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Positive self-identity is an important component of well-being. For lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender/transsexual (LGBT)-identified individuals in Spanish-
speaking countries, forming and maintaining a positive identity is important to coun-
tering the negative impact of minority stress. An online survey collected self-reported
data from participants in 15 Spanish-speaking countries (n = 121). Qualitative thematic
analysis revealed eight positive identity themes: personal insight and strong sense of
self; strong connections with family and friends; belonging to a community and being
a role model for others; authenticity and honesty; involvement in social justice activ-
ism; freedom from gender-prescribed roles and to explore sexual expression and
different types of relationships; empathy and compassion for others, including an
awareness of prejudice toward others; and irrelevance or neutrality of sexual or gender
identities. These findings suggest that people across nationalities may have similar
experiences of positive identity and well-being related to their sexual and gender
identities. Community leader- and counselor-facilitated interventions that empower
LGBT individuals and groups are discussed as opportunities for enhancement of
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well-being through engagement and activism.

Keywords: LGBT, liberation psychology, positive identity development, sexual identity

A positive self-image is important to psycho-
logical health and well-being. Many character
strengths and virtues, commonly found in sam-
ples of people from around the world (e.g.,
Peterson & Seligman, 2004), are conducive to
developing and maintaining a positive self-
image. These common strengths include a de-
sire to feel like we belong or conmnect with
others, that we can authentically express our-
selves, and that we are effective 1n our interac-
tions. Although these strengths are found cross-
culturally, they have specific relevance to the
well-being of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-
gender/transsexual (LGBT)-identified individu-
als in Spanish-speaking countries.

Maria Almario, Department of Educational, School and
Counseling Psychology; Ellen D. B. Riggle, Department of
Gender and Women’s Studies and Department of Political
Science; Sharon S. Rostosky, Department of Educational,
School and Counseling Psychology; and Maria Cristina
Alcalde, Department of Gender and Women’s Studies; Uni-
versity of Kentucky.

Correspondence concerning this article should be ad-
dressed to Ellen Riggle, PhD, Department of Political Sci-
ence, University of Kentucky, 1615 Patterson Office Tower,
Lexington, KY 40506-0027. E-mail: e.riggle@uky.edu

LGBT-identified individuals in predomi-
nantly Spanish-speaking countries claim minor-
ity identities that remain stigmatized in many
areas (see Corrales & Pecheny, 2010). Stigma-
tized 1dentity may contribute to the stress expe-
rienced by an individual, and may also lead to
experiences that provide opportunities for cre-
ating meanings or personal growth (e.g., Con-
stantine & Sue, 2006). Although stigma remains
a significant issue, the social and political envi-
ronment for LGBT individuals in Spanish-
speaking countries has evolved, with tolerance
and support for rights increasing (e.g., Human
Rights Watch, 2009) and LGBT identities in-
creasingly being viewed as healthy expressions
of identity (e.g., Ardila, 2007; Palma &
Levandowski, 2008). These societal shifts are
important because the integration of ethnic, sex-
val, and gender identities plays an important
role in individual well-being (e.g., Lopes, 2011;
Meccia, 2011).

LGBT-identified individuals have many pos-
itive life experiences. Recent research based on
English-language samples (predominantly from
the United States) discovered several self-
reported positive themes associated with LGBT
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identities, such as enhanced feelings of authen-
ticity and self-awareness, freedom to define re-
lationships and roles, and a sense of belonging
to a community (e.g., Riggle & Rostosky,
2012). The purpose of the present study was to
discover in qualitative data collected through an
Internet-based survey the positive aspects of
self-identifying as LGBT (or equivalent terms)
in Spanish-speaking countries.

Macro-Environmental Context for LGBT
Identities

Predominantly Spanish-speaking countries
include a diverse group of nations in the Carib-
bean, North, Central and South Americas, and
Europe (Spain). Spanish-speaking countries
vary greatly in the sociopolitical climate for
people with LGBT identities, impacting their
life experiences (Corrales & Pecheny, 2010;
Wilets, 2010). The social and legal status of
LGBT individuals in Spanish-speaking coun-
tries reflects modern discourses on religious
pluralism, diversity, and human rights. Local
cultural and religious beliefs about traditional
gender roles and sexual expressions are re-
framed in contemporary context as part of this
discourse (Russo & Giami, 2012).

Traditional perspectives with respect to gen-
der and sex roles have institutionally and so-
cially limited nonheteronormative expressions
in Spanish-speaking countries, in part because
of the influence of the Catholic Church on both
national and local cultures (e.g., Citeli, Gogna,
Valdés, & Brigeiro, 2005; Friedman, 2009).
Thus, legal prosecutions along with social per-
secutions of nonheteronormative behaviors and
identities and LGBT communities have been
common. Studies of LGBT persons in Latin
America document the alarming numbers who
have been victims of hate crimes, homicides,
threats, harassment, arbitrary detentions, and
cruel or dehumanizing treatment by legal au-
thorities (Céceres, Pecheny, Frasca, & Raupp-
Rios, 2008; United Nations General Assembly,
2011).

Public awareness and international connec-
tions have strengthened the emergence of social
movements working to expand rights and im-
prove social status for LGBT-identified individ-
uals (Grewal & Kaplan, 2001), LGBT-rights
activists have used new ideologies of pluralism
and multiculturalism to successfully argue for

legislative changes on behalf of equal rights
{(Friedman, 2009). Although discrimination and
oppression remain common, social and political
affirmations are increasing (Edsall, 2003; Rios,
2010).

