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Abstract 

 

Despite constituting a sizeable minority ethnic group and having been present for 

some considerable time, there is a dearth of research on the lives of Chinese 

communities in the United Kingdom (UK), particularly those who identify as non-

heterosexual.  Using an intersectional framework and a constructivist grounded 

theory methodology, the present study aimed to produce a mid-range theory to 

clarify the main concerns of Chinese gay men who have migrated to the UK, and to 

understand and explain their responses to those experiences.  Eight participants who 

self-identified as Chinese gay males took part in semi-structured interviews that were 

analysed using methods consistent with a constructivist grounded theory approach 

(Charmaz, 2014).  The findings propose that participants’ two biggest concerns 

relate to (1) disclosing their sexual identities to their families and at work, (2) and 

feeling rejected by other gay men due to a combination of sexual racism and sexual 

objectification.  In response to these challenges, Chinese gay men utilise a range of 

coping strategies that include the use of psychological therapies.  A core category, 

“making the best of both worlds” reflects the continual process by which men 

integrate the benefits of two (or more) seemingly opposed alternatives, whilst 

navigating a whole host of psychosocial obstacles within a complex power structure, 

in order to be successful in their personal and professional lives.  The findings are 

discussed in relation to their relevance to the profession of counselling psychology.  

Recommendations for practice and policy are considered.        
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Multiculturalism has been described as a ‘fourth force’ in counselling and 

psychotherapy (Pedersen, 2001) underscoring the significance of race/ethnicity and 

culture in shaping clients’ identities and life circumstances.  Increasingly, attention is 

being paid by scholars to how multiple, overlapping identities (e.g. ethnicity, 

sexuality, class, age, etc) interact and intersect to influence psychological wellbeing.  

For example, it is generally recognised that lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer 

(LGBQ) people experience unique challenges and oppressions in their day-to-day 

lives due to heterosexism and homophobia, factors which have been implicated in 

the significant (mental) health disparities observed in this population (Meyer, 2003).  

Similarly, people of colour and ethnic minorities encounter diverse challenges and 

difficulties due to racism and xenophobia, including higher prevalence of mental 

health difficulties (Bhui & Sashidharan, 2003).  A growing body of research on the 

interface between race/ethnicity and sexual identity has begun to emerge but 

scholarship remains scarce (das Nair & Thomas, 2012; Hicks, 2010; McConnell, 

Janulis, Phillips, Truong, & Birkett, 2018).  If there is a lack of theoretical and 

empirical research in this area, it can leave therapists “ill-equipped to provide 

culturally sensitive services to such populations with double minority statuses” 

(Chung and Szymanski, 2006; p. 68).   

 

This thesis is about the lives of a population who may be considered to have double 

minority statuses.  It is about the lives and psychological wellbeing of self-identified, 

Chinese gay men who have migrated to the United Kingdom (UK).  Throughout my 

doctoral training, the two most frequently asked questions by others about my 
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research have been: why have you chosen this topic, and how is it relevant to 

counselling psychology?  The aim of this chapter is to answer these questions by 

articulating the factors that have motivated me to focus on this population, and to 

argue that this topic, and others with an intersectional focus are of prime importance 

for counselling psychology and therefore worthy of research.  I will also provide 

definitions of the key terms used throughout this thesis. 

 

Consistent with the methodology used in this study, I did not set out on my grounded 

theory journey with a specific research question in mind.  Grounded theory studies 

usually begin with identifying the phenomenon of interest rather than a specific 

research question to avoid making assumptions about the topic or research 

participants (Willig, 2013).  According to Hallberg (2010), a grounded theorist 

“strives to explain the main concern of participants in a specific situation/area and to 

find out how they resolve or process this main concern” (p. 1).  Indeed, Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), the originators of grounded theory methodology, argue that the 

research problem itself must ‘emerge’ through the process of simultaneously 

collecting and analysing data.  Therefore, tentative questions identified at the 

beginning of a research project may have changed beyond recognition by its 

completion (Charmaz, 2014) depending on the analytic direction chosen by the 

researcher.  Grounded theory studies do not set out ‘knowing’ what needs to be 

already understood.  The point is not so much to answer questions, but to find out 

what most needs to be known, what questions need to put.  With this in mind, I 

deliberately avoided articulating specific research questions from the outset, instead 

choosing a topic of interest, with the aim of explicating how participants view, act, 

and feel about it in line with Hallberg (2010). 
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1.1: Background to the study 

 

This research project is primarily a result of my interest and involvement in social 

activism, particularly movements that advocate on behalf of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people.  For example, I have taken part in annual 

Pride events, civil rights marches, and specific campaigns to promote equality and 

challenge discrimination of LGBQ+ communities.  For a long time, I worked with 

the police to improve their relationship and engagement with LGBQ+ communities, 

and I have taken part in protests against discriminatory UK laws that restrict equality 

for LGBQ+ people.  This interest reflects my own identification as a gay man, as 

well as my personal and professional engagement with issues concerning identity, 

social justice, and politics.  These issues have always been relevant to me, as I think 

they are for us all whether conscious or not.   

 

I grew up in Northern Ireland during the so-called ‘Troubles’, an ethnocultural 

conflict that lasted more than thirty years and resulted in the deaths of more than 

3,600 people.  I was socialised to be fearful of the ‘other’; being different was 

heavily scrutinised and met with suspicion.  At best this led to being rejected.  At 

worst it led to people being murdered.   

 

The way in which both sides in this conflict acted toward each other was greatly 

influenced by the meanings of various symbols, imagery, names, music, and other 

objects that the two communities created to promote their social and political 

identities.  These socially constructed meanings have a powerful influence over how 

people live their lives, even today, determining what name you are given at birth, 
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where you go to school, what sports you can play, who you socialise with, what 

events you can participate in, and who you can form relationships with.  These 

identities, were and are, quite literally policed.   

 

The emphasising of cultural and political identities in Northern Ireland as I was 

growing up meant that there was little time or space to consider the salience of other 

facets of our being such as sexuality and ability.  I mention these because of their 

personal relevance.  Identifying as a gay man meant that I had to significantly limit 

the expression of myself.  Moreover, living with congenital albinism and being 

sight-impaired rendered me limited by society.  A combination of sectarian abuse, 

homophobic bullying, and being subjected to body shaming because my skin has 

always been ‘too white’ for some to tolerate, have greatly influenced how I see and 

feel about myself.  Whilst these experiences of being ‘othered’ from the mainstream 

have at times rendered me feeling marginalised and excluded, I have used them in a 

transformative way, personally and professionally, to appreciate the assets, rather 

than the deficits, that ‘difference’ affords us all.  I am curious and remain open to 

how our overlapping and intersecting identities shape our lives and affect our 

psychological wellbeing.  Undoubtedly, my personal experiences of oppression have 

shaped my engagement with activism, as well as my professional interest in 

therapeutic practice and research around the themes of social justice and identity-

based intrapsychic and interpersonal conflicts.  I am, therefore, non-apologetic about 

standing up to racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, and all forms of discrimination 

and oppression.  I also consider it to be an ethical responsibility for practitioners to 

be politically motivated and engaged in social justice efforts.  Whilst many of us 

many work individually with clients to try and help them resolve their concerns, we 
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must incorporate socio-political contexts into our formulations because it is many of 

these intersections that create so much disadvantage and adversity in our clients.   

 

Social activism and counselling are practices which allow people to make positive 

and meaningful contributions to the lives of others.  These need not be mutually 

exclusive activities.  In fact, social justice is considered a core value in the practice 

of counselling psychology (Douglas, Woolfe, Strawbridge, Kasket, & Galbraith, 

2016; Goodman et al., 2004; Vera & Speight, 2003).  Earlier in my training, I came 

across a book edited by Jeffrey Kottler, Matte Englar-Carlson and Jon Carlson 

entitled “Helping Beyond the 50-Minute Hour: Therapists Involved in Meaningful 

Social Action” (2013).  It is a collection of articles authored by many therapists 

describing their social justice efforts outside of the counselling room.  The articles 

were complied with the intention of inspiring other therapists to engage in 

meaningful projects to enhance community life.  I read this book from cover to 

cover, intrigued by the diversity of social justice activities, and excited by the 

prospect of engaging in both research and practice that adopts a social justice 

paradigm.   

 

The profession of counselling psychology here in the UK has recently begun to 

consider what a social justice agenda might mean for training, research and practice 

(Cutts, 2013), building on earlier work by colleagues in the United States (Vera & 

Speight, 2003).  A social justice agenda in counselling psychology has been defined 

in various ways but includes both clinical and research practices that actively work 

to “change social institutions, political and economic systems, and government 

structures that perpetuate unfair practices, structures, and policies in terms of 
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accessibility, resource distribution and human rights” (Fouad, Gerstein and Toporek, 

2006; p. 1).  Given my interest in social activism, I feel a natural alignment with 

social justice practice in counselling psychology.  My research interests concern how 

our identities intersect with various forms of oppression such as sexism, 

heterosexism, racism, ageism, ableism, etc, and the implications of these 

intersections on our psychological health and well-being.  For me social activism is 

also about continually challenging the institution of psychology, the power and 

privileges it is afforded, to ensure that it too does not continue to replicate, directly 

or indirectly, many of the biases and prejudices that are embedded in wider societies.  

It is hoped that the focus of this thesis might make a valuable contribution by 

documenting the experiences of the research participants and highlighting the 

challenges they encounter in their day-to-day lives. 

 

My decision to focus on the specific population(s) of Chinese gay men who have 

migrated to the UK evolved from my personal experiences of living and studying in 

China, and much later, through my involvement as a Mandarin speaker with various 

Chinese communities here in London.  Moving from a predominately White, 

working-class community in Northern Ireland to a smallish little-known city in 

South-West China with a population of 7 million and very few foreign tourists or 

migrants, I found myself for the first time as a racial minority.  However, I learned 

very quickly that my ‘whiteness’ carried significant power and privilege.  This 

surprised me, and I continue to be surprised by how surprised I was at that time.  

Despite having read about privilege and positionings in A Level Sociology classes, 

the built-in advantage that being White affords me became more visible when I 

found myself in this new context.  I experienced being different in a very different 
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way for the first time.  Having white skin was seen by many as more attractive.  Both 

men and women wanted to hang out with me.  Being fluent in English, being tall, 

being a man, and being perceived as financially resourceful all carried kudos.  

Random strangers would approach me in the street and want to chat, have their 

photograph taken with me, or ask if they could touch my skin to bring them ‘good 

luck’!  At times I felt like a celebrity.  To say that I enjoyed this attention is an 

understatement.   

 

Being critically reflective, I realise that I have always ‘enjoyed’ the privileges that 

come with being a White man; I’ve just not always been conscious of it or wanted to 

be conscious of it.  Being in a different context with these identities made me 

experience myself and others differently, and as such, have made me curious about 

how our identities are shaped and influenced by where we live.  When I returned to 

the UK, I became involved with various Chinese communities in London.  As I met 

new people, I got to know them and learned of their experiences of moving to Britain 

for work or study.  Unlike the positive experiences I had during my stay in China, 

the Chinese I met in London offered more varied accounts of their lives here in the 

UK, describing difficulties with immigration processes, settling in, making friends, 

and feeling connected.  I was more surprised to hear Chinese gay men tell me that 

they felt undesired and had experiences of being rejected because of their ‘Chinese-

ness’.  Something about being a ‘minority within a minority’ felt significant.  It is 

through these casual and informal conversations that the idea for this thesis began to 

emerge.  I wanted to know if other people had had such experiences.  As a Trainee 

Counselling Psychologist, I was curious about how these experiences might affect 

someone emotionally due to the ways in which some people can experience their 
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identities as socially and psychologically problematic (Buffie, 2011), and 

consequentially, how these experience impact health and well-being.  What I was 

hearing anecdotally from these men I felt needed to be studied systematically.  I had 

hunches that this community would be subjected to a whole range of psychosocial 

stressors and I wanted to set out to highlight that, understand it more, and explicate 

it.  These men have unique and important stories to share; this thesis is one way in 

which these voices can be heard.   

 

1.2: Relevance to Counselling Psychology 

 

Developing an understanding of the lives of Chinese gay men in Britain would be 

beneficial to the profession of counselling psychology on a number of fronts.  

Firstly, research indicates that they may experience higher levels of psychosocial 

stress because of their double (or multiple) minority statuses (see next chapter for a 

review of this literature).  The need to support Chinese gay men who migrate to the 

UK as effectively as possible is the justification for this research project.  I would 

argue that counselling psychology is best-placed to be able to support these 

populations if indeed they do experience a range of unique challenges because of 

their minortised identities.  Clarifying their main concerns and how they respond to 

those concerns could help counselling psychologists develop culturally-specific 

services and interventions to enable us to offer this support if and when required.   

 

Secondly, adjusting to a new culture can be a challenging experience due to 

acculturation stress (Berry, 1997) as individuals attempt to integrate into their new 

cultural environment (McClure, 2007).  Research that creates new knowledge and 
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insights into the lives of migrants could help us to think about ways to tackle 

marginalisation and isolation where they exist, and to focus our attention on helping 

those populations integrate as fully as possible into British life so that they can 

maximise the benefits of moving to the UK, and in turn, the UK can be positively 

impacted from their migration.  Counselling psychology does not limit itself to 

helping and intervening at the individual level, rather it allows practitioners to extend 

their reach beyond the therapy room and make meaningful contributions to wider 

society (Milton, 2010).  I contend, therefore, that counselling psychology is 

potentially very well placed to reduce marginalisation and oppression due to its 

stated commitment to social justice.  In fact, I consider it of prime importance for it 

and us to do so. 

 

Thirdly, if counselling psychology and other branches of psychology are to fully 

embrace diversity, we need to make conscious efforts to conduct research on non-

White and non-Western populations.  The Western world continues to promulgate 

theories of human behaviour and much of our practices in therapy are based on 

westernised concepts such as the privileging of individuality over collectively 

(Hicks, 2010).  The current study can be seen as an attempt to ‘broaden the horizons’ 

of counselling psychology research by both challenging the homogenisation of 

LGBQ people and foregrounding the experiences of a group with a ‘double minority’ 

status in the UK.   

 

Finally, the British Psychological Society (BPS) has published its strategic aims for 

2015-2020 (BPS, 2015) and its Division of Counselling Psychology commits itself 

to focusing on ‘outward-facing research’.  This term refers to research “which 
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questions and explores issues relating to client needs, therapeutic relationship, 

theories, and the like, adding to the body of knowledge about clients, their context, 

our understanding of their presenting issues, and facilitating the management of 

these” (BPS, 2015).  I consider this thesis to be outward-facing because it seeks to 

better understand the lives of an invisible double minority within British society who 

have the potential to seek out the services of psychological therapists.  Even if they 

don’t, I contend that this study is still relevant to the profession because it is an 

attempt to “enhance chances for our clients and wider communities” (Milton, 2018; 

p. 156) by challenging some of the barriers that Chinese gay men in their every-day-

lives.  This endeavour is consistent with the ethos of counselling psychology practice 

and research.   

 

1.3: Structure of the thesis 

 

This study is organised and presented in five chapters.  In chapter one, I have 

outlined the background to this study, highlighting the factors that have led me to 

focus on my chosen topic, as well as describing its relevance to the profession of 

counselling psychology. 

 

In chapter two, a literature review is provided to situate and contextualise the present 

study.  I outline what we currently know about Chinese populations and sexual 

minorities who make up the fabric of the UK population as a whole.  A review of the 

literature with reference to these populations is provided, specifically studies 

concerning, or related to, the themes of mental health and well-being because of their 

relevance to counselling psychology.  I describe several limitations to these studies, 
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particularly their lack of an intersectional focus, followed by a review of studies that 

have made some ground in addressing this gap in the research literature.  I conclude 

chapter two by articulating the aims of the present study and the questions its seeks 

to answers. 

 

In chapter three, I describe my methodology and propose that a constructivist 

grounded theory approach is both appropriate and justified.  It is also in this chapter 

that I attend to issues regarding ethics, as well as some of the tensions that I have 

encountered in being a White gay man from a Western country conducting research 

on a minoritised population whose racial/ethnic identities are very different from my 

own.  This includes a broader discussion of issues relating to researcher reflexivity.  

Chapter three concludes with a detailed description of the methods used as part of 

grounded theory methodology. 

 

In chapter four, I present the main findings of my study that I have constructed from 

my data.  I have permitted myself the space to use extended quotes from all the 

interviews with my research participants.  I have done this for three reasons: as a 

commitment to transparency in how I have gone about constructing codes, concepts, 

and categories as part of my data analyses, to exemplify my analyses of the data, and 

to enable the narratives of participants and their stories to be amplified and their 

experiences foregrounded.   

 

Chapter five discusses the findings of this study by comparing it to existing literature 

and highlighting its contribution to knowledge and practice.  I also discuss several 

limitations of the present study.  Chapter five ends with some concluding thoughts 
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about its implications for counselling psychology and suggestions for future 

research. 

 

The reader will observe that I have chosen to make use of personal pronouns 

throughout this thesis instead of the neutral.  This choice is consistent with Webb 

(1992) who argues that the use of the first person in qualitative research is required 

“in keeping with the epistemologies of the research and in the pursuit of reflexivity” 

(p. 747).  Furthermore, Charmaz (2006) notes that the “analytic emphasis in 

grounded theory can lead to silent authorship replete with assumed neutrality, 

objectivist pretensions, and an absent author” (p. 174).  In line with the constructivist 

version of grounded theory adopted in this study, I feel it is important to use personal 

pronouns to reflect the co-construction of knowledge that is being produced by me 

and my research participants.   

 

1.4: Definitions of key terms used in this thesis 

 

Chinese: In this study ‘Chinese’ refers to those who self-identify as ethnoculturally 

Chinese regardless of their country of birth.   

 

LGBTQ: an abbreviation of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer.  One or 

more letters may be dropped depending on the studies being quoted, eg. LGB, 

LGBQ, etc.  Throughout the thesis I use the abbreviation LGBQ most frequently to 

avoid conflating gender identity and diverse gender expressions with sexual 

identities. 
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Sexual minority/minorities: a term that is used to denote people whose sexual 

identities, sexual orientations, or sexual beahviours differ from the dominant 

(heterosexual) group.     

 

Ethnic minority/minorities: refers to a population or group with a different national 

or cultural background to the main population.  

 

Social justice: the theory, practice, and commitment to promoting equal access to 

opportunities, wealth, health, wellbeing, and justice.   

 

Intersectionality: refers to the study of the interactions of race, ethnicity, gender, 

class, ability, sexual orientation, and other social categories and identities, and 

considers how these interactions effect the lives of those with multiple, overlapping 

identities.    
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

This thesis is about the lives of ethnic Chinese gay men living in the United 

Kingdom.  Specifically, it aims to describe the main concerns of these men and 

explicate how they respond to those concerns.  The aim of this chapter is to present 

the reader with a review of the academic literature on the knowledge that has been 

produced so far about this topic.  I will begin by summarising the findings from 

research on both mainstream Chinese communities and lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

queer (LGBQ) communities respectively.  I will then summarise the findings from 

studies that have adopted an intersectional framework to understand the challenges 

that people with dual (or multiple) minority identities encounter in their everyday 

lives.  With reference to the limitations of existing research, I will conclude this 

chapter by outlining the gaps in knowledge that the present study aims to address. 

 

In undertaking this literature review, I have selected material from a range of both 

scholarly and popular sources including academic journals, newspaper articles, and 

reports that have been produced by community organisations and government 

bodies.  This selection has been deliberate; it should not be construed that I view 

such sources as being equal in terms of quality, reliability, scope and integrity.  

Rather, the inclusion of popular sources alongside scholarly works is not uncommon 

in qualitative research and does not necessarily mean that source is of less value 

(Ogawa & Malen, 1991).  Such sources can provide a way of learning about a new 

topic (Pheog, 1999), or when there is a dearth of research in a new area of study.  

Moreover, consistent with the grounded theory approach used in this study, Glaser 
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(2001) argued that “all is data” (p. 145) which means that a whole range of academic 

and non-academic sources can be used as ‘data’ in a grounded theory study.  

Therefore, my search methods included the use of online academic journal indexing 

systems such as Web of Knowledge, as well as specific counselling and 

psychotherapy journals such as Counselling Psychology Review and Counselling & 

Psychotherapy Research published by the British Psychological Society and the 

British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy respectively.  I also made use 

of popular search engines including Google and Google Scholar. 

 

2.1: Chinese People in the United Kingdom 

 

The 2011 Census estimates that approximately 433,150 Chinese people live in the 

UK representing 5.3% of all ethnic minorities and 0.7% of the total population 

(ONS, 2016).  Chinese people began migrating to the United Kingdom in the 19th 

Century and have continued to migrate in increasing numbers since that time (Chan 

& Chan, 1997).  Although the overall population numbers formed by ethnic Chinese 

people remains small, they are one of the largest Chinese populations in Europe 

(Latham & Wu, 2013), and one of the fastest growing In British society due to the 

number of students coming here for study; almost one third of non-EU students in 

the UK is from China (UK Council for International Student Affairs, 2018).   

 

However, the UK’s Chinese population is not just comprised of nationals from the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC).  Many people identify as being ethnically 

Chinese but are nationals of other countries.  Moreover, the definition of ‘Chinese’ 

itself is problematic and controversial (Knowles, 2015), as not all ‘Chinese’ identify 
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as Chinese.  Many of the Chinese in Hong Kong, for example, prefer the term ‘Hong 

Kongese’ to distinguish themselves socially and politically from ‘Mainlanders’ born 

in the PRC.  Likewise, Taiwan has pursued its own independence away from the 

PRC with many self-identifying their nationality and ethnicity as Taiwanese rather 

than Chinese.  Malaysian-Chinese, Singaporean-Chinese, Vietnamese-Chinese, and 

British-Born Chinese also make up the fabric of UK Chinese communities.  In short, 

Chinese people in the UK reflect a heterogenous population characterised by 

diversity and dramatic population growth.   

 

2.2: Sexual minorities in the UK 

 

Just as there is much diversity in the UK Chinese populations, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

and, queer (LGBQ) communities are just as diverse and numerous.  According to the 

Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2016), 2% of the UK population aged 16 years 

and over identify as LGB, accounting for approximately 1 million people.  These 

figures are taken from a population survey and show that 1.2% identified as lesbian 

or gay, 0.8% as bisexual, 93.4% as heterosexual, and 4.1% refused to answer or did 

not know.  7.2% of the sample identified as having both an LGB identity and being 

from a minority ethnic group compared with 2.0% of white people with an LGB 

identity.    

