), 

Jewish, agnostic, and spiritual-but-not-religious affiliations. Many participants cited early 

religious environments as formative sites of identity conflict or marginalization. A 

majority of participants came out in young adulthood or midlife, with one individual 

coming out after age 50. Several participants were HIV-positive and actively involved in 

peer support or advocacy work, while others had lost partners or friends during the height 

of the AIDS epidemic, underscoring the profound historical imprint of this period on the 

cohort. 

Overall, the demographic profile of the study’s participants reflected the intended 

heterogeneity within a tightly bound generational and identity-based framework. This 

composition illuminated themes not only shared across the Generation Jones gay male 

experience but also shaped by intersecting factors of race, geography, class, health, and 

relational history. 
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Data Collection 

Following approval from Walden University’s Institutional Review Board (03-11-

25-100756), I conducted 12 semistructured interviews with self-identified gay men from 

the Generation Jones cohort (born between 1954 and 1965). Interviews were transcribed 

verbatim, anonymized, and subjected to thematic analysis using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). This methodological choice aligned with the study’s 

phenomenological design and its commitment to capturing the depth and complexity of 

lived experience. The analysis moved from initial familiarization with the data through 

coding, theme development, review, definition, and final write-up. All efforts were made 

to preserve participant voice, contextual nuance, and the sociocultural specificity of each 

narrative. 

The initial phase involved repeated close readings of the transcripts to immerse 

myself in the data, allowing emergent patterns and emotional undercurrents to surface 

organically. I recorded initial impressions and notable quotations in analytic memos 

during this stage, which later informed the inductive coding process. Codes ranged from 

descriptive labels such as “fear of institutionalization” and “digital alienation” to more 

interpretive constructs like “chosen kinship as resistance” and “internalized hierarchy 

within gay spaces.” 

The second analytic phase entailed the organization of codes into potential 

themes. Codes were grouped based on semantic similarity, frequency across cases, and 

theoretical relevance to SIT. Themes were iteratively refined to capture shared 

phenomena without collapsing unique experiences. This process yielded ten overarching 
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themes that consistently recur across participant narratives, each representing a distinct 

facet of identity negotiation, community interaction, and sociohistorical context. 

Throughout the analysis, I maintained reflexive awareness of my position as a 

researcher and member of the LGBTQ+ community. I employed bracketing and peer 

debriefing techniques to reduce interpretive bias and enhance analytic rigor. Multiple 

rounds of coding and theme revision were conducted to ensure dependability. The final 

themes were validated through thick descriptions and triangulated against field notes and 

participant language to ensure authenticity and coherence. 

Richly layered accounts of aging, stigma, digital marginalization, and resilience 

emerged, articulated not as isolated hardships but as interwoven with broader cultural 

histories and generational legacies. These themes, presented in the following section, 

reflect the lived realities of a cohort often excluded from mainstream elder narratives and 

youth-centered LGBTQ+ discourse. Each theme encapsulates the interplay between 

personal trajectory and collective memory, informed by losses endured, communities 

built, and futures imagined within the shifting terrain of American gay life. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis process employed in this study followed Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). This approach emphasizes an inductive, iterative 

process that moves from detailed coding to broader thematic representation while 

maintaining fidelity to the participants' lived experiences. The analytic journey 

commenced with repeated close readings of the 12 transcribed interviews to immerse 

themselves in the data and gain a holistic understanding of each narrative. Initial notes 
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captured descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual observations, forming the foundation for 

preliminary codes. 

The process began with multiple close readings of each participant's transcribed 

interview to achieve comprehensive immersion in the data. In the initial phase, transcripts 

were coded line-by-line, assigning descriptive labels capturing explicit meanings and 

emotional resonances expressed by participants. For instance, Participant 05 shared a 

profoundly impactful recollection: "You could kill somebody, and they might think more 

of you than if you were gay." This raw excerpt was initially coded under descriptive 

labels such as "extreme stigma," "societal devaluation," and "violent metaphor of 

rejection." Similarly, Participant 11 recounted experiences of bullying and violence, 

noting, "We're going to kick your ass, you little faggot," and expressing a desire to shrink 

and become invisible. Initial codes for this included "bullying," "visibility threats," and 

"internalized shame." 

In the subsequent phase, these descriptive codes were organized into broader 

categories. Codes reflecting experiences of overt violence, social rejection, and 

stigmatization, such as "extreme stigma," "bullying," and "visibility threats,” were 

grouped under the category "Historical Discrimination and Social Exclusion." Similarly, 

codes highlighting self-perception and identity concealment, such as "internalized 

shame," "identity concealment," and "adaptive coping", were clustered into "Internalized 

Stigma and Identity Negotiation." This categorization was guided by semantic similarities 

among codes, their recurrence across different participant narratives, and alignment with 

the research questions and the theoretical lens of SIT. 
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The iterative refinement of these categories involved multiple rounds of review, 

ensuring that each category accurately reflected shared experiences and remained distinct 

yet interconnected. Peer debriefing and reflexive journaling further validated this analytic 

process, enhancing transparency and reducing potential interpretative biases. 

These refined categories guided the final thematic development, considering how 

each encapsulated broader shared experiences among the participants. For instance, the 

categories of "Historical Discrimination" and "Internalized Stigma and Identity 

Negotiation" directly informed the final themes of "Historical Discrimination and 

Lingering Mental Health Impacts" and "Persistent Internalized Stigma and Identity 

Negotiation." These themes captured how participants collectively experienced societal 

rejection and navigated their identities across time. 

This section clearly explains how the themes were developed directly from 

participant stories by showing clear examples of coding, organizing categories, and 

mapping themes. This detailed explanation helps demonstrate that the analysis was 

thorough, reliable, and trustworthy, effectively responding to feedback and strengthening 

the study's findings. 

Throughout the chapter, findings were presented thematically and grounded in 

direct quotations that captured the emotional and experiential depth of participants' 

reflections. These themes were not imposed but arose inductively from the data, 

consistent with the phenomenological commitment to understanding experience as it was 

lived. The chapter began by describing the research setting and participant demographics, 

followed by a detailed account of the data collection and analytic procedures. The main 
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body of the chapter then offered a discussion of the emergent themes, supported by 

representative excerpts that illustrated the richness and complexity of the participants' 

narratives. 

Codes were developed inductively from the data, reflecting both explicit 

statements and underlying meanings related to participants’ experiences of identity, 

discrimination, resilience, and aging. These codes were then organized into potential 

categories based on conceptual similarity, frequency, and relevance to the research 

questions. Throughout this process, constant comparison across cases ensured that codes 

and categories accurately captured shared and divergent experiences. 

The iterative refinement of categories into overarching themes involved multiple 

rounds of analysis, peer debriefing, and reflexive journaling to reduce interpretive bias. 

The themes were finalized through a process of thematic mapping, which ensured 

coherence, depth, and alignment with participants’ articulated experiences. Direct 

participant quotations were integrated to highlight the emotional salience and contextual 

nuance of each theme, consistent with the phenomenological commitment to privileging 

participant voice. 

The following section presents an integrative thematic analysis of 12 qualitative 

interviews with gay men belonging to the Generation Jones cohort. Drawing upon SIT, 

the section examines how early experiences of stigma and marginalization shaped 

participants’ sense of self, influenced relationship strategies, and informed efforts to 

forge supportive in-group communities. Geographic factors, age-related dynamics, and 

intersectional identities (e.g., race and class) are explored to illustrate the complex 
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interplay between societal structures and personal identity across the life course. Each 

theme, ranging from historical discrimination to resilience through chosen families, 

demonstrates how collective self-esteem was eroded, negotiated, or reclaimed over time, 

culminating in calls for culturally competent services and institutional recognition. 

Themes 

Theme 1: Historical Discrimination and Lingering Mental Health Impacts 

Participant 01, who grew up straddling Native American and Mexican cultural 

worlds, recalls knowing “from a very early age, I knew distinctively that I belonged to 

neither [my racial communities].” According to SIT, this early dual rejection prevented 

him from establishing a secure in-group identity, leaving him chronically alienated. 

Likewise, Participant 05, raised in North Carolina, describes a stigma so severe that “you 

could kill somebody, and they might think more of you than if you were gay.” In his 

experience, society’s extreme devaluation of his sexual identity rendered him an intensely 

despised out-group member. Participant 11, bullied relentlessly in junior high, remembers 

classmates shouting, “We’re going to kick your ass, you little faggot,” which led him to 

hide his true self: “I wanted to shrink myself and not pursue things I wanted to pursue 

because I did not want to be that visible.” Each act of violence or threat underscored, to 

him and to all participants, the peril inherent in simply existing as a gay person in a 

hostile environment. 

Theme 2: Persistent Internalized Stigma and Identity Negotiation 

As these men entered adulthood, many carried their internalized stigma into 

intimate relationships, negotiating self-worth via social comparisons. Participant 01 
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explains that he “always made sure [he] dated someone hypermasculine… [he] had to 

seek specific relationships that would meet [his] internal criteria for the outward display 

of [his] relationship with a man.” In effect, he conditioned his own identity on a partner’s 

conformity to dominant masculine norms, an adaptive strategy, from SIT’s perspective, 

to reduce identity threat by aligning with an accepted subprototype. Participant 02 

similarly notes that, even later in life, he “decide[s] who [he] will let in,” indicating that 

selective gatekeeping remained essential to preserving self-esteem despite evolving 

societal attitudes. When AIDS emerged, Participant 05 recalls that “AIDS came along 

and made it worse. Society saw us as diseased. That was painful.” Here, the sexual 

identity threat escalated into a life-or-death crisis, as collective perceptions cast gay men 

as vectors of disease, magnifying both external prejudice and internalized self-loathing. 

Theme 3: Geographic Isolation and Urban–Rural Divide 

Geography further shaped their sense of belonging or isolation. Participant 08, 

who grew up in Washington, D.C., describes how “my friends’ group is also other gay 

men. So there’s no discrimination coming there.” A robust urban in-group provided him 

with protective buffers against the hateful out-group, reinforcing a positive collective 

identity. By contrast, Participant 06, residing in rural Mississippi, laments that “if that’s 

what we’re calling it [social support], it is nonexistent here. … in places like Mississippi, 

most gay men hide,” and recounts attending a supposed gathering “three or four 

times…but nobody showed up.” Without a visible, validating in-group, identity salience 

intensified, and self-esteem suffered. SIT predicts precisely this dynamic: an isolated out-

group member experiences heightened threats and fewer protective group ties. 
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Theme 4: Digital Connectivity as Lifeline and Limitation 

Digital connectivity emerged as a partial remedy, but not a final solution. 

Participant 07, who lives in the Bay Area, explains that through “online chat rooms, I 

spoke to gay men on every continent…to hear what it was like to be gay where they 

lived,” forging a superordinate in-group that transcended local limits. Yet he admits that 

these connections were “mostly for hookups, though occasionally relationships,” hinting 

that virtual ties sometimes lacked the cohesion of in-person networks. Participant 11 

recounts feeling “untrained” when first exploring message boards but later forming 

bonds: “I felt like I had to catch up…and I felt untrained… but I have friends in London 

and Paris now.” Although initially outside the digital in-group due to a technology gap, 

he expanded his collective identity beyond his geographic confines. Meanwhile, 

Participant 10, living in Chicago, retained a preference for face-to-face interactions: “I 

use the internet, but not for socializing… If people want me, they call or text,” 

underscoring a generational divide in how digital platforms shape in-group solidarity. 

Theme 5: Aging, Isolation, and Fear of Recloseting 

As they aged, the threat of recloseting became acute. Participant 05 vividly 

expresses this fear: “What if I end up next to someone who hates gays?” The fear of 

recloseting in elder care settings reflects broader systemic gaps. According to SIT, 

encountering an institution dominated by an out-group (hostile seniors or caretakers) 

revives the very identity threat participants believed they had escaped. Participant 09 

echoes this dread: “Am I going to have to go back in the closet as I become older? I don’t 

want my circumstances to dictate my behavior.” The prospect of enforced invisibility 
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loomed as a renewed assault on self-esteem, especially for participants living in regions 

bereft of LGBTQ+–friendly services. Participant 06 describes learning of “a building to 

offer a place for older gay men to retire…That’s exactly what we need…a place to talk 

about things we can’t with our straight friends,” illuminating how dedicated in-group 

housing could transform isolation into collective resilience. 

Theme 6: Generational Witnessing and Legacy 

Despite these threats, many participants embraced the role of intergenerational 

witness, preserving collective memory for younger in-group members. Participant 08 

celebrates, “Gay marriage is our win. … I never thought I was alone,” urging new 

generations to recognize the hard-fought gains of prior activism. Participant 04, working 

in San Francisco during the bathhouse closure battles, recounts, “In 1984, an attorney I 

met asked me to be part of an amicus brief when Feinstein tried to shut down 

bathhouses…It was an education on the ground, necessary work.” By recounting those 

pivotal moments, he embodies a prototypical in-group member whose legacy bolsters 

collective self-esteem. Participant 11 insists, “Part of me thinks, just acknowledge it, say 

thank you. … They don’t even see the need to say thank you, which is progress. … It 

wasn’t that long ago.” He implores younger members to honor the proximity of that 

struggle, warning that forgetting would weaken group cohesion. 

