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Questioning your sexual orientation or gender-identity 
 
What does it mean to question your sexual orientation or gender identity? 

Questioning is what we do whenever we doubt the information or assumptions we have about 

something. In the case of our sexual orientation and gender identity, questioning simply means 

we are experiencing feelings, emotions or impulses that suggest there‟s more to our sexual 

identity than what we openly acknowledge.  

 

When does questioning begin? 

It begins with the very first time we feel or notice something about ourselves that is out-of-sync 

with our understanding of who we are. It may be a daydream, an unexpected emotional 

connection, or an awareness of a psychological separation from others. Questioning can begin 

as a fleeting thought that we barely notice, or an intense measure of self-doubt that must be 

addressed immediately. 

 

What makes questioning such a challenge? 

We are all sexual beings, regardless of age, or ability to express our sexuality. Sexual identity 

shapes our core sense of self and „belonging‟ in the world. It affects how we relate to others and 

how they connect with us. It drives our relationships, our upbringing and our earliest declaration 

of self. “I am a boy” or “I am a girl”. 

Questioning is a normal aspect of our developing self-awareness, but it can expand into 

generalized self-doubt when we fear the reality of our own truth. Those who have a strong, clear 

sense of self tend to be confident and secure in who they are and what they want out of life. 

They are usually quite capable of communicating their needs, making it easier for others to help 

them achieve their goals.  

When our sexual identity is undetermined, we cannot communicate a clear picture of who we 

are. We wonder if our friends, family, even our community will accept us as someone other than 

who they have come to know. Will they still want us? Trust us? Help us? Will anyone 

understand? Is it worth risking the relationships and privileges that we‟ve acquired so far? Is 

there any way to explore these feelings without anyone else knowing? Will the answers make 

life better, or worse? 

 

How exactly do we “declare ourselves”? 

Every thought, word and deed is an act of self-declaration. Whether we are declaring it to 

ourselves or to others, “who” we think we are, and “how” we judge ourselves to be, are the 

threads that connect all moments in life. We may be declaring ourselves as loving or selfish; 

intelligent or needy; humble or bold; confident or insecure... life is a perpetual declaration of self 

and we cannot restrain this natural creativity without affecting our emotional well-being. 
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How do people deal with questioning? 

Some people question their sexual identity with relative ease, but most experience a degree of 

anxiety, which escalates until they‟re ready to acknowledge their uncertainty. Whatever the 

decision, their anxiety will decrease if they believe it to be true. It can be as simple as saying, 

“Maybe I‟m not 100% straight (or completely male or female), but that‟s okay, I‟m just going to 

live my life and follow my heart.” Questioning presents a wonderful opportunity for personal 

growth; the experience is far less threatening when one remains open to whatever is learned. 

Furthermore, we sometimes give such issues more attention than necessary. After all, most 

people will experience a fleeting sexual thought or two about a member of the same-sex and no 

one has the definitive word on what it means to be male or female. 

For any number of reasons, some choose to seek counselling to sort through their feelings. It 

may be in their nature to take charge; they may be growing tired of their own uncertainty and 

feel that questioning is holding them back in life; or they may believe they‟re not making 

adequate progress on their own. Some may feel reasonably sure of themselves, but would like 

some professional advice; others seek counselling after many years of living in denial. 

Some people are born with an innate awareness of being trans, lesbian, gay, or bisexual. 

Research suggests that children can sense their unique difference as early as age three, but 

while some parents support their youngsters in their diversity, many are inclined to promote the 

expectations of a largely straight and gender congruent society. As children become self-aware, 

they are encouraged to find their place by reflecting the expectations of the outside world. 

During this period, we attempt to shed the qualities that might keep us from gaining, (or 

maintaining), acceptance from those around us. But what if this means we must eliminate an 

aspect that is woven into the very fibre of our being? Some will think the solution is to ignore, 

deny or hide the internal cues that suggest we might be lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender. 

We suppress who we are. 

 

What are some of the ways we shelter ourselves from the truth? 

Deny: Some of us play a mental accounting game to cancel out feelings that haunt us. If we 

experience an impulse that says we‟re gay, we look for something that tells us we‟re straight. 

Every time a natural impulse causes us discomfort, we watch for, or even seek out the 

balancing cue that says otherwise. Some continue with this ritual for years, until something 

forces them to acknowledge the reasons behind the game. 

Hide: Yes, it is possible to hide from yourself - in ways that are both mental and physical. Some 

vow to never have sex, thereby removing the obstacle that may preclude a normal life. While 

this helps to acknowledge that we aren‟t quite straight, it separates us from an important aspect 

of being human. Some truly feel better after making this bargain; but for most, such a thing is 

not meant to last.  

Trans youth often play mirror games to hide from the truth. Seeing your reflection can be a 

painful reminder that your identity does not match your body-type. Trans youth can become 

quite adept at avoiding even the largest mirror. 
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Some of us become sexually promiscuous to prove we are straight. This is a dangerous tactic 

that exposes many youth to sexually transmitted infections and the possibility of pregnancy. 