 

As with other published statistics, the actual size of the UK’s LGB population is 

disputed and estimates vary considerably depending on the source.  For example, a 

2005 report published by the UK’s HM Treasury and the Department of Trade and 

Industry estimate that there are 3.6 million LGB people in the UK, approximately 
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6% of the total population (HM Treasury, 2005).  More recently, a Yougov poll 

(2015) found that 5.5% of respondents identified as gay and 2.1% as bisexual, whilst 

polling and market research company Survation concluded that 3.5% and 2.4% of its 

participants identified as gay and bisexual respectively (Survation, 2017).  A survey 

commissioned by the BBC and conducted by Ipsos MORI (2017) found that young 

British people aged 16-22 years were less likely to identify as heterosexual.  

Interestingly, 3% of young white men in the sample identified as exclusively gay in 

comparison to ethnic minorities; none of the male participants (0%) identified as 

exclusively gay. 

 

These statistics show the divergence in estimates of sexual minorities in the UK and 

the inherent difficulties in getting accurate figures for this population.  Possible 

explanations for the variation may be due to the representativeness of the sample – 

not all LGB people participate in such surveys.  If they do, they may be unwilling to 

disclose their sexual orientation (Vizard, 2014).  The terms “lesbian”, “gay”, and 

“bisexual” are problematic too because many people with romantic and/or sexual 

attractions to persons of the same gender do not identify with these labels (Massad, 

2002).  Moreover, the surveys do not account for fluidity and how our sexual 

identities can change over time (Rosario, Schrimshaw, Hunter & Braun, 2006).   

 

Therefore, gauging an accurate estimate of the UK’s non-heterosexual population 

size is fraught with difficulties due to the inherent problems with the categorisation 

of human sexuality.  The diversity, fluidity and multidimensionality of sexuality is 

lost when discretely defined groups are constructed by various ‘systems’ of 
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categorisation.  Nevertheless, non-heterosexual communities in the UK are vast and 

numerous, diverse and heterogenous in their composition. 

 

2.3: The lives of Chinese people in the UK 

 

Despite constituting a sizable minority ethnic group, and having been present for 

some considerable time, a review of the academic literature reveals that remarkably 

little research has been carried out on UK Chinese communities.  These groups may 

be overlooked due to their small population size in comparison to other ethnic 

groups, and because they are often perceived as a successful ‘model minority’  

(Wong & Halgin, 2006), that is, they are stereotyped as self-reliant, hardworking, 

obedient, intelligent, and generally more successful than the population average 

requiring little public assistance (Chou & Feagin, 2015). 

 

Indeed, the UK Chinese are perceived as one of the more successful minority ethnic 

groups (Owen, 2006).  Chinese students are the highest achieving ethnic group in the 

UK educational system (Francis & Archer, 2005).  In terms of physical health, they 

are less likely to report long-term illness compared to other ethnic communities 

(Tran, 2009), they take less prescribed medications, have the lowest rate of hospital 

attendance or admission (Green, Bradby, Chan, & Lee, 2006; Rochelle & Marks, 

2011), and have low prevalence rates of mental health difficulties compared to other 

populations (Weissman et al., 1996; WHO World Mental Health Consortium, 2004).  

Statistics reveal that the lowest proportion of people seeking mental health treatment 

from NHS primary care psychology services had a Chinese ethnic identity, just 380 
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people referred per 100,000 population (Health & Social Care Information Centre, 

2014).   

 

This apparent ‘success’ of Chinese communities in the UK has been challenged by 

other studies which describe some of the common difficulties encountered by this 

population.  Huang and Spurgeon (2006), for example, investigated the mental health 

of Chinese people living in Birmingham following their migration to the UK.  113 

people participated in the study with 24 taking part in in-depth interviews.  The 

authors reported that more than 60% of participants described symptoms of poor 

mental health.  Social interactions with British people presented a number of 

difficulties due to language barriers and cultural differences with participants 

socialising mainly with other Chinese people.  The authors concluded that the 

psychological distress experienced by participants following their migration to the 

UK “continues to be a largely invisible cause for concern” (p. 384).   

 

These findings were extended in a later study by Tran (2009) who focused on 

Chinese communities based in London to investigate their mental health needs and 

healthcare utilisation.  40 Chinese people who had migrated to the UK from a variety 

of East Asian countries participated in the project.  The researcher found that 

migration caused a range of psychological stressors for participants following their 

arrival in the UK with many reporting a combination of practical difficulties 

(immigration issues, housing matters, financial difficulties, etc) and psychological 

difficulties (depression, anxiety, family issues, and psychiatric problems).  65% of 

the sample had a diagnosed mental health problem.  However, symptom recognition 



26 

 

was found to be poor among participants and several service access barriers were 

reported including lack of knowledge regarding provision, poor English language 

skills, and limited cultural awareness demonstrated by healthcare professionals.  

Moreover, social isolation and loneliness were common themes to emerge from the 

analysis.   

 

Similarly, a report commissioned by the London School of Economics authored by 

Pharoah, Bell, Hui, and Yeung (2009) documents the lives of new Chinese migrants 

to London from the PRC.  Using a mixed-methods design, the study recruited 177 

participants and explored a variety of research questions across several life domains.  

Of relevance to the present study, the authors found that Chinese migrants feel 

invisible and ignored in mainstream communities resulting in many feeling 

segregated from British society.  Isolation and loneliness are common experiences.  

Despite their increasing visibility, particularly in our universities, the authors note 

that Chinese people “can nonetheless live lives that are completely separated from 

the rest of London life… for the most part these are Chinese people living largely 

Chinese lives… and yet, this is a way of living that is not necessarily what they want 

to aspire to” (p. 49).  These findings are consistent with other studies that have found 

that many Chinese people feel marginalised and excluded from mainstream society 

(Spurling, 2006; Yu, 2000), experiences that are known to be a factor in poor mental 

health (Chan, 2010). 

 

With increasing numbers of Chinese people migrating to the UK, particularly those 

to pursue higher education, more recent research has concerned itself with 
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adjustment following migration.  As with non-student populations, research appears 

to suggest that international students who are ethnoculturally Chinese experience 

difficulties with social integration due to language problems and cultural differences 

(Cao, Zhu, & Meng, 2016; Wu & Hammond, 2011), however, it is not yet well-

understood what impact this has for psychological health and well-being, reflecting a 

limitation in existing research that demands more attention to be paid to this area.   

 

A common experience reported by Chinese people living in the UK is racial 

discrimination.  A 2009 study by Adamson et al. found that racist abuse, hostility, 

and assault were common experiences for Chinese people.  This includes verbal 

abuse, damage to property, assaults, and sexual harassment.  The consequences of 

these experiences left many feeling fearful for their personal safety and some had 

developed psychological difficulties including depression and anxiety.  Focusing on 

the experiences of Hong Kongese and Chinese nationals in London, Knowles (2015) 

found that participants frequently experienced various forms of racism including so-

called “polite racism” (p. 18) such as being ignored in restaurants by staff assuming 

that they could not speak English, to more abusive forms of racism such as being 

called pejorative names.  Alarmingly, a 2016 study by Nandi, Luthra, and Benzeval 

found that Chinese people in the UK report the highest levels of racism compared to 

other ethnic minorities.  Although they generally perceive the UK to be a safe place 

to live and work, fear of being subjected to racial abuse was widespread.  The 

authors argue that racist abuse is damaging to mental health, even if it is not 

experienced directly by an individual.  They have called on mental health 

professionals to consider ethnic and racial abuse as an additional factor in mental 

health issues experienced by minority ethnic communities in the UK.   
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Research clearly paints a ‘mixed picture’ of the lives of Chinese communities in the 

Britain.  Whilst on the one hand studies suggest that as a population they tend to 

represent a ‘successful’ minority group, on the other, exclusion, marginalisation, 

discrimination, and racism are common experiences.  It has been suggested that 

language barriers, lack of awareness of service provision and a general lack of 

cultural awareness among healthcare professionals may prevent Chinese people from 

availing of help through the NHS or other statutory services (Rochelle & Marks, 

2010), rather than it being due to 'model minority' factors.  Moreover, Tran (2009) 

has noted that mental illness is stigmatised in Chinese societies which may prevent 

some from requesting help.  In general, the UK Chinese tend to rely on informal 

support provided by family and the Chinese community rather than on the utilisation 

of formal services (Rochelle & Shardlowb, 2014), which may account for the 

underutilisation of health and social services among this population.  Nevertheless, 

Kwan-Chan, Cole, and Bowpitt (2007) assert that despite calls being made for 

improved understanding of the lives of UK Chinese communities, as a minority 

group they are the least well-known and understood.   

 

The current available literature is also replete with methodological challenges as 

many of the studies do not specifically outline how terms have been defined or 

provide detailed explanations of how data has been analysed which makes it difficult 

to critically evaluate the conclusions being reached.   
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What stands out for me in reviewing the literature on UK Chinese communities is 

the paucity of research on the intersectionality of ethnicity and other types of identity 

(e.g. gender, class, ability/disability, sexual orientation, etc).  One of the major 

limitations in the research that has been carried out so far is that none of the studies 

have sampled people with minority sexual identities, at least if they have, it has not 

been explicitly mentioned.  There is one exception to this by Kong (2011) who 

interviewed Hong Kongese gay men in London as part of a sociological investigation 

into Chinese homosexualities and masculinities.  I will return to this work later but 

suffice to say that all previous studies on UK Chinese populations have thus far 

failed to consider the unique challenges that LGBQ people experience in their daily 

lives, and the implications for psychological wellbeing.   

 

2.4: Homosexuality and Chinese Societies 

 

Although attitudes towards same-sex attraction are beginning to change, gay people 

in Chinese societies still face many barriers (Cao, Wang, & Gao, 2010).  For 

example, homosexuality, and sexuality more generally are considered to be private 

and taboo subjects (Wong & Tang, 2004; Chan, 1995).  Same-sex attraction is 

largely unacceptable (Liu & Choi, 2006), and gay men are widely stigmatised (Liu et 

al., 2011).  Discrimination and prejudice are common experiences (Gill, Chang & 

Palmer, 2002).   

 

As highlighted earlier, UK Chinese communities are diverse and are made up of 

people who have migrated from a variety of countries.  I will now give an overview 
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of how homosexuality is viewed in several East Asian countries based on 

demographics of the participants who took part in the present study.   

 

2.4.1: China 

Although China decriminalised homosexuality in 1997 and declassified it as a 

mental illness in 2001, Xie and Peng (2018) argue that the PRC remains generally 

conservative in its views regarding homosexuality.  This is based on a study they 

carried out looking at attitudes toward homosexuality with almost 80% of their 

respondents declaring that “same-sex sexual behavior is always wrong” (p. 1767).  

According to a report published by the United Nations in 2016, sexual and gender 

minorities represent one of the most stigmatised and marginalised groups in China 

(UNDP, 2016) with as many as 70% in a sample reporting being troubled by their 

sexual orientation.  Only 5% had chosen to ‘come out’ due to discrimination; many 

reported being bullied at school or at home, and there was a general concern about 

the lack of legal protection for LGBQ people in the country.  In fact, China does not 

have any laws protecting the rights of LGBQ citizens.  Same-sex marriage is not 

permitted and so-called gay conversion therapies to ‘cure’ homosexuality are widely 

practised.  Frequent police raids on gay bars are common with many establishments 

being forced to close down (Refworld, 2010).  In 2018, China’s biggest social media 

website, Weibo, announced that it was classifying LGBTQ issues as a topic to be 

banned across its platform in order to create a “clean and harmonious” public 

environment (Baynes, 2018).  Although the decision was eventually reversed due to 

a public outcry among some of its 500 million users, depictions of same-sex 

characters and LGBQ issues on television and in films are banned, supplemented by 

a 2017 law prohibiting the streaming of gay-themed content on the internet.  Despite 
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modernising influences, particularly in more liberal views being expressed by 

younger Chinese nationals (Xie & Peng, 2018), Miles-Johnson and Wang (2018) 

argue that stigmatisation of homosexuality is perpetuated in structural form due to 

the absence of legal protections or government policies to afford equal rights to 

sexual minorities.  The authors argue that because of this, Chinese culture remains 

deeply homophobic.   

 

2.4.2: Hong Kong 

As a former British colony, Hong Kong adopted many of the laws in the UK with 

respect to homosexuality.  When the territory reverted to Chinese control in 1997, it 

was made a ‘special administrative region’ of the PRC with the ability to govern 

itself with a high degree of autonomy.  Although some studies suggest that Hong 

Kong remains conservative towards homosexuality, especially same-sex marriage 

(Ling & Chen, 2017; Yeo & Chu, 2018), there is evidence that some sections of the 

population are more favourable toward sexual minorities (Lau, Lau, Loper, & Suen, 

2018).  Unlike mainland China, Hong Kong has a ‘Bill of Rights Ordinance’ that 

affords legal protection to sexual minorities from government and public bodies, 

however like the PRC, there are no other legal protections for LGBQs in this region.  

Sexual prejudice and stigma are common experiences, but efforts have been made by 

several bodies to publicly challenge pathologizing discourses about homosexuality, 

particularly the Hong Kong College of Psychiatrists (HKCP, 2011) and the Hong 

Kong Psychological Society (HKPS, 2012).  The region holds a number of public 

gay-related events each year including a Pride parade and events for International 

Day Against Homophobia.   
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2.4.3: Singapore 

Singapore is a multiracial country with approximately 74% of its population being 

ethnically Chinese (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2018).  Like China and 

Hong Kong, attitudes toward same-sex relationships in Singapore remain 

conservative (Adamczyk, 2017).  In fact, same-sex sexual activity is prohibited in 

Singaporean law, even between consenting adults, under a piece of legislation called 

Section 377A (Panchapakesan, Li, & Ho, 2014) which states “any male person who, 

in public or private, commits, or abets the commission of, or procures or attempts to 

procure the commission by any male person of, any act of gross indecency with 

another male person, shall be punished with imprisonment for a term which may 

extend to 2 years.”  This legislation was introduced under the British Empire which 

forbid any sexual acts that were not for procreational purposes – this extended to 

heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals alike.  In 2007, the Government of Singapore 

amended this statute to permit oral and anal sex for consenting adult heterosexuals 

and lesbians, but not for gay men (Oi, 2013).  As with many Asian countries, there 

are no legal protections for LGBQ people in Singapore.  LGBQ-themed material is 

prohibited from being broadcast on television or radio (“Singapore Gay Censorship”, 

n.d.).  Conscription is still a requirement for all able-bodied male Singaporean 

citizens, and whilst gay men have been allowed to enter the army since 2003, they 

are restricted to certain positions (Tan, 2012).  Bizarrely, gay personnel who declare 

their sexual orientation in the army are designated the code ‘302’ which refers to the 

diagnostic criteria of ‘sexual deviations’ in the now out-dated ninth edition of the 

International Classification of Disease published by the World Health Organisation 
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(ICD-9, WHO; 1975).  In this diagnostic manual, homosexuality is included in a list 

of sexual disorders alongside paedophilia, zoophilia, and hypersexuality.   

 

2.4.4: Malaysia 

Ethnic Chinese people make up one of three ethnic groups in Malaysia (Lee & Tan, 

2000) representing approximately 23% of the total population (Mahari, 2011).  There 

are no laws protecting LGBTQ citizens in Malaysia, and public attitudes toward 

homosexuality are largely negative (Jackle & Wenzelburger, 2015).  All depictions 

of LGBQ characters are prohibited in all forms of media in the country 

(Brocklebank, 2012).  LGBQ-events are banned (Beresford, 2017) and gay bars are 

frequently shut down by police to ‘stop the spread of LGBT culture in society’.  At 

government level, politicians have publicly denounced homosexuality; former 

politicians have openly stated that LGBQ rights should not be supported in the 

country (Ellis-Petersen, 2018).  Malaysia’s Ministry of Education ran a series of 

seminars on ‘how to spot gay children’, listing ‘warning signs’ such as boys 

preferring a muscular body and wearing V-neck shirts, wearing tight and light-

coloured clothes, and wearing handbags similar to those used by women 

(Mosbergen, 2012).  In 2011, it was reported that local education authorities sent 66 

boys to a ‘self-development programme’ in order to learn how to be more masculine 

and to ‘prevent’ homosexuality and transgenderism after they were identified by 

teachers as displaying more effeminate mannerisms and behaviour (The Telegraph, 

2011).  In 2018, it was widely reported in the international media that Malaysia 

publicly caned two lesbians as punishment for having sex (“Malaysia Women 

Caned”, 2018).   
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These summaries provide brief illustrations of some of the socio-political contexts in 

which Chinese gay men grow up in.  It is argued that the societies in which we live 

yield a powerful influence over how we come to view and relate to ourselves, 

including our sexualities, owing to the ways in which societal institutions work to 

legitimate and privilege certain identities over others (Kidd & Teagle, 2012), and 

well as transmit cultural norms.  These cultural norms are considered to be highly 

influential over how people behave, and how they shape our sexual identities. 

 

2.5: Homosexuality and Chinese Culture(s) 

 

Traditional Chinese culture is centred on the ancient philosophy of Confucianism 

that provides the basis for Chinese interpersonal behaviour (Pye, 1972).  The concept 

of ‘xiao’ or filial piety is a central value in this system which describes the 'correct 

way' to act towards one's parents.  It consists of behaving in ways that show love, 

respect, and support to one's family, dissuading from immoral or unethical 

behaviour, and engaging in good conduct to avoid bringing shame on the family unit.  

Thus, personal interests and desires are subordinated to those of the group or 

collective (Hui & Triandis, 1986).  It also involves the expectation of a son to 

produce offspring in order to ensure continuity of the paternal line (Wang, Bih & 

Brennan, 2009).  Confucian philosophy emphasises the procreational function of sex 

(Wong & Tang, 2004).  Sexual activities outside the marital relationship are thus 

frowned upon.  For Chinese gay men, entering into non-heterosexual relationships 

and failing to produce off-spring may mean abandoning important family duties and 
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disappointing one's parents. Therefore, non-heterosexual identities may not align 

with filial piety (Quach, Todd, Hepp, Doneker-Mancini, 2013) and may render 

Chinese people with minority sexualities silent and invisible within their 

communities, causing them to experience their sexuality as socially and 

psychologically problematic, and affecting intrapsychic, interpersonal, and 

intergroup relations (Buffie 2011).  

 

Indeed, there are several studies which highlight some of the difficulties encountered 

by Chinese LGBQ people that centre around ethnocultural factors.  Hu & Wang 

(2013), for example, sampled 149 individuals using an online questionnaire and 

found that perceived parental attitudes toward heterosexual marriage and 

participants' endorsements of filial piety values were found to hinder positive LGB 

identity formation among Chinese students.  Meanwhile, 494 Chinese participants 

were asked about their attitudes to homosexuality by Lin, Button, Su, and Chen 

(2016).  Although the researchers found a general tolerance to homosexuality, this 

was limited, and traditional cultural values predicted greater intolerance of non-

heterosexuality.  Furthermore, a study by Adamczyk and Cheng (2015) revealed that 

concerns about keeping the family together appear to predict more negative attitudes 

toward homosexuality, whereas filial piety did not.   

 

Reconciling this conflict has been postulated by Gock (2001) who described a five-

stage model of Asian/Pacific Islander (API) LGB identity which attempts to 

integrate sexual identity with ethnic identity.  He suggests that API individuals must 

contend with hostility, judgment, and alienation from both their ethnic and LGB 
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communities.  As a consequence, individuals are required to manage interactions 

with two distinct groups in order to reduce tension and stress.  This results in a 

'dilemma of allegiance' leading to 'selective allegiance' in which primary 

identification with one of the communities occurs.  In order to incorporate a positive 

LGB and ethnic identity into the self-concept, individuals must overcome the 

frustration and hostility of selective allegiance and learn to affiliate with both 

communities without experiencing incongruence or confusion.  This is achieved by 

adopting a more fluid and contextual perspective of one's identity, rather than 

subscribing to rigid categories.   

   

This model has notable strengths in that it highlights how API individuals may face a 

struggle between who they are and how others from their cultures want them to be.  

It focuses on the interaction between multiple (and potentially conflicting) identities.  

However, its sample was drawn from API living in the U.S. who may have very 

different experiences of their identity to those in other cultural contexts such as the 

UK.  It does not describe the specific strategies, psychological or otherwise, that 

Chinese LGB people use to manage potential conflicts between their identities.  

Moreover, it fails to address how immigration and acculturation impact on the lives 

of Chinese sexual minorities.   

 

In summation, there are very few studies on the lives of Chinese people in the UK.  

Existing research highlights some of the challenges and concerns of this population, 

namely marginalisation, stigmatisation, and racism.  There is, however, a dearth of 

empirical studies focusing on people in the UK who are both ethnically Chinese and 
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non-heterosexual.  Current research on sexual minorities in Chinese societies 

indicate that non-heterosexuality is stigmatised and has the potential to create some 

identity conflict due to the emphasis of the family and other Confucian values within 

traditional Chinese cultures.  These findings do not, however, help us to understand 

the concerns and challenges encountered by Chinese sexual minorities when they 

migrate to Britain.  A study which focuses on this topic would contribute our 

understanding of the diverse groups that make up sexual minority communities in 

the UK.   

 

2.6: The experiences of sexual minorities in the UK and abroad 

 

In contrast to academic interest in UK Chinese communities, there is a vast and 

substantial body of research on the lives of LGBQ populations in all facets of their 

lives.  It is beyond the scope of this literature review to present a detailed account of 

these studies.  However, I will outline some of the major findings and recurring 

themes to emerge from this research with a focus on mental health and emotional 

wellbeing given their relevance to the present study and the field of counselling 

psychology.   