Theme 7: Intersectionality of Race, Class, and Identity 

Intersectionality further shaped how participants experienced prejudice. 

Participant 08, a Black gay man, emphasizes that “80 percent of the discrimination I’ve 

faced has been racial, with only about 20 percent related to being gay,” meaning, for 
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some, racial identity carried even greater stigma than sexual orientation. Participant 07, a 

psychiatric nurse, observed, “I’ve had to put up with discrimination toward other races, 

statuses, or unfashionable places…People project their oppression onto others they 

perceive as beneath them. … I celebrate diversity.” His insight demonstrates how 

multiple social identities (race, class, geography) intersect to shape in-group/out-group 

boundaries. Participant 10, from Chicago, comments, “Geography is huge…By 1990, 

Dallas had an A-List caste in gay circles; AIDS flattened those hierarchies by 1995.” 

Within the broader gay in-group, additional hierarchies, based on class, location, or 

perceived desirability, created subgroups, illustrating SIT’s concept of subgroup salience. 

Theme 8: Critique of Gay Culture’s Ageism and Assimilation 

Ageism and assimilation pressures further fractured in-group solidarity. 

Participant 07 notes, “Ageism is rampant in the gay male population. Older gentlemen in 

one group, younger guys in another…most places segregate by age.” This age-based 

segmentation devalues older members, resulting in segregated social spheres. Participant 

11 describes Palm Springs’ “A-List gays, pool parties, buff bodies, gym rats. I wouldn’t 

be caught dead there. I never felt like I fit in the gay community.” His rejection of the “A-

List” prototype underscores how prevailing in-group norms can marginalize those who 

do not conform. Participant 09 adds, “I feel closer to straight friends who have kids than 

my gay friends who don’t,” revealing that divergence from normative in-group 

prototypes, such as child-rearing, can foster feelings of exclusion even within one’s own 

community. 
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Theme 9: Resilience, Adaptation, and Chosen Family 

Resilience emerged through chosen families and intentional communities. 

Participant 01 found safety in the Radical Fairies: “For the first time in my life, I 

experienced an inclusive community… I chose to be more inclusive of everybody.” By 

affiliating with a welcoming in-group, he rebuilt a positive social identity. Participant 07 

co-led a weekly support group for HIV-positive men: “We discussed movies, recipes, and 

restaurants…It was a way to normalize life and be part of something bigger.” That 

collective self-esteem provided a humanizing counterweight to external prejudice. 

Participant 11 remembers discovering community at Polk Street: “I stood at Polk Street 

and found a community of people I didn’t know existed, people I could talk to. It was 

eye-opening.” Such early experiences often served as the foundation for lifelong 

resilience. 

Theme 10: Call for Culturally Competent Services and Policy Reform 

Finally, all participants called for systemic recognition of their community’s 

needs. Participant 06 insists, “There really needs to be some way for aging gay men, 

whether in Mississippi or elsewhere, to get together, support one another, and 

talk…Things we can’t always talk about with our straight friends.” Recognizing their in-

group in institutional contexts, housing, healthcare, policy, would honor their collective 

identity and bolster group self-esteem. Participant 09 urges the creation of “a network of 

gay-friendly doctors…because some professionals shift their demeanor when they learn 

we’re gay,” highlighting how culturally competent services are essential to mitigating 

minority stress. Participant 01 affirms, “Now is our time to go to city council, board 
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meetings, write letters…We need to be vocal about the political arena and get social 

services to recognize we exist and need support.” By securing institutional inclusion, 

their once-threatened identities become affirming social realities, a core tenet of SIT’s 

account of how collective self-esteem and prejudice interrelate. 

Across 12 interviews, participants illustrated how SIT, including concepts like in-

group/out-group dynamics, identity threat, and collective self-esteem, frames their 

experience as aging gay men. Many internalized a sense of “otherness” in childhood, 

with some recalling rejection from multiple communities, contributing to chronic 

alienation. Early experiences of societal devaluation (e.g., being gay seen as worse than 

being violent) entrenched identity threats and led to concealment of self. 

As adults, participants navigated these threats by aligning with safer social 

identities, sometimes seeking hypermasculine partners or narrowing their social circles. 

The HIV/AIDS crisis amplified stigma, deepening their perception of being in a despised 

out-group and reinforcing internalized shame. 

Geographic location influenced in-group access. Urban participants found 

affirmation in visible gay communities, while rural men reported isolation. Digital 

platforms expanded some men’s in-group access globally but also risked superficial 

connections. Others felt excluded due to generational tech gaps. 

Later-life concerns included fears of “recloseting” in elder care settings. Many 

participants were worried about being surrounded by potentially hostile out-group 

members and lacking access to LGBTQ+-affirming housing, underscoring SIT’s notion 

of social mobility as a protective but costly strategy. 
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Despite these challenges, participants built chosen families, support groups, and 

intentional communities to counter exclusion. These spaces provided validation, reduced 

minority stress, and fostered collective resilience, key components of SIT’s framework. 

Intersectionality shaped in-group experiences: race, class, and geography created 

layered stigmas and hierarchies within the gay community. Ageism and cultural emphasis 

on youth further marginalized older gay men, prompting them to seek alternative 

affirming spaces. 

Ultimately, participants called for institutional change, LGBTQ+-competent 

healthcare, affirming senior housing, and civic engagement, to transform out-group 

systems into inclusive environments. Their stories affirm that identity resilience grows 

through shared struggle, community, and strategic in-group creation. 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Throughout the research process, I employed several strategies to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the findings. These measures were grounded in the core criteria of 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, as established by Lincoln 

and Guba (1985). While I had described my intended procedures in Chapter 3, the actual 

implementation of the study demonstrated rigorous adherence to these standards during 

data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 

Credibility 

Credibility was supported by sustained engagement with participants and repeated 

exposure to the data. All 12 interviews were conducted in private, distraction-free 

environments using Zoom, which offered verbal and nonverbal cues necessary for 
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contextualizing participant meaning. Each session ranged from 60 to 90 minutes, 

allowing for a deep exploration of the participants' life narratives. After each interview, I 

reviewed recordings and transcripts multiple times, ensuring an accurate representation of 

participants' voices. Triangulation was achieved by comparing themes across diverse 

participant backgrounds, racial, geographic, and socioeconomic, allowing me to identify 

convergences and divergences in lived experience. Member checking was offered 

through the option to review transcript summaries, and while only a few participants 

chose to provide feedback, those who did affirmed the accuracy of the interpretations. 

Transferability 

Transferability was addressed by providing thick, contextualized descriptions of 

participants' lives, environments, and identities. Rather than generalizing the findings to 

all gay men or all members of Generation Jones, I aimed to present narratives richly 

embedded in place, time, and culture. These descriptions allow readers to assess whether 

and how the insights might be applicable in other contexts, particularly among aging 

LGBTQ+ individuals. The inclusion of direct participant quotations in the thematic 

findings helped preserve authenticity and enabled the reader to engage with the data 

meaningfully and interpretively. 

Dependability 

Dependability was strengthened through a detailed audit trail. I documented all 

procedural steps, from initial recruitment in the Facebook group "Gay Men Over 60" to 

the coding and thematic analysis using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). 

Research notes, coding memos, and audit logs were maintained throughout, and all stages 
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of thematic development were reviewed against the raw data to ensure consistency. These 

materials were organized systematically to support a transparent account of how themes 

emerged and were refined over time. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability was enhanced by reflexive journaling and the bracketing of 

personal assumptions. Given my identity as a gay man from the same generational 

cohort, I remained vigilant about setting aside preconceived notions and emotional 

resonance with participants' stories. I regularly engaged in reflective writing about how 

my positionality might influence data interpretation. Additionally, verbatim quotations 

and adherence to participant language helped ensure that the themes remained grounded 

in the data rather than shaped by my expectations. 

These trustworthiness practices collectively contributed to the rigor of this 

phenomenological study. The consistent attention to ethical, methodological, and 

epistemological integrity reinforced the study's ability to represent the lived experiences 

of gay men in Generation Jones with depth, honesty, and fidelity to their narratives. 

Individual Participant Results 

Participant 01 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 01 spoke honestly about the emotional toll of growing up at the 

crossroads of multiple identities. As a child of mixed Native American and Mexican 

heritage, he often felt like an outsider, never fully claimed by either culture. “From a very 

early age, I knew distinctively that I belonged to neither,” he said, a realization that 
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shaped much of his early worldview. His gayness only added another layer to that 

alienation. The bullying and exclusion he faced were not isolated incidents, they 

accumulated, becoming part of how he understood himself. Over time, the external 

rejection became internalized, fueling a long struggle with self-loathing and emotional 

isolation. His story exemplifies intersectionality not as a theory but as lived experience, 

vividly illustrating how overlapping identities can deepen vulnerability and wear down 

mental health over time. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Later in life, Participant 01 found that digital technology shifted the way he 

related to the world. Where physical distance and rural living had once kept him cut off, 

the internet became a window to connection. “The digital age gave me information about 

other things in life that were more accessible than I knew before,” he explained. Online 

spaces offered access to gay history, health resources, and, most importantly, community. 

While these tools empowered him, he remained acutely aware of the generational divide 

in digital literacy. “Without it, I think many older gays do not understand the technology 

and are isolated all by themselves,” he noted. For him, the internet was both a lifeline and 

a mirror, bridging his loneliness while reminding him how many others remained 

disconnected. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Reflecting on the arc of cultural change, Participant 01 acknowledged the 

progress made in LGBTQ+ acceptance over his lifetime. However, he pointed out, 

internal battles persist. Many in his generation still hesitate to live openly, not because 
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society has not shifted, but because the shadows of past discrimination linger. “Even 

now, we still struggle within ourselves to accept ourselves and to be out,” he said. The 

fear, once a survival mechanism, has been difficult to unlearn. External acceptance may 

be increasing, but internalized stigma, shaped by decades of caution and shame, 

continues to shape how older gay individuals navigate the world. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Participant 01 emphasized how race, class, and geography have long intersected 

to complicate his sense of belonging. Being biracial in a predominantly white rural 

environment often left him without a clear place to land, racially or culturally. This 

compounded the difficulty of being gay in spaces with few affirming resources. Living 

far from urban gay centers meant fewer opportunities for connection or support, 

particularly those tailored to older LGBTQ+ individuals. The effect, he suggested, was 

not just emotional; it was structural. Services were not made with people like him in 

mind. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

The experience of aging brought new challenges. For Participant 01, the hardest 

part was the sense of erasure. “I find it interesting that it is easier to be accepted as a 

veteran than to be a senior,” he remarked, encapsulating the invisibility that often comes 

with growing older as a gay man. While the culture seemed more open to younger gay 

voices, older LGBTQ+ people were often sidelined, overlooked by both mainstream 

aging services and the broader gay community. Aging, for him, magnified the lack of 

recognition and underscored the absence of targeted, affirming care. 
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Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experiences 

Internalized homophobia, shaped by years of societal pressure, influenced how 

Participant 01 formed and maintained relationships. In earlier decades, he felt compelled 

to perform heterosexuality or conform to traditional masculine ideals in public. He 

described seeking relationships that allowed him to “pass” while still meeting internal 

needs for connection. This constant need to negotiate visibility and safety often came at 

the cost of authenticity, revealing the emotional cost of survival in a world that demanded 

silence and conformity from gay men. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Despite these challenges, Participant 01 eventually found healing in the 

community, particularly through the Radical Faeries. “For the first time in my life, I 

experienced an inclusive community,” he said, describing the profound impact of 

belonging. Yet even this affirmation was tempered by the reality of broader systemic 

neglect. He pointed out the lack of LGBTQ+-competent elder care, especially in non-

urban settings, where gay aging is often invisible to service providers. The result is a 

patchwork of support that too often leaves those most in need without a net. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

With decades of lived experience, Participant 01 believes that now is the time for 

older LGBTQ+ individuals, particularly those from Generation Jones, to raise their 

voices. “Now more than ever is the time for us to be vocal,” he urged. For him, political 

advocacy isn’t a luxury; it’s a necessity. He called for social service providers and 

policymakers to recognize the existence and needs of gay elders and to design inclusive, 
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intersectional frameworks that honor their histories and meet their current realities. His 

insights reflect not only the cost of exclusion, but the potential of informed, culturally 

competent engagement. 

