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The notion of an individual’s sexuality, specifically with regards to discussion of sexual orientation, is a highly debated subject. For a time, homosexuality has often been referred to as a sort of symptom of deviancy, with individuals referring to it as everything ranging from a mental illness to a criminal act (Bullough, 2019). However, the unification of various lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender individuals in 1975, under the abbreviation LGBTQ+, has resulted various social movements which seek to achieve true equality for all LGBTQ+ individuals (LGBT Foundation, n.d.). In addition to this, the group supports LGBTQ+ individuals with their self-confidence and acceptance of themselves (LGBT Foundation, n.d.). However, despite these efforts of equality and self-acceptance, prejudice towards homosexuality still persists, as various studies have demonstrated its presence within contemporary contexts (e.g. Hudepohl, Parrott, & Zeichner, 2010; West & HewStone, 2012). This is in conjunction with the additional facet of mental health issues purveying within the LGBTQ+ community (e.g. Shenkman & Shmotkin, 2010; Meyer, 2013). With these opposing points of view, there may lie the possibility that social influences, may potentially impact the individual’s decision-making on whether to ‘assimilate’ their sexuality, which is to hide their sexuality for reasons such as fear of prejudice (Schope, 2008), or to ‘liberate’ their sexuality, which is to develop self-acceptance and honesty in one’s sexuality, as promoted by the LGBT Foundation and community (LGBT Foundation, n.d.). This may be possible as several studies demonstrate the potential effect of social influence upon an individual’s attitude or decision-making ability (e.g. Kozloski, 2010; Hooghe & Meeusen, 2013; Muchnik, Aral, & Taylor, 2013), with either option potentially impacting the individual’s mental wellbeing (Harrison, 2009; Yarns, Abrams, Meeks & Sewell, 2016). As such, there will be a critical discussion and evaluation for whether social influences may have an impact upon an individual’s tendency to either assimilate or liberate their sexuality, as well as evaluate the impact that this decision may have upon the individual’s mental health. 


There are many areas of to explore when discussing the impact that social influence may have upon people’s tendency to assimilate or liberate their sexuality, as these social influences may include a variety of different sources. The first of these is the potential influence of social movements. An example of this may include the Stone wall riots in 1969, in which homosexual activism had collided with law enforcement in New York City, these riots had resulted in the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) as well as a greater sense of unity amongst homosexual individuals (Matzner, 2015). To examine this social movement’s effect upon an individual’s tendency to accept or deny their sexual orientation, this may be demonstrated within a study conducted by Schope (2008), in which they examined homosexual men’s ability to disclose their homosexuality to family members, in the workplace as well as their local area. Findings indicate that homosexual men who grew up before the Stonewall riots were more likely to hide their sexual orientation in comparison to their younger generation counterparts (Schope, 2008). The relevance of Stonewall to this information lies within its implication that these riots were a significant influence upon an individual’s ability to accept their sexual orientation and disclose it to others. It would also imply that this event had significant impact upon the homosexual community, as it appeared to instil a greater sense of pride in homosexual individuals (Schope, 2008), thus ‘liberating’ their sexuality, despite the possibility of facing homophobic attitudes. As such, the evidence provided demonstrates how significantly a social movement, ergo social influence, may influence an individual’s ability to ‘liberate’ their sexual orientation. 


In contrast to this, it would also prove prudent to examine the social influence that a social movement may have upon the individual’s tendency to hide their sexual orientation, assimilating it so to speak. This can be seen in the efforts made by the US Religious Right since the 1970s, a group which has campaigned against the rights of the LGBTQ+ community (Stone, 2016). An example of such efforts would include their attempts at over 200 referendums which sought to prevent LGBTQ+ rights from becoming law and to even retract ones already implemented (Stone, 2011). It is suggested that religion can potentially influence attitudes towards homosexuality (Adamczyk & Pitt, 2009) and may even negatively affect these attitudes (Besen & Zicklin, 2007). This, with the groups efforts, illustrates that a social movement or group may have a significant social influence upon attitudes towards homosexuality. Because of this, it may prove prudent to suggest that if an individual who experiences issues with accepting their sexuality, lives in an area in which these religious, anti-gay groups are highly influential upon homosexual attitudes, this could create a scenario in which the individual may become deterred from disclosing their sexuality in any manner. As such, this may then result in the individual possibly attempting to ‘assimilate’ their sexuality in order to not draw the attention of these anti-gay groups and to prevent social backlash by extension. To verify the true possibility of this scenario however, it may be useful to conduct a study which examines the likelihood of disclosure of one’s sexual orientation, within environments or communities with a high prevalence of negative attitudes towards homosexuality and other sexual orientations. 