Drugs and alcohol may also play a role in helping us hide. Anything that alters or consumes our 

thoughts may seem to alleviate stress, but whatever we try to resist will persist, until we make a 

decision about what it really means. 

Ignore: Some of us learn to ignore our feelings early into questioning our sexual identity. When 

we are troubled by confusing thoughts or emotions, we simply tune them out. This sounds more 

difficult than it really is. It is natural for the mind to subconsciously devise a solution for enduring 

psychological pain. Many, who experience continuous stress, function by tuning out their 

emotions. Of course, it‟s difficult to apply this strategy to just one area of life; personal and 

work/school relationships tend to suffer. Furthermore, when we fail to listen to our internal 

guidance system, our feelings cry-out through physical symptoms that can develop into serious 

health problems. The mind and body are not mutually exclusive.  

 

Physical Symptoms of Emotional Stress: 

À Headaches  

À Indigestion  

À Racing heart 

À Aches and pains 

À Trembling/shaking 

À Cold hands or feet  

À Weight loss or gain 

À Changes in appetite 

À Sweaty palms or hands  

À More colds, flu, infections 

À Asthma or shortness of breath 

À Sleeplessness, fatigue, dizziness 

À Muscle tension in face, shoulders, neck or jaw  

 WebMD.com 

Are all questioning people just gay, lesbian, bi or transgender who haven‟t yet accepted who 

they really are? 

Not everyone who questions their sexual identity is gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender. There 

is a wonderful range of diversity that makes up what is normal and natural in our world. Sexual 

orientation and gender identity are just two aspects of the human experience. Even if two people 

could be exactly the same, their sameness would be experienced through two different filters of 

perception. That said, what concerns one person, may not concern another. That which brings 

fear to one, may exhilarate someone else. A person who is strictly heterosexual may be 

comfortable experiencing a deeply spiritual same-sex attraction; yet another, (also 
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heterosexual), may experience the attraction as a challenge to their sexual orientation. We are 

all different! 

 

What factors affect how a person experiences questioning? 

Many factors can play a role in determining how a person experiences questioning: age, 

upbringing, marital/parental status, career/school/home environments, culture, religion, 

personality and the degree of trust they have with their personal support network. If you feel that 

you may lose all that you value, questioning can create an overwhelming burden.  

Personality is also important. People who are rigid and structured tend to be more critical and 

less patient with themselves. They may cling to their assumed identity as long as possibly and 

then switch directly to being gay/lesbian/bi or trans, with no obvious consideration for 

“undecided”. If and when they come-out, they may have less patience with loved-ones who are 

struggling to understand. Questioning is kindest to those who know how to adapt. 

 

Why do people want to label themselves? 

Sexual orientation and gender identity are important aspects of our overall identity. Think of 

„identity‟ as the lens through which we project who we are, and in reverse, interpret the world 

around us. Understanding our identity helps us to make choices and align with people that will 

support us in achieving our life goals.  

When our identity is uncertain, we can feel distanced from our loved ones, or key supporters, 

and unsure of our own thoughts and feelings. To rebuild our self-assurance, and discover our 

own answers, we must engage our intuition – something that many questioning people have 

learned to ignore. Those who trust their intuition may be able to accept „uncertainty‟ as a natural 

part of growth; many however, focus their energy on finding answers through logic and 

rationale. Of course, personal growth does not always follow a logical path and we will surely 

outgrow an identity that we do not manifest, or make real. There is nothing wrong with 

experimenting with many different identities. Often, knowing who you are comes from knowing 

who you aren‟t. 

Some who question their sexual orientation identify as bisexual. This does not mean that all 

bisexual people are questioning their orientation. Bisexuality is a legitimate sexual orientation 

and many people identify as bisexual throughout their adult life, even if they choose a life 

partner of the opposite sex. Yet, for those who are not ready to accept themselves as gay or 

lesbian, identifying as bisexual may help fill the void, while they grow to a fuller understanding of 

who they are.  

Not everyone needs or wants to label their sexual identity. Some feel that labels are too finite or 

limiting, especially if they see their sexual identity as fluid, evolving as they learn more about 

who they are each day. 
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Legal Disclaimer 

Information on this site was written by the staff and volunteers of PFLAG Canada Inc. Our comments and opinions 
are to be taken as unqualified and unsubstantiated thoughts and ideas. We are neither medical nor mental 
healthcare professionals. As such, our material is not intended to replace the advice or treatment of a medical or 
mental healthcare provider. Our information is based on personal experience, direct contact with people who are 
affected by sexual and gender diversity, and ongoing literary research into the most recent trends and scientific 
theories concerning human sexuality. It is our desire to keep this information current, however as a volunteer 
organization our resources are limited and some information may become outdated. If you notice statements that 
contradict current scientific or scholarly research, we ask that you please use our feedback form to send us your 
comments and a link to the appropriate information. 

Our material includes hyperlinks for easy access to useful information available on other websites. Clicking on 
these links will open an external browser. PFLAG Canada Inc. cannot assume responsibility for the privacy 
practices or content of these websites.  

The materials displayed on www.pflagcanada.ca, including the PFLAG Canada and Communities Encourage logos, 
are the property of PFLAG Canada Inc. 
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