Participant 02 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Coming out at age 50, after two decades in a heterosexual marriage, marked a 

sharp and painful turning point for Participant 02. He described the experience as falling 

from privilege into marginalization: “I went from being part of a very privileged group, 

white, male, and socially accepted, to suddenly being part of a minority group after 

coming out.” The fallout was immediate and intense. He lost close friends and became a 

target of rejection from his evangelical religious community, which had once embraced 

him. “I was a nonperson to those people,” he said. The emotional toll was profound, as 

layers of internalized stigma, shaped during the Reagan-era AIDS crisis, resurfaced, and 

interfered with his mental well-being. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

In the absence of community support, digital spaces became his lifeline. He 

started using apps like Grindr and Scruff less for hookups and more for something more 

challenging to come by, recognition. In the quiet of his space, these platforms allowed 

him to be seen, reach out, and feel real. Disclosing one’s sexual identity later in life 

presented unique challenges, though digital platforms provided a degree of emotional 

relief. They gave him the space to figure out who he was, on his own terms, and in doing 

so, helped strip away the shame he had carried for far too long. 
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Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Participant 02 has witnessed dramatic changes in public attitudes toward 

LGBTQ+ people. He recalls moments that signaled real progress, like Dick Cheney’s 

public support of his daughter or the Supreme Court’s 2015 decision legalizing same-sex 

marriage: “That was the pinnacle, when society changed.” Yet this sense of progress is 

tempered by concern. The Trump era, he said, brought a resurgence of hate: “It 

empowered and emboldened racists, homophobes, and narrow-minded people of all 

types.” For him, the movement forward has never felt fully secure. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Although he benefited from being white and middle-class, his story is inseparable 

from place. Living in the Deep South, particularly within a conservative evangelical 

context, meant that coming out carried risks that might not have been as severe in more 

liberal or urban areas. He drew a clear line between his personal losses and his cultural 

climate, emphasizing that geography shaped the kind of marginalization he experienced 

post-coming out. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

He spoke candidly about the distinct issues facing older gay men, especially when 

it comes to relationships that span generations, caregiving roles, and questions around 

long-term care. His current relationship is strong despite an age difference: “It’s healthy, 

even with the age gap. We have a lot in common, more than people would assume.” 

However, he worries about what comes next, what happens if one of them gets sick or 
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needs support in a system not built with them in mind. He said aging brings a 

vulnerability that’s often invisible to others. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma 

Decades of hiding shaped how he relates to others. “I suppressed my feelings and 

desires, just bottled them up,” he admitted, pointing to the shame that took root during the 

height of the AIDS crisis. He does not fully subscribe to the idea of "coming out." 

Instead, he described his approach as selective openness: “I think I’m more at the point 

where I decide who I will let in. That’s the difference.” This careful curation of 

disclosure reflects lingering caution that never entirely left him. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 02 feels there is a real shortage of healthcare providers who get what it 

means to grow older as a gay man. “I’m determined to find a gay doctor,” he said. 

“Someone I don’t have to censor myself around, someone I can speak to honestly, 

without feeling judged.” He fears that without intentional systems in place, LGBTQ+ 

elders may be forced to hide their identities again just to receive care. “We came through 

the AIDS crisis. We went through marriage equality. Now we are kind of going 

backward… aging gays may have to go back to the closet and give up their dignity.” He 

stressed how urgent it is to build culturally competent care networks and supportive 

communities for his generation. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 02 called for clear, intentional policy reforms that serve the aging 

LGBTQ+ population, especially in areas like veteran services, healthcare, and long-term 



115 

 

housing. His perspective comes from experience, not theory. He believes policy must 

grapple with the overlapping realities of age, identity, geography, and class. He says 

people like him will keep falling through the cracks if they do not. For him, growing old 

with dignity is not just something to wish for; it is a matter of justice. 

Participant 03 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 03 described coming out as a relatively smooth process, thanks to the 

open-minded environment of his liberal, agnostic Jewish family. Still, he spoke at length 

about the trauma of the AIDS crisis, calling it "a solid 10 to 12 years marked by 

tremendous loss and fear." Working in healthcare at the time, he witnessed the 

devastation firsthand, in hospitals and in his community. That period left a lasting mark, 

shaping how he approached relationships, health, and even which places felt safe. The 

anxiety he carries from that time still lingers. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

He recalled a time before the internet with a kind of wistful admiration, when gay 

life felt "very visceral," when everything was in person, physical, immediate. "There was 

no technology," he said, "no social media... all interaction was face-to-face." Still, he sees 

the value of digital life now. Online spaces, while different, gave him ways to stay 

connected and reduce isolation as he aged. He credits that digital shift with keeping him 

socially engaged in ways that otherwise would not have been possible. 
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Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

He has seen enormous cultural shifts over the decades. "People come out to their 

families so much younger now," he noted. For him, visibility in media played a 

significant role in moving the needle, creating more understanding and empathy. Legal 

gains like marriage equality also stood out. However, his optimism is measured. He fears 

political setbacks, especially those threatening public institutions like the CDC and NIH. 

Progress, he knows, is not permanent. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

He spoke openly about how different the gay experience can be depending on 

class, race, and where you live. "I became very aware of the layered experiences that 

came with socioeconomic and racial identity within the gay community," he said. That 

awareness came later in life, but it hit hard. It made him think differently about 

community, access, and how some voices are still pushed to the margins. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Aging is a significant source of concern. He expressed unease about loneliness 

and who would care for him later in life. "I worry about growing old alone... I never had 

to care for a partner, so who will care for me?" He is frustrated by how common it is to 

see older men seeking much younger partners, something to which he does not relate. 

That dynamic makes him feel further isolated. His concerns speak to broader issues of 

care, aging, and emotional infrastructure for LGBTQ+ elders. 
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Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma 

Even after decades of societal change, he admits that internalized shame is buried 

deep. The discrimination he witnessed, and internalized, continues to color how he sees 

himself and others. Political volatility does not help. While celebrating progress, he 

knows that cultural acceptance does not erase a lifetime of mixed messages. That residual 

stigma still impacts how he navigates intimacy, community, and his mental health. 

Theme 7: Gaps in Services and Community Resources 

Housing was a major issue he raised, particularly the lack of affordable, LGBTQ-

affirming options for older adults. "Where are we going to live? How are we going to 

live?" he asked. For someone who has never had a built-in support system, these 

questions do not live in the abstract, they hit immediately. He spoke plainly about the 

cracks in healthcare and aging services, noting how older gay people are often left to fend 

for themselves in systems that were never designed with them in mind. 

Theme 8: Reflections on Policy and Social Support 

He sees public policy as lagging far behind where it needs to be. He pushes hard 

for housing that's accessible, healthcare that understands cultural nuance, and services 

that reflect what it means to grow older in gay communities. For him, mere recognition of 

older LGBTQ+ people is not progress, it is the bare minimum. What is needed are 

systems designed around their lived realities. His insights call for an intersectional, 

forward-thinking policy that centers on safety, dignity, and lived experience. 
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Participant 04 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 04 was raised in a conservative household in Sacramento, where 

coming out in 1982 was met not with confrontation but with silence, an erasure that 

spoke volumes. The absence of affirmation shaped his early understanding of self, 

embedding shame and internalized stigma that carried into adulthood. Discrimination 

followed him in unexpected spaces: he was discouraged from joining cheerleading, faced 

barriers when pursuing parenthood, and often encountered overt hostility in public. His 

refusal to accept these limitations” - What do you mean I can't? I'm going to do it” 

became a quiet act of resistance. However, the AIDS crisis changed the terrain 

completely. As he watched his community collapse under the weight of the epidemic, he 

was left with lingering survivor's guilt, haunted by the question, "I don't know how I 

didn't get AIDS." That trauma endures. Even now, despite medical progress, he struggles 

with anxiety and mistrust surrounding HIV, a clear indication that the psychological scars 

of personal and historical losses remain vivid. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Reflecting on the shift to digital life, Participant 04 voiced a sense of loss. He 

longs for the physical community spaces that once brought LGBTQ+ individuals 

together, where connection was immediate and mutual. Today, he sees younger gay 

people forging relationships primarily through apps and online platforms. This trend 

troubles him. In his view, it risks diluting the deep interpersonal bonds and shared 

memory that once defined gay life. Calling himself a "digital drag-along," he clarified, "I 
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am not a Luddite… I am just not native to this." While he navigates technology, when 

necessary, the detachment inherent in digital interaction feels unnatural. He worries that 

as the culture leans into convenience, it may drift too far from the community. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Participant 04 has witnessed sweeping changes over his lifetime. In the 1980s, 

coming out meant risking everything. Religious institutions, family structures, and 

workplaces often responded with silence or rejection. He acknowledges real progress 

today, marriage equality, expanded representation, and increasing social acceptance. He 

played a role in that shift, particularly within his denomination, the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America (ELCA), which he saw move from exclusion to inclusion. He also 

observes a generational shift in how people view HIV: where once there was terror, now 

there is understanding. "It's just a chronic manageable condition," he notes, reflecting 

younger people's attitudes. Still, he remains vigilant. The political climate has grown 

increasingly hostile, prompting him to create an "escape plan." As he said plainly, "I have 

to take care of myself. Moreover, if that means I need to leave the country, I will." His 

realism reflects the hard-earned wisdom of someone who has seen progress and its 

reversals. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Participant 04 spoke openly about the advantages and limitations of his social 

positioning. Though raised in a conservative city, he was exposed early to issues of racial 

injustice. This awareness led him to think critically about his own identity. He recognizes 

that, as a white, cisgender gay man, he has benefited from privileges not extended to 
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others in the LGBTQ+ community. "I am the poster face for a white gay man," he said, 

acknowledging how this has afforded him a degree of access and ease. But he does not 

take this for granted. Instead, he uses his perspective to advocate for a more intersectional 

understanding of gay life, one that accounts for the compounding effects of race, class, 

and geography. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Now in his early sixties, Participant 04 expressed deep concern about aging in a 

society that still struggles to see gay elders. After decades of living openly, he fears being 

pushed into invisibility. His anxieties are both emotional and practical. Will senior 

housing allow him to remain out? Will care providers understand who he is? He dreads 

being forced back into a closet by institutions ill-equipped to manage differences. "Who's 

going to wipe gay Uncle Johnny's butt when he needs it?" he asked, half in jest but fully 

serious. The question exposes a hard truth: Many older LGBTQ+ adults lack children or 

traditional caregivers. The future feels uncertain, and the fear of isolation looms large. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experiences 

Although he built a successful life and sustained a 34-year relationship, 

Participant 04 admits that internalized stigma never disappeared. The message from his 

youth, do not speak of being gay, echoed long after he came out. Over the years, repeated 

confrontations with bigotry left him weary. "The stress of fighting has aged me so much 

from the 40 years I was fighting," he shared. That remark captures the psychological toll 

of constantly having to justify one's existence. Even in triumph, shame lingers, shaping 

how one trusts, loves, and engages with the world. 
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Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 04 drew attention to systemic neglect. While informal support 

networks sustained him, formal systems often failed to acknowledge gay aging. Senior 

housing, healthcare systems, and assisted living options rarely account for LGBTQ+ 

needs. This invisibility feels like a betrayal. "We exist," he insists, a refrain meant to 

awaken a blind spot in public planning. He envisions targeted solutions, a "gay housing 

complex," culturally competent providers, and community spaces that affirm rather than 

erase. Without these, older LGBTQ+ adults face the risk of living their final years 

without the dignity or understanding they deserve. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Drawing on lived experience, Participant 04 advocates for sweeping policy and 

service delivery changes. His priorities are clear: affirming housing, inclusive healthcare, 

and intergenerational education. He calls for caregivers and medical professionals to be 

trained in LGBTQ+ history and sensitivities. However, more than that, he wants younger 

gay people to understand the battles that came before them, to carry the legacy forward. 

Progress, he suggests, must be preserved intentionally. Through historically informed, 

inclusive policy, society can offer LGBTQ+ elders’ safety and respect. 

Participant 05 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 05 grew up in North Carolina in the 1960s, in a climate where silence 

was the rule and self-concealment became second nature. From an early age, he sensed 

that being open about his identity could lead to rejection. He explained that there was an 
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unspoken rule during his childhood, certain things were never to be discussed. Fear and 

internalized shame shaped much of his early life. One memory remained vivid: “You 

could kill somebody, and they might think more of you than if you were gay.” He did not 

come out until 1994 after a medical crisis led to a diagnosis of PCP pneumonia on 

Valentine’s Day. The experience was both shattering and transformative. He said it 

forced him to act, calling it the best decision he could have made under the worst possible 

circumstances. The AIDS crisis profoundly influenced his perspective, injecting urgency 

into his choices and instilling a lasting sense of fragility. Nevertheless, he frequently 

emphasized resilience. “We have to make our joy,” he said, an assertion that cast survival 

not only as an emotional necessity but as a powerful form of resistance. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Although he came to digital technology later in life, the internet opened doors he 

had not expected. It allowed him to reconnect with old friends and explore spaces 

specifically tailored for aging LGBTQ+ individuals. He reflected on how online 

communities differed from his lived experiences, observing, “The internet shows that my 

gay world is not the gay world.” Online groups like Gay and Where Do We Retire? 

offered useful information and humor, especially around aging and housing. While he 

does not consider himself deeply embedded in digital life, his selective use of online 

spaces helped bridge the gap between isolation and community. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Participant 05 reflected on the legal and cultural changes he has witnessed 

throughout his life, with particular emphasis on the legalization of LGBTQ+ marriage. 
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Despite these advancements, he expressed a sense of caution. The growing influence of 

right-wing political rhetoric unsettled him, and he feared that the rights gained through a 

long struggle could be reversed. “Marriage should be permanent, not up for debate,” he 

said, his tone resolute. He described himself as vigilant, a mindset forged by years of 

marginalization, acutely aware that social progress is often fragile and subject to reversal. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