With regards to the impact that social movements may have upon an individual’s tendency to ‘liberate’ or ‘assimilate’ their sexual orientation, the research presented does illustrate that social groups can have a significant impact upon people’s attitudes towards homosexuality and other sexual orientations, this mostly applies to the LGBTQ+ Stonewall movement however, as there is a lack of research to demonstrate the true social impact of these anti-gay groups. This is because that from these two groups, the evidence provided demonstrates the social influence of the LGBTQ+ community during the Stonewall riots (e.g. Schope, 2008), in the form of promoting unity, pride and equal rights and the impact that this influence has had upon individual’s ability to disclose their homosexuality, proves to be far more tangible as there is direct evidence to demonstrate the impact that the social movement of Stonewall had upon the individual’s tendency to liberate their sexuality. This is in contrast to the social influence of anti-gay movements such as the US Religious Right in which while it is demonstrated that this group’s social influence has had a significant impact upon attitudes towards homosexuals and other sexual orientations (e.g. Besen & Zicklin, 2007; Adamczyk & Pitt, 2009) there is a lack of research for its impact upon an individual’s tendency to either ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ their sexual orientation. Because of this lack of crucial evidence, it is difficult to verify the true impact that anti-gay groups have upon an individual’s self-acceptance of their sexual orientation beyond hypotheticals. Overall, the prevalence of this evidence for the ‘liberation’ of sexual orientation illustrates that social movements have a significant impact upon an individual’s tendency to ‘liberate’ their sexual orientation, however, further research is required to verify the impact that social movements may have upon an individual’s tendency to ‘assimilate’ their sexual orientation.


An additional point of discussion with regards to social influence would include the more individual relationships of the individual, such as parental figures. An example of this may be demonstrated in a study by Puckett, Woodward, Mereish and Pantalone (2015) in which they examined the relationships between factors such as parental rejection, homophobia, etc. Findings from this study found that high levels of internalized homophobia and low levels of social support from the parents was found to have a significant impact with past parental rejection and the psychological stress the individual experiences as a result of disclosing their sexual orientation (Puckett et al., 2015). This is to suggest that internalized homophobia and concurrent lack of support had a significant impact upon the parent’s attitude and subsequent rejection of their child sexual orientation as well as having a significant impact upon the mental health of the individual, once they had disclosed their sexual orientation tot their parents. This notion is also supported by Waldner and Magrader (1999) in which they examined family relations, LGBTQ+ resources and identity expression as potential factors that may predict and individual’s tendency in disclose their sexual orientation to their parents. Findings from the study suggest that individuals who possessed weak relations with their family members were significantly less likely to disclose their sexual orientation to their parents through the means of expressing their identity as well as LGBTQ+ supportive resources. The study also notes that if the individual effect of family relations were removed, the factors of LGBTQ+ resources and identity expression resulted in individuals being far more likely to disclose their sexual orientation to their parents (Waldner & Magrader, 1999). This provides evidence that the personal attitudes of parents towards sexual orientation may have significant social influence over the individual’s decision to disclose their sexuality. This especially being the case as the research suggests that higher tendencies in disclosure were present, if family relations were to be excluded. This demonstrates that parental figures, in a situation involving a negative relationship with parents, may influence individuals to possibly ‘assimilate’ their sexual orientation, in the presence of their parents at least. However, the year in which Waldner and Magrader’s (1999) study was conducted may call the credibility of its data in question. In contrast, a study by Perrin-Wallqvist and Lindblom (2015) examined the experiences of individuals who disclosed their sexual orientations to their parents during adolescence. Findings from the study indicated several themes, some involving fear of disclosure, but also self-acceptance. The study then notes a significant contrast to the previously mentioned works as participants reported experiencing a sense of ‘liberty’ by disclosing their sexual orientation, despite these themes of fear in doing so being present (Perrin-Wallqvist & Lindblom, 2015). This is to suggest that participants were willing to disclose their sexual orientation in spite of fearing the potential backlash that may come from their parental figures. This, by extension, demonstrates that participants were able to accept their sexuality and then ‘liberate’ their sexual orientation as a result. One may infer that this may be due to the possibility of individual differences being present in parent’s attitudes towards various sexual orientations, as it may be possible this study consisted of participants with parents that were far more accepting of other sexual orientations. This is also consistent in Shilo and Savaya’s (2011) study in which they found that family support had resulted in greater self-acceptance when the individual had disclosed their sexual orientation. However, as there is no evidence to demonstrate this notion in Perrin-Wallqvist & Lindblom’s (2015) study, this may alternatively allude to the social influence of parental influence over sexual orientation being absent in this study. Therefore, this suggests that social influence may not always be effective and impactful to an individual’s tendency to either ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ their sexuality. Overall, while there is research which illustrates that social influences may impact an individual’s tendencies of ‘assimilating’ or ‘liberating’ sexuality, there is also research to suggest the notion that individuals will make their decisions in spite of possible social backlash from personal relationships, such as parental figures. 