 

Both UK and international research consistently shows that LGBQ people 

experience a higher prevalence of mental health difficulties compared with the 

general population (Chakraborty, McManus, Brugha, Bebbington & King, 2011; 

Semlyen, King, Varney and Hagger-Johnson, 2016).  Having a non-heterosexual 

sexual orientation has been linked to elevated risk for developing conditions such as 



38 

 

depression, anxiety, and self-harm (Hickson, Davey, Reid, Weatherburn & Bourne, 

2016), low self-esteem (Jones, Robinson, Oginni, Rahman & Rimes, 2017), eating 

disorders (Meneguzzo et al., 2018), body image problems (McClain & Peebles, 

2016), and suicide ideation (Lee, Oliffe, Kelly & Ferlatte, 2017) sometimes leading 

to attempted suicide (Warner et al., 2004).  These health inequalities are not limited 

to the domains of mental health and emotional wellbeing.  Studies also show a 

disproportionately higher level of poorer physical health in sexual minorities (Elliott 

et al., 2015).  Using data from over 40,000 participants across the UK, Bookera, 

Riegerb and Ungerc (2017) found that heterosexual participants reported having 

overall better physical (and mental) health compared to lesbian and gay respondents, 

whilst bisexual people had the poorest health across the three groups.  Studies show 

that both gay and bisexual men, as well as lesbians are at an increased risk of 

developing cancers and heart disease compared to their heterosexual counterparts 

(Boehmer, Bowen & Bauer, 2007; Hall et al., 2008).  They have elevated rates of 

smoking and alcohol consumption (Hagger-Johnson et al., 2013), as well as illicit 

drug use (Newcomb, Birkett, Corliss & Mustanski, 2014).  These and other factors 

have been linked to higher rates of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections 

being diagnosed in gay men (Halkitis, Zade, Shrem, & Marmor, 2004).  A recent 

study looking at unhealthy weight-control behaviours such as fasting, using dieting 

pills, or vomiting to reduce weight has higher prevalence rates among same-sex 

couples compared to heterosexually-partnered couples (Watson et al., 2018).   In 

short, sexual minorities experience substantial health inequalities which have, or 

have the potential to have, negative outcomes in terms of physical and mental health 

(Williams, Varney, Taylor & Fish, 2013).   
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To account for the excess of mental and physical health difficulties reported by 

sexual minorities, Meyer (2003) has put forward a ‘minority stress model’ which 

posits that those with a minority statuses such as sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, 

(trans)gender, etc are exposed to distal stressors (e.g. stigma, discrimination, 

prejudice) in combination with more general stressors experienced by the dominant 

group.  Distal stressors lead to proximal (internal) stress processes such as 

rumination, expectations of being rejected, and negative views about one’s own 

identity.  This combination of distal stressors, general stressors, and proximal 

stressors can lead to a range of negative mental health outcomes including shame, 

low self-worth, social isolation, hopelessness, depression, and anxiety.   

 

Support for minority stress theory has been found in a number of studies.  LGBT 

people experience disproportionately higher levels of discrimination, harassment and 

marginalisation than heterosexual people (Balsam, Rothblum, & Beauchaine, 2005; 

Herek, 2009; Hequembourg & Brallier, 2009).  Moreover, fear of rejection, leading 

to concealment of sexual orientation has been associated with poor mental health 

outcomes (Hatzenbuehler, 2009; Quinn & Chaudoir, 2009; Smart & Wegner, 1999).  

Meanwhile, internalized homophobia is an additional minority stressor that has been 

associated with psychological distress and the development of mental health 

difficulties (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005; Meyer, 2003; Rosser, Bockting, Ross, 

Miner, & Coleman, 2008).  It refers to negative views about same-sex attraction that 

an individual internalises from heterosexist cultures.  According to Meyer (1995), 

internalised homophobia appears to have the most pervasive and significant impact 

on gay men's mental health.  Studies indicate that positive coping skills, social 
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support, and high self-esteem help LGBT people develop resilience to resist the 

stigmatisation of same-sex attraction (Szymanski, 2009).   

  

Whilst these studies document the discrimination and marginalisation experienced 

by LGB people, das Nair and Thomas (2012) have argued that “issues of developing 

an LGB identity and living LGB lives has been mostly documented from white 

perspectives without taking into account how these sexual identities interact with 

racial, ethnic and cultural identities, and the privileges and problems such 

intersecting identities pose” (p. 59).  Indeed, Fish (2008) asserts that the 

homogenisation of LGBQ communities and their experiences may at times render 

invisible the experiences of racial-ethnic minority groups who encounter multiple 

dimensions of inequality and discrimination.  For example, migrants experience 

significant prejudicial treatment from mainstream society which increases their risk 

of distress (Dalgard & Thapa, 2007; Karlsen & Nazroo, 2002; Tinghög, 

Hemmingsson, & Lundberg, 2007).  Moreover, gay men who are also racial/ethnic 

minorities may face multiple stressors associated with dual minority status (Wilson 

& Yoshikawa, 2004).  In order to address this gap in the research, a number of 

studies have adopted an intersectional framework to investigate the lives of those 

with multiple minority statuses.   

 

2.7: Intersectionality 

 

Intersectionality is a term coined by feminist and civil rights activist Kimberlé 

Crenshaw to describe how the social dynamics of racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
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classism, ableism, etc coverage or intersect to create unique challenges and multiple 

levels of social injustice for individuals who have multiple identities (Crenshaw, 

1989).  Rather than understanding social and psychological problems through a 

single-axis identity lens, intersectionality provides an alternative framework for 

looking at how people are impacted by the simultaneous or multiple forces created 

when two or more identities converge.  Crenshaw (1989) also argues that 

intersectionality is a frame for understanding how power structures are organised and 

how they privilege some and disadvantage others. 

 

Although intersectional research on the experiences of being both an ethnic minority 

and sexual minority in combination is still nascent (das Nair & Thomas, 2012), 

attempts have been made in British contexts to explore these issues with dual and 

multiple minority populations.  For example, McKeown, Nelson, Anderson, Low, 

and Elford (2009) adopted an intersectional approach to study the lives of gay men 

with a South Asian (Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi) or Black (African or 

Caribbean) racial/ethnic identity.  47 men participated in the study and reported 

finding their sexual identities to be more challenging and problematic due to their 

ethnic backgrounds.  Black men in the study generally felt that their sexuality was 

incompatible with their race/ethnicity because of an emphasis placed on traditional 

gender stereotypes for males within Caribbean and African cultures, so much so that 

many feel it is difficult to be both black and gay.  Men noted that they tended to face 

stigma and discrimination within their own ethnic communities due to being a sexual 

minority whilst concomitantly facing stigma and discrimination from mainstream 

British society due to their race/ethnicity.  Likewise, the South Asian sample shared 

similar experiences, but also reported feeling guilty about not being able to carry out 
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family/cultural expectations of getting married and having children.  Both Black and 

South Asian men experienced shame because of their sexuality (or society’s view of 

it) and this prevented many of them from disclosing being gay to others.   

 

As well as investigating the intersections of race/ethnicity and sexuality, McKeown 

and colleagues (2009) explored participants’ experiences of socialising and dating in 

the ‘gay community’.  Men reported being exposed to more subtle than overt forms 

of racism within the gay community.  Black men perceived themselves to be more 

objectified because of their bodies and skin colour whereas South Asian men 

reported feeling undesired because of their bodies and skin tone.  The authors 

suggest this may be due to black men being sexually stereotyped as more 

hypermasculine than South Asian gay men.  Sexual advances made by white gay 

men toward black gay men were met with suspicion about the motivation for doing 

so.  Overall, however, both groups felt that they were marginalised and overlooked 

by mainstream gay communities.  In online settings, participants reported that they 

were subjected to more direct forms of racial abuse from other gay men.   

 

An intersectional approach was also used by Jaspal (2012) who conducted a 

comparative study exploring sexual identity, religious identity, and ethnicity in 

Indian and Pakistani men living in the UK.  Both groups reported being exposed to 

homonegativity within their ethnic groups and expressed fears about ‘coming out’ in 

case they were excluded from their religious communities and/or families.  In a later 

study by Jaspal and Williamson (2017), Colombian gay men who had migrated to 

the UK reported doing so because they believed England to be a tolerant society.  
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However, after arriving, they described encountering multiple levels of stigma and 

marginalisation due to being immigrants, gay, and HIV positive.  The authors also 

found that poor English language ability made it more difficult for Colombian gay 

men to negotiate safer sex practices.   

 

Intersectional approaches to the study of ethnicity and sexuality may have benefits 

over research that adopt a unidirectional focus by offering a more complex and 

nuanced understanding of how the intersections of multiple identities and multiple 

systems of oppression affect the lives of particular groups and populations.  As 

highlighted so far in this literature review, unidimensional studies of sexuality and 

sexual identity have merit in broadening our understanding of the concerns of LGBQ 

people and their lives.  However, an intersectional lens challenges reductivism and 

promotes inclusivity by studying multiple dimensions of social life and the 

experiences borne out of these (McCall, 2005).  Thus, research on being both 

Chinese and gay offers potential benefits over those with a single-identity focus. 

 

2.8: Being both ‘Chinese’ and ‘gay’ in Western societies 

 

Research and scholarly work specific to Chinese and (East) Asian sexual minority 

populations have been conducted outside the UK.  The findings to emerge from these 

studies suggest that Chinese gay men encounter some common experiences and 

difficulties which are summarised below.   
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In studies carried out in Canada (Poon, Li, Wong, & Wong, 2017), Australia (Mao, 

McCormick, & Van de Ven, 2002), the USA (Operario, Han, & Choi, 2008), and 

New Zealand (Adams and Neville, 2018), gay men reported a common theme of 

feeling stigmatised because of their sexual orientation within their own ethnocultural 

communities.  Many describe difficulties in ‘coming out’ to others, particularly their 

families because of traditional values and cultural expectations relating to 

heteronormativity.  Additionally, they frequently feel invisible in, and excluded 

from, mainstream (largely White) gay communities, and are often rejected by 

potential sexual partners (Han, 2007; Ro, Ayala, Paul, & Choi, 2013).  This is 

particularly prevalent in online gay dating spaces (Callander, Newman, & Holt, 

2015).   

 

Moreover, sexual stereotyping based upon race/ethnicity has resulted in Asian gay 

men being perceived as sexually submissive and having more feminine traits (Han, 

2009).  Using the term "golden boy" Kong's (2002) study of Chinese gay men in 

Hong Kong, London, and China describes the way male homosexualities are 

constructed and negotiated in order for them to become (sexual) citizens in their 

different localities.  He argues that Hong Kongese gay men in London are seen as 

innocent, virginal, infantile, feminised, or even androgynous under the Western gay 

gaze.  Chinese men are considered less masculine because they tend to be physically 

smaller, shorter, and more slender (Chow, 2008) and may be stigmatised further 

because hypermasculinity and muscularity are predominately favoured within gay 

male communities (Kong, 2011).  Jackson (2000), commenting on the dominant 

discourse within Western gay culture, argues that the effeminizing of Chinese male 

bodies has rendered them unattractive and simply “not worth a fuck” (p. 184).  At 
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the same time, the “fetishisation of Asian men” (Jackson, 2003; p. 183) as objects of 

erotic interest by some White gay men is also prevalent.  Sexual objectification has a 

range of adverse psychological consequences including increased body anxiety, 

increased body shame, and sexual dysfunction (Moradi & Huang, 2008).   

 

Because racial/ethnic minorities continue to live in communities where being White 

is privileged and considered superior, internalized racial stigma has been proposed as 

an additional stressor (Chambers et. al., 2004).  This refers to “an individual's 

conscious and unconscious acceptance of a racial hierarchy in which Whites are 

consistently ranked above people of color” (Huber, Johnson & Kohli, 2006, p. 183).  

For Chinese gay men, this may mean dating only white men (Poon & Ho, 2008), 

social distancing and avoiding contact with one’s own ethnic group, and inward self-

directed hatred at one’s physical appearance (Ayres, 1999).   

 

The high prevalence of racial discrimination experienced by gay men of colour is 

concerning when considering its impact on negative health outcomes.  Racism has 

significant adverse effects on individuals’ well-being, resulting in low self-esteem, 

anxiety, and depression (e.g., Cassidy, O'Connor, Howe, & Warden, 2004; 

Grossman & Liang, 2008; Liang & Fassinger, 2008).   

 

To date, and to the best of my knowledge, there have been no empirical studies 

exploring the lived experiences of Chinese gay men, and the interaction of ethnicity, 

sexuality, and the potential consequences for health and wellbeing, in a British 

context.  In fact, any reference made to 'gay' Chinese sexualities in British contexts 
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are normally found within medical studies of HIV and sexual health among men who 

have sex with men (e.g. Elford et al., 2012).  Even then, the focus of these studies are 

on BAME populations where Chinese participants are subsumed with Black, Asian, 

and minority ethnic groups whose ethnocultural backgrounds may be very different.  

In view of this, my aim is to make a preliminary attempt to address the paucity of 

research in this area. 

 

2.9: The present study 

 

A review of the literature reveals that intersections of ethnicity and sexuality create 

unique experiences and challenges for Chinese gay men that may have negative 

implications for their mental health and wellbeing.  Due to the dearth of research in 

this area, I argue that it is necessary therefore to conduct research in a British context 

to clarify the concerns of this population.   

 

In chapter 1 I outlined its relevance to counselling psychology and the potential 

benefits that creating new knowledge in this area might bring.  I conclude this 

chapter by stating the aims of the present study.  These are: 

 

• identify the main areas of concern for Chinese gay men living in the United 

Kingdom; 

• to understand what strategies, behavioural or otherwise, that the men use to 

respond to and/or resolve their main concerns; 
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• to make recommendations in regard to the support of Chinese gay men in 

light of the findings; 

• to identify what role counselling psychology can play in promoting the health 

and wellbeing of this population in the UK. 

 

In order to achieve these aims, my objectives are to: 

 

• to interview Chinese gay men about their concerns. 

• to interview Chinese gay men about how they attempt to resolve their 

concerns. 

• to construct a grounded theory that explains my data. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

This qualitative study used a Constructivist Grounded Theory approach (Charmaz, 

2006, 2014) to explore the lived experiences of ethnic Chinese gay men living in 

Britain with the aim of clarifying their main concern(s) in terms of their intersecting, 

multiple minoritised identities.  Furthermore, this study aimed to produce a grounded 

theory to explicate how men respond to these concerns.   

 

This chapter sets out how I went about approaching the task of carrying out this 

study.  I will provide the reader with an overview about where I currently position 

myself as a researcher within the field of counselling psychology.  I will describe my 

research design and provide a rationale for my chosen methodology.  Issues 

concerning methodological rigour and researcher reflexivity will also be discussed.  

Specific reference will be made to ethics and tensions and dilemmas of conducting 

research with minoritised populations.  The chapter will conclude with a description 

of the methods used to carry out the study.   

 

3.1:  Developing the study 

 

When I started to think about possible topics for this thesis, I was reasonably certain 

that I would focus on LGBQ-related issues because it is the area I wish to work and 

specialise in when I complete my doctoral training.  I was also sure that I would 

want to conduct qualitative research.  My leanings toward qualitative research have 

been heavily influenced by my involvement in community activism as discussed in 

chapter 1.  I have always enjoyed reading and learning about the lives of others 
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whose backgrounds may be very different from my own.  The individual stories and 

the lived experiences of others matter a great deal to me; I suspect this is why I enjoy 

being a therapist so much.  I believe, therefore, that I have a natural affinity to 

qualitative research due to its emphasis on human experience (Silverman, 2013).  

This is not to say that I believe qualitative approaches are the ‘right’ or only ways to 

carry out psychological research.  As an undergraduate student I used an 

experimental design for my dissertation, and as a postgraduate student I used a 

mixed-methods approach.  Moreover, my training in counselling psychology adopted 

a pluralistic stance toward knowledge and practice (McLeod, 2013), subscribing to 

the view that there are multiple plausible ontologies rather than monistic single truths 

in terms of methods or approaches.  Consistent with this stance is the emphasis 

placed on the importance of making decisions about research design in terms of how 

best it answers the research question(s).  Despite my inclination to qualitative 

approaches, I remained open to the possibility of choosing another approach as I 

developed my research focus and questions.  In the end, I did choose a qualitative 

design because I consider it most appropriate for the questions I am seeking to 

answer in this thesis.   

 

3.2:  Quantitative and Qualitative Research Approaches 

 

Historically, quantitative approaches have dominated psychological research (Gelo, 

Braakmann & Benetka, 2008), as well as counselling psychology research 

(Ponterotto, 2005), focusing on aspects of human behaviour that can be directly 

observed and measured.  Quantitative studies provide researchers with structured and 

systematic ways of making predictions, testing hypotheses, measuring variables, and 
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generating statistical data that can be generalised to large populations (Coolican, 

2017).  This enables researchers to be able to produce findings that claim to be 

reliable, objective facts about a given phenomenon.  This is possible because 

quantitative research tends to adopt a realist ontology which subscribes to the view 

that there is an objective, universal truth or reality that exists independently of 

conceptual frameworks such as culture, language, perceptions, etc (Blaikie, 2007).  

Moreover, quantitative research tends to align itself epistemologically with 

positivism/objectivism, asserting that ‘real knowledge’ is derived from ‘facts’ that 

are observable and quantifiable (Darlaston-Jones, 2007).   

 

Whereas the goal of quantitative studies may be to predict, control, test, and confirm, 

qualitative studies are concerned more with human experience and meaning 

(Creswell, 2018).  There is a vast array of qualitative approaches with diverse 

epistemologies, but many share similar features (Lyons & Coyle, 2007).  For 

example, data are collected systematically in ‘naturalistic’ settings usually with the 

aim of understanding and discovering the subjective realities of those who are 

immersed in the experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  Ontologically, qualitative 

researchers assume there are multiple realities rather than a single, fixed reality.  

What we can know about these realities, and how we go about knowing them are 

socially constructed rather than objectively determined (Carson, Gilmore, Perry, & 

Gronhaug, 2001).  Moreover, in contrast to quantitative research, qualitative studies 

emphasise the importance of how people interact with the world and the meanings 

given to these interactions (Frost, 2011).  The thoughts, feelings, attitudes, actions, 

motives, and other subjective experiences of participants form the units of analysis in 

qualitative research (Creswell, 2018). 
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My rationale for selecting a qualitative design rather than quantitative one was based 

on several factors.  Firstly, there is a dearth of research on the lives of Chinese gay 

men who live in the United Kingdom as outlined in chapter 2.  This is an under-

researched area that has not previously been theorised.  As qualitative methods are 

particularly useful for exploratory studies, especially in under-researched areas 

(Ritchie & Lewis, 2013), I felt that using a quantitative approach was problematic 

and did not fit with the aims of the current study.   

 

Secondly, I have chosen a qualitative design because I feel that it is consistent with 

the humanistic and relational value-base of counselling psychology (Woolfe, 

Dryden, & Strawbridge, 2009).  The British Psychological Society has described 

counselling psychology as being concerned with the “clarification and understanding 

of clients’ world-views, underlying assumptions and emotional difficulties that 

emerge out of our interaction with the world and others” (BPS, 2012).  In 

approaching this thesis, I am interested in gaining an in-depth understanding of 

participants’ lives, their world-views’, and their main concerns and problems that 

emerge out of their self-identifications as Chinese gay men.  As these have not yet 

been meaningfully explored in prior investigations, a qualitative approach is most 

appropriate for this study.  Utilising quantitative methods would have presupposed 

that I know what participants’ main concerns are.  If we do not yet understand the 

context in which Chinese gay men are living and what problems they face, then as 

counselling psychologists we are limited in how we may be able to support this 

population. 
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Thirdly, I selected a qualitative design due to my ontological and epistemological 

positionings.  According to Willig (2013), ontology refers to the philosophical study 

of reality, existence, and being.  It is concerned with what is true or real, and the 

nature of reality.  Meanwhile, epistemology is concerned with the nature of 

knowledge, what constitutes valid knowledge, and how can we create or discover 

knowledge (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  In the current study, I locate myself 

ontologically as a relativist.  I believe that multiple realities exist, and that what is 

real depends on the meanings that we attach to things.  These meanings are shaped 

by our personal histories, social contexts, cultures, languages, personal backgrounds, 

and other frames of reference.  I believe that our reality is created by how we see 

things, and that it evolves and changes depending on our experiences and 

interactions with the world.  Furthermore, I locate myself epistemologically as a 

constructivist-interpretivist in the current study.  From this position, I believe that 

knowledge is socially constructed rather than ‘discovered’ and does not therefore 

exist independently from the learner (Vrasidas, 2000).  This means that I view the 

findings of this research to have been co-constructed by myself and the research 

participants.  Rather than seeing myself as a separate, objective observer 

‘discovering’ knowledge, I have been an active agent in the construction of this 

knowledge through my interactions with the participants and with the data.   My 

ontological and epistemological positionings are therefore more aligned with 

qualitative approaches which reflects why a quantitative design was rejected for this 

study. 

 

Fourthly, my view is that terms such as ‘gay’ and ‘Chinese’ are social constructions 

rather than essentialist, fixed traits.  I believe that our sexualities and ethnicities are 
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dynamic, fluid, and self-defined.  Quantitative studies require terms to be 

operationally defined (Kaplan, 2004); this to me feels reductive and does not value 

the diversity of meanings and experiences encapsulated by these labels when used by 

different people in different times and places.  Moreover, as this study is concerned 

with the interaction of ethnicity and sexuality, qualitative approaches appear to be 

more appropriate as it has been argued that quantitative studies of ethnicity and 

sexuality investigate these constructs in isolation or in parallel, rather than at their 

intersection (Narvaez, Meyer, Kertzner, Ouellette, & Gordon, 2009).   

 

A further factor that influenced my choice of a qualitative approach relates to 

researcher values in scientific studies.  This is known as axiology in philosophy 

(Ponterotto, 2005).  I do not believe it is possible to remain emotionally detached or 

value-free from research endeavours.  Just as in therapeutic practice, I argue that it is 

not possible to keep my feelings, hopes, values, and biases out of the research 

process.  Being a White man, for example, carries certain privileges which 

influences researcher-participant interactions, and in turn, has implications about 

what questions are asked, what answers are given, and what knowledge is 

constructed.  Qualitative research acknowledges and accepts that studies are not 

value-free, whereas quantitative approaches aim to eliminate or control this as much 

as possible.   

 

3.3: Choice of qualitative approaches 

 

During my doctoral training we received lectures on several qualitative approaches 

including discourse analysis (DA), conversation analysis (CA), interpretive 



54 

 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) and grounded theory (GT).  In considering the 

array of qualitative approaches available for this study, I initially considered IPA or 

grounded theory as more suitable than discourse analysis or conversation analysis.  