For Participant 05, geography played a key role in survival. He moved 

intentionally, seeking cities or regions where he might find safety, opportunity, or 

community. “We knew we’d be safer and could thrive,” he said, referring to relocations 

made out of necessity rather than preference. He also emphasized how class and race 

influenced access to care, housing, and public resources. His story reflected how deeply 

layered gay life can be when intersected by other forces like poverty and regional bias, 

especially in areas far from urban centers. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Now in his early sixties, he spoke candidly about fears related to elder care. His 

primary concern was being placed in a facility where he would need to hide who he was 

again. “What if I end up next to someone who hates gays?” he asked. The idea of 

recloseting in old age filled him with dread. He envisioned alternatives, facilities with a 

shared identity and cultural fluency, even joking, “a gay rest home with a cowboy 

theme.” Beneath the humor was a serious point: dignified aging required more than 

medical support. It required affirmation and safety. 
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Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

He traced much of his internal conflict to the religious and familial teachings he 

received during childhood. These early messages, he explained, presented homosexuality 

as both immoral and unnatural. Phrases such as “hand-picked sin” and references to the 

“immoral minority” had left lasting scars on his sense of self. Even after coming out, the 

residue of that shame remained. Still, he made it clear that he had no interest in becoming 

bitter. He spoke instead about the importance of gaining clarity, questioning inherited 

beliefs, and recognizing the power of language in the healing process. “Language shapes 

perceptions,” he said, emphasizing how storytelling and cultural representation can serve 

as tools to counteract years of internalized harm. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

He was blunt about the failures of current systems to meet the needs of LGBTQ+ 

elders. Affirming care remained scarce. Providers lacked cultural competence. He 

recalled being dismissed by a clinician who encouraged him to “resume regular 

activities” shortly after a severe AIDS-related illness. The lack of understanding was, to 

him, more than ignorance, it was neglected. He advocated for not special services but 

informed ones, built with the realities of LGBTQ+ lives in mind. He pushed for 

knowledgeable services and was grounded in respect. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 05 believed that policy must do more than include, it must protect. He 

called for LGBTQ+-specific housing, medical services, and long-term legal safeguards 

that could not be easily reversed by shifting political tides. His concern extended beyond 
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policy to memory. “Our history is not known… They do not know how we got here,” he 

said. He argued that future generations would risk losing everything without an 

awareness of the past. He urged investment not only in services but in education, 

visibility, and preservation of LGBTQ+ histories so that no one would have to struggle in 

silence again. 

Participant 06 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 06 shared that he had an early and instinctive understanding of his 

sexual identity, stating, “I knew I was gay when I was five.” Although he held a strong 

internal sense of self, the environment around him demanded suppression. His family, 

particularly his father and brother, operated within a rigid, conservative framework that 

left no space for open expression. He internalized that concealment was necessary for 

survival, describing his emotional stance as “waiting for my moment.” While he 

preserved his identity internally, the psychological toll of years spent hiding it was 

profound. His sense of isolation deepened after the death of his partner of 27 years in 

January, revealing the absence of supportive structures in his small Mississippi town. 

These experiences, marked by grief, exclusion, and resilience, shaped his understanding 

of mental health in lasting and complex ways. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Participant 06 reported limited engagement with social media, referring to his 

online presence as “basically nonexistent.” However, he acknowledged the quiet 

significance of a private online group for older gay men, which provided occasional 
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connection. Living in a profoundly conservative and rural area, he lacked any local 

LGBTQ+ community, making even minimal online interaction meaningful. His digital 

use was sparse but purposeful focused more on quiet validation than active socializing. 

He reflected, “Just seeing someone on the street who you know is gay, that’s a good 

feeling,” illustrating how rare and affirming even small moments of recognition can be in 

isolated communities. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Although he recognized broader cultural and legal progress around LGBTQ+ 

rights, Participant 06 was skeptical about whether those gains had reached his 

community. In rural Mississippi, he stated, “Most gay men hide,” revealing a continued 

culture of fear and concealment. He admired the openness of younger gay individuals and 

remarked, “I feel like we paved the way.” However, he expressed disappointment in the 

lack of reciprocity or support for older generations. His observations draw attention to the 

ongoing disconnect between national progress and the lived experiences of gay 

individuals in conservative or geographically isolated settings. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Geography played a defining role in his quality of life. He recalled his years in 

Chicago and Miami as formative and liberating. “After two weeks [in Chicago], I 

realized I needed to learn how to give myself a manicure because I was no longer biting 

my nails,” he said, using the anecdote to illustrate newfound emotional safety. In 

contrast, his return to rural Mississippi meant renewed isolation and the absence of 

visible community, inclusive services, or safe spaces. Financial limitations and 
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geographic remoteness compounded his solitude, especially after having once 

experienced affirmation and connection in urban environments. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Participant 06 spoke with concern about aging, particularly the fear of entering 

healthcare or elder care settings where his identity might be ignored or rejected. He 

stated, “There should be a place for older gay men to retire among their peers,” 

emphasizing a need for safety, recognition, and companionship in later life. His physical 

health is declining, and without family support, he is increasingly vulnerable to systems 

that may be ill-equipped, or unwilling, to affirm him. His vision of an affirming 

retirement community represents a broader plea for LGBTQ+-inclusive infrastructure for 

aging populations. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

Although he had early clarity about his sexuality, Participant 06 described a 

lifetime shaped by others’ homophobia. His relationship with his brother remains distant, 

but no connection”, and his father’s expectations forced him into prolonged self-

concealment. He experienced blatant discrimination in the workplace and referred to one 

particularly hostile colleague as a “harpy,” underscoring the dehumanizing treatment he 

endured. In response, he developed a reliance on quick wit and a heightened sensitivity to 

social cues, methods that allowed him to move through often unsafe spaces with caution 

and precision. These adaptive strategies reflect a lifetime spent managing his identity 

under constant scrutiny. 
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Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 06 highlighted the complete lack of LGBTQ+-specific services in his 

area. Despite having built a life, sustained a long-term relationship, and survived personal 

losses, he now finds himself without access to affirming community care or medical 

support. He called for the development of retirement centers, healthcare providers, and 

service networks that recognize and validate the lives of older gay men. His current 

situation, living in a region with no visible support, demonstrates the systemic neglect 

experienced by many gay elders in rural parts of the country. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

In reflecting on policy needs, Participant 06 stressed that LGBTQ+ elders, 

especially those outside metropolitan areas, require specific, intentional support. He 

pointed to the urgent need for affirming elder care, dedicated health services, and 

increased visibility within institutional systems. His story illustrates the isolation that 

many LGBTQ+ seniors face as they age in places where inclusion remains a distant 

concept. He concluded with a simple but powerful insight: People must know that “we’re 

here.” His message calls for public policy that does not merely acknowledge but actively 

safeguards and includes LGBTQ+ lives in every stage of life. 

Participant 07 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 07 described a youth shaped by internalized fear rather than direct 

oppression. Growing up Jewish and gay, he learned early to monitor his behavior, 

especially in a world where gayness was either pathologized or erased. He referenced the 
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impact of damaging portrayals in popular culture, such as the film Everything You 

Always Wanted to Know About Sex, as formative in creating confusion and shame. Still, 

his narrative shifted with a pivotal experience in late-1970s San Francisco, where he 

discovered a vibrant, affirming gay culture. “I saw none of what I expected… I saw 

exactly what I needed,” he reflected. He began living authentically, stating, “From that 

day on, I was out. I was proud.” While he rarely felt explicitly oppressed, he 

acknowledged the long tail of internalized stigma and the psychological toll of navigating 

a world structured around closeted lives. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Participant 07 used the internet selectively, describing it as a tool for global 

connection but not central to his emotional support system. Early online engagement was 

driven more by sex and curiosity than sustained community, and he ultimately relied 

more heavily on in-person relationships and resources available in the San Francisco Bay 

Area. “Eventually, I gave up going to bars… 99% of the men I met were alcoholics,” he 

said, favoring more intentional forms of connection. He used digital tools to form 

international bonds and explore how gay identity is perceived in other countries, noting, 

for instance, differences he witnessed in South Africa. Today, while not deeply 

embedded in digital culture, he maintains a podcast and advocates through online spaces, 

balancing analog and virtual communities. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Having lived through the Harvey Milk era, Proposition 6, and marriage equality 

debates, Participant 07 positioned himself as a witness and contributor to LGBTQ+ social 
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change. He described his work in HIV prevention and peer-led education as integral to 

this transformation. “It tried to kill me once. Many things have. None succeeded,” he 

remarked about his survival through the AIDS crisis, during which he became a 

consistent support giver. While he praised Supreme Court advancements, he remains 

cautious of political backsliding, joking, “I celebrate diversity… I joke sometimes that 

under the current administration; I’d be fired just for saying that aloud.” He celebrates 

cultural progress but insists it cannot be taken for granted. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Living in the Bay Area afforded Participant 07 a rare level of safety and 

community, a reality he openly acknowledged as a form of privilege. He did not discuss 

racial or economic disadvantages at length but noted the contrast between resource-rich 

urban environments and the isolation of other regions. His reference to “desert cities” 

hinted at places where support networks are scarce, and ageism flourishes. His reflections 

suggest that while his geographic location allowed for affirmation and service, he 

remains aware that many in the LGBTQ+ community do not have that advantage. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Participant 07 addressed aging with both clarity and ambivalence. On the one 

hand, he resisted internalizing the label “old,” confessing, “I haven’t accepted that I’m 

old yet… They don’t always see me.” On the other, he acknowledged the rampant ageism 

within gay male culture and its generational fragmentation. “Ageism is rampant in the 

gay male population,” he said, pointing to how reverse ageism also isolates older gay 

men. Though not dependent on elder services, he expressed growing awareness of their 



131 

 

relevance and a need for a community where age is neither fetishized nor erased, signals 

a broader call for infrastructure that affirms aging LGBTQ+ individuals. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

While Participant 07 described himself as lucky compared to others, he 

nonetheless navigated long-standing patterns of internalized shame, both his own and that 

of others. He spoke of romantic and social encounters with men who “skulk around” and 

remain closeted and of his gradual disconnection from emotionally draining scenes. Later 

in life, he discovered he was autistic, which reshaped his understanding of past 

experiences. “I’m emotionally blind, and that’s why I like visual contact,” he explained, 

describing how autism, not just sexuality, contributed to his feelings of distance. Still, he 

continues to build systems for connection, believing “systematization” helps him manage 

intimacy and care. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Despite being embedded in a city with relatively strong LGBTQ+ services, 

Participant 07 noted the gaps he experienced earlier in life and the evolving needs of his 

generation. He has facilitated multiple HIV support groups, moving from “support 

seeker” to “support giver,” and sees that transition as a central life theme. While he 

appreciates the growing infrastructure for aging LGBTQ+ people, he hasn’t accessed 

many of those services himself. His critique is not of the system’s existence but of its 

delayed emergence, an echo of the decades his generation spent without formal 

acknowledgment or care. 
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Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 07 supports continued investment in aging LGBTQ+ services, but with 

a nuance: they must be attuned to emotional and generational complexity. He wants 

services that acknowledge neurodivergence, cultural context, and generational trauma, 

not just those that provide physical care. He insists that community-building efforts must 

also dismantle harmful ageist norms within LGBTQ+ spaces. His advocacy, rooted in 

decades of lived experience, calls for a broader view of what elder support entails, going 

beyond visibility or access and into the emotional terrain of pride, connection, and 

cultural fluency. “I’m a man who happens to be gay,” he concluded, claiming his place 

with calm authority. 

Participant 08 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 08, a Black gay man raised in New York City and now residing in 

Washington, D.C., described a life more shaped by racial discrimination than by 

homophobia. “80% of the discrimination I’ve faced in my life has been racial, with only 

about 20% related to being gay,” he stated, emphasizing the layered reality of his 

identity. His masculine presentation and urban upbringing offered him a level of 

invisibility and protection within the gay community that others might not have shared. 

Growing up in a progressive environment with early access to gay spaces and without 

religious imposition shielded him from internalized homophobia common among peers. 

He remains grounded, attributing his resilience to a lifelong belief that “being a good 
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person was enough.” Despite a history of social trauma embedded in structural racism, he 

presents as emotionally centered, prioritizing wellness and perspective over grievance. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

While computer literate, Participant 08 remains skeptical of gay digital culture. 

He avoids dating apps and online hookup platforms, instead preferring “in-person 

meetings” that bring a more meaningful “dimension” to his connections. He uses the 

internet primarily for information and light engagement but finds online gay communities 

lacking in depth. “They repress themselves all the rest of the time, all the rest of the 

year,” he quipped, pointing to a performative quality he observes in digital spaces. 

Although he engages with technology selectively, his real preference remains rooted in 

physical presence and authentic conversation, consistent with his broader commitment to 

relational depth and emotional safety. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Participant 08 observed significant societal change during his lifetime, and he 

credits his Generation Jones cohort with carrying much of that forward. “Gay marriage is 

our win,” he said, reflecting on the broader legal and cultural victories that followed the 

activism of his peers. Still, he remains attuned to generational transitions, stating, “Young 

people are as able to push back as we were, and they will. They have to.” He is 

supportive and curious about the current generation’s priorities, particularly trans rights. 