	To speak generally about social influence on a broader scale, with regards to the whether social influences may impact an individual’s tendencies to ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ their sexuality, a majority of the evidence presented testifies that they do have a significant impact upon these tendencies. This mostly applies to the case of social movements as several studies have demonstrated their influence, this mostly being for the LGBTQ+ Stonewall movement. The point of contention comes from the suggestion of a parental figure’s influence, as whilst there is research to suggest that influence is present, there are also studies that contradict this notion as well, as previously discussed. It is possible that some forms of social influence have more impact than others, with potential sub-factors influencing the level of impact that particular form of social influence may have, such as the individual attitudes towards homosexuality from parents, as suggested in the previous discussion point. This may then explain why some parents may have issues with other sexual orientations while others do not. In addition, it may be possible that the individual’s personal susceptibility to social influences as well as factors within those forms of influence, such as the aforementioned variance in parental attitudes towards various sexual orientations. Because of this, it may be prudent to suggest that perhaps some social influences are more impactful than others because of these factors. This may then affect the degree to which each form of social influence may impact the individual, however, perhaps further research to determine whether this is the case may be prudent. Overall, whilst most of the presented research would suggest that social influence does have an impact upon tendencies to ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ sexuality, the possible implication that social influence does not always impact the individual proves the answer to not be as simple as ‘yes’ or ‘no’. This may be due to the degree to which it influences someone is dependent upon an individual’s differences, this being their own personal susceptibility to being socially influenced by the social influence in question. Therefore, recommendations would suggest for further research to be conducted into how an individual becomes susceptible to certain forms of social influence, as doing so may allow for credibility into the suggestion of individual differences in susceptibility, affecting the impact that social influences have upon either ‘assimilating’ or ‘liberating’ sexual orientation, as well as potentially allowing for the possible development of support which addresses these issues of susceptibility to negative social influence and supports the individual to accept their sexual orientation.


	With the impact of social influences established, perhaps examination into how the decision of whether to ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ one’s sexuality may affect the individual’s mental wellbeing may provide insight into the impact that this decision may have upon the individual. The first example of this would be a study by Schrimshaw, Siegel, Downing and Parsons (2013), in which they examined various factors that may affect bisexual men’s mental health, such as concealing their sexual orientation. Findings from the study indicated that participants had concealed their sexual orientation through solely dating women, thereby assimilating their sexual orientation as a result. However, with this came reports of lower levels of mental health from participants. This presents evidence for the notion that refraining from disclosure has resulted in the detriment to the individual’s mental wellbeing. An additional example of this would be the study conducted by Yarns et al. (2016) in which they examined the mental health of older LGBTQ+ individuals. The study notes that these individuals experience significantly higher rates of depression and anxiety. These issues are suggested to be the result of these individuals experiencing far more issues with discrimination throughout their lives, with a majority of this discrimination taking place before the recent advancements in equal treatment for LGBTQ+ individuals. The study also notes that LGBTQ+ individuals experience great difficulty in deciding whether to disclose their sexual orientation (Yarns et al., 2016). One may infer from this information that these mental health issues are a result of the stress involved with making a decision such as this, which would be a demonstration of the significant impact that deciding whether to ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ their sexuality. may have upon the individual’s mental wellbeing. In addition to this, one may also infer that because of the prolonged exposure to discriminatory behaviour for the majority of their lives, these individuals may have possibly become conditioned to be apprehensive with disclosing their sexual orientation towards others. With regards to implications, one may infer that there may be a situation in which this issue may easily occur for other LGBTQ+ individuals in future generations, as similar mental health issues were also observed in Schrimshaw et al’s. (2013) study. Because of this decision of whether to ‘assimilate’ or ‘liberate’ sexuality, it may be possible that if the individual continues to experience these issues throughout their lives, that this same outcome of apprehension may also occur for other individuals in present and future generations. However, to verify this, this would require a study to be conducted some time in the future, to determine whether the mental stressors of this decision (e.g. Yarns et al., 2016) still persist in the LGBTQ+ community. Due to the prevalence of mental health issues in the LGBTQ+ community, as well as the potential future implications upon LGBTQ+ individual’s mental health, it is imperative to develop therapies which seek to address the specific issues that come with the decision of ‘assimilating’ or ‘liberating’ sexuality. An example being the aforementioned suggestion of research into what develops susceptibility to negative social influences. This may possibly be beneficial as this may allow for support workers to identify key social influences in the individual’s decision-making, and work with the individual on ways in which to overcome these influences, and ultimately assist them in accepting their sexual orientation. This is vital because from the research presented, it is clear that the stress inflicted on individuals, as a result of this struggle with sexuality, has had a significant impact upon LGBTQ+ individual’s mental wellbeing. 


	In conclusion, it has been demonstrated that some forms of social influence can have a significant impact upon the individual, while others require further research, such as the social impact of anti-gay groups. However, there is also a caveat to this notion, this being the individual’s personal susceptibility to these social influences as well as the potential factors within the social influence itself, such as the aforementioned parental figures’ variance in attitudes towards homosexuality. It has also been demonstrated that the negative mental impact of this decision of ‘assimilating’ or ‘liberating’ one’s sexuality is highly significant, due to the multiple accounts of mental health issues present as a result of trying to make this decision. While implications of such mental health issues were discussed, this research may only be conducted at a much later point in time, so verification of this notion is yet to be confirmed. In response to these issues, it is recommended that perhaps research into understanding how an individual may be susceptible to negative social influences may then allow the individual to overcome them and ultimately accept their sexual orientation. Provided this is accomplished, this may provide credibility to the notion of individual differences impacting susceptibility to various social influences. In addition, striving towards this kind of support for individuals experiencing issues with their sexuality would not only support the mental health of the individual person, but would also serve to further build unity in the LGBTQ+ community.
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