Discourse analysis aims to reveal what speakers ‘do’ in conversations and how 

language is used to create and enact identities and activities (Stark & Brown-

Trinidad, 2007).  From the outset, this approach did not appear to be a suitable fit for 

my research aims.  Similarly, conversation analysis was ruled out as a feasible 

approach because of its primary focus on how ‘turn-taking’ occurs in verbal and 

non-verbal communication in everyday life (Willig & Rogers, 2017).  Since I was 

more interested in knowing more about the everyday lives of Chinese gay men, and 

the experiences borne out of the intersections of their ethnicities and sexualities, I 

gave more consideration to IPA and grounded theory from the outset in developing 

this thesis.    

 

IPA was developed by Smith (1996) and is concerned with examining in depth how 

people make sense of their major life experiences (Smith, Flower, & Larkin, 2009), 

and the meanings that these experiences hold for that individual.  Smith (2004) 

argues that IPA is particularly suitable for research into identity; it is also useful for 

under-researched areas in psychology and beyond (Smith & Osborn, 2004).  

Similarly, grounded theory is useful for exploratory studies in under-researched 

areas and is concerned with the lived experiences of individuals.  However, 

grounded theory research is concerned with producing theoretical frameworks 

‘grounded’ in the data which explicate the main concern of a population in a 

substantive area and how this concern is resolved (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  
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Grounded theory is also particularly useful for exploring areas not covered by 

existing theories.  

 

As I was interested in understanding the lived experiences of Chinese gay men and 

their main concerns, IPA appeared to be a suitable choice.  For the present study, 

IPA would have offered a way for me to explore topics such as Chinese gay men’s 

experiences of coming out, or their experiences of discrimination, or any other lived 

experience for that matter.  The findings of such research may be valuable to 

counselling psychologists in furthering our knowledge of Chinese gay people and 

their lives.   

 

However, the more I read about IPA and its aims, I began to realise that I was 

making assumptions about Chinese gay men and their experiences without me first 

having gone out and found out what those experiences were.  For example, an early 

question I considered was “what are the counselling psychology needs of Chinese 

gay men in Britain?”.  Another was “how do Chinese gay men cope with stress?”.  

These are examples of how I have assumed that this population has counselling 

psychology ‘needs’ at all, or that they do indeed ‘cope’ with stress.   

 

Furthermore, IPA is very useful for generating rich phenomenological accounts of 

peoples’ experiences (Starks & Brown-Trinidad, 2007), however, grounded theory 

moves beyond this description and provides a theoretical framework to account for 

participants’ experiences.  These theoretical frameworks may be used to develop 

therapeutic interventions and develop practice when working with specific 

populations.   
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In sum, my choice of grounded theory was based on the dearth of research on the 

lives of Chinese gay men in the UK, and the aims of the study which are to articulate 

their main concerns and explicate how they attempt to resolve those concerns.   

 

3.4:  An overview of Grounded Theory 

 

As outlined above, grounded theory is a qualitative research methodology that is 

focused on building theories inductively that are ‘grounded’ in the data, rather than 

using extant theories to test hypotheses.  This methodology was introduced to the 

social sciences by two sociologists, Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in the 1960s 

as a new way of conducting qualitative research using rigorous and systematic 

procedures to analyse data and generate theory that explains conceptually a process, 

action, or interaction within a substantive area (Creswell, 2009).  The ‘discovery’ of 

grounded theory represented a significant challenge to the hegemony of quantitative 

research in sociology at that time and found favour with many experienced and 

novice qualitative researchers alike (Charmaz, 2014).  It has become a popular 

methodology not just in sociology, but also in psychology, economics, business 

studies, nursing, and psychotherapy.  It is one of the most popular methodologies 

employed in qualitative research (Willig, 2013). 

 

According to Charmaz (2006), grounded theory is characterised by the simultaneous 

collection and analysis of data.  Researchers are not required to wait until all their 

data has been collected, rather analysis begins almost immediately when data has 

been gathered.  These data are subjected to a process of constant comparison which 
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involves looking at similarities and differences between data, for example, two 

interviews.  Developing themes or emerging concepts can be used to seek out further 

data through a process of theoretical sampling which helps to build theory.  As more 

data is gathered, the constant comparison method is continuously used to compare 

data with data, incidents with data, incidents with categories, etc.  This process is 

repeated until saturation occurs, that is, when emerging theory is well-developed and 

collecting further data does not produce any new concepts.   

 

Grounded theory is also characterised by the use of memo-writing which are a series 

of notes that are kept as the research study advances that aid the development of 

theory.  Memo-writing helps the researcher to jot down hunches, musings, and 

reflections following the re-reading of an interview, for example, and to develop 

concepts and categories as analysis continues.   

 

In contrast to other research approaches, grounded theorists often delay a literature 

review until later in a research project to try to minimise the imposition of pre-

existing concepts on the data that is being collected and analysed.   

 

Since its inception, grounded theory has undergone a number of revisions.  It has 

been suggested that there are as many iterations of grounded theory as there are 

grounded theorists (Dey, 1999).  However, the three mostly commonly cited 

versions of grounded theory are: (1) classical grounded theory, (2) Straussian 

grounded theory, and (3) constructivist grounded theory (Kenny & Fourie, 2015; 

Weed, 2017). 
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Classical grounded theory as articulated by Glaser (1992) is based on the original 

version of the methodology outlined by Glaser and Strauss (1967) in their seminal 

text ‘Discovering Grounded Theory’.  Later, both sociologists had a disagreement 

over how grounded theory should be practiced resulting in Glaser and Strauss ending 

their collaboration and both popularising their own respective versions of the 

methodology.   

 

Classical grounded theory is based on a realist ontology and a positivist-objectivist 

epistemology which are captured in Glaser’s (1992) view that theories are there to be 

‘discovered’ rather than constructed.  Researchers are encouraged to the enter the 

field and begin collecting data, holding off on forming specific research questions 

and instead letting the data speak for themselves.  Classical grounded theory also 

advocates postponing a literature review until an emergent theory has been found.  

Theories that are discovered in substantive areas are said to be generalisable and 

objective, as well as being useful for testing hypotheses using quantitative methods. 

 

Straussian grounded theory, on the other hand, is based on the work of Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) and later Corbin and Strauss (2008).  This version of grounded theory 

differs from the classical version in several ways, but specifically in the way data are 

analysed.  Strauss and Corbin (1990) introduced a new way of coding data in a step-

by-step fashion and provided stricter guidelines to researchers on how this should be 

done.  The use of this preconceived coding framework is not supported by Glaser 

(1992) who argues that it introduces unhelpful rigidity into the analytic process and 

adds a deductive element to grounded theory, rather than it remaining inductive as 

originally proposed.  Furthermore, Straussian grounded theory also challenges the 
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concept of a value-free researcher, instead suggesting that the research process is 

value-laden and that meanings are imposed on to the data which are difficult to 

eliminate.  They do, however, encourage researcher reflexivity that is not articulated 

in the original version.  In Straussian grounded theory, literature reviews take place 

before, during, and after data analysis.  Although classical grounded theory and its 

Straussian variant share a realist ontological stance, the latter approach assumes a 

post-positivist epistemology (Weed, 2017).   

 

More recently, Charmaz (2001, 2003) has proposed a new version of grounded 

theory that is underpinned by a constructivist philosophy, challenging Glaser's 

(1992) view that theory emerges from the data and is there waiting to be 

‘discovered’.  Instead, Charmaz (2006) argues that theory not only emerges from the 

data, but that the researcher actively ‘constructs’ it through their interactions with 

participants and that data itself.  The researcher “creates explication, organisation 

and presentation of the data rather than discovering order within the data.  The 

discovery process consists of discovering the ideas the researcher has about the data 

after interacting with it” (Charmaz, 1990, p. 1169).  Constructivist grounded theory 

also challenges the proscriptive form of coding advocated in Straussian grounded 

theory.  Charmaz (2006) argues that coding needs to remain flexible so that 

researchers can have an “imaginative engagement with the data” (p. 168).   

 

Constructivist grounded theory is closely associated with pragmatism and symbolic 

interactionism which are concerned with how language and symbols are used to form 

and shape meanings and actions (Charmaz, 2006).  Ontologically, constructivist 

grounded theory adopts a relativist stance and a constructivist-interpretivist 
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epistemology (Weed, 2017).  Constructivist grounded theory, therefore, 

acknowledges that there are multiple realities rather than a single, objective reality.  

The outcome of data analysis is a constructed theory that represents only one version 

of ‘truth’ from a possibility of many.  Moreover, as constructivism is said to be 

underpinned by subjectivism (Willig, 2008), constructivist grounded theories 

appreciate that knowledge is not value-free, rather it is filtered “through the lenses of 

language, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 21).  

Constructed grounded theories, therefore, are coloured by the researcher’s own belief 

systems, identity and values.  Consequently, Charmaz (2006) underscores the 

importance of reflexivity throughout the research process.   

 

Like Straussian grounded theory, constructivist grounded theory asserts that it is 

difficult for a researcher to study a substantive area without having some a priori 

knowledge of it.  Whereas classical grounded theorists advocate delaying a literature 

review before collecting data, constructivists use the extant literature to determine 

what is already known in a substantive area (Hernandez & Andrews, 2012), however 

Charmaz (2006) encourages researcher reflexivity and argues that concepts must 

“earn their way into the analysis” (p. 525).  She advocates that the outcome of a 

research project should be to construct grounded theories that retain the ‘voice’ of 

participants throughout the narrative (Charmaz, 2001); in essence, a constructivist 

grounded theory is more about providing an interpretive understanding of 

participants’ stories rather than a predictive or explanatory theory as advocated in the 

classical version (Kenny & Fourie, 2015).   
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Although Charmaz (2006) does not explicitly differentiate between the terms 

constructivism and constructionism in articulating her version of grounded theory, 

there is an emphasis on foregrounding the individual within social settings and the 

meanings they ascribe to a given phenomenon which is consistent with constructivist 

epistemology.   

 

3.5: Rationale for constructivist grounded theory in the present study 

 

A constructivist grounded theory methodology has been chosen because its 

ontological and epistemological positions are congruent with my own current beliefs 

about reality and knowledge claims.  Both classical and Straussian versions of 

grounded theory are methodologically problematic for me in the present study.  I 

reject Glaser's (1992) positivist stance that theory is there to be 'discovered' in the 

data.  I also reject the view that grounded theorists are objective 'observers' and that 

the researcher's values are irrelevant to data analysis.  Moreover, I do not feel 

comfortable with the rigidity and proscriptive coding framework proposed in 

Straussian grounded theory.  Instead, I am a drawn to Charmaz's (2006) view that 

coding remains flexible and creative as the researcher interacts with data.  Being 

reflexive, I believe that these preferences reflect aspects of my personality and how I 

privilege creativity in the therapy room when trying to formulate and understand my 

clients, rather than to stick to rigid prescriptions.  I also feel that I am naturally 

challenging to authority and dislike having rigid sets of rules or guidelines imposed.  

In view of this, I feel that constructivist grounded theory coding aligns naturally with 

my personality.   
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I also believe that constructivist grounded theory is aligned with the ethos and 

practice of counselling psychology.  Its relational and collaborative qualities speak to 

the relational stance of the profession (Douglas, Woolfe, Strawbridge, 2016).  It is 

concerned with subjectivity and avoiding imposing a predetermined view on 

participants' lives (King & Kitchener, 2004).  It is particularly suitable for 

researching diversity and difference whilst integrating a critical approach to the 

process (Fassinger, 2005), and it emphasises reflexivity at all stages in the process 

which is consistent with being a reflective practitioner (Woolfe et al., 2016).    

 

3.6: Researcher Reflexivity 

 

Reflexivity has been defined as “the process of a continual internal dialogue and 

critical self-evaluation of a researcher’s positionality as well as active 

acknowledgement and explicit recognition that this position may affect the research 

process and outcome (Berger, 2013: p. 220).  In chapter 1, I outlined some of the 

factors that have led me to my choice of topic in this thesis.  There I considered how 

my background, upbringing, personal identifications, and experiences have shaped 

my interest in topic.  In this section I wish to consider the role of reflexivity in my 

methodology, before going on to describe the method that was used in this study. 

 

Glaser (1992) suggests that researchers should approach a substantive area from a 

place of unknowing, in other words, like a tabula rasa, in order to eliminate 

preconceived ideas about it.  However, I agree with Charmaz (2014) who argues that 

it is very difficult, if not impossible, to conduct value-free research, and not to bring 

to it our own biases, prejudices, and preconceptions.  Moreover, as this study 
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required ethical approval by my university, it was necessary to prepare and submit a 

research proposal that gave an outline of the topic and a review of the literature.  

This meant that before I had gone out to collect any data, I was aware of some of the 

issues relevant to Chinese gay men from studies conducted in other parts of the 

world.  Moreover, I interact with lots of Chinese (gay) people and have had both 

friendships and relationships with other Chinese gay men prior to undertaking this 

research.  I was therefore aware of some of the issues relevant to this population 

before I had started collecting data.  Constructivist grounded theory is pragmatic 

about review boards and pre-existing knowledge of the literature and experiences.  

Charmaz (2014) advocates the use of ‘bracketing’ as well as engaging in an on-going 

reflexivity throughout the research process. 

 

One of the methods that I have found to be particularly helpful for engaging with 

reflexivity was keeping a research journal.  This is not the same as memo-writing 

that I described above.  The journal helped me to engage in something of a self-

dialogue as I moved through the various stages in the research process.  For example, 

in approaching this topic I kept thinking about some of the literature that I had read 

which suggested that Asian and/or Chinese men are ‘feminised’ and subjected to a 

range of cultural stereotypes that can be problematic for their psychological 

wellbeing.  With this ‘knowledge’, I kept thinking to myself “I must make sure that 

this is highlighted in my analysis” and “this would be a great finding because then I 

could really sell this topic as being relevant to counselling psychology”.  I had these 

thoughts before I had even conducted one interview!  It is precisely these kinds of 

preconceptions that Glaser (1992) and to some extent Strauss and Corbin (1990) 

caution against.  And whilst it is easy to acknowledge the need to be reflexive 
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throughout the process, to ‘bracket’ my existing knowledge, and to remain and open 

as possible, I found this very difficult to do in practice.  Time-after-time I got 

‘tricked’ and ‘lured’ by my preconceptions.  For example, I would notice myself 

asking ‘certain’ questions in interviews.  Another time I became aware of feeling 

‘disappointed’ when one interviewee challenged my preconceptions by telling me 

that overall, he had a great life here in the UK despite encountering some difficult 

challenges.  “No!”, I thought in my head, “this is not what you are supposed to say.  

This is going to ruin my results”.  It is these kinds of reactions that I journaled about.  

In this sense, I feel that Charmaz (2006) is overly optimistic about encouraging the 

‘bracketing’ of pre-existing knowledge.  Bracketing that knowledge is ideal, but she 

does not provide explicit guidelines for how to achieve this.  There is also issue with 

being consciously aware of one’s own biases, but I would argue that many of our 

biases are unconscious and therefore not readily available to scrutiny or bracketing.   

 

Aside from journaling, I have found research supervision to be very useful for 

engaging in reflexivity.  It challenged me to justify why and what I was doing at 

various junctures in the project.  I also found it invaluable being a member of a 

grounded theory support group where I had the opportunity to exchange ideas with 

peers and talk about my emerging analysis whilst being challenged to justify the 

construction of certain codes and tentative categories. 

 

A constant tension (and concern) that I have held throughout this doctoral research 

journey has been the privilege and power that I am afforded due to being a White 

gay man.  I also live in a country that has colonised many of the regions where my 
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research participants were born.  From the outset, I was anxious about this position 

and how my background may impact on the participant-researcher relationship.   

 

On the one hand I considered myself to be somewhat of an ‘insider’, in that I too 

self-identify as gay just like my research participants.  On the other hand, I am not 

ethnically Chinese, nor do I have a Chinese nationality.  I felt that having a shared 

sexuality would offer many benefits in being able to empathise with participants’ 

experiences and/or appreciate more fully some of the dilemmas and problems 

associated with identifying in this way.  This of course is problematic because it 

assumes a shared understanding on the basis of labelling myself too as a gay man.  

Identifying as a ‘man’ does not mean that I can confidently say that I can understand 

what it means for others to identify as a man.  Similarly, having a ‘shared’ sexual 

orientation does not qualify me to understand what it means for these mean to 

identify as being gay.  Even these terms are problematic because they are the product 

of Western gay discourses that run the risk of universalising what it means to be gay.   

 

Although I do believe that a shared identification of being gay enabled me and my 

participants to approach interview topics with more ease and fluency than may have 

been possible if I were an ‘outsider’ with little knowledge of the topic, I tried to 

remain mindful of making assumptions and jumping to conclusions when listening to 

participants’ narratives.  I also found it helpful having some prior lived experience of 

studying and working in Mainland China, because it meant that participants did not 

need to explain certain cultural practices that may be less familiar to researchers who 

have not lived in China as I have. 
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I did, however, remain concerned about my positionality and how that could limit 

how much a participant was willing to share with me.  I did encourage them to be as 

open and honest as possible, and to articulate what they were thinking and feeling.  I 

wondered about the positionality of the English language and how much it enabled 

or disabled what could be spoken about.  One irony that I came to realise rather late 

into the process was that despite being conversationally fluent in Mandarin, I insisted 

that the interviews be conducted in English so that I would not misinterpret what was 

being said!  I think that this is a good example of the importance of reflexivity 

because it demonstrates show of the power imbalances between researchers and 

participants, as well as the privileging of the English language. 

 

I cannot state with certainty that the present study remains wholly benign and 

inclusive.  In line with constructivist grounded theory, there are likely to be multiple 

interpretations and readings of the transcripts and findings from the analysis.  My 

goal is not to remain value-free or pretend to be unbiased.  However, I hope by 

sharing these examples they demonstrate my continual engagement with reflexivity 

throughout this thesis.  Further references to this will be made in subsequent 

chapters.  

 

3.7: Addressing Issues of Quality and Methodological Rigour 

 

A number of conceptual frameworks have been proposed in relation to issues of 

quality and methodological rigour in qualitative studies (e.g. Morrow, 2005; Patton, 

2002; Yardley, 2002).  A more recent conceptualisation by Tracy (2010) outlines 

eight criteria for addressing quality standards as summarised in Table 1.  What I 
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particularly like about this framework is its sincerity in offering best practice 

guidelines that can be used by researchers from a range of qualitative traditions.  

Moreover, the eight criteria are not proscriptive, but flexible guidelines that can be 

drawn on to remain faithful to the ethics and rigour expected in doctoral research 

projects.  

 

 

Table 1: Eight “Big-Tent” Criteria for Excellent Qualitative Research based on Tracy (2010). 

Criteria for quality 

(end goal) 

Various means, practices, and methods through which to achieve 

Worthy topic The topic of the research is: 

• Relevant 

• Timely 

• Significant 

• Interesting 

Rich rigour The study uses sufficient, abundant, appropriate, and complex 

• Theoretical constructs 

• Data and time in the field 

• Sample(s) 

• Context(s) 

• Data collection and analysis processes 

Sincerity The study is characterised by 

• Self-reflexivity about subjective values, biases, and 

inclinations of the researcher(s) 

• Transparency about the methods and challenges 

Credibility The research is marked by 

• Thick description, concrete detail, explication of tacit 

(nontextual) knowledge, and showing rather than telling 

• Triangulation or crystallization 

• Multivocality 

• Member reflections 

Resonance The research influences, affects, or moves particular readers or a 

variety of audiences through 

• Aesthetic, evocative representation 

• Naturalistic generalizations 

• Transferable findings 

Significant contribution The research provides a significant contribution 

• Conceptually/theoretically 

• Practically 

• Morally 

• Methodologically 

• Heuristically 
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Ethical The research considers 

• Procedural ethics (such as human subjects) 

• Situational and culturally specific ethics 

• Relational ethics 

• Exiting ethics (leaving the scene and sharing the research) 

Meaningful coherence The study 

• Achieves what it purports to be about 

• Uses methods and procedures that fit its stated goals 

• Meaningfully interconnects literature, research questions/foci, 

findings, and interpretations with each other 

 

 

I now will briefly address these proposed standards with reference to my own thesis: 

 

• Criterion 1: Worthy topic.  In chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis I have 

articulated why I consider this topic to be worthy of investigation and I do 

not wish to repeat this here.  Suffice to say that it is a novel topic that has yet 

to receive sufficient consideration in the counselling psychology literature. 

• Criterion 2: Rich rigor.  In this chapter, I have attempted to demonstrate 

due diligence to how I have approached this project, justifying decisions and 

discussing my own philosophical assumptions and positionings.  I provided 

examples of how I have gone about coding my data and the procedures that 

was used in the study. 

• Criterion 3: Sincerity.  Through all the chapters in this thesis, I have 

attempted to be as honest and transparent as possible about my biases, 

motivations, decisions, feelings, and responses to this doctoral process.  I 

hope this self-reflection speaks to my sincerity in my research aims. 

• Criterion 4: Credibility.  I have attempted to produce a credible thesis that 

has used in-depth interviews of considerable duration to produce rich, thick, 

data that speaks to the main concerns of my participants.  Time limits were 
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not imposed on the interviews.  Moreover, I invited participants to read their 

interview transcripts and to make adjustments or additions were necessary.  

Many of the participants in the study did not have English as their first 

language.  Therefore, I felt it important to encourage ‘member checking’ to 

ensure I had captured their words in the ways they had intended. 

• Criterion 5: Resonance.  Through my decision to include extended extracts 

in the findings chapter of this thesis, I hope the reader will be able to 

empathise and connect with the lived experiences of my participants.  The 

findings are intended to resonate with counselling psychologists who 

appreciate the socio-political contexts of how race/ethnicity and sexuality 

intersect.   

• Criterion 6: Significant contribution.  It is my aim and hope that this study 

does extend knowledge regarding the population that I have chosen to focus 

on.  From the data I have collected, I am keen to write one or more 

publications to disseminate findings as wide as possible. 

• Criterion 7 – Ethics.  As with my clinical practice, I give primacy to the 

ethics of this research study which I hope is reflected throughout the 

chapters. 

• Criterion 8 – Meaningful coherence.  Throughout this thesis I have set out to 

justify my reasoning and choices in my endeavour to fulfil the aims of the 

study.   