His tone is that of a seasoned observer, proud but not nostalgic, watchful without being 

bitter. 
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Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Race is the defining axis of marginalization in Participant 08’s narrative. “I feel 

discrimination there [as a Black man]. And I’m pretty sure I feel less discriminated 

against as a gay man,” he said, noting that progressive urban areas like D.C. offered him 

safety in his sexuality but not in his race. His experience in the Navy further reinforced 

this dynamic, as he formed close relationships with fellow gay servicemen in an 

otherwise restrictive institution. His preference for international travel and part-time 

living abroad underscores the psychological toll of American racial politics. “I mostly do 

not live in this country… For my mental health,” he explained. Geography and mobility 

are, for him, strategies for preservation and balance. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Participant 08 approaches aging with a sense of comfort, even relief. “You 

disappear as you get older. I think that’s true. And I kind of like it,” he admitted, 

reflecting a preference for freedom from the hypervisibility and performance often 

associated with younger gay culture. He doesn’t view aging as threatening his identity but 

as a transition into privacy and self-determined living. Still, he acknowledges that others, 

especially those in rural areas, lack the options he has. He recognizes that his own “built-

in social network” and lifelong residence in progressive cities are exceptions, not the rule, 

and speaks with awareness of those still “stuck” in less accepting environments. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

Participant 08 reported minimal internalized stigma. He attributes this to an early 

rejection of religion,  “Religiosity” was “not my thing”, and to having grown up 
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surrounded by openly gay men in a large city. His masculine presentation also shaped 

how he was received socially, allowing him to avoid certain types of scrutiny. 

“Masculine-presenting” became a form of social camouflage that afforded him greater 

access and fewer questions. His relationships, both platonic and romantic, appear 

grounded in mutual respect and affirmation, and he carries no sense of shame about his 

identity, his choices, or his community involvement. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Although Participant 08 does not rely on elder services himself, he recognizes 

their value, particularly for those without supportive networks. His commitment to 

healthcare access is evident in his insistence on having a gay doctor. “Come on, I can’t 

play games with my health,” he said. “So, if you’re not honest with him, you’re not being 

honest with yourself.” His long-standing medical relationships underscore how crucial 

identity-safe care is for older LGBTQ+ people. He is deeply aware of the dangers of 

invisibility in systems like healthcare and housing. He suggests that many of his peers, 

particularly those in conservative or small-town contexts, face threats to both their 

dignity and their safety. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 08 advocates for culturally competent, racially, and socially aware 

public policy. He emphasizes that policies must reflect an understanding of both racial 

identity and sexual orientation, particularly for individuals who navigate multiple layers 

of marginalization. He believes that effective public policy should be grounded in 

intersectionality, acknowledging how race, class, gender, and sexuality interact, and 
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should be informed by the lived realities of those it aims to serve. He emphasizes that 

race must be central in any discussion of LGBTQ+ elder care. His international lifestyle 

and independence are not feasible for most aging Black gay men, particularly those 

without economic or geographic mobility. He stresses the need for intergenerational 

education, health equity, and the creation of spaces where older gay men, especially those 

of color, can thrive without being tokenized or erased. His reflections offer a model of 

strength rooted in perspective, community curation, and lived intersectionality. “My 

generation… gets credit for continuing to carry the sword and poke the bear,” he said, 

reminding us that progress is cumulative, and the fight never ended, it just changed 

hands. 

Participant 09 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 09 recalled a childhood marked by deep self-awareness and 

suppression. “I knew I was gay when I was five... I knew it wasn’t going to be okay with 

my family,” he shared. Raised in Kansas City by a domineering father, his early years 

were defined by the pressure to conform and the strategic concealment of identity. A 

turning point came when he found refuge with an artistic family in high school and later 

moved to Chicago. “When I moved to Chicago, I was completely out… I wasn’t a 

nervous mess anymore.” However, his return to rural Mississippi revealed a stark 

contrast, intense isolation, limited support, and renewed concealment. His mental health 

narrative includes grief over the loss of his partner of 27 years and frustration with a 
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culture where visibility is still penalized. Despite these hardships, he remains defiant: “I 

am who I am, and that’s it.” 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Participant 09’s relationship with digital connectivity is one of necessity rather 

than preference. He is disconnected mainly from social media and avoids mainstream 

dating platforms, recounting, “The last time I used [a dating service], I got matched with 

my cousin.” However, he does participate in online support groups for older gay men, a 

rare thread of community in his otherwise isolated daily life. These virtual spaces offer 

modest relief from rural solitude, but he is keenly aware of their limits. “If that’s what 

we’re calling it,  [social support] is nonexistent here.” His digital life functions less as a 

social sphere and more as a lifeline, offering glimpses of solidarity amid his geographic 

disconnection. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Although Participant 09 has witnessed legal and cultural progress, he remains 

skeptical of its reach in rural contexts. “Everyone’s afraid someone will find out, and it’ll 

ruin their job, or their life,” he noted, illustrating the persistence of fear-based silence in 

conservative environments. His experience with workplace discrimination, where a boss 

changed his treatment after learning he had a male partner, reinforces his view that 

acceptance remains conditional. He does, however, express hope. “Now, it’s different. 

I’m trying to get back out there, or at least I feel the motivation to try,” signaling cautious 

optimism for reentry into the community, even if that means creating it himself. 
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Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Geography plays a significant role in Participant 09’s story. In Chicago, he 

experienced freedom and full expression; in rural Mississippi, he lives surrounded by 

closeted men and unspoken taboos. “Gay social life? There is none,” he declared. His 

attempts to build community, whether by organizing events or simply showing up, often 

ended in disappointment: “Nobody showed up.” His physical health challenges 

(“bowlegs, bad knees, and a damaged hip”) further constrain mobility, compounding the 

isolation of aging in a place where being out is still considered provocative. The move 

back to Mississippi was both a return and a retreat, filled with quiet battles against 

invisibility. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Aging is an ever-present concern for Participant 09. Without a partner and with 

strained ties to his biological family, particularly a closeted brother who avoids 

association, he worries about the logistics and dignity of elder care. “That’s exactly the 

kind of thing we need as older gay men, to be around people like us, to talk about our 

experiences.” He fears entering a healthcare or assisted living environment where he 

must either explain himself or conceal his identity. These concerns extend beyond 

coordination, they are about being seen, heard, and affirmed in late life. He envisions a 

space where older gay men can age safely, with peer recognition and cultural relevance. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

While Participant 09 maintains a bold and witty demeanor, his story reflects the 

wear of lifelong marginalization. His family’s failure to affirm his identity remains 
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painful. His surviving brother, whom he suspects is closeted, avoids contact, though he 

maintains a close relationship with his nephew. “Unless I keep my mouth shut, but that’s 

not going to happen,” he remarked, referring to his refusal to minimize his identity to 

make others comfortable. He navigates social spaces precisely, “good at reading social 

cues,” but resists the temptation to fade into the background. His defiance serves as a 

shield and signature, a way to claim space in a world that still marginalizes men like him. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 09 sees glaring deficits in the support systems available to rural and 

aging LGBTQ+ individuals. He notes that there are no LGBTQ+-friendly gathering 

places, no affirming healthcare options, and no intergenerational dialogue in his town. 

His only reliable connection to others like him is virtual, and even that is tenuous. His 

vision of care includes more than physical well-being; it encompasses belonging. “People 

like us” need places to retire, connect, and exist without apology or disguise. His story is 

a reminder that emotional, social, and physical infrastructure is necessary for a life of 

dignity, especially in old age. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 09 advocates for developing safe, affirming spaces for older gay men, 

particularly in non-urban areas, reflecting a need for geographically decentralized 

services: culturally competent healthcare, housing that welcomes and affirms LGBTQ+ 

elders, and community programming that counters isolation. He also calls for policies 

that acknowledge the persistent fear and concealment in conservative regions, places 

where legal progress has not dismantled social stigma. His life is a map of resilience, 
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memory, and resistance, underscoring the urgency of meeting LGBTQ+ elders where 

they are, not just where we assume they have ended up. 

Participant 10 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 10 described a life marked by early clarity and external tension. "I 

always knew I was gay, from age five. I knew it was not okay then, not with my family. 

But I knew it was okay for me." Despite familial nonacceptance, he maintained an 

internal conviction about his identity. His adolescence was salvaged by the presence of an 

artistic family and, later, urban migration to Chicago, where he came out fully and left 

behind the anxiety that plagued his early life. "I was not biting my nails anymore… 

However, now I wasn't nervous." He has since developed a self-reliant emotional stance, 

resisting both the shame of his youth and the performative pressures of modern gay 

culture. His journey reflects a steady claim to autonomy, clarity, and authenticity. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Participant 10's use of the Internet for social support is minimal. He avoids dating 

platforms and disconnected quickly from digital matchmaking after a disorienting 

experience: "The last time I did [a dating service], I was matched with my cousin. I 

unplugged immediately." Instead, his relationships are maintained through direct 

communication, phone calls, in-person visits, and carefully selected interactions. He does 

not oppose technology but finds digital platforms "one-dimensional," lacking the 

emotional texture of real-life dialogue. His digital disconnection is not due to discomfort 

but due to deliberate curation; he finds more comfort in complexity than convenience. 
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Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

While acknowledging the progress made, primarily through marriage equality, 

Participant 10 remains ambivalent about its impact. "By the time marriage became legal, 

I was already out of that scene. It didn't really apply to me." He observed the flattening of 

rigid social hierarchies within the gay community during the AIDS crisis when survival 

erased the pretense of A-List gay social positioning. "By 1995, the crisis was so 

widespread it flattened those hierarchies." Despite this leveling, he is cautious about a 

"door slamming shut again," referencing recent political shifts that suggest regression. 

His narrative reflects both gratitude for progress and concern for its fragility. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Geography loomed large in Participant 10's understanding of safety and 

belonging. "Geography is huge. Take someone from San Francisco and move them to 

Des Moines, they're not going to be as comfortable or accepted." His life has been 

strategically mapped across cities that offered the freedom to be entirely out while 

carefully avoiding settings that would force him back into silence. He recognizes that 

socioeconomic class enabled many of these choices and sees that access to liberation 

remains unequally distributed. His sensitivity to the setting is not about preference but 

survival and mental health. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Participant 10 is blunt about aging. "Many of us will age and die alone. That 

needs to be acknowledged." As a single gay man, he does not fear solitude but is wary of 

being placed in reductive environments, especially elder care that is too insular or 
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narrowly gay. "I don't want to live in a gay nursing home. I want diversity." He avoids 

both heteronormative retirement settings and overly curated gay ones, expressing a desire 

for environments that reflect intersectionality rather than subcultural insulation. His aging 

concerns revolve around dignity and agency, and he remains engaged in a diverse world 

that values all dimensions of his identity. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

Participant 10 has largely rejected the pressures of homonormativity. He is not 

interested in "gay circles" or curated social scenes that reward conformity or superficial 

aesthetics. "If I show up to a party and it's all gay men, I cringe. It feels one-

dimensional." His avoidance of stereotypical gay social spaces is not rooted in shame but 

in boredom and disconnection. He feels more aligned with people and places that are 

layered and intersectional and less about performance. While internalized stigma does not 

dominate his self-perception, he actively avoids spaces that reinforce narrow definitions 

of what it means to be gay. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 10 voiced concern about aging policies and the lack of attention to 

LGBTQ+ individuals who are single and without traditional support systems. He 

emphasized the need for inclusive elder care that is not just about shared sexuality but 

about shared dignity and diversity. He prefers female healthcare providers, "She talks 

about anything, gay, male, gender-related, without hesitation. It's like she lights a cigar 

and just dives in” because he finds their approach more open, grounded, and emotionally 



143 

 

resonant. He critiques systems that treat LGBTQ+ identity as a checkbox rather than an 

evolving set of life experiences requiring cultural competency. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 10 advocates for broadening elder LGBTQ+ services to include those 

who do not participate in traditional community life. His vision of care extends beyond 

rainbow flags and gay-specific programming, including racial, economic, gender, and 

cultural diversity. He calls for a departure from models that either isolate LGBTQ+ elders 

or assume sameness across identities. What he wants is inclusion that feels real, not 

compartmentalized. His narrative warns against oversimplifying the aging experience, 

reminding policymakers that not all gay lives are lived inside of tight-knit circles or 

celebrated identities, and that public services must reflect this complexity. 

Participant 11 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 11's early life was shaped by rejection, violence, and self-erasure. 

Raised in Southern California during the 1960s and 70s, he left high school three months 

into his sophomore year after several physical altercations related to his perceived 

sexuality. "It created a sense of fearfulness… if I came out, if I am myself, there'll be 

consequences." He internalized this fear, developing an avoidance-based coping style and 

deeply rooted shame. Labeled perverse by society and medical systems, he learned early 

to shrink himself. However, despite this adversity, he never stopped seeking belonging. 