In 2008, a statement by the United Nations
Human Rights Commission (2008) confirmed
that international human rights protections in-
clude sexual orientation and gender identity.
This statement mobilized the decriminalization
of same-sex sexual comtact in all Spanish-
speaking countries included in this study. How-
ever, inclusive policy protections against
discrimination and recognition of same-sex re-
lationships vary greatly from country to country
{(for a review, see International Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, 2010,
2012). For example, although same-sex sexual
activity was decriminalized in Panama in 2008,
the country still does not offer legal protections
against discrimination or governinent recogni-
tion of relationships for LGBT individuals. Ar-
gentina, on the other hand, decriminalized
same-sex sexual contact in 1887 and has recog-
nized same-sex marriages since 2010 (Ben,
2010; Barrionuevo, 2010).

Political progress has facilitated visibility and
inclusion in cultural life. Open spaces for par-
ticipation in micro and macro economies as well
as LGBT representation in the political land-
scape are increasingly common. For example,
LGBT-owned and “gay-friendly” establish-
ments (e.g., bars and cafes, stores, support
groups, and health services) have become visi-
ble in cities, providing spaces for individuals to
expand social networks and develop a sense of
belonging and interpersonal connectedness
{Corrales, 2009). Additionally, the rise of
LGBT-owned and gay-friendly businesses in
urban areas in Latin America suggest that
spaces for participation enable LGBT-identified
individuals to claim these identities, live satis-
fying lives, and organize urban, societal, and
political spaces to build community (Seidman,
2002; Philen, 2006; Martinez & Dodge, 2010;
Doderer, 2011).

Expressions of Identity

LGBT identity labels in the Americas and
Spain have been influenced by a global identity
imported primarily from English-speaking
countries (mostly the United States and Western
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Europe). The adoption of linguistic expressions
of LGBT identity in Spanish-speaking countries
has occurred with the rise of identity politics
and social movements, coupled with the in-
creasing dispersion of sexuality studies based
on scholarship largely produced in the United
States (Grewal & Kaplan, 2001). The linguistic
popularity of English terms for LGBT identities
in Spanish-speaking countries was also facili-
tated by the globalization of language through
media and the Internet (e.g., Corrales & Pech-
eny, 2010; Friedman, 2007).

Nearly direct translation of “LGBT” in Span-
ish has facilitated popularity of these terms in
recent years. For example, lesbian is most often
translated as “lesbiana”; similarly, transgender
is often translated as “trangenerista.” Bisexual
and transsexual are translated using the same
words. “Gay” has been incorporated into com-
mon speech and added to “official” Spanish
language, whereas the word “queer” is trans-
lated directly but is mostly limited to academic
settings (Martinez & Dodge, 2010).

Although the globalized use of a common
language has supported personal identity devel-
opment, a sense of community, and social
change movements, there are also localized ex-
pressions. Depending on the region, “marica,”
“pato,” “pdjarraton,” and “loca” are all words
that have been used pejoratively to describe
LGBT individuals but are now being reclaimed
by many as part of a positive identity (e.g.,
Decena, 2008; Guzmdn, 2006; Pefia, 2007,
please note that these words are still considered
offensive by many). Such terms, with distinct
origins in the Spanish language, may be used by
L.GBT-identified persons to distance themselves
from globalized labels and to assert their local
origins and pride (Vidal-Ortiz, 2011; Leap &
Provencher, 2011).

The current study asked individuals in Span-
ish-speaking countries who self-identify as
LGBT to reflect on and report the positive as-
pects of their identities. Based on the review
above, we assumed that the globalized label was
meaningful and relevant to many, while still
acknowledging and recognizing the diverse
contexts that shape more localized, linguistic
expressions. Although persons with LGBT
identities often face significant challenges, they
also may find significant opportunities for cre-
ating positive identities that contribute to their

well-being. This study sought to document
those positive aspects of identity.

Method
Participants

The survey was completed by 121 partici-
pants from 15 countries: Argentina (n = 8),
Bolivia (1), Colombia (6), Ecuador (1), El Sal-
vador (1), Guatemala (2), Mexico (50), Nicara-
gua (1), Panama (28), Paraguay (1), Peru (5),
Puerto Rico (10), Spain (3), Uruguay (2), and
Venezuela (2), The participants ranged in age
from 18 to 65 (M = 30.08;, SD = 12.00).
Participants self-identified their gender: 48%
male; 36% female; 5% male to female/ female
to male, transgender, or transsexual; and 2%
chose “other.” Participants reported their sexual
identity: 32% as gay man; 26% lesbian; 15%
bisexual; 11% heterosexual or straight; and 2%
chose “other” or “no label.” All participants
were retained in the sample; participants iden-
tifying as “heterosexual or straight” also self-
identified as transgender or as, for example, a
“man who has sex with men” while also iden-
tifying publicly as heterosexual.

A near majority of the sample identified their
religious affiliation as Roman Catholic (47.3%),
whereas 26.7% identified as Atheist or as hav-
ing no religious affiliation. Half of the sample
reported being single or dating, and 43% re-
ported being in a committed relationship. The
sample was relatively well-educated, with
49.1% reporting having a bachelor’s degree and
an additional 10.7% having a masters or doc-
torate; all other participants either had a high
school degree or at least some college education
(including those currently enrolled).

Nearly 60% of respondents reported having
disclosed their sexual or gender identity to most
or all of their parents and siblings; a quarter of
the sample had not disclosed their identities to
parents and siblings and more than one-half had
not disclosed to extended family. In their com-
munities, only one third reported being com-
pletely “out,” whereas 40% reported disclosing
their identity to less than one-half the people in
their community.

Respondents were given the opportunity to
describe their identity by responding to the
prompt (English translation provided here):
“What words or phrases do you typically use to

