 

The remainder of this chapter will account for the methods that have been used in 

this study.   
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3.8: Method 

 

3.8.1: Ethical Considerations 

This study was conducted in line with the ethical framework set out by the British 

Psychological Society’s Code of Ethics (2018).  Ethical approval was sought and 

gained prior to collecting data from the University of Roehampton’s Research 

Committee (Appendix 1).  All participants were recruited on a voluntary basis and 

were briefed and informed about the purpose of the study and why they are being 

asked to participate.  No deception was used in this study at any time.  This 

information was communicated to them through a Participant Information Sheet 

(Appendix 2).  Written consent to participate was obtained using a Participant 

Consent Form (see Appendix 3). 

 

Careful consideration has been given to issues regarding privacy and confidentiality. 

The need for anonymisation is paramount in all research studies, however the 

removal of identifiable information is not enough to afford confidentiality to my 

participants.  As a distinctive population, it does not require much information about 

a person’s life history to be able to potentially identify them, especially given the 

ubiquity of information online through search engines such as Google.  In view of 

this, I have taken extra steps to maximise confidentiality and anonymity by being 

careful in the reporting of indirect identifiers such as locations, occupations, and 

specific events.  I have edited some of the demographics of participants by, for 

example, swapping around their places of birth.  I have altered slightly their ages and 

lengths of time in the UK without compromising the authenticity of the data.  Some 

other potentially identifying information has been removed or altered.   
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Tensions and dilemmas involved in the anonymisation of qualitative research are 

nothing new.  Saunders, Kitzinger, and Kitzinger (2015) consider it to be balancing 

act between maximising protection for participants’ identities whilst preserving the 

integrity of the data.  They suggest that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to this 

issue, rather anonymisation is context-specific and project-specific.   

 

I engaged with my research participants in an explicit conversation about data 

protection and anonymisation.  This involved inviting them to choose their own 

pseudonyms and to comment on how else their identities could be protected.  I also 

encouraged research participants to read their interview transcripts and to alert me to 

anything they wished to have removed or changed.  Although none chose to do, I 

believe these types of collaborative discussions regarding anonymisation is a 

commitment to upholding the ethical integrity of the research project. 

 

3.8.2: Participants 

In order to recruit participants for this study, purposive sampling was used to 

initially identify the participants who were able to elucidate their experiences of the 

topic of inquiry, i.e. the experience of being a Chinese gay man living in Britain.  

Inclusion criteria included men who self-identified as gay, as well as being ethnically 

Chinese.  Participants were invited to take part on the basis of being able to offer 

meaningful insights into the lives of UK Chinese communities.   

 

As the study progressed, theoretical sampling was used to determine who to sample 

next and what questions to ask during interviews.  The purpose of this approach is to 
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obtain data to explicate and delineate the dimensions that pertain to the development 

of a conceptual description of how participants resolve or respond to their main 

concerns and is a characteristic of grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2014). 

 

Sample size in a grounded theory study is not predetermined and will depend on 

when theoretical saturation is achieved.  However, McLeod (2001) suggests that 

fewer than eight participants is unlikely to include enough variety to observe social 

processes, whereas more than 20 is an unmanageable amount of data for theory 

generation.  Therefore, this study aimed to include a number of participants within 

this range.   

 

Initial expressions of interest in the study were made by eleven individuals.  

However, not all of them went on to participate.  One individual did not wish to 

participate after reading through the Participant Information Sheet.  He did not wish 

to explain his decision, although I did invite feedback to check out whether I needed 

to amend my recruitment strategy.  One did not respond to follow-up email prompts 

after expressing an interest in taking part.  Two of the participants responded and 

said that because they identified their ethnicity as ‘Taiwanese’ and not ‘Chinese’, 

they did not feel they could contribute to the study. This reflects some of the identity 

politics in China-Taiwan relations that I mentioned in chapter 2.  I wish to refer to 

this issue in the discussion section of my thesis, and to reflect on what I have learnt 

through this experience as it relates to participant recruitment. 

 

In total, eight participants agreed to take part.  Table 2 provides demographic 

information for each participant.  In order protect confidentiality and preserve 
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anonymity, pseudonyms have been used.   Similarly, locations and other identifiable 

information were altered slightly to maintain confidentiality as mentioned in section 

3.8.1 above.   

 

Table 2 shows that participants ages ranged from 26 years – 58 years old.  They were 

born in a variety of East Asian countries, and there was a considerable difference 

between their length of stay in the UK ranging from 5 years to 44 years.  The 

participants live in a range of major UK cities.  The defined their ethnicities in 

various ways.  Interview length varied between 1-2.20 hours. 

 

 

 

Table 2: Participant Demographics 
 

Pseudonym Age 
Country of 

Birth 
Ethnicity Time in UK 

Interview 

Length 

Simon 26 China Chinese 9 years 2hrs 20mins 

Li 36 Malaysia Oriental 13 years 1hr 42mins 

Kelvin 38 Singapore 
Singaporean-

Chinese 
7 years 1hr 6mins 

Wei 58 Singapore Eurasian 44 years 1hr 50mins 

Tony 57 Singapore Chinese 36 years 1hr 19mins 

Jun Kai 31 Malaysia Asian 7 years 1hr 53mins 

Danny 36 Malaysia 
Malaysian-

Chinese 
9 years 1hr 2mins 

Chong 32 Hong Kong Chinese 5 years 1hr 17mins 
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3.8.3: Materials 

3.8.3.1 - Recruitment Poster:  A poster advertisement (Appendix 4) was produced 

and distributed to various Chinese community groups and services.  Several of these 

organisations were able to distribute this via an email newsletter or on social media 

which helped reach participants not currently living in London.   

 

3.8.3.1 – Participant Information Sheet:  A Participant Information Sheet 

(Appendix 2) was produced outlining the purpose and nature of the study to help 

those expressing interest to make an informed decision about whether or not to take 

part.  This document outlined the aims of the project, the type of data being 

collected, information about the interviews, my commitment to confidentiality, how 

data would be used, and the potential risks and benefits of taking part.  It also 

expressed clearly the participant’s right to withdraw from the study at any time.   

 

3.8.3.3 - Participant Consent Form:  A Participant Consent Form (Appendix 3) 

was provided and discussed with participants prior to interview to obtain informed 

consent.    

 

3.8.3.4 – Interview Guide:  Consistent with Charmaz's (2006, 2014) approach, an 

Interview Guide (Appendix 5) was drawn up to help me conduct semi-structured 

interviews with participants.  Rather than acting as a rigid set of questions that need 

to be asked in succession, this guide was used as a flexible tool to enable me to select 

questions that would elicit participant's views, concerns, and experiences in a non-

judgemental and empathic manner.  My goal was to explore rather than interrogate.  
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Moreover, by preparing an interview guide prior to collecting data, it encouraged me 

to be reflexive and challenge my assumptions, interests, and use of language.   

 

The interview guide consists of initial open-ended questions to help the participants' 

stories to emerge, for example “what has made you decide to participate in this 

study?” and “can you tell me about what has brought you to live in the UK?”  

'Intermediate questions' are used to invite detailed discussion of the topic (Charmaz, 

2006).  Examples include “how would you describe your sexual orientation?” and 

“what messages were given to you about sex/sexuality in your 

culture/family/community?”.  ‘Ending questions' are then used to summarise the 

material and bring the interview to a close.  Examples include “is there anything that 

you might not have thought about before that occurred to you during this interview?” 

and “is there anything else that we haven’t talked about today which you think is 

important for me to know?”.   

 

The questions in the interview guide were included as examples of the kinds of 

questions that may be asked rather than an itemised list of exactly what will be 

asked.  This was to ensure that interviews were kept informal and conversational.   

 

3.8.3.5:  Debrief Letter:  Participants’ physical and emotional wellbeing was of 

paramount importance throughout this study.  It was not anticipated that the nature of 

the research was likely to cause distress to any of the men who took part.  However, 

since the topic of investigation concerns human sexuality, and the interview involved 

discussion of topics such as romantic and/or sexual relationships, sex, sexual health, 
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etc., I was mindful of the ways in which these discussions could make participants 

feel uncomfortable or uneasy, increasing the potential risk of distress.   

 

A Debrief Letter (Appendix 6) was provided to each participant at the end of the 

interview.  This letter thanked the participant for taking part and contained a list of 

relevant support services that they could contact in the event of feeling upset or 

distressed following interview.  This document also provided the contact details of 

my Director of Studies, as well as the Head of Department at the School of 

Psychology should participants be concerned about any aspect of the research 

process.   

 

3.8.3.6 – Recording device:  A digital recording device was used to tape interviews.  

Interviews were transferred onto a computer, erased from the recording device and 

the audio files stored securely on a personal computer and used for the purpose of 

transcribing only. 

 

3.8.3.7 – Reflexive Journal and Memo File:  Shortly after identifying my research 

topic for investigation, I was encouraged by my tutors to keep a reflexive research 

journal to log my thoughts, feelings, impressions, ideas, and other musings 

throughout the research process.  I also kept a separate file of memos that were made 

immediately after each interview, and to capture a chronological account of coding, 

category descriptions, data comparisons, and the identification of unanswered 

questions to be pursued in subsequent interviews.   
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3.8.4: Procedure 

When an expression of interest was received by email, I responded to each potential 

participant by email to check they matched the inclusion criteria for the study.  

Having confirmed that they self-identified as an ethnic Chinse gay male, over the age 

of 18 years, and currently residing the UK, I forwarded a copy of the Participant 

Information Sheet and Participant Consent Form.  My email encouraged the recipient 

to take their time to read through this information and to discuss it with a friend or 

loved one before deciding to participate.   

 

Following a decision to participate, an interview meeting was agreed at a time, date, 

and location that felt most comfortable for each participant.  Five interviews were 

conducted in-person in a quiet, private counselling room that I was given access to.  

Three of the participants expressed a preference to be interviewed anonymously by 

Skype.   

 

Before commencing the interview, I took the time to read through the Participant 

Information Sheet with each participant, highlighting that they could withdraw from 

the study at any time.  I also told them that if during the interviews, I should ask any 

questions that they didn’t feel comfortable to answer, that it was okay to not to 

answer.  I invited each participant to ask any questions about the study.  None of the 

participants expressed any concerns, but most asked what had prompted me to 

choose this topic of investigation.  This provided what I now consider to be have 

been a helpful ‘icebreaker’ to the interview ahead by explaining my interest in Asian 

languages and cultures, as well as sharing some information about my experiences of 

having lived and worked in China.   
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Having ascertained that the participant was happy to proceed with being interviewed, 

I asked them to read and sign the Participant Consent Form.  For those interviews 

conducted online, this was completed by email.  Some of the participants were not 

comfortable using their real names on the Participant Consent Form and requested 

that they use a pseudonym.  This was agreed. 

 

I used the Interview Guide to structure the beginning of each interview.  A series of 

initial opening questions, followed by ‘intermediate questions’ (Charmaz, 2006), and 

‘ending questions’ were asked.  The interview guide was used flexibility and in 

response to participants’ experiences.   

 

All interviews were audio recorded.  After each interview had ended, participants 

were provided with a Debrief Letter and I thanked them for their time.  I then 

transferred the audio file from the digital recorder to a password protected computer.  

The digital recorder was then erased to maintain confidentiality.  Using my reflexive 

journal, I jotted down initial impressions of the interview, and my reactions to what 

had been shared with me.  Interviews were later transcribed to aid data analysis.   

 

3.8.5: Data Analysis 

Constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006) provides systematic, yet flexible 

guidelines for gathering, analysing, and conceptualising qualitative data to construct 

theory.  The following descriptions outline how I went about data analysis consistent 

with this approach.   
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3.8.5.1 – Immersing self in the data:  Charmaz (2006) encourages researchers to 

become ‘immersed’ in their data by listening back to each interview or re-reading 

transcripts several times to elicit familiarity and gain insight into participants’ tone 

and choice of wording.  I used my journal and memo file to note anything of interest 

with each subsequent re-listening and re-reading, before moving on to coding the 

data.   

 

3.8.5.2 – Analytic Process:  Figure 1 below is an illustrative example of how I set 

about the analytic process.  Grounded theory studies involve cycles of data 

collection, coding, memo-writing, and theory building through the emergence of 

categories in the data.  After completing each interview, these were transcribed, and 

my initial impressions and thoughts were memoed.  The first step in my analysis 

consisted of initial line-by-line coding of the interview transcript. 

 

 

 
Figure 1: Diagrammatical overview of how I approached data analysis   

 

 

3.8.5.3:  Initial line-by-line coding:  Transcripts were read and re-read line-by-line 

to define incidents and events in the data, whilst keeping the research questions in 
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mind.  Line-by-line coding helped me to become very familiar with the data and 

create meaningful labels that reflected what was being constructed in each transcript.  

In order to help me stay as close to the data as possible without imposing my own 

preconceived ideas on it, I followed suggestions by Charmaz (2006; p.47) in 

reflecting on the following questions 

 

• What is the data a study of? 

• What does the data suggest?  

• From whose point of view is it suggested? 

• What theoretical category does this specific datum indicate? 

• What process is at issue here?  How can I define it? 

• Under which conditions does this process develop? 

• How does the research participant(s) think, feel, act while involved in this 

process? 

• When, why, and how does the process change? 

• What are the consequences of this process? 

 

Keeping these questions in mind helped me to bracket my own preconceptions of the 

data, whilst keeping focused on the intentions of the participant at that given 

moment.   

 

Line-by-line coding results in a vast number of codes that felt overwhelming at 

times.  Often I found myself getting lost in my analysis.  However, both memoing 

and holding my research aims in mind helped me to keep an analytic focus.  The 
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constructed codes were compared with each other, and with subsequent codes to 

look for similarities and differences, and to begin forming links between them. 

 

An example of line-by-line coding from one of my interviews is provided in Table 3 

below.  An extended example is given in Appendix 7. 

  



82 

 

Table 3: An example of line-by-line coding from a participant interview.  Codes in quotations are in-

vivo codes. 

Transcript Line-by-Line Coding 

Researcher: 

At that time, were you aware of 

any particular feelings you had 

about yourself, and how you felt 

about being a gay person? 

 

Participant: 

Um, I probably felt that it was 

something very private, and 

something that I wasn’t sure 

whether I can tell anyone about 

it.  It’s a deep secret that I 

kept to myself for a long time.  

Also, in, I guess, in, the local 

media, it is lots of negative 

portrayal of it, so I probably 

internalised lots of negative 

aspects of it then.   

 

judging sexuality as being 

“very private” 

feeling uncertain about 

disclosure 

“a deep secret” 

concealing identity 

 

“local media” 

encountering homonegativity 

internalising homophobia 

 

 

3.8.5.4 – Focused coding:  The second major phase of analysis in constructivist 

grounded theory is the process of focused coding (Charmaz, 2006).  This involved 

me selecting the most significant and frequent initial codes to synthesise and sort the 

large amount of fragmented data referred to earlier.  Focused coding allowed me to 

explore and decide which codes best captured what I was seeing in the data.  This 

required a continuous attention to researcher reflexivity as discussed earlier.  

Charmaz (2014) argues that at this stage of the analysis, researchers need to be 

mindful of their preconceptions to avoid ‘forcing’ the data.  The use of memoing was 

again important at this stage of the analysis as was my reflexive journal to ‘self-

supervise’ how I was justifying the constructions of these codes.  Constant 

comparison was used to look for similarities and differences between these focused 

codes.  An example of transforming initial line-by-line coding into tentative focused 

codes is provided in Table 4 below.  An extended extract of focused coding is 

included in Appendix 8. 
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Table 4: An example of transforming initial codes in focused codes.  Codes in quotations are in-vivo 

codes. 

Initial codes Focused codes 

Interview 1: 

• hiding sexuality 

• pretending to be straight 

• “avoiding other gays” 

 

}  struggling to come out 

Interview 2: 

• seeking help 

• turning to Buddhism 

• labelling friends as “life-savers” 

 

}  needing support 

Interview 3: 

• “you’re not my type” 

• feeling left out 

• “no place for Asians” 

 

}  “no place for Asians” 

 

 

Constant comparisons were used to compare focused codes with codes, again 

looking for similarities and differences.  These comparisons enabled me to raise the 

focused codes into tentative categories and to begin to make analytic links between 

them.  An example of raising focused codes into tentative categories is outlined in 

Table 5 below.   

 

Table 5: An example of raising focused codes into tentative categories.   

Focused codes from 

Interview 1 

Focused codes from 

Interview 2 

Focused codes from 

Interview 3 

Tentative Categories 

passing as straight dating girls to avoid 

detection 

“gay online and 

straight offline” 

living a double life 

barriers to dating “rice queens and 

potato queens” 

“Asians aren’t the 

preferred type” 

“instant attractions 

and instant rejections” 

“this is who I am” culture in my DNA being a good son keep calm and carry 

on being Chinese 

finding myself needing support turning to the 

professionals 

trying to work things 

out 
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3.8.5.5 – Memo-writing:  Strauss and Corbin (1990) and Glaser (1992) view memo-

writing as an important element of data analysis in order to conceptualise categories 

and assist with theory development.  Throughout the research process, I wrote 

memos after conducting interviews to record my initial impressions and anything 

that particularly stood out.  I also engaged in memo-writing after transcribing my 

interviews; transcription was a slow, labour-intensive process that took many hours 

and sometimes even days.  However, the slow pace of transcription often made me 

see things in my data that I hadn’t noticed during the actual interview, e.g. a 

particular concept that was used, or a metaphor, or an idea.  I created memos for 

these.  After doing some initial coding, I used memo-writing to reflect on the codes I 

had constructed from my data.  Musings, hunches, questions, and general 

impressions were recorded.  As my analysis progressed, I used memos to identify 

and elaborate tentative categories and identify relationships between these 

categories.  Rather than acting as an aide-memoir, memo-writing and their content 

form part of the data analysis and the final constructed grounded theory.  Appendix 9 

contains an example memo from my analysis.    

 

3.8.5.6 – Theoretical sampling:  As noted previously, theoretical sampling is a 

distinctive feature in grounded theory studies.  As coding and memo-writing 

progressed, my data began to take a certain shape which.  Further sampling of 

incidents, events, or activities were required to refine my conceptual categories.  

This involved me seeking out new participants who may be able to shed further light 

on my tentative categories.  
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3.8.5.6 – Saturation:  Saturation is a concept in grounded theory that refers to 

theoretical categories that have become saturated with data (Charmaz, 2014), that is, 

no new patterns, insights or properties emerge.  Data gathering stops when categories 

have been sufficiently developed and where further analysis yields little conceptual 

value to the emerging theory.    Charmaz (ibid.) also cautions against the premature 

stopping of data collection and analysis but acknowledges that this sometimes may 

need to be done for practical reasons such as difficulties in recruiting further 

participants or because of time constraints.   

 

I stopped gathering more data when I felt reasonably confident that my categories 

had been sufficiently developed, and when I was no longer noticing new patterns 

over and over again.  The use of reflexivity was important in making these decisions.  

I also had to balance time restrictions and the feasibility of recruiting more 

participants, conducting interviews, transcribing, and analysing the data.  For these 

reasons, I remain open to the possibility that my theoretical categories could be 

developed further by conducting more research and refining the grounded theory.  

However, borrowing the concept of sufficiency from Dey (1999), I believe that I 

have collected enough data and analysed it using the constant comparative method to 

be confident that my theoretical categories are sufficient even if they are not fully 

saturated as recommended in grounded theory canons.   
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 

The findings from my research are reported in this chapter across two sections.  I 

begin by introducing the men who have shared their stories with me.  I will then 

present my constructivist grounded theory.  Interview excerpts will be used to help 

the reader connect with participants’ experiences and to gain a deeper understanding 

of the processes being explored.  My findings will then be discussed in further detail 

with reference to the research literature in the proceeding chapter.   

 

4.1: Introducing the participants 

 

In this section, I wish to provide the reader with some background information and 

demographics on each of the eight men who shared their stories with me.  To 

maximise confidentiality and respect privacy, pseudonyms have been used 

throughout this thesis.  Other potentially identifying information has been changed 

slightly or removed without losing the authenticity of the storyline that runs 

throughout participants’ narratives.   

 

All the men in this study self-identified as ethnoculturally Chinese although they 

were born in different parts of the Asian continent including China, Hong Kong, 

Malaysia, and Singapore.  There was significant variation in how participants 

preferred to label their ethnicity; whilst some identified as “Chinese”, others 

preferred the term “Asian”.  Classifiers were favoured by some men, such as 

“Malaysian-Chinese” and “Chinese-Singaporean”.  One participant used the label 

“Oriental”, and another “Eurasian”.  In terms of gender and sexual identities, all 
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participants identified as cig-gender and gay.  There was a wide range of ages 

represented in the sample, between 28-years and 58-years old.  Accordingly, 

participants have lived in the UK for varying lengths of time in a range between 5 

years and 44 years.  At the time of interview, all the men were employed and were 

educated to at least undergraduate level.     

 

4.1.1: Migration Motivations 

Five of the eight men I interviewed explained that their primary motivations for 

migrating to the UK were for education.  The remaining three participants decided to 

migrate after becoming disillusioned by their work in Asia and had the opportunity 

to take a ‘gap year’ abroad.  Participants embarked on their migration journey as 

adults, except for two who came as teenagers.  None of the men cited their sexuality 

as a primary motivator for migrating to the UK.  However, for all participants, 

having a gay sexual orientation was cited as the main reason for wanting to stay.  

This is based on the perception that the UK is an outward-thinking liberal country 

which affords legal protection to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) people.  

There was a strong sense that participants would be able to live more ‘freely’ in the 

UK as gay men compared to their country of origin.   

 

4.1.2: Pre-migration 

Despite originating from several different Asian countries, participants described 

some common pre-migration experiences that are noteworthy.  All the men stated 

that they had been aware of being “different” from an early age, generally before 

puberty, but did not necessarily self-identify as gay initially.  This realisation and 

self-understanding emerged later as the men transitioned into adolescence and 



88 

 

became increasingly aware of feeling same-sex attractions in contrast to their peers 

who were expressing interest in females.  A developing gay sexual identity produced 

a mixture of feelings, namely confusion, excitement, and fear.  They noted an 

invisibility of homosexuality in their respective communities and cultures more 

generally.  They did all report, however, that they had been exposed to 

homonegativity, most commonly through negative depictions of homosexuality in 

the media, homophobic attitudes from family and peers, anti-gay laws, and through 

some religious teachings.  Concurrently, the men resonated with the emphasis placed 

on the centrality of the family unit within Chinese societies, and what was/is 

expected of them as men, namely, to obey their parents, study hard, find a good job, 

marry and produce offspring, and take care of their elders.  None of the participants 

had same-sex relationships as teenagers.  Instead, the men used either books, 

magazines and/or the internet to learn more about homosexuality.  This included the 

use of gay pornography to explore sexual interests and desires.  Six of the eight men 

did not experience a gay relationship until they left their country of origin; for the 

two that did, it wasn’t until they were at university that this had occurred.  None of 

the participants perceived themselves to have developed any mental health 

difficulties or psychological distress as children or adolescents.   