The AIDS epidemic compounded this trauma, taking close friends and leaving behind 

survivors’ guilt. It was not until entering sobriety in the 1980s that he began rebuilding 
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his life, eventually stepping into roles of community care, advocacy, and peer support 

facilitation. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Now disabled and primarily homebound, Participant 11 relies heavily on Zoom 

and email to maintain contact with others. Technology has become a lifeline, though not 

a replacement for meaningful connections. Unlike dating apps or social media, which he 

finds alienating, digital communication serves a practical purpose, fostering select 

friendships and facilitating ongoing participation in community conversations. Still, he 

laments the deep loneliness that lingers. "We're all standing around telling each other 

how lonely we are," he said, underscoring the paradox of digital connection: proximity 

without intimacy. His technological adoption came late but has become essential in 

navigating his present-day reality. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Though Participant 11 has witnessed enormous legal and cultural change across 

decades, he describes his relationship with the broader gay community as fraught. "It felt 

like being part of the gay community meant giving up a part of myself, something I was 

not willing to let go of." He never felt entirely accepted by cliquish or aesthetically driven 

gay spaces, describing himself as part of the "quiet majority" rather than a visible activist. 

Still, he played a crucial role in support systems during the AIDS crisis and has watched 

the community evolve. Today, he sees hope in younger generations but remains 

concerned about the deep fractures within LGBTQ+ culture that continue to be excluded 

based on class, age, and assimilation. 
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Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Participant 11's story is grounded in economic and regional displacement. He 

lived across California, Colorado, and Idaho, bringing distinct levels of openness and 

risk. He was excluded from "A-list" gay circles and experienced the sting of racial and 

class-based cliques within urban gay life. "Only gays with cash can afford it [senior 

housing]," he noted, referencing how material privilege governs not just access to safety 

but also to aging with dignity. His identity was formed in the shadow of institutional and 

legal discrimination, arrests for dancing, bar raids, and public policing, which shaped a 

lifelong distrust of systems and a sensitivity to the layered exclusions many gay men 

face. 

Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Participant 11 is blunt about aging: he resists being separated into senior-specific 

spaces, preferring solitude over tokenized inclusion. "I would rather be lonely than go to 

the senior center and make a friend," he said. He fears invisibility not because he needs to 

be seen but because elderly services often fail to acknowledge his full humanity. Ageism 

in the gay community, combined with his physical limitations, has left him navigating 

later life with fewer choices and growing concerns about where and how he will continue 

to live. Isolation is not theoretical, it is a daily lived experience sharpened by disability 

and compounded by the slow withdrawal of community support. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

For Participant 11, internalized stigma took root early and was reinforced through 

both mainstream society and within gay spaces. "I didn't feel like I fit in at school. I didn't 
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feel like I fit in with my family. And I didn't feel like I fit in in the gay community." He 

developed a protective identity around quiet resistance, clinging to authenticity even as it 

cost him belonging. His romantic relationships were often tangled in shame or grief, and 

many were cut short by AIDS. "The awkward little gay boy has returned," he said, 

reflecting on how trauma loops back in later life. Despite decades of personal work, those 

old wounds still echo in his current emotional world. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 11 sees an alarming lack of culturally competent senior housing and 

community support for older LGBTQ+ adults. His vision of safety does not rely on 

rainbow flags or token gestures, it depends on affordability, dignity, and shared 

understanding. He is deeply skeptical of elite, segregated retirement models, where 

economics often gatekeep access. He's curated his legacy-building form through 

"Michael's box", a physical archive of photos, memories, and documents tied to 

LGBTQ+ history that he's preserving for a younger gay man who expressed genuine 

interest. This act serves as mentorship and memorial, connecting his life to something 

larger than isolation. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 11 calls for more than inclusion, he wants transformation. He 

advocates for mental health services that understand the grief carried by AIDS survivors, 

housing models that consider affordability and dignity, and intergenerational initiatives 

that foster real connections beyond slogans. He criticizes traditional elder care systems 

for lacking vision and cultural intelligence. "We tend to oppress each other as much as 
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we have been oppressed by others," he noted, signaling that solidarity is not automaticity 

must be cultivated. His legacy is one of perseverance, critical witness, and ongoing care, 

as he questions whether anyone is still listening. 

Participant 12 

Theme 1: Historical Experiences of Discrimination and Mental Health 

Participant 12's early life was steeped in invisibility and internalized shame. 

Raised in a working-class California suburb, he experienced exclusion not just for his 

gayness but for his family structure and perceived softness. "I tried to disappear. And I 

got pretty good at that," he recalled. While his mother was not overtly discriminatory, the 

absence of role models and constant othering led to a formative sense of being alone and 

unworthy. As he entered adolescence, gay spaces like theater and the subcultural world of 

Rocky Horror offered a reprieve. "That was the first time I felt a sense of belonging or 

community," he said. However, beneath the resilience was a lasting sense of surveillance, 

always needing to look over his shoulder, a habit born of decades of social risk and 

reinforced by the trauma of the AIDS crisis. 

Theme 2: Internet and Digital Connectivity 

Participant 12 reported frustration with modern gay digital culture. Platforms like 

Grindr feel alienating, and interactions often reinforce generational divides. "You're old 

enough to be my dad," he recounted hearing, underscoring the persistent marginalization 

of older gay men in virtual spaces. Though the internet is everywhere, he still feels 

disconnected. "All that stuff [social media] has just gotten so toxic." While he values the 

potential for online support networks, the reality has been one of digital isolation. His 
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identity as a parent and partner is also largely unacknowledged in these spaces, further 

compounding the sense that he, and people like him, do not quite fit in the digital world's 

dominant gay narratives. 

Theme 3: Societal Changes Toward LGBTQ+ Individuals 

Marriage equality held an unexpected emotional weight for Participant 1Theme 2 

- "I didn't think I cared... and I was completely overwhelmed by emotion." He attributed 

his initial ambivalence to the internalized belief that marriage was something unavailable 

to him” You were raised to believe it was something you could never have." His marriage 

of over 22 years and the adoption of children signaled a profound shift from 

marginalization to normalization. Yet, even amid this progress, he remains cautious. "We 

were the gay couple adopting. Now we're just another couple," he said, both celebrating 

the shift and acknowledging how it came after years of fear, scrutiny, and political 

struggle. 

Theme 4: Impact of Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Geographic Location 

Participant 12 reflected openly on his privilege as a white gay man in a liberal 

state. He noted that while economic struggle shaped parts of his upbringing, his 

outcomes, and safety, were markedly different than those of his BIPOC peers. He 

acknowledged that class mobility, geography, and race played a role in buffering his 

access to healthcare, parenting, and social acceptance. At the same time, he expressed 

frustration that even with these advantages, aging as a gay man still carries invisibility, 

especially in settings where gay identity is still seen as a youthful or performative 

expression. 
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Theme 5: Unique Challenges as an Aging Gay Man 

Now 60, Participant 12 finds himself in what he calls the "gay male death zone", 

too old to be desirable, too young to be considered a wise elder. "There's this 20- to 30-

year window where you're not young enough to be the cute, twinkie little thing... and 

you're not quite old enough to be the full-on daddy either." This ambiguous space and his 

unexpected role as a stay-at-home father leave him feeling simultaneously invisible and 

overwhelmed. "I stay home and take care of children. That's not where I ever thought I'd 

be." Aging has brought reflection but also disconnection, especially with few accessible 

models of what gay aging could or should look like. 

Theme 6: Influence of Internalized Stigma on Personal and Relational Experience 

hile outwardly successful and affirmed, Participant 12 continues to untangle the 

quiet legacies of shame. He described feeling like part of a "lost generation", raised with 

no script for gay adulthood, let alone gay fatherhood. "It feels like a lost generation. At 

least, that's how I've always seen it." Therapy and marriage helped create new scripts, but 

traces of his early conditioning remain. The AIDS crisis taught vigilance; society taught 

concealment. His identity is no longer shaped by fear, nor is it free of its residue. His 

resilience is lived, not proclaimed. 

Theme 7: Resources, Networks, and Perceived Gaps in Social Services 

Participant 12 states that community support for older gay people is lacking. "It's 

still impossible for me to find a support group of older gay men in this area," he said. He 

wants gay-centric elder housing, local support groups, and intergenerational community 

centers that acknowledge the psychological residue of decades of stigma. While he values 
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having gay-affirming therapists and doctors, he also noted, "No, we can't self-identify" 

when seeking such professionals, a structural flaw that makes navigating healthcare 

daunting. His healthcare needs are met only through careful curation, not systemic 

reliability. The absence of infrastructure for people like him is not hypothetical, it is a 

daily reality. 

Theme 8: Insights for Public Policy and Social Services 

Participant 12 strongly advocates for policy decisions to be shaped by the 

firsthand, lived experiences of those most affected. He believes that effective and 

equitable policy must move beyond abstract theory or political rhetoric and instead reflect 

the real-life challenges, identities, and needs of marginalized communities, particularly 

aging LGBTQ+ individuals. In his view, centering lived experience in policymaking 

ensures relevance and accuracy and fosters dignity, representation, and long-term impact. 

He emphasizes the need for gay-affirming elder housing, improved access to LGBTQ+-

literate medical providers, and support groups that acknowledge the evolving identity of 

older gay men, fathers, husbands, caretakers, and survivors. His story challenges the one-

dimensional portrayals of gay life, especially in later years. He urges a redefinition of 

community that includes those who came out early, lived through loss, fought for family, 

and are still standing, not just those who fit clean narratives. His insights are a call to 

action, not just for care but for recognition. 

Summary 

This chapter presents the findings from a phenomenological study exploring the 

lived experiences of gay men from the Generation Jones cohort, those born between 1954 



151 

 

and 1965. Drawing on 12 semistructured interviews, the study investigated how this 

group navigated identity, adversity, connection, and aging across historical, social, and 

digital contexts. The primary research question examined how these men made sense of 

coming out in an era marked by legal discrimination, social stigma, and the AIDS 

epidemic. The analysis was shaped by SIT, and Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) was employed to explore and interpret meaningful patterns in 

participants’ lived experiences, following the methodological guidance of Smith et al. 

(2003). 

Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling, primarily 

from a private Facebook group Gay Men Over 60. Interviews were conducted virtually 

and then transcribed verbatim. Demographic diversity, geographic, socioeconomic, 

educational, and occupational, allowed for a nuanced analysis of how contextual factors 

shaped each man's experience. Ages ranged from 59 to 71, and while racial identity was 

not formally gathered, racialized experience emerged in the data. Educational and 

professional backgrounds varied; many participants were retired or living on fixed 

incomes. Religious upbringings and HIV status also influenced participants' perceptions 

of self and community. 

Eight subquestions guided the exploration, focusing on historical discrimination, 

digital connectivity, race and geography, internalized stigma, societal change, unmet 

service needs, public policy insights, and unique aging challenges. Deep accounts of loss, 

resilience, invisibility, and shifting self-concept emerged. 
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A recurring theme was the lifelong impact of discrimination. Many participants 

knew they were gay from early childhood, yet societal messages, especially religious 

condemnation and institutional rejection, compelled silence and self-erasure. Some 

endured direct violence or ostracism, while others described quieter forms of erasure, 

such as family silence or social exclusion. These experiences often translated into long-

term struggles with self-esteem, depression, and isolation. 

The AIDS crisis was an emotional and cultural landmark for many. For some, it 

delayed coming out; for others, it redefined their community and introduced lasting grief. 

Several participants lost partners or entire friend groups. This trauma not only shaped 

their mental health but continues to influence how they approach intimacy, aging, and 

healthcare. 

Digital connectivity was experienced ambivalently. For many, the internet was a 

lifeline, especially for those in rural areas, offering access to support groups, health 

resources, and representation. However, others found digital gay culture alienating or 

superficial, expressing a preference for the deeper connections of predigital gay spaces. 

Generational gaps in digital literacy and a lingering discomfort with app-based or 

anonymous platforms were also noted. 

Participants were candid about the continued presence of internalized stigma. 

Even after decades of social progress, many still report moments of doubt, shame, or 

selective disclosure. In particular, aging presented unique anxieties, most notably the fear 

of needing care in environments where they would have to hide their identity again. The 

fear of "recloseting" in senior living facilities or hospitals was frequently mentioned. 
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Many described a lack of culturally competent elder services and expressed concern 

about being misunderstood, mistreated, or ignored later. 

Several men addressed how their identities were further shaped by race, class, and 

geography. For participants in the Deep South or rural regions, being openly gay still 

carried significant social risks. Others considered white privilege, financial security, or 

urban living protective factors. Race was a central axis of exclusion for some, particularly 

Black participants who reported more racial than sexual discrimination over their 

lifetimes. 

Thematic analysis revealed a strong call for policy change and targeted services. 

Participants highlighted the lack of affordable, affirming senior housing, the need for 

LGBTQ+-trained healthcare providers, and the absence of older gay male representation 

in broader cultural narratives. Many voiced frustration that LGBTQ+ elderhood remains 

invisible even within gay discourse, which often centers on youth. 

Despite these challenges, the chapter also reflects a narrative of resilience. 

Participants spoke of survival, chosen families, advocacy, and moments of joy. Some 

found affirmation through Radical Faerie communities, peer-led support groups, or long-

term partnerships. Others voiced a desire to mentor younger gay individuals or preserve 

gay history as a way to make meaning of their struggles. 

Ultimately, Chapter 4 offers a textured portrait of what it means to be an aging 

gay man from the Generation Jones era. While the participants' stories differ widely, they 

share a deep entanglement of personal growth and cultural change, memory and grief, 

and the common pursuit of dignity in a world that has not always granted dignity.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

This phenomenological inquiry explored the lived experiences of gay men within 

the Generation Jones cohort, defined as individuals born between 1954 and 1965. 