 

4.1.3: Post-migration 

After initially arriving in the UK, participants described a process of adjustment to 

their new environments.  There was a common threat among men’s narratives that 

this period was both exciting and challenging; it was an opportunity to explore a 

“new world” and to have “new experiences” but was also represented a period of 

uncertainty.  Participants voiced some common challenges such as finances, finding 
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work, navigating the bureaucracy of the immigration system, trying to make friends, 

adjusting to UK culture and its way of doing things, and dealing with uncertainty 

over their futures, that is being unsure if they would be allowed to stay or have to 

return to their birth countries.  Despite being commonplace, these themes did not 

emerge from my analysis as the main concerns of Chinese gay men in the UK.  

Those main concerns are articulated in the following section.   

 

4.2: Overview of my constructivist grounded theory 

 

My analysis of the eight interviews resulted in the co-construction of a grounded 

theory which explains the main concerns of participants and how they respond to and 

process those concerns.  It proposes that the participants' two biggest challenges are 

in regard to the disclosing of a gay sexual orientation (category 1: struggling to 

come out) and feeling rejected by other gay men (category 2: ‘being’ left out).  

Chinese men struggle to come out to family and work colleagues in fear of being 

rejected or damaging their career prospects.  Participation in gay community events 

and the dating arena is challenging due to sexual racism and sexual objectification.  

There is an overall sense of being invisible throughout society generally.  Men use a 

range of strategies at their disposal for responding to these challenges, including the 

use of counselling (category 3: working things out).  A core category of "making 

the best of both worlds" represents the continual process by which men integrate 

the benefits of two or more seemingly opposed alternatives, whilst navigating a 

whole host of psychosocial obstacles within a complex power structure, in order to 

be successful in their personal and professional lives.  Figure 2 provides a 

diagrammatical representation of my grounded theory.   
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Figure 2: Constructivist Grounded Theory – “Making the best of both worlds” 

 

 

I will now present each of the three major categories and use extensive interview 

extracts to provide the narratives of participants in their own words.  Then I will 

present the core category ‘making the best of both worlds’ before moving on to 

discuss my findings in the proceeding chapter. 

 

4.3: Category 1 – Struggling to come out 

 

Struggling to come out was the first main theme to emerge from my analysis.  It 

represents one of the main concerns of the men in my study.  They talked 

specifically about the challenges of disclosing a gay sexual orientation across two 

important life domains, family and work.  Barriers to coming out centred around a 

pervasive fear that disclosing a gay sexual identity would have negative 

 

Category 1: 

Struggling to come out 

Subcategories: 

Keeping the parents out of the closet – 

protecting the family; 

Protecting work 

Category 2: 

‘Being’ left out 

Subcategories: 

Instant rejections – ‘no femmes, no 

Asians, no Blacks, no fatties; 

Instant attractions – ‘yellow fever’: 

Things are not so black and white 

Category 3: 

Working things out 

Subcategories: 

Living a double life; 

Counselling: 

Informal support: 

Keep calm and carry on being Chinese 

“MAKING THE BEST 

OF BOTH WORLDS” 

(Core Category) 

Life in the UK Life in Country of Birth 
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consequences for one's parents, whereas in workplace settings their primary fears 

related to stigma and job security.   

 

This category began to emerge after a series of initial codes were compiled from my 

first two interviews with participants Simon and Li.  Using the constant comparative 

method to look for similarities and differences between their interviews, I began to 

notice recurring patterns in the data.  I thought about what these codes implied.  I 

also began to subsume some of these initial codes into focused codes which helped 

to direct my analytic focus.  Comparisons between the codes indicated some 

promising tentative categories.  Gathering more data in subsequent interviews helped 

me to refine the conceptual properties of these categories and identify gaps in the 

data.  Memo-writing provided space to reflect on the development of these 

categories and the potential links between them.  The category "struggling to come 

out" was constructed from a series of focused codes.  It subsumes subcategories of 

"keeping the parents out of the closet - protecting the family" and "protecting work". 

 

4.3.1: Keeping the parents out of the closet – protecting the family 

The paramountcy of the family in Chinese cultures was evident in the participants 

narratives as they talked about the tensions between being gay and their families’ 

presumptions of them being heterosexual.  Chinese gay men grow up with a strong 

sense of expectation that they will eventually get married and have children.  As Wei 

explained: 

 

I guess for my generation, usually coming from Asia, I 

think you are expected to be hetero, or at least, be, 

conventional, and get married and have a family, etc.  
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And then later: 

 

I was the eldest son, and I had to carry on the family 

line.  So I think there was that internal pressure, eh, I 

don’t think there was anything spoken to me, but I think 

it was just that cultural thing, you know, bred in to me 

culturally.   

 

These cultural messages and expectations about continuing the family bloodline are 

so ingrained that Wei hints to an almost essentialist-like quality to them in 

suggesting they are “bred” into him.  He also appears to be suggest that times may 

have changed with his comment "for my generation".  However, Simon, one of the 

youngest participants in my sample at 26 years-old also spoke about his family's 

expectations: 

 

There’s a great pressure from my family, things like ‘now 

at your age, are you not dating?  When are you going to 

get married?" 

 

This suggests that there is not only an expectation for a son to get married, but a 

particular time point for when he should be married.  This came through in Li's 

interview too: 

 

I just went home, in February for Chinese New Year, and 

it was a bit, eh, kind of, a struggle really… you know, 
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I’m not young, and all the relatives I met, the first 

question they ask is “oh where is your other half, where 

is your girl” and I thought “oh my God, please don’t ask 

again”. 

 

Although participants are concerned that coming out will be personally challenging 

for their families emotionally and psychologically, Chinese gay men are more 

worried about their coming out being socially challenging for their families.  Li, for 

example said that he would like his parents to know he gay.  However, he has 

concealed it from them because: 

 

I am concerned that they are getting old, and it might 

affect their health, and I’m just generally concerned 

about their welfare… Knowing my secret, and then, they 

need to keep it… I don’t want them to have the stress of 

choosing to keep it, or telling others… I don’t want, you 

know, the whole world to collapse on them, it could be a 

disaster basically if I were to come out.   

 

The deference shown here to Li's parents speaks to the concept of filial piety that 

was discussed in chapter 2 in his consideration of the impact that his coming out 

might have for them personally, including their health.  However, his comment also 

suggests that by choosing to conceal his sexuality, he relieves them of the 'burden' of 

having to keep his "secret", in effect, protecting them from having the dilemma of 

whether they should tell others or not.  
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As much as these men feel pressure from their parents to live up to heterosexist 

ideals embedded in Chinese cultures, the men's parents also feel pressure from their 

own parents and wider society to live up to the same values and standards.  Thus, the 

success or failures of individuals in the family also reflect the success and failures of 

the family as a whole.  Anything that could potentially cause a family to lose 'face' or 

its respect in the wider family network or community is to be avoided at all costs.  

Keeping up appearances has primacy.   

 

In deciding to conceal their sexual identity, Chinese gay men protect their families 

from the stigma that is associated with homosexuality in Chinese cultures: 

 

I can’t, I couldn’t [come out].  It would hurt them too 

much.  It would bring lots of shame on the family.  I 

don’t want to do that to them. (Chong)   

 

In Malaysia, it’s effectively a crime [being gay]… if I 

were to come out to my parents, I am telling them ‘your 

son is a criminal’...And if they wanted to speak to someone 

about it, it’s almost impossible because, it would be very 

difficult to talk about it, because you will be seen as 

‘your son is abnormal, he’s disgusting’. (Danny)   

 

The construction of homosexuality as a criminal offence in this instance cements 

Danny's desire to conceal his sexuality.  It highlights the power of the socio-political 

context, just as much as the family, on mediating how open a man can be about his 
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identity.  Danny goes on in the interview to offer an interesting take on what almost 

motivates him to stay 'closeted': 

 

There is a saying… in Chinese, ‘it’s not that we don’t 

encourage people to come out, but sometimes in this 

culture, your coming out is putting your parents in the 

closet’… So, your parents have never been in the closet, 

but then, when you come out you will be proud and 

everything, but, in the community, in the culture where 

families, you know, where collectivism is so important and 

everything, your parents will have to experience what you 

experience as a gay person in the closet, not able to tell 

anyone, so your coming out could also put your parents in 

the closet. (Danny)  

 

I find the metaphor of the closet here to be an interesting part of the analysis as it 

appears to encapsulate very clearly the dilemma that Chinese gay men have been 

articulating in their narratives.  The men struggle to come out because doing so 

would disappointment their parents.  Additionally, it then creates a dilemma for the 

family about how this "secret" should be managed.  As their parents are subjected to 

the same cultural values and heterosexist ideals, Chinese gay men do not wish to 

burden their parents with this dilemma.  Instead, choosing to remain in the closet, 

enables their families to stay out of it, maintaining family harmony and its social 

standing in the wider community. 
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Not all of men in my analysis have chosen to remain 'closeted'.  Four of the eight 

participants have come out to their families, although they have done this in varying 

ways.  Tony came out to his parents by telling them he was planning on getting 

married to a lesbian friend in order to obtain a visa to remain in the UK: 

 

They freaked out, as I didn’t ever mention girls or 

interest in getting married.  It was my way of coming out 

without actually coming out.  We never spoke about it 

again.   

 

For Kelvin, he used a more direct approach.  Although he admits to never 

experiencing any family pressures to get married, coming out was something he kept 

putting off: 

 

The actual open conversation with my mum only happened 

this year.  I wanted to tell her but it was my sister’s 

objection to it.  It was a huge issue back then before I 

moved here [to the UK].  I think the physical distance in 

some ways helped.   

 

The “physical distance” made explicit in Kelvin’s comment, and to a lesser extent in 

Tony’s comment of coming out ‘from a distance’, may suggest that they seek to 

resolve the struggle of telling their parents by relocating elsewhere.  The ‘relocation 

of the self’ then enables Chinese gay men to unburden themselves from the 

psychological work of keeping their parents out of the closet. 

 



97 

 

Rather than telling their families directly, Wei and Jun Kai, for example, initially 

introduced their partners as friends: 

 

My family kept asking me if I have a girlfriend… it wasn’t 

until, I first met my boyfriend, that I really have the 

guts to bring him home.  But I didn’t say who he is.  I 

just said he’s a good friend.  But my mum guessed it. (Jun 

Kai)     

 

When I met my partner, he was just introduced as my friend 

in the beginning… in time, she realised we were together… 

now she loves him. (Wei)   

 

Although Jun Kai and Wei did not 'officially' come out to their families, at least not 

in the in the Westernised sense of coming out, the extracts suggest an alternative way 

of coming out that resolved one of their primary concerns.   

 

4.3.2: Protecting work 

I constructed the subcategory 'protecting work' to encapsulate the dilemma that men 

wrestle with in workplace settings concerning how open they are with colleagues 

about their sexual identities.  Although none of the participants reported 

experiencing any direct forms of discrimination at work due to their sexual 

orientation, the findings suggest they have particular fears that coming out  

would cause stigma or damage to their career prospects.  'Protecting work' also 

speaks to some of the behavioural responses that men employ as a stigma 

management strategy, and to protect themselves from workplace discrimination. 
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This category emerged from my first interview in which Simon, unprompted, gave 

the following example: 

 

I felt very depressed about myself after starting work.  

I was working for [company]… people generally joke about 

gays and that kinda stuff…, I just felt it very necessary 

to hide my identity, just to protect my job security.   And 

unfortunately, as I’ve moved on in my career, they were 

getting more and more macho and I got exposure to a lot 

of homophobia talk by professional seniors, senior 

management.  Then I felt like, if, if I came out, that 

would doom my career.  

 

In his view, Simon chose to conceal his sexual identity to safeguard himself from 

being stigmatised by his colleagues and to enable him to climb the corporate ladder.  

Although he has found it to be successful in these regards, he is clear about the toll it 

has taken on his mental health, referring to being depressed after starting his job.  I 

was curious whether his use of the term "macho" implied something about the 

conditions and contexts that facilitate or hinder the degree to which men can be open 

about their sexuality at work.  I explored this thread in subsequent interviews with 

other participants.  Li explained: 

 

Sometimes in a work environment, or in a professional 

environment, I can’t, you know, um, I can’t just say I’m 

gay and you know, especially in quite a masculine 

profession, like engineering.   
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The comments from Simon and Li appear to suggest that masculinised work contexts 

are potential sites where gendered male stereotypes and hegemonies are enacted, 

thereby placing a psychological burden on Chinese gay men to manage their 

identities in a way that safeguards their jobs.  However, this does not imply that 

female or other-gendered contexts and environments are less problematic.  Wei, for 

example, suggests that even in environments that are perceived as being gay-

friendly, coming out is not so easy because of cultural messages about the potential 

implications of doing so: 

 

I wonder how much of that is influenced by experiences 

back in Singapore where there is this fear or belief that, 

if you are out, as being gay, you would not go far in your 

career progression…  Certain careers would expect you to 

be a married person with children, and your family to be 

stable somehow.   

 

Meanwhile, Chong described working in a predominately female environment here 

in the UK and finds it difficult to manage personal questions relating to his 

relationship status: 

 

Some of my colleagues say things like, um, “why are you 

not married? Why do you not have a girlfriend? Are you 

gay?”  I just tell those people “yes, I’m gay everyday” 

meaning happy.  I don’t want to confirm I am in case I run 

into problems later in my job. 
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Chong's response to his colleagues suggests an alternative strategy to concealment 

used by Li, Wei, and Simon.  His 'play on words' serves to rebut the suggestion that 

he is gay without him having to explicitly confirm nor disconfirm it.   

 

For Kelvin, he described working in an environment that has strict anti-

discrimination policies, but they have offered him little comfort in being able to be 

open about his sexuality: 

 

I planned to go to a theatre to watch a play, and the 

title of the play is called “Fucking Men”.  So when a 

colleague asked where I was going, and then asked me what 

the play is about, I chose not to say it.  I think I’m 

just feeling embarrassed about it, and maybe linking it 

to gay people may be seen to be very sexual and ‘why are 

you watching these things?’   

 

Kelvin managed this interaction by choosing to reveal only partial information about 

his after-work plans.  The sexualised title of the play and its themes were withheld in 

case it invoked a judgemental response from his colleague.  Although I didn't 

question it at the time of the interview, I wondered if Kelvin was trying to avoid 

being 'doubly-stigmatised' in this interaction, i.e. not just for being a gay man, but a 

gay man who is (potentially) very sexual.  The withholding of information in this 

instance may have served to protect him from being seen as hedonistic or 

hypersexual, stereotypes that have erroneously being associated with male 

homosexualities.   
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In contrast to other participants, Tony highlighted that it is not just the working 

environment that determines the degree of openness about being gay, but the type of 

work that one does: 

 

As a teacher, I was very aware that gay and lesbian 

teachers are often subjected to malicious allegations of 

sexual abuse and stuff like that… I kept my sexuality 

hidden.  I couldn’t handle the abuse or false allegations. 

 

This finding adds to my analysis by suggesting that the potential for stigma and 

discrimination in places of work do not just come from peers or senior managers, but 

also potentially from the people that the men work with.  For Tony, he was less 

concerned about his colleagues knowing that he is gay but feared that a pupil or the 

parent of a pupil could potentially threaten his career. 

 

4.3.3: Summary - struggling to come out 

The challenges and struggles to come out to family and at work were recurring 

themes across all eight interviews with specific references to prevailing views about 

homosexuality within Chinese cultures, as well as family expectations to get married 

or have children.  There was also a common fear about outing oneself at work in 

case this resulted in negative judgements or created an impediment in terms of career 

opportunities and progression.  ‘Struggling to come’ out reflects one of the main 

concerns of participants in this study.  In response to this concern, participants use a 

range of strategies to manage the demands of this predicament, principally keeping 

themselves in the closet to keep their families out of it. 
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4.4: Category 2: ‘Being’ left out – “no place for Asians” 

  

The second major category that I have constructed from my analysis is ‘being left 

out’ and reflects another main concern for my participants.  It conveys a double 

meaning, that of being excluded in a more general sense, but also the experience of 

having their ‘being’ or personhood left out, rejected, or overlooked as accounted for 

in the men’s stories.  This category comprises the subcategories of ‘instant rejections 

– “no femmes, no Asians, no Blacks, no fatties”’, ‘instant attractions – “yellow 

fever”’, and ‘”things are not so black and white”’.   

 

4.4.1: Instant rejections – “no femmes, no Asians, no Blacks, no fatties” 

Following their migration to the UK, participants reported that their newfound 

independence has brought with it an eagerness to explore their sexualities by making 

friends, finding partners, going to LGBQ-themed community events, and socialising 

on the commercial gay scenes in our major cities.  However, my findings suggest 

that Chinese gay men have an overall sense of feeling rejected and excluded because 

of their ethnicity by other (mainly White) gay men.  When Tony came to the UK he 

started going to events arranged by his university's gay-soc: 

 

I did, um, sort of, struggle to find a partner, or even, 

quite crudely, cop off.  Because the only sort of men that 

were interested seemed to be older White guys, which I 

wasn’t into.  Although I had a good circle of friends, I 

did feel quite lonely as well… because I would easily see 
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my friends getting partners for the night.., but I was 

struggling… 

 

[Me/Interviewer] How did you make sense of that? 

 

Well I just put it down to racism.  Or maybe not racism, 

maybe, ignorance, or, whatever you know.  I did feel quite 

unattractive in those days… I would think, mainly because 

of my ethnicity.   

 

Tony’s use of the words “cop off” suggests he found it difficult to date or meet 

casual partners because of his ethnicity.  However, even in social settings, ethnicity 

was constructed as a potential barrier for men being included.  Kelvin, for example, 

recalls attending his first LGBQ event in Britain: 

 

I felt I was the only Chinese minority gay person…I felt 

like most of them were just not quite interested in having 

conversations with me, so I think I left after a while.  

 

And for Simon: 

 

In the gay community you feel like, especially in the 

white gay community, you will suddenly feel less 

confident…Because it feels like they are not going to be 

interested in you, because you are Chinese.   
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Danny and Wei also shared their impressions that their ethnic identities shaped their 

interactions in gay bars and clubs in less than positive ways: 

 

In terms of dating, I do think that, if you are Asian, you 

are definitely not, the preferred person. (Danny)   

 

I don’t think, that anyone actively tries to converse, 

unless you have the one or two men who are into Asians. 

(Wei)   

 

The men’s comments appear to suggest that predominately White gay spaces are 

‘sites of (mis)recognition’, a term I have constructed to give voice to the exclusion 

that they encounter in those spaces.  Ethnicity dictates who and what can be seen and 

who and what can be involved.  It’s not just the individual who is being excluded 

here, but the whole Chinese population. 

 

I asked the men to explain how they were understanding these experiences and why 

they were attributing this to their ethnicity as opposed to other factors: 

 

There are stereotypes about Asian men being more passive, 

etc.. (Wei) 

 

Those that I like, they are looking for top, or at least 

someone more masculine, which I am not, and if they reply 

back and say “I’m not into Asian”, I think it’s because, 
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maybe they think that Asian, the image they have of Asians 

are that they are more passive. (Chong)   

 

I get rejected on Grindr because I’m either Asian, or not 

buff enough, or because I don’t have more than 7 inches. 

(Jun Kai) 

 

White gay spaces not only control who is included or excluded, but also who is 

desired or undesired.  Having or not having certain characteristics leads to instant 

rejections.  This process cleverly locates the problem with the individual, e.g. “I’m 

not buff enough / I’m Asian / I’m not masculine” etc, rather than with the dominant 

system. 

 

My analysis also revealed that men appear to experience more subtle forms of sexual 

racism and perceived racial discrimination in social settings and face-to-face 

interactions, whereas racial discrimination and sexual rejection was experienced in a 

more direct manner online.  Not all men were using online dating apps, but for those 

that do, they shared similar experiences: 

 

On dating apps, you see a lot of ‘No Asian’ written on 

other people’s profiles. (Danny)   

 

On Grindr, you will see this happen more often that not, 

“No femmes, no Asians, no Blacks, no fatties”… (Jun Kai)  

 

Most Western men I meet, they don’t really like Asians. 
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They tell you, “I’m not into Asian”.  Either that, or they 

block me straight away.  That one, I find less offensive. 

(Chong)   

 

My participants described a range of emotions including sadness, anger, frustration, 

and worthlessness because of feeling rejected in both online and social gay dating 

scenes.  In response to these challenges, the data suggest an overall trend to avoid 

going to gay bars and clubs, choosing instead to seeking out opportunities which 

facilitate social interactions in less image-conscious environments.  In online 

contexts, there was a tendency for men to ‘other’ themselves on dating apps by 

choosing this label to define their ethnicity instead of ‘Asian’ in order to increase 

successful ‘matches’.   

 

Whilst all of the participants reported experiences of feeling rejected because of their 

ethnicity, it was also interesting to see patterns form in the data and in my codes that 

suggested men are also eroticised and objectified because of their ethnicity and skin 

colour.  “Yellow fever” and “fetish” is how some of the men referred to this desire 

for Asian gay male bodies enacted by White gay men. 

 

4.4.2: Instant attractions – “yellow fever” 

This subcategory explains the experiences of Chinese gay men who are actively 

sought out and desired, predominately by older White gay men.  It refers to the way 

in which men have felt objectified because of their ethnicity, skin colour, or other 

(perceived) racial stereotypes.  I constructed ‘instant attractions – “yellow fever”’ 
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from an in-vivo code to account for another way in which these men experience their 

‘being’ left out.  Simon shared the following example:  

 

You see people writing bluntly online profiles, like they 

will say “no Asian” or “No Oriental”… On the other hand, 

there are very senior people, a lot of white senior people 

who just keep messaging you, and they will put it very 

clearly in their profile “I’m very into Orientals, the 

younger the better”.  So then you feel very confused.  You 

feel objectified, being used as a material thing, you feel 

like you are no longer a person anymore, and instead, you 

are just a skin colour, because your skin colour itself 

can lead you to instant rejections and instant 

attractions.  And that is a very confusing feeling.  That’s 

not how anyone wants to feel… It leads me to self-doubt.  

Am I into this person because he’s white, or I’m not into 

this person because he is black?  And am I interesting to 

this person because of my skin colour?   

 

Simon’s account provides a powerful narrative of how he feels reduced as a person 

to no more than a skin colour.  He last comment about this experience causing him to 

“self-doubt” other intentions and his own give insight into some of the potential 

harms of sexual objectification. 

 

Like Simon, Danny contrasts his experiences of being rejected because of his skin 

colour with those of being desired because of it: 
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There’s a lot of other dating profiles that say that, 

“White and Latinos only”.  To me, that is another way of 

saying “no Black, no Asians”. 

 

[Me/interviewer] Have you ever been profiled in a positive 

way? 

 

You mean in terms of dating? 

 

[Me/interviewer] Yeah, as in someone selected you because 

they are a rice queen?   

 

Yeah… it’s usually either that, the majority of that is 

either you are a rice queen, and the rice queen will be 

selective, you know they have this fetish of liking Asian 

people. It’s like a yellow fever.  

 

In this extract, I ask Danny if he has ever been profiled in a positive way by 

someone, such as a ‘rice queen’.  This is a term used within LGBQ communities to 

refer to non-Asian gay men who are explicitly attracted to East Asian gay men.   The 

extract highlights the implicit assumptions that I make about it being a ‘positive’ 

thing to be desired because of ethnicity.  Danny challenges my assumption when he 

explains how off-putting it feels to him if he desired in this way: 

 

You feel like “he just wants an Asian, it doesn’t have to 

be me”.   
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I found Danny's comment here to be very helpful because it challenged my 

preconceptions and also made me curious about how other participants perceive the 

motivations and advances of others.  It was interesting to discover that all of the 

participants reported a common experience of being perceived as highly desirable by 

predominately older White gay men, whilst feeling undesirable to younger gay men.  

I attempted to flesh this out more with Tony: 

 

I thought, they saw young Chinese lads as easier to cop 

off with.  Maybe they felt that young Chinese lads, 

students, might be interested in that they were 

professionals, had money, or whatever, or the power, the 

relationship between Whites and non-Whites, sort of, I 

dunno. 

 

 Chinese men being constructed as “easy”, and the comment about White gay men 

perceiving themselves or being perceived as having more money and power suggests 

a particular dynamic may occur in these interactions that replicates social hierarchies 

that benefit the dominant group and oppress minoritised groups. 

 

Other participants talked about the operation of sexual stereotyping to account for 

the ways in which they are desired.  For example, Jun Kai shared his views, saying: 

 

Younger Caucasian men don’t find Asians attractive… but 

older guys are interested in them.  Asians are mostly 

straight-acting… we are more favourable bottoms… and 
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there’s no attachment, we will be gone after one and half 

years. 

 

The meaning I have constructed from this extract is that Jun Kai appears to view his 

ethnicity as desirable for White gay men because of racial stereotypes that Asian 

men are “bottoms” (a person who receives penetration in gay sex).  The reference to 

“one and half years” refers to how long a UK visa is granted to some foreign 

nationals, the implication being that their ‘unavailability’ to have a long-term 

relationship may be appealing to White gay men.   

 

‘Yellow fever’ also occurs in spaces that have been specifically set up to attract 

Asian gay men and their admirers.  For example: 

 

The “Rice and Potato Group”… I’ve never been to any of 

their events.  I was thinking of giving it a go… in order 

to meet people. (Li)   

 

The words ‘rice’ and ‘potato’ are common slang terms used within gay communities 

to refer to Asian and Caucasian men respectively.  Within the same discussion, he 

says: 

 

It reminds me of a club, or a bar in Sydney… called 

Midnight Shift.  A lot of Oriental guys go there.  And 

they also call it, like, um, ‘chopsticks and walking 

sticks bar’.  Because you get the idea of, younger Oriental 

guy to pick up some elderly gentlemen and vice-versa. 
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And another example for Wei: 

 

There used to be a place called Kudos… It was a bar, just 

around the corner, right next to St Martin’s in the Fields.  

It was a huge magnet for Asians… and Europeans who admired 

Asians.  So, um, unfortunately, over time, I guess it 

wasn’t profitable enough, or the rents were too high, and 

it closed down.  And now I feel that a lot of the Asians 

are sort of, um, haven’t’ really found a place where they 

gather… I get the feeling that there is no real place 

where they feel welcomed in terms of a bar.   

 

The construction of ‘fetish bars’ and other sites of Asian desire allow those from the 

dominant group who have developed ‘yellow fever’ to exoticize and objectify certain 

male bodies under certain conditions.  They may provide opportunities for Chinese 

gay men to meet potential partners.  However, they may also be locales where 

colonial power dynamics are re-enacted as suggested by Tony earlier. 

 

4.4.3: Things are not so black and white 

Although the participants all talked about their experiences of feeling included or 

excluded within gay communities, another theme to emerge from the analysis 

concerns the ‘invisibility’ of Chinese gay men more generally within mainstream 

society, adding to their overall sense of ‘being left out’.  Several participants made 

specific reference to the conflation of ethnic minority groups under terms such as 

BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) and BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic).  
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Reference was also made to the specific lack of representation of Chinese people in 

politics, activism, or workplace unions: 

 

With regards to the Chinese community, I think they 

[stereotypes] still persist.  Until we become more active 

and more noticed on the national stage, people carry on 

thinking most of us work in the catering trade, or as 

accountants. (Tony) 

 

I actually got fed up with [ORGANISATION]’s so-called BME 

group.  I refused to be involved because of the name...  

Any ethnic members in [ORGANISATION] will be classified 

as BME. (Jun Kai) 

 

Participants noted the tendency to view ethnic minority issues in black and white 

terms with little consideration of the shades in between.  The men felt it was 

important and necessary for BME and BAME groups to exist.  However, they 

consider these groups as failing to represent the needs of Chinese communities who 

are perceived to fall further down the ethnic hierarchy.  The reference to stereotypes 

of Chinese people being “accountants” or working in the “catering trade” by Tony 

may indicate that Chinese gay men in Britain encounter a double-dose of 

stereotyping from within gay communities and from wider society. 

 

4.4.4: Summary: being left out 

Chinese gay men who migrate to the UK wish to benefit from integrating and 

participating in areas of British society, including within gay communities.  
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However, participants have experienced both direct and indirect forms of 

discrimination based on their ethnicities within gay communities leading to feelings 

of rejection.  At the same time, the exoticization of Asian male bodies and/or the 

experience of being desired, often by older gay White men, can result in participants 

feeling objectified.  Chinese gay men reported that they generally feel like their 

'whole being' has been overlooked when treated as a skin colour rather than a person.  

Therefore, being left out, was constructed as reflecting one of two main concerns 

expressed by participants in this study.  As well as being left out, and feeling 

objectified, Chinese gay men feel they are an invisible minority within other ethnic 

minority groups, as well as in mainstream society. 

 

4.5: Category 3 - Working things out 

 

This category subsumes several other initial categories that were co-constructed from 

the data to account for the ways in which participants respond to their main concerns 

and challenges as ethnic and sexual minorities.  This category consists of the 

subcategories ‘living a double life’, ‘counselling’, ‘informal support’, and ‘keep 

calm and carry on being Chinese’. 

 

4.5.1: Living a double life 

‘Living a double life’ refers to one of the main ways in which men respond 

behaviourally in struggling to come out.  It was constructed from a number of 

different initial codes in my analysis.  At the individual level, for example, living a 

double life can involve attempts to suppress one’s sexuality: 
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I used to… try not to be gay… trying to resist it, and 

trying to be straight in a way. (Li) 

 

I behave straight… so nobody will think I am [gay], so 

just hide it. (Simon)  

 

I’ve been living a double life for nearly my whole life… 

that’s gay life of me and straight life of me that’s 

completely separated. (Chong) 

 

I had short relationships with a few men, but probably 

because in the back of my mind I was married, I knew I 

couldn’t carry on like this. (Wei) 

 

At another level, living a double life reflects the way many of the men have 

concealed or continue to conceal a gay sexual identity to protect their families and 

their jobs.  Living this way takes considerable effort on both psychological and 

practical fronts.  For the men in this study, it also has involved moving from one’s 

birth country to another, the geographical distance playing a facilitative role in 

helping them and their parents both ‘stay out of the closet’.  Living a double life can 

also extend to the World Wide Web.  It is a space where men can develop 

friendships, read information about being gay, explore their sexual desires using 

pornography, and come out to others.  This online gay sexual identity is different to 

how men ‘perform’ their offline gender and sexual identities.  The anonymity of the 

internet provides a space for them to be out of the closet, both to themselves and 

others.   
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The term ‘living a double life’ is commonplace in everyday parlance but is usually 

associated with negative connotations such as cheating spouses, con artists, 

professional spies or agents, criminality, or other such murky and secretive activity 

that is associated with shame and guilt.  Although participants did refer these kinds 

of feelings like, Wei for example feeling guilty about meeting men without his ex-

wife’s knowledge, or Simon feeling shame about his sexual feelings toward men, 

participants’ narratives in this study raises a question about the psychological 

benefits of living a double life as a strategy for helping an individual be more 

genuine and authentic with their feelings, and when doing so functions to protect 

loved ones or one’s career.  Rather than it being a malicious, unethical act, living a 

double life may, for at least a time, help some men practically and psychologically to 

resolve their main concerns.  It could also be suggested the living a double life 

enables them to enact filial piety. 

 

4.5.2: Counselling 

Counselling emerged as one of the main strategies that participants use when faced 

with psychological distress.  Six of the eight men sought counselling in response to 

internal struggles with their sexual orientation, the experience of being rejected in 

the dating arena, or because of other life stressors.   

 

Simon described how through a combination of internal conflicting feelings about 

his sexual identity, family pressures to get married, exposure to homophobia in the 

workplace, and more general pressures to be successful in his career, these 

experiences took their toll over many months and years, eventually tipping him into 
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an eight-month period of depression that culminated with him taking an overdose of 

pills and alcohol in attempt to end his life.  After coming close to end his life for a 

second time, Simon made the brave decision to enter therapy.  He was clear about 

it’s impact: 

 

I remember so vividly at the end of the sessions, um, I 

was literally, happy, and it was the first time in a very 

long time, I can say that, when I was on the way home, I 

was, I felt back to the old me.  I had a calmness on my 

mind that I had never experienced throughout that period, 

that I would be able to just sit there very calm and, and 

nothing particularly worried me and, I don’t feel anxious, 

and I don’t feel depressed, etc… that was a very, very 

great relief to say that I think I’m out of those clouds, 

and I’m so grateful for that.  Because after I experienced 

it, I didn’t want to go anywhere near those clouds anymore.   

 

In subsequent interviews with other participants, I specifically asked whether they 

have been to see a counsellor or therapist, and if so, what types of issues they had 

sought help for.  Although for several participants, it was struggles with sexual 

identity that had brought them to therapy, other participants reported a range of 

issues including relationship difficulties, the breakdown of relationships, sex and 

sexual health issues, and mental health issues including depression and stress.   
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The men had overwhelming positive praise for their counselling experiences.  I 

asked them what they had found helpful and they said similar things in terms of 

having a space to think things through and work things out.  There was an overall 

sense that counselling provided an opportunity to work through difficulties, to have 

their feelings and experiences validated, to have an independent person to talk with, 

to work things out. 

 

I was in a very troubled mind.  It was really good that 

it gives me a space where I can reflect, where I can talk. 

(Danny)   

 

So I went and I got a lot out of it.  I developed myself 

as a person… (Tony)  

 

It just felt like there was somebody to talk to. (Wei) 

 

It was the best decision I ever made in my life, because 

it saved my life. (Simon)   

 

I was left in no doubt about the positive impact that counselling has had for these 

men in helping them respond to their concerns and the challenges they faced.  

However, some of the participants described some less helpful aspects of the 

counselling.  I have chosen to report these findings because of their relevance to 

counselling psychology.  Simon, for example, stated that although he considers 

counselling to have saved his life, he and his therapist did not discuss issues relating 

to his ethnocultural identity.  He found this disappointing because the issues that had 
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brought him to therapy concerned the tension between his ethnic and sexual identity.  

He recalls his therapist suggesting that if he came out to his family and they were 

unable to accept it, then it would be their problem not his: 

 

“that’s their problem to deal with, not yours, you 

shouldn’t carry that baggage”.  It’s great in Western 

senses, but there in the Far East, the, the family values, 

there is a famous saying… in China you are not coming out 

on your own, your family will also be in a coming out 

process.  So they have to come out to the society as having 

a gay son as well, and that is very hard as well.  So I 

cannot really do like she says “that’s their problem, you 

don’t have to worry about it” and just leave that behind 

and just move on.  But I feel like there is no need to 

pursue that further with her, my counsellor, because they 

don’t have necessarily that kind of expertise to help me 

in that regard.   

 

Simon chose not to pursue issues around his family and cultural background due to 

his perception that his therapist lacked the knowledge and expertise to be able to help 

him resolve this difficulty.  He actively chose not to discuss it further.  This self-

censorship was echoed by Danny: 

 

I kind of have this impression I can’t be too Asian, 

because he wouldn’t understand… I can’t bring up too much 

about being Asian, aspects of the culture or the stress I 

experienced as an Asian… he might not understand me.  So 
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I just exclude that part [being Asian] just to make it 

easier.   

 

Danny’s statement “I can’t be too Asian” feels poignant to me because it appears to 

encapsulate something about the way he and other men in this study have had to 

continually negotiate their ethnic identities since migrating to the UK.  It reflects a 

continual process of having to ‘filter’ oneself in order to be accepted and fit in (of 

sorts). 

 

None of the participants reported any negative experiences of counselling, although 

Kelvin gave a specific example of what he questioned to be a possible unethical 

response from a counsellor: 

 

One particular thing that I somehow remember clearly, she 

commented on, which I remember when I spoke to someone 

about it, and that person who was more gay-affirmative, 

felt that it wasn’t very ethical response from a 

counsellor, was that she commented on “it’s, uh, it’s a 

loss to, to, um, sort of, girls or women, that you are not 

straight, and how different your life would be if you 

are”.  I don’t think it’s coming from a very anti- or 

homophobic way.  It’s maybe more of coming from her 

heteronormative perspective on things.  

 

The experiences of the men in the study suggest that although counselling has been 

largely beneficial and helpful in their lives, they perceive some therapists to lack the 

necessary cultural awareness to be able to incorporate this into the therapeutic work.   
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Although two of the men in my sample hadn’t been to therapy, counselling still came 

up as a topic in their interviews.  I asked Li, for example, whether he had ever 

considered going to see a counsellor for help with his struggles concerning his sexual 

identity: 

 

No, no.  I’m not mentally ill [laughs].  

 

Chong hasn’t been to see a therapist either, despite admitting that he is struggling 

with difficult issues: 

 

 

Maybe it’s because I don’t know what counselling would do 

for me.  I think that I can handle things pretty well 

myself, all these years, I have no problem to rationalise 

things, so I think, I’ll be fine… I just don’t see how 

counselling can help.  

 

Although the majority of men in my sample had been to counselling and made good 

use of it to respond to their concerns, the previous two extracts highlight that for 

others psychological therapies continues to be associated with mental illness and is 

therefore stigmatised, or else it is not fully understood what the potential benefits of 

counselling are.  Although these responses are also found within wider mainstream 

populations, the findings suggest that there is the potential for services like the NHS 

and the counselling profession to proactively engage marginalised sections of the 

UK population who may benefit from seeing someone professionally.  For both 
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Chong and Li, they did go on to describe alternative coping resources that they have 

used when facing challenges or difficulties, which through further analysis, led to me 

constructing the category ‘informal support’.   

 

4.5.3: Informal support 

All participants shared examples of informal support resources that they used to cope 

with challenges and resolve difficulties.  Frequently they referred to friendships as 

one of the most important resources.  Recalling a time that he was left “heartbroken” 

and where his self-esteem hit “rock bottom” after breaking up with someone, Tony 

recalls: 

 

I had some really good friends.  I went to stay with them 

for a while.  They were brilliant.  I couldn’t have 

survived without the support from my friends.   

 

Chong also has relied on friends in desperate times: 

 

When I moved here, I really struggled to find a job, find 

somewhere to live, or just get by.  It was friends who got 

me through. 

 

Meanwhile, for some of the other men, Buddhist philosophy and practice has been 

integral to their psychological wellbeing.  Wei, for example explains how he and his 

partner look after their mental health: 

 



122 

 

We are both fairly positive.  We live positively.  We do 

good.  I think in a way, it’s a Buddhist outlook.   

 

Li explained that Buddhism has helped him to accept himself as a gay man: 

 

My Buddhist practice… it’s kind of encouraged me as well 

to be who I am and accept who I am, instead of pretending 

I’m someone else, so that’s helped a lot.   

 

Buddhism has enabled Kelvin to embrace his sexuality, and to use his beliefs to find 

meaning in suffering: 

 

We need to go through the suffering to gain enlightenment…  

 

The salience of friendships reflects a strong protective factor for Chinese gay men who migrate 

to the UK.  Without the physical presence of family, friendships provide help and support in 

difficult times, both practically and emotionally.  Moreover, drawing strength from the beliefs 

and practices of Buddhism also offers men an additional resource to give meaning to their 

experiences, as well as guidelines for how to respond to their challenges. 

 

4.5.4: Keep Calm and Carry On Being Chinese 

This subcategory was constructed from a series of codes that account for the way in 

which participants draw on their ‘Chinese-ness’ and ethnocultural backgrounds that 

they perceive to be facilitative in responding to their concerns and challenges.  They 

draw strength from cultural/familial values and customs which have enabled them to 

push through and see off many life difficulties.  The structure of the Chinese family 
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system emerged in the participants’ narratives as being a salient factor that, despite 

being a site for heterosexism, is also a place to turn to for both practical and 

emotional support when difficulties and challenges arise. 

 

I think there is a difference in culture, I think Western 

culture is very individual orientated, whereas Asian 

culture is still very much, the family, society.  I suppose 

we are more stoic, so we cope however we can, and just 

carry on basically. (Tony) 

 

The stoicism referenced by Tony came through in other ways in participants’ narratives 

reflecting both an attitude and behavioural response to life’s stressors.  As Chong explained: 

 

Every time when I have something stressful or some bad 

experience, I’ll keep telling myself “just hang on to it”, 

all of these years and these bad experiences, when I look 

back now, now that I’ve come this far, it’s nothing… So 

whenever you fall, just pick yourself up, keep on walking, 

and then you’ll be fine.  

 

This attitude and behavioural response indicates how resilience is enacted in the 

Chinese ‘psyche’ and serves as a resource that the men call upon to navigation and 

negotiate a whole series of psychosocial stressors in their day-to-day lives whilst living 

in the United Kingdom.  
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4.5.5: Summary: working things out 

Chinese gay men have a range of internal and external behavioural responses to both 

their main concerns and the variety of challenges they experience in their day-to-day 

lives.  The use of suppression and concealment were salient responses to the 

perceived threat of what identifying as a gay man might mean both on an individual 

level and a collective level.  Counselling was one of the main resources used by men 

to help resolve emotional and practical difficulties in a formal setting, as well as the 

significance of friendships for on-going support.  Participants also made reference to 

their ethnocultural identities in shaping an 'attitude' or determination to carry on 

despite obstacles and challenges in the pursuit of their life goals. Collectively, these 

strategies have both advantages and disadvantages, but are utilised to help men work 

things out and move forward in their lives.   

 

4.6: Core category: making the best of both worlds 

 

The data generated from my interviews with eight self-identified Chinese gay men 

resulted in the construction of three major categories and their respective 

subcategories.  Consistent with constructivist grounded theory methods (Charmaz, 

2006), data sets were compared with each other to look for similarities and 

differences in participants’ narratives and experiences.  The relationships and 

interrelationships between categories and subcategories were also compared.  An 

emphasis in my analysis was placed on meaning, action, and social processes, with 

the aim of presenting the stories and experiences of my participants.  When looking 

at the concepts that emerged from my analysis, and comparing the relationships 
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between categories, one overall main theme was developed, ‘making the best of both 

worlds’.  This was a concept that I constructed from my interview with Chong: 

 

I’m quite lucky to be able to live and experience two 

different continents, Asia and UK, in terms of Western 

culture, so I get to experience two different cultures, 

and take what is best, and utilise it, and not do things 

that I think is not good for me.   

 

Although Chong refers specifically to taking and utilising the best of UK and Asian 

culture, ‘making the best of both worlds’ is a process that connects each of the three 

major categories that emerged in my analysis.  Category 1 (struggling to come out) 

details the participants’ struggle to disclose a gay sexual orientation for fear of being 

judged or rejected.  By concealing their sexual identity to others, it allows them to 

enjoy the benefits of two different worlds, that is, a gay ‘world’ and a straight 

‘world’, therefore creating a win-win situation without having to choose one over the 

other.  Category 2 (being left out) accounts for the ways in which men experience 

sexual racism and sexual objectification.  The men were very clear about being 

subjected to a whole variety of racial and sexual stereotypes, as well as the direct and 

indirect experiences of discrimination they encountered online and offline.  This did 

not, however, deter them from participating in gay community events nor involving 

themselves in the dating arena, in effect, ensuring as much as possible they were not 

being left out.  To navigate many of the negative experiences reported in this 

category, participants appeared to make the best of a ‘bad’ situation by choosing to 

participate in events perceived to be more welcoming for Asian people, e.g. specific 

groups and/or venues.  Finally, Category 3 (working things out) describes a variety 
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of ways that men respond to some of their main challenges and concerns.  As with 

other situations and environments, they selectively choose and make use of the 

resources available to them, maximising the benefits and minimising the drawbacks 

where possible.  In sum, by making the best of both (or all possible) worlds and 

opportunities, the men use this process to navigate a whole host of psychosocial 

obstacles in order to achieve their maximum potential.  

 

 

  



127 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

 

The aim of this qualitative study was to develop a constructivist grounded theory to 

understand the main concerns of Chinese gay men in the UK and to explicate how 

they respond to and resolve those concerns.  To my knowledge, this is the first study 

that has explored how the intersection of race/ethnicity and sexuality shape the lives 

of Chinese gay men living in the United Kingdom.  As outlined in the preceding 

chapter, my findings suggest that participants’ two main concerns are the struggles 

they encounter to come out to family and to be out at work, as well as the barriers to 

participation in mainstream gay spaces.  My analysis of the data resulted in the 

construction of a grounded theory which attempts to explain how participants 

respond to and resolve these concerns through the core process of ‘making the best 

of both worlds’.  Chinese gay men engage in an on-going process of selecting and 

integrating the most desirable attributes from two or more different, and sometimes 

conflicting, contexts or situations in order to navigate the hegemonic power 

structures that create unique challenges owing to their ethnic and sexual identities.  