Generation Jones represents a unique subset of the Baby Boomer generation whose 

formative years were shaped distinctly by the political, cultural, and economic turbulence 

of the 1970s, distinguishing them from earlier Boomers influenced primarily by the post-

World War II optimism of the 1950s and 1960s (Pontell, 2010). Due to the limited 

scholarly focus on this cohort within LGBTQ+ literature, this study explores their 

experiences of identity formation, societal stigma, resilience, and community building 

across the lifespan. The research used SIT as a theoretical lens to understand how social 

group memberships impacted these men's self-concepts and behavior across changing 

historical and cultural contexts. 

The primary purpose of the study was to investigate how gay men from 

Generation Jones navigated their identities amid historical adversities, including societal 

stigma, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and the evolving landscape of digital connectivity. 

Twelve participants provided rich, narrative-driven accounts through semistructured 

interviews detailing their journeys from adolescence through later life. The thematic 

analysis of these interviews revealed key findings that included profound impacts of 

historical discrimination on mental health and identity negotiation; internalized stigma 

persisting across the lifespan; varied experiences of geographic isolation and urban-rural 
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divides; complex roles of digital connectivity; concerns surrounding aging, isolation, and 

potential recloseting; the influence of intersectional identities such as race, class, and 

geographic location; critiques of ageism within gay culture; the importance of chosen 

families; and advocacy for culturally competent elder services and policy reforms. 

These findings underscored the interplay between individual experiences and 

broader sociohistorical forces, highlighting this unique generational cohort's resilience 

and ongoing vulnerabilities. This chapter provides a detailed discussion of these results, 

integrating individual narratives and thematic patterns that emerged across participants. It 

presents conclusions derived from the study and offers targeted recommendations for 

future research, clinical practice, and inclusive policy development to address systemic 

gaps and strengthen support systems for aging LGBTQ+ populations, particularly those 

within the Generation Jones cohort. 

Theoretical Implications 

This phenomenological inquiry into the lived experiences of gay men from the 

Generation Jones cohort (born 1954–1965) employed SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) 

and phenomenology to explore how personal and collective identities are shaped by 

experiences of marginalization, community resilience, and generational shifts. The data 

from participant interviews validated and expanded upon these theoretical lenses, while 

also highlighting areas in which traditional theories fell short in capturing the complexity 

of intersectional identities and contemporary digital contexts. 

SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) effectively contextualized how group 

affiliations profoundly shaped participants' self-concepts in response to societal exclusion 
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and identity threats. Consistent with SIT, participants described extensive experiences of 

rejection from family, peers, religious institutions, and broader society, all of which 

significantly influenced their collective self-esteem and identity formation processes. 

According to Tajfel and Turner (1986), individuals facing sustained identity threats from 

dominant social groups often experience diminished self-worth, compelling them to 

manage their identities strategically to mitigate the negative impacts of societal rejection. 

Participants' narratives repeatedly highlighted childhood and adolescent 

experiences of marginalization. For example, Participant 01, who identifies as both 

Native American and Mexican, described a powerful sense of cultural alienation due to 

rejection by both communities, stating, "From a very early age, I knew distinctively that I 

belonged to neither," illustrating how unstable group affiliations precipitated early 

identity threats. These early experiences align with SIT's proposition that exclusion from 

salient social groups can severely undermine an individual's positive self-concept, 

thereby increasing vulnerability to psychological distress (Ellemers et al., 2002). 

Similarly, Participant 05, raised in a conservative Southern context, described the 

severity of stigma associated with homosexuality: "You could kill somebody, and they 

might think more of you than if you were gay," capturing the profound societal hostility 

directed toward gay individuals and emphasizing how severe societal judgments can 

erode collective self-esteem. This intense out-group hostility is consistent with SIT's 

conceptualization of social categorization processes, which often perpetuate rigid 

boundaries between dominant and marginalized groups (Branscombe et al., 1999). 
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Participant 11 recounted a traumatic adolescent experience of bullying, 

highlighting the impact of direct threats and social aggression on his behavior and self-

concept: "We are going to kick your ass, you little faggot… I wanted to shrink myself 

and not pursue things I wanted to pursue because I did not want to be that visible." His 

experience exemplifies SIT's assertion that individuals may conceal identity to reduce 

vulnerability to social threats, underscoring the detrimental consequences of persistent 

out-group hostility on self-expression and psychological health (Green et al., 2007). 

Rejection from religious and familial communities further intensified identity 

threats, prompting strategic adaptations among participants. Participant 02 recalled the 

abrupt shift from acceptance to rejection after coming out within an evangelical Christian 

community: "When I came out, I lost many friends…I was called many names…As soon 

as I said I was gay, I was a nonperson to those people," underscoring the precariousness 

of social identity when individuals openly embrace stigmatized identities within 

historically rejecting groups. SIT clarifies that such explicit social exclusion reinforces 

negative self-perceptions, requiring individuals to renegotiate their identities under 

conditions of considerable distress (Reicher et al., 2010). 

Adult relational strategies among participants also reflected deliberate identity 

management practices consistent with SIT's predictions. For example, Participant 01 

described strategically selecting hypermasculine partners to bolster external perceptions 

of conformity: "I always made sure I dated someone hypermasculine…I had to seek 

specific relationships that would meet my internal criteria for the outward display of my 

relationship with a man." Abrams and Hogg (2010) suggest that aligning oneself with 
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socially valued group prototypes represents an adaptive response to reduce social stigma, 

further validating SIT's applicability to identity management in marginalized groups. 

Geographic context similarly influenced participants' self-concept by shaping 

access to affirming in-group support networks. Participant 06, residing in rural 

Mississippi, reported extreme isolation from other gay men, stating, "If that is what we're 

calling it [social support]—it is nonexistent here…most gay men hide," underscoring the 

damaging effects of isolation on identity and well-being. In contrast, Participant 08, who 

lived in urban Washington, D.C., described having robust in-group support: "My friends' 

group is also other gay men. So there's no discrimination coming there," highlighting 

SIT's proposition that cohesive in-group membership can significantly buffer against 

external stigma and bolster positive self-esteem. 

Intersectionality further complicated identity dynamics described by participants, 

necessitating an expanded SIT perspective. Participant 08 highlighted racial identity as 

significantly more salient than sexual orientation, noting, "Eighty percent of the 

discrimination I've faced has been racial, with only about twenty percent related to being 

gay." This observation aligns with Crenshaw's (2013) intersectionality framework, 

suggesting that SIT must account for overlapping stigmas to adequately describe the lived 

experiences of individuals with multiple marginalized identities. 

Finally, participants advocated for political and institutional advocacy as essential 

mechanisms for addressing structural identity threats. Participant 01 emphasized the 

importance of activism and systemic change: "Now is our time to go to city council 

meetings, write letters…We need social services to recognize we exist and need support." 
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This active stance corresponds with SIT's assertion that collective advocacy can enhance 

group visibility, promote social change, and improve collective self-esteem by directly 

addressing social inequalities and reducing external identity threats (Reicher et al., 2010). 

Interpretations 

The narratives from participants in this study illuminated the profoundly personal 

and often painful contours of identity development, memory, and resilience as gay men 

within the Generation Jones cohort. While SIT (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) provided a 

useful scaffold for exploring group affiliations, the phenomenological lens revealed the 

inner emotional and existential terrain these men traversed over decades of 

marginalization, survival, and renegotiation of self. 

Participants repeatedly described their lives as layered with intersectional 

complexities, often compounding their sense of otherness. Participant 08, a Black gay 

man living in Washington, D.C., powerfully stated, "Eighty percent of the discrimination 

I've faced has been racial, with only about twenty percent related to being gay," revealing 

the inadequacy of single-axis identity frameworks to account for the overlapping nature 

of oppression. His remark underscores the salience of racialized experiences and suggests 

that sexual orientation, while significant, was often secondary in the hierarchy of 

perceived marginalization. For him, and likely others with multiple marginalized 

identities, identity navigation was not just about being gay, but about being Black and 

gay in white-dominant gay spaces (Crenshaw, 2013). 

Aging brought a different form of discrimination and existential questioning. 

Participant 11 reflected on his alienation in youth-centered gay culture, noting, "We are 
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invisible now...you walk into the bar and no one sees you," giving voice to the sense of 

erasure that accompanies aging within a community that often idealizes youth and 

physical vitality. This invisibility fostered both emotional isolation and a loss of social 

capital. Similarly, Participant 09 raised a chilling question: "Am I going to have to go 

back in the closet as I become older?" This single line distills the fear many participants 

held about end-of-life care, institutionalization, and the erasure of hard-won queer 

identities in environments that might not affirm them (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2011; 

Yalom, 1980). 

Narratives of belonging and exclusion recurred with haunting regularity. 

Participant 01 recounted his experience of finding the Radical Fairies, describing it as the 

first time he "experienced an inclusive community." His language—"inclusive," "first 

time"—suggests the rarity and the transformational power of that experience. For a man 

in his fifties to find a space where he could finally feel seen and accepted speaks volumes 

about the sustained isolation many participants faced earlier in life (van Manen, 2014). 

Other participants spoke of identity as something they had to construct and defend 

carefully. Participant 01, who also identified as Native American and Mexican, described 

an upbringing marked by rejection from both cultural groups. "From a very early age, I 

knew distinctively that I belonged to neither," he said. His voice carried the weight of a 

bifurcated identity—ethnically and sexually—that never found a complete home. To 

manage the risks associated with being visibly gay, he described dating only 

"hypermasculine" men: "I had to seek specific relationships that would meet my internal 

criteria for the outward display of my relationship with a man." This pattern reflected a 
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strategic self-presentation shaped by years of vigilance, suggesting a painful compromise 

between authenticity and survival (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). 

The trauma of the AIDS crisis cast a long shadow over the participants' 

recollections. Participant 05 recalled: "AIDS came along and made it worse. Society saw 

us as diseased. That was painful." For him and others, this period was not just marked by 

loss of life but by an intensification of stigma and dehumanization. The disease reified 

societal prejudices, turning gay men into pariahs in both public discourse and private 

health care settings. The psychological imprint of that era remained vivid in many 

interviews, surfacing as grief, survivor's guilt, and hypervigilance about health and 

belonging (Cahill, 2018; Ricoeur, 1984). 

However, many participants found or created spaces of resistance and joy within 

the bleakness. Participant 07, who facilitated support groups for HIV-positive men, 

described ordinary rituals that provided a sense of normalization and community: "We 

discussed movies, recipes, and restaurants... it was a way to normalize life and be part of 

something bigger." This moment of reflection shows how even mundane topics became 

vessels for belonging. In his telling, joy was not found in grand gestures but shared rituals 

affirming life amid trauma (van Manen, 2014). 

Coming out stories were often ambivalent, especially among those who did so 

later in life. Participant 02, who came out at 50, said, "I went from being a part of a very 

privileged group—white, male, and socially accepted—to suddenly being part of a 

minority group." The narrative reveals the simultaneous loss of privilege and gain of self-

authenticity, producing a tension between grief and liberation. He described how he "lost 
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many friends" and felt like "a nonperson" afterward. His experience illustrates the 

emotional cost of authenticity, particularly when it disrupts previously stable social 

identities (Heidegger, 1962). 

Digital spaces and generational divides emerged as subtle yet significant themes. 

Some participants, like Participant 06, reported feeling alienated by hookup apps and 

digital dating culture: "There's no real connection there...I feel like I don't belong." His 

discomfort with digital fluency intersected with age and geography, compounding a sense 

of exclusion in physical and virtual communities. Others, like Participant 08, embraced 

their generational identity with pride, declaring, "Gay marriage is our win." These 

intergenerational reflections speak to a cohort that has witnessed immense cultural 

change but continues to grapple with the emotional residue of past exclusions (Ricoeur, 

1984). 

Participant 04, who adopted children with his husband, spoke to the evolving 

definition of queer family: "I wanted to model a different way of being a gay man." His 

choice to raise children in a gay household challenged both heteronormative and gay 

cultural scripts, highlighting how identity continues to be negotiated even in later life. 

The desire to leave a legacy, to be seen as resilient and nurturing and generative, 

expanded the emotional palette of what it means to age as a gay man (Gabb, 2004). 

What emerges from these accounts is not a singular story, but a tapestry of lives 

shaped by temporal, emotional, and social complexities. Participants carried the scars of 

rejection and the warmth of chosen families. They navigated identity not as a fixed 

category but as a series of relational, historical, and affective negotiations. The richness 
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of their stories, laden with grief, humor, fear, pride, and defiance, speaks to the power of 

phenomenology in uncovering what these men experienced and how those experiences 

felt, were remembered, and are lived today. 

In sum, this interpretive chapter demonstrates that the lives of aging gay men are 

not reducible to theoretical categories alone. Their stories offer textured insights into the 

emotional labor of becoming and staying visible, the existential costs of marginalization, 

and the quiet triumphs of finding or forging community. Through their words, we 

glimpse the inner worlds of a generation whose voices have too often gone unheard. 

Consistency/Inconsistency With Literature  

The findings are consistent with prior studies reviewed in Chapter 2 and extend 

the literature in key areas. First, participants confirmed longstanding themes in LGBTQ+ 

aging literature—particularly the impact of the AIDS epidemic, historical stigma, and 

structural exclusion from healthcare and elder services (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2015; 

Hammack & Cohler, 2009). Their narratives echoed the trauma of institutional erasure 

and reinforced the literature’s emphasis on chosen family and activism as protective 

mechanisms. 

Second, the study aligned with Johnson and Holmes (2019), who emphasized 

resilience and adaptive strategies among older gay men. Participants described building 

intentional communities, creating advocacy networks, and confronting external and 

internalized oppression as central to their psychosocial survival. Additionally, several 

participants noted the importance of intergenerational mentorship and digital platforms in 
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sustaining these networks, reflecting a continued evolution of adaptive strategies in 

response to aging and social marginalization. 

Third, the findings complicated assumptions in the literature about digital 

exclusion among older LGBTQ+ adults. While research such as Lissitsa et al. (2022) 

suggests broad disengagement, participants in this study reported a more complex 

experience: some thrived in online environments, while others felt disconnected or 

reduced to transactional interactions. This nuanced insight adds texture to the current 

understanding of digital belonging and reveals a bifurcation in access and emotional 

fulfillment. 

Finally, the study filled a notable gap in longitudinal, generation-specific 

LGBTQ+ research. The lived accounts from the Generation Jones cohort offered insight 

into how identity is constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed across decades, 

something largely missing from the literature (Bower et al., 2021a, 2021b). Participant 

reflections on recloseting, aging in rural areas, and navigating healthcare without cultural 

competence speak to urgent systemic gaps that literature has only begun to surface. 

In summary, the study affirmed much of the existing literature while also 

extending it in meaningful and previously underexplored directions. It highlighted 

generational nuance, intra-group complexity, digital ambivalence, and the enduring 

emotional labor of queer aging—elements often overlooked in prior research. By 

incorporating rich, lived narratives from the Generation Jones cohort, the findings not 

only support but also challenge and refine theoretical and empirical Scope and 
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Delimitations in the field, calling for a more intersectional and lifespan-oriented approach 

to LGBTQ+ aging studies. 

Limitations of the Study 

Several limitations regarding trustworthiness arose during the execution of this 

study. Primarily, the limited sample size of 12 participants constrained the study's 

generalizability, potentially failing to capture the full breadth of experiences within the 

diverse Generation Jones gay male population (Smith, 2015). Although 

phenomenological research inherently prioritizes depth over breadth, a larger and more 

varied sample could have provided a richer context for understanding the nuances of 

participants' experiences. 

Researcher bias also posed a significant challenge. My personal experiences and 

identity as a gay man from the same generational cohort risked influencing the data 

interpretation, potentially skewing the thematic analysis to reflect my subjective views 

rather than the participants' genuine experiences. To mitigate this bias, I employed 

reflexivity through journaling, peer debriefing, and regularly revisiting my assumptions 

throughout the study. Despite these safeguards, complete objectivity was inherently 

unattainable in qualitative research, leaving some interpretive bias as an acknowledged 

limitation. 

Additionally, methodological consistency presented another potential limitation. 

Although semistructured interviews facilitated detailed insights, the absence of 

standardized interview guides across all participants might have resulted in slight 

variances in the data collection process, potentially impacting data comparability and 
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reliability (Green et al., 2007). Implementing more rigorous interview protocols could 

have enhanced the consistency of data collected and thus improved the overall robustness 

of the findings. 

The study's reliance on Tajfel and Turner's SIT provided a solid and coherent 

framework for understanding group-based identity formation; however, this singular 

theoretical lens potentially constrained the interpretive scope. Incorporating additional 

frameworks, such as queer theory, which interrogates normative assumptions about 

identity, or intersectionality, which accounts for overlapping systems of oppression, 

might have enriched the analysis by capturing the nuanced interplay of sexuality, race, 

age, and class in participants' narratives. Including these perspectives could have revealed 

more profound contradictions, tensions, or adaptive strategies within participants' lived 

experiences that were otherwise obscured. 

Lastly, geographical representation was predominantly limited to those accessible 

via an online platform, specifically a dedicated Facebook group, which may have 

introduced selection bias and excluded individuals less engaged with digital technologies. 

Participants recruited online might represent more digitally literate and potentially 

socioeconomically advantaged segments of the Generation Jones cohort, thus 

overlooking the experiences of those isolated by geographic or technological barriers. 

Acknowledging these limitations underscores areas for improvement in future 

research, suggesting that greater methodological rigor, larger and more diverse sampling, 

and broader theoretical framing could substantially enhance the trustworthiness and 

applicability of findings to the broader population. 
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Recommendations 

Several areas for future research emerged directly from the strengths and 

limitations identified in this study. The qualitative, phenomenological approach allowed a 

deep, contextual exploration of the lived experiences of gay men within the Generation 

Jones cohort, revealing nuanced perspectives on how historical and societal dynamics 

shaped identity and community. However, limitations—particularly the modest sample 

size and scope of intersectional analysis—pointed toward areas that would benefit further 

exploration. 

Expanding the sample size in future research would strengthen the 

generalizability and depth of findings. This study was limited to 12 participants; a larger 

and more diverse participant pool, including varied racial, socioeconomic, and 

geographic backgrounds, could offer richer and more representative insights into 

generational and sexual identities. Moreover, expanding research to explicitly explore 

intersections of sexual orientation, race, socioeconomic class, and geographic location 

would enhance understanding of how multiple identities intersect and shape experiences 

within the Generation Jones cohort. 

Future studies would also benefit from employing complementary theoretical 

frameworks such as queer theory or intersectionality, alongside or instead of SIT, to 

examine complexities beyond single-group identities. Such frameworks would facilitate 

broader analyses, better capturing the dynamics of overlapping identities within 

historically marginalized populations. 
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Additionally, methodological consistency could be improved in future research. 

Standardizing interview guides, employing consistent data collection methods, and 

incorporating participant validation processes (such as member checking) could enhance 

the rigor and credibility of qualitative findings. These steps help mitigate potential 

researcher biases and ensure robust, trustworthy results. 

Longitudinal studies would also be valuable, addressing a significant gap by 

capturing changes in generational identities and experiences over time. By tracking 

individuals or cohorts longitudinally, researchers could examine the lasting impacts of 

historical events—such as the AIDS crisis—as well as evolving influences, like digital 

connectivity, on aging LGBTQ+ populations. 

Finally, future research should extend beyond gay men to explore comparable 

experiences across the broader LGBTQ+ community, including lesbians, bisexual 

individuals, transgender people, and other identities under the LGBTQ+ umbrella. 

Understanding shared and distinct challenges across different community segments could 

guide more inclusive policymaking and service provision, benefiting diverse groups in 

aging LGBTQ+ populations. 

Implications 

This study provided significant insights for promoting positive social change by 

illuminating the lived experiences of gay men within the Generation Jones cohort. At the 

individual level, understanding the impact of historical stigma, internalized homophobia, 

and identity management offered a path to self-awareness and personal growth among 

aging gay men. Participant narratives highlighted resilience, demonstrating how creating 
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chosen families and intentional communities could mitigate isolation and strengthen self-

esteem. These findings indicated that individuals within this cohort could benefit from 

increased opportunities to engage in affirming social networks and therapeutic 

interventions designed to address internalized stigma and historical trauma. 

At the familial level, this study underscored the importance of acknowledging and 

validating the unique experiences of aging gay men. Family members and allies equipped 

with a greater understanding of these men's intersectional challenges could provide more 

empathetic and informed support. Participants consistently expressed a need for familial 

recognition and affirmation, suggesting that educational resources aimed at family 

systems could enhance relationships and reduce emotional isolation within this 

population. 

Organizational implications of this study included a clear call for culturally 

competent services explicitly tailored for aging LGBTQ+ individuals. Participants 

emphasized the need for gay-friendly healthcare providers, LGBTQ+-affirming housing 

options, and inclusive eldercare policies. Participant 09 explicitly advocated for creating 

networks of culturally competent professionals, emphasizing that "some professionals 

shift their demeanor when they learn we are gay," thereby illustrating the direct impact 

culturally sensitive services could have on their quality of life. These insights suggested 

that organizations providing healthcare, social services, and elder care must incorporate 

LGBTQ+ sensitivity training to adequately address minority stress and prevent 

"recloseting" in institutional settings. 
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Societally and at the policy level, the implications extended to advocating for 

structural changes to better support aging LGBTQ+ populations. Participants called for 

explicit recognition of their needs within policy frameworks, highlighting the need for 

local and national advocacy. Participant 01 articulated this clearly: "Now is our time to 

go to city council, board meetings, write letters…We need to be vocal about the political 

arena and get social services to recognize we exist and need support." These findings 

provided empirical support for policymakers to address the gaps in existing services and 

to ensure equitable resource allocation to aging gay men. 

Methodologically, this phenomenological inquiry demonstrated the efficacy of 

capturing detailed narratives to understand the nuanced experiences of marginalized 

populations. Future researchers could use this study's phenomenological approach and 

thematic analysis methods to investigate other cohorts or intersections of marginalized 

identities, thus broadening the scope and depth of qualitative research on aging 

populations. 

Applying SIT theoretically reinforced its utility in explaining the evolving self-

concepts and group dynamics within marginalized populations. The study demonstrated 

that perceived instability and permeability of social group boundaries significantly 

influenced how individuals navigated their social identities throughout their lives. 

Empirically, the study contributed evidence supporting the role of digital connectivity in 

expanding in-group access and reducing isolation, although it highlighted the importance 

of addressing generational technology gaps. 
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Practically, this study recommended integrating LGBTQ+ history and 

generational experiences into educational curricula, promoting broader societal 

understanding and reducing stigma. Healthcare practitioners were urged to develop and 

maintain competencies specific to LGBTQ+ elders, recognizing the intersection of aging, 

sexual identity, and historical trauma. Additionally, practitioners in social work and 

mental health fields should prioritize creating affirming therapeutic spaces informed by 

the resilience and adaptive strategies identified among the participants. 

In summary, the study's findings provided a robust foundation for facilitating 

positive social change across multiple levels, advocating for policies, services, and 

educational programs that recognize and address the unique historical and contemporary 

needs of aging gay men in Generation Jones. This holistic approach could enhance the 

quality of life for this marginalized demographic, fostering a more inclusive and 

equitable society. 

Conclusion 

This phenomenological inquiry explored the lived experiences of gay men born 

between 1954 and 1965, known as the Generation Jones cohort. Through in-depth 

interviews and rigorous thematic analysis, the study uncovered the profound and lasting 

impact of historical stigmatization, discrimination, and the HIV/AIDS crisis on 

participants' identities, mental health, and social connectedness. Participants articulated 

significant fears regarding aging, particularly the anxiety about needing to conceal their 

identities once again in elder-care settings, underscoring ongoing systemic gaps in 

culturally competent care for older LGBTQ+ adults. 
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SIT provided a meaningful lens for interpreting participants' narratives, 

highlighting the continuous interplay between personal identity and societal acceptance. 

While participants noted substantial advancements in LGBTQ+ rights and visibility, they 

remained acutely aware of persistent vulnerabilities and the fragile nature of social 

progress. The integration of digital connectivity served as a critical, albeit limited, 

lifeline, bridging gaps in geographic and social isolation. 

Participants emphasized the necessity of affirming and inclusive social policies, 

particularly in healthcare and elder services, to ensure dignity and safety in aging. Their 

accounts illuminated the complex intersections of race, socioeconomic status, and 

geographic location, reflecting the broader inequities within the gay community itself. 

Furthermore, their stories demonstrated a resilience forged through adversity, advocacy, 

and sustained pursuit of joy and meaningful connection. 

The primary takeaway from this study was the urgent need for culturally 

competent support systems tailored explicitly to aging gay men from this generational 

cohort. Recognizing their lived realities, honoring their historical struggles, and 

proactively addressing the structural barriers they continue to face were essential to 

ensure that the societal advancements they fought for could benefit their lives in later 

years. Their narratives constituted a compelling call for social change and a powerful 

testament to resilience and perseverance. 
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Appendix: Interview Questions 

1. Could you describe how historical experiences of discrimination and social 

exclusion have impacted your mental health and well-being as a gay man from 

the Generation Jones cohort? 

2. How has the internet and digital connectivity influenced your life as an aging 

gay man from the Generation Jones cohort, particularly in building 

community and finding social support? 

3. For your life, how have you perceived societal changes toward LGBTQ+ 

individuals, and in what ways have these changes shaped your sense of 

belonging and identity? 

4. In your opinion, how do factors like race, socioeconomic status, and 

geographic location shape the lived experiences of gay men within the 

Generation Jones cohort? 

5. What unique challenges have you faced as an aging gay man from the 

Generation Jones cohort, and how do you think these challenges differ from 

those faced by younger or older LGBTQ+ individuals? 

6. How has internalized stigma stemming from historical, societal attitudes 

toward homosexuality influenced your personal and relational experiences? 

7. When seeking support systems today, what resources or networks do you rely 

on, and what gaps do you perceive in social services or healthcare specifically 

tailored to gay men from your cohort? 
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8. Based on your lifetime experiences, what insights are essential for informing 

public policy and social services to support aging LGBTQ+ populations? 
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