“Making the best of both worlds” allows these men to be successful in their personal 

and professional lives as a consequence. 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss and interpret the findings from my analysis with 

reference to existing research in the literature.  I will explain how the findings 

contribute new knowledge in respect of Chinese communities in the UK, whilst 

highlighting the merits of my study.  I will also discuss the limitations of the study 

and make some recommendations for future research.  I will conclude by discussing 
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how the findings are relevant to the profession of counselling psychology and how 

they may be used to inform clinical practice and policy.   

 

5.1: Discussion of categories and subcategories 

 

5.1.1: Category 1 - Struggling to come out 

The main findings to emerge from this category suggest that ethnic Chinese gay men 

encounter significant difficulties in disclosing a gay sexual identity to their families 

and in the workplace.  The main barriers to disclosure are fears of being rejected 

and/or causing shame for the family, as well as fears of jeopardising career 

advancement.  Despite wanting to come out to parents and siblings, concealment of a 

gay sexual identity was one of the main ways that men averted being stigmatised 

within the family, whilst concurrently protecting the family from being stigmatised 

by the wider community.  Nondisclosure was also used in workplace settings to 

avoid perceived homophobia and discrimination.   

 

These findings are broadly in line with previous studies showing that ethnocultural 

factors can make it more challenging for gay men to come out to family.  For 

example, McKeown, Nelson, Anderson, Low, and Elford (2010) analysed data from 

over 200 Black and South Asian gay men in Britain who reported difficulties in 

coming out to their families.  Participants perceived White British culture to be more 

liberal and accommodating of sexual minorities compared to their own ethnocultural 

backgrounds.  Fear of homophobic prejudice and rejection were also cited as barriers 

to disclosure.  South Asian gay men, in particular, were concerned about failing to 

meet parental expectations of getting married and having children.   These concerns 
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were echoed by some Chinese gay men in the present study and show consistency in 

findings with other ethnic minority populations (Bhugra, 1997; Jaspal, 2012; Quinn 

& Dickson-Gomez, 2018).  Existing research also suggests that attitudes toward 

homosexuality in Asian countries remains conservative (Kwok, Wu, & Shardlow, 

2013), particularly in China (Xie & Peng, 2018), Hong Kong (Kwok & Wu, 2015), 

Malaysia (Human Rights Watch, 2015), and Singapore (Detenber et al, 2007).  

Therefore, it is not surprising that men in the current study are cautious about 

disclosing a gay sexual identity.   

 

One of the notable strengths of the present study, however, is that Chinese gay men 

wrestle with the potential and significant impact that coming out would have on the 

family and how their parents would cope with disclosure.  Participants were 

concerned that the stigma associated with homosexuality in Chinese societies could 

negatively affect their parents’ wellbeing and damage the family’s reputation.  The 

prospect of ‘losing face’ is a particular concern in Chinese cultures (Ren, Howe & 

Zhang, 2018) and concerted efforts are made to avoid it in order to fulfil social 

obligations and filial piety.  Concealment or nondisclosure then are ways in which 

Chinese gay men manage these obligations.  Borrowing the concept of ‘emotional 

labour’ articulated by Hochschild (1983), concealment or nondisclosure can be 

considered ways in which Chinese gay men manage these obligations.  Hochschild 

defined emotional labour as “the management of feeling to create a publicly 

observable facial and bodily display” (ibid., p. 7) in the context of women who work 

in certain labour-intensive roles.  Furthermore, she explained that employees “induce 

or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the 

proper state of mind in others” (Cited in Murphy & McClure, 2007; p. 7).  Although 
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this work relates specifically to the workplace, the concept in a useful one in 

thinking about how Chinese gay men are required to regulate their sexual 

expressions and same-sex emotions in order to maintain socially approved 

expressions as per the family’s norms and culture.  Concealment and nondisclosure 

become a form of emotional labour that serve to protect the family’s ‘state of mind’. 

 

Numerous studies have reported the potential adverse psychological consequences 

for individuals who conceal a gay sexual orientation (Ifeagwazi, 2017; Riggle, 

Rostosky, Black & Rosenkrantz, 2017; Stenger & Roulet, 2017).  Whilst some men 

in the present study reported struggling emotionally in the context of concealing their 

sexual orientation, the majority of participants did not appear to experience 

significant, adverse consequences from nondisclosure.  If they did, it was not 

articulated in their narratives.  Nevertheless, the present study extends previous 

knowledge by highlighting the dilemmas and challenges encountered by Chinese gay 

men (and their families).  Whereas previous research articulates this dilemma at the 

individual level, the current study foregrounds the ‘collective dilemma’, its potential 

impact, and how it is managed.  The findings raise important questions about how 

psychology and psychological therapies can intervene to challenge stigma associated 

with same-sex attraction.  This could be, for example, individual support, family 

support, and stigma-reducing efforts in the wider community.   

 

 

Alongside the difficulties that men reported in coming out to their families, findings 

in the current study suggest that Chinese men also struggle to come out as gay in the 

workplace.  Despite the UK having strict anti-discrimination laws for employees 
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who have minority sexualities, concealment and nondisclosure were used by Chinese 

gay men to avoid being stigmatised, but their primary function was to protect job 

security.  Although previous research has found that contextual factors such as 

organisational climate and its perceived ‘gay-friendliness’ affect the degree to which 

employees are willing to come out (King, Reilly & Hebl, 2008), these factors did not 

appear to facilitate Chinese men  disclosing their sexual identity to colleagues.  

Given the centrality of work in the lives of Chinese communities (Westwood & Lok, 

2003), it is understandable that Chinese gay men would wish to protect themselves 

in this important domain.  These findings support previous research suggesting that 

BAME employees are less likely to come out in the workplace (Colgan, 2015; 

Ragins, Cornwell & Miller, 2003; Wright, 2016).  It has been well-established that 

occupational stress is higher among ‘closeted’ LGB people, especially LGB people 

of colour (Davidson, 2016).  Although the current study does not provide an in-depth 

analysis of the implications for Chinese gay men in concealing their sexual identities 

at work, my research does, nevertheless, reveal that sexual orientation does 

constitute a significant barrier to disclosure in workplace settings.  I conjecture that 

this barrier, in line with previous studies, disables Chinese gay men from forming 

close relationships with colleagues, furthering their experiences of isolation and 

marginalisation.  My findings raise important questions about what employers can 

do to tackle institutionalised discrimination and promote safer, welcoming space for 

LGB+ employees.  I content that counselling psychology and other areas of 

psychology are uniquely placed to intervene with such endeavours.  This is a 

potential area for future research due to the impact that work can have on 

psychological wellbeing, and in turn, the role that sexual orientation plays in career 

progression and development (Gedro, Mizzi, Rocco & van Loo, 2013).   
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5.1.2: Category 2 - Being left out 

The findings that, in addition to experiencing homonegativity and heterosexism in 

the context of their ethnocultural backgrounds, Chinese gay men in the present study 

reported that they feel rejected and excluded from mainstream (predominately 

White) gay communities.  This exclusion can take a variety of forms, namely, sexual 

racism that is experienced directly or indirectly in ‘gay’ places and cyberspaces, as 

well as feeling sexually objectified because of their skin colour or ethnicity and 

ascribed a range of sexual stereotypes.  A more general form of exclusion reported 

by participants was a sense of invisibility of Chinese people more generally in all 

walks of life.  This is a novel finding in the current UK context as it sheds some new 

light on the experiences of this group of men and could potentially be used to direct 

future research or policy efforts on these issues.  The findings may lend some weight 

to propose for the development of specific interventions to target exclusion, 

marginalisation, and prejudice within mainstream gay communities and wider 

society.   

 

The narratives of the men in this study reveal that they perceive their ethnicity to 

operate as a means of being instantly rejected by other gay men.  Participants feel 

undesired due to being ‘Chinese’ or because of their skin colour.  They also perceive 

that they are stereotyped as being more passive, less masculine, and physically 

under-endowed.  They believe that their ethnicity puts them at a ‘disadvantage’ in 

the (Western) gay dating arena, and that White gay men are more valorised.  This 

finding is consistent with previous research which shows that gay men of colour 

experience sexual racism in gay communities (Han et al., 2015; Han & Choi, 2018; 
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McKeown et al., 2010; Ruez, 2016).  However, the present study foregrounds the 

experiences of Chinese gay men who have been overlooked in previous research.  

My findings identify a significant barrier to participation in LGBQ+ community 

spaces, which could be used proactively to enact positive social change and 

interventions aimed at stamping out this form of oppression.   

 

Writing specifically about gay and bisexual men in Biritain, to my knowledge, Kong 

(2002) is the only author to date to reference the particular experiences of Chinese 

(Hong Kongese) men living in London, arguing that they are subjected to a double 

form of discrimination in terms of racism and heterosexism because of the way in 

which white hegemonic masculinities are constructed in Western societies.  His 

concept of the “golden boy” (p. 32) speaks to the accounts of participants in the 

present study who feel they are stereotyped sexually in gay spaces and thence 

subjugated in racial hierarchies of desire.  Others have reported similar observations 

for non-Chinese ethnic minorities.  McKeown et al. (2010) discovered that South 

Asian gay men in their sample had a felt sense of being undesired as romantic and/or 

sexual partners because of their ethnicity.  A more recent publication by the LGBT 

rights group Stonewall (2018) found that Black, Asian, and other minority ethnic 

people were twice as likely than white LGBT people to attend LGBT-specific events 

or venues.  In doing so, 51% of BAME LGBT people reported experiences of 

discrimination because of their ethnicity, perceiving LGBT spaces to be less than 

welcoming for people of colour.   

 

Participants in my research also reported that online gay sex/dating apps were sites 

where they frequently encountered sexual racism, most often in an indirect way.  
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There are notable differences between how visible racism is in offline compared to 

online spaces.  For example, many of the gay men described a feeling or an 

impression that their ethnicity was undesirable in offline spaces; none reported any 

direct forms of discrimination.  However, for those who used online dating apps, 

they were exposed to more overt forms of racism, that is, seeing profiles with the 

words “No Asians” or “Whites only” was a common occurrence, as well as being 

told things like “sorry, I’m not into Asians” whilst exchanging messages with other 

users.   Similar findings were also reported by Callander, Holt, and Newman (2015) 

who argue that gay men of colour are often subjected to racism in online spaces and 

that racialised language is used to enact this prejudice.   

 

 

The impact of sexual racism and discrimination on health and emotional wellbeing 

has been articulated by various authors.  Han (2007) for example discusses the 

blatant forms of racism experienced by men of colour in gay communities and 

asserts that this has a detrimental impact on their self-esteem and emotional 

wellbeing.  In a later study by Han and colleagues (2015), 65% of their sample 

reported experiencing stress associated with racism in gay communities.  A 2018 

study by Han & Choi explores the way in which racial hierarchies of desire are 

structured to favour white gay men and concludes that sexual racism’s most 

damaging impact is on the self-esteem of gay men of colour.  

 

However, in line with McKeown et al. (2010), Chinese gay men in the present study 

did not offer accounts of developing low self-esteem or poor emotional wellbeing 

due to experiencing sexual racism.  Instead they reported feeling frustrated and upset 
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by being marginalised, but it remains unclear what the potential longer-term impact 

of this could mean for their lives.  Moreover, Han & Choi (2018) note that their 

participants did not become “victims of sexual racism” (p. 23) despite its damaging 

impact on self-esteem because the men developed specific ways of confronting racial 

hierarchies of desire.  In comparison to the findings in my research, it is not known if 

Chinese gay men use similar strategies for responding to experiences of sexual 

racism.  This is a potential question that could be addressed in future studies.   

Nevertheless, it is clear from my findings that (sexual) racism is problematic for 

Chinese gay men here in the UK.  Whilst the findings raise many more questions 

than it potentially answers, highlighting this experience of racism is sufficient for 

requiring us to not only be cognizant of this issue, but proactive about challenging it.  

 

As well as experiencing their ethnicity as a site for rejection, Chinese gay men 

encounter a form of sexual racism whereby they are objectified or fetishized because 

of their ethnicity or skin colour.  In my sample, participants experienced this 

predominately from older White gay men in both online and offline dating spaces.  

When asked about why they thought it was older White gay men who seemed to be 

particularly attracted to them, participants reported being “unsure” or offered 

explanations such as Chinese gay men being perceived as “easy”.  In his analysis of 

Hong Kongese gay men in London, Kong (2002) offers an explanation that may 

explain this phenomenon.  Returning to his concept of the “golden boy” described 

earlier, he suggests that colonial power dynamics are replicated in White-Asian gay 

relationships where the “coloniser” asserts his dominance over the “colonised” (p. 

33), causing Chinese gay men to experience a form of double subordination due to 

them being a an ethnic minority and sexual minority when they live in white 
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heterosexual societies such as Britain.  Although this ‘desire’ can be used 

advantageously by Chinese gay men, in what is described by some authors as erotic 

or sexual capital (Green, 2008; Hakim, 2010), it was not articulated as a particularly 

positive experience by the men in my study.  Instead, they felt that being ‘selected’ 

on the basis of their ethnicity resulted in something of their ‘being’ left out.  This 

‘depersonalisation’ (Zheng, 2016) has been reported in studies of Asian-American 

women (e.g. Chan, 2006; Chou, Lee & Ho, 2015) where participants felt that sexual 

objectification rendered them replaceable and created doubts about their value as 

people.  Similar narratives where shared by participants in the current study and 

contribute to other research that has focused on this theme (Han & Choi, 2018; 

McKeown et al. 2010; Tenuis, 2007).  The diminution from subject to object for the 

Chinese gay male body, however, requires further investigation to explore the 

psychological impact of men who are subjected to this form of racism.  This is 

important if we are to understand more fully the factors the facilitate and hinder 

positive emotional wellbeing in this population. 

 

As well as feeling excluded within British gay communities, Chinese gay men in the 

UK report an overall sense of being rendered invisible by mainstream society, 

having their identities subsumed under a Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic banner 

that does not appear to reflect their unique experiences as a minority within multiple 

minorities, thereby recreating further invisibility for this population.  It is hoped that 

the present study represents an attempt to readdress this problem.  Participants in this 

study suggest that discussions of race/ethnicity in British society are very literally 

“black and white”, with little consideration of the shades in-between.  Unfortunately, 

this finding is exemplified in the dearth of research in psychology and other related 
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disciplines as highlighted in my literature review in chapter 2 of this thesis.  Even 

within research studies of people who identify as both an ethnic and sexual minority, 

racial hierarchies are recreated with some voices being afforded more privilege than 

others.  As noted by Ruth and Santacru (2017) for example, “racial/ethnic minorities 

have been largely invisible in the psychological literature, and we need to learn more 

about sexual minorities of colour, [however] what must be rectified is the deficit in 

knowledge with regards to those groups that are other than Black and Latino” (p. 

105).  The authors are presumably making reference to American contexts, but here 

in the UK, there appears to be a similar trend.  A counselling and psychotherapy 

journal produced by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy 

dedicated its October 2018 issue to “Race Matters” (Therapy Today, BACP, 2018) in 

which it focuses on race and culture in therapy.  Article after article was dedicated to 

important topics on African-centred therapy, under representation of black male 

counsellors in the profession, resources in light of the Windrush scandal that rocked 

British politics earlier in the year, and the factors that prevent racism from being 

discussed in counselling training.  It is absolutely appropriate, timely, and necessary 

for an organisation that claims to be the voice of the counselling and psychotherapy 

profession to highlight these issues, but the distinct lack of visibility of racial/ethnic 

groups other than Black attests to the point raised by Ruth and Santacru (2017) 

earlier and the narratives of Chinese gay men in my thesis.  In the same way that 

LGBQ psychology has been called out for its exclusion of lesbian, bisexual, and 

other queer voices due to the overrepresentation of gay male subjects in papers and 

research articles, BACP is not alone in (inadvertently) doing the same when it comes 

to race matters; by claiming to focus on such issues, what usually transpires is that 

only certain races/ethnicities matter, and the issues highlighted for the majority 
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minority group are used to make inferences about the plight of other ethnic 

minorities.  The present study is one of several ways that this issue can be redressed.  

I hope that it makes a meaningful contribution to the growing body of knowledge on 

the experiences and lives of LGBQ people of colour.  However, much more research 

is needed in this area, and particularly with distinct ethnocultural groups moving 

forward.   

 

5.1.3: Category 3 - Working things out 

This category was constructed from my data to account for the variety of ways in 

which Chinese gay men respond to their main concerns and the challenges they 

experience in their day-to-day lives.   

 

The heteronormative social and cultural expectations inherent in Chinese societies 

(Liu, 2013) means that gay men are often tasked with “negotiating a private sexual 

identity and a public social identity” (p. 3).  The findings from my analysis suggest 

that ‘living a double life’ is one of the ways in which Chinese gay men attempt to 

resolve familial and social expectations on the one hand whilst exploring their sexual 

identities on the other.  Living a double life can have multiple forms.  Some men 

appear or present themselves as ‘straight’ to their families and co-workers whilst in 

private they have gay friends, pursue same-sex relationships or attend LGBQ-

specific events, etc.  For others, living a double life might mean having an offline 

‘straight’ identity whilst being ‘out’ online.  Another means by which men can live a 

double life is to migrate from their hometowns to bigger cities or even abroad, as 

many have done in my sample.  The geographical distance between country of birth 

and the UK, for example, permits many Chinese gay men to be more open about 
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their sexuality (Kong, 2002).  Yet another way of living a double life is to get 

married and have children to fulfil familial and social expectations, whilst secretly 

engaging in same-sex relationships.  The findings in this study extend the findings in 

previous research (e.g. Berg & Lien, 2007; Newman, 1983) by focusing specifically 

on a population that is underrepresented in the academic literature.  Moreover, the 

findings suggest that there are multiple ways of managing and resolving disclosure-

based fears that are not limited to a binary choice between ‘coming out’ or ‘staying 

in the closet’.  The findings also challenge the idea that ‘living a double life’ is 

synonymous with deception and deceit, improper behaviour, or other negative 

consequences.  Whilst the term is shrouded in negativity in common parlance, my 

findings suggest that living in this way can have positive benefits for the individual 

and their families that are not immoral or unethical as the term often implies.  This 

gives Chinese gay men greater choice in how they want to manage disclosures about 

their sexuality rather than having their choices limited by an imposed framework that 

is Westernised in origin.   

 

Counselling was identified by Chinese gay men in this study to be one of the 

principle ways in which they sought help when faced with difficult life issues.  

Similar to previous research conducted with other LGBQ populations, the findings in 

this study suggest that a range of problems lead Chinese gay men into therapy 

(Rachlin, 2002; Ryden & Lowenthal, 2001).  These problems were often interlinked 

with their sexual orientation, however, except for one participant, the majority did 

not seek therapy specifically to resolve issues concerning their sexual identity.   
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Encouragingly, participants reported having very positive experiences of counselling 

overall.  Not surprisingly this was due to experiencing a supportive and warm 

relationship with therapists who appeared understanding and/or affirming to a gay 

sexual identity (Burckell & Goldfried, 2006; Malley & Tasker, 2007).  Despite 

recurring evidence that Chinese populations underutilise mental health services 

(Chen, 2012; Chin, Chan, Lam, Lam & Wan, 2015; Mak & Davis, 2014; Mo & Mak, 

2009) including counselling and psychotherapy, the findings in this study suggest a 

high rate of utilisation by most of the participants.  Whilst the sample size in this 

study is too small to generalise, the findings do nevertheless show that Chinese gay 

men are willing to seek professional support and appear to benefit from it.   

 

Alarmingly however, participants reported that issues relevant to their ethnocultural 

identities were rarely discussed.  One participant concluded that his therapist was not 

skilled enough to help him resolve his struggles to come out to his family because he 

experienced her interventions as less than understanding regarding collectivist 

cultures and the primacy of the family rather than the self in those contexts.  Another 

participant described deliberately changing and censoring what he wanted to say in 

his sessions due to the perception that his therapist could not fully appreciate the 

ethnocultural factors that have shaped his experiences.  For other men who attended 

counselling, ethnicity or issues related to Chinese culture were not discussed or 

explored as part of the sessions.  The British Psychological Society stipulates that all 

psychologists need to develop cultural competencies that enable them to work with 

clients who have different backgrounds and world views (BPS, 2017).  The findings 

in the current study may indicate that therapists were not, or did not feel, competent 

to work with the ethnocultural issues in the participants’ stories.  Attempting to 
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impose a Western-centred model of counselling on diverse ethnic communities such 

as the Chinese may create barriers and obstacles to them seeking therapy and 

benefitting from it (Chong & Liu, 2003; Leung & Chen, 2009).  Calls have been 

made to incorporate more indigenous constructs into formal counselling practice in 

order to adequately support the needs of Chinese populations (Chen, 2009; Hsu & 

Wang, 2011; Hwang, 2009; Wang, Wong & Yeh, 2015; Wen & Wang, 2013).  A 

potential area for future research to take forward the findings of this study may 

examine in-depth the counselling experiences of Chinese gay men and the outcomes 

of incorporating more culturally-competent and indigenous concepts.   

 

Another important finding to emerge from my analysis was that two of the eight 

participants did not seek counselling or any other form of psychological help despite 

struggling with emotional difficulties.  Both participants expressed dismay at being 

asked if they had ever or would ever consider seeking the help of someone like a 

therapist.  They expressed the view that they did not know how a therapist would be 

able to help them, with one referring specifically to the stigma associated with 

seeking help from mental health professionals.  This finding is important because it 

speaks to some of the potential barriers that have been posited to account for the 

underutilisation of mental health services by Chinese populations more generally.  

Kung (2003) for example highlights that many Chinese people do not use mental 

health services because they either do not have knowledge about how to access them, 

the potential benefits of using them, or because there is a fear of ‘losing face’ due to 

the stigma associated with psychological difficulties in Chinese communities.  Thus, 

the findings of the present study underscore the importance for the profession of 

counselling psychology and other professional bodies to work to improve access and 
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knowledge of psychological services, as well as providing helping to de-stigmatise 

counselling within these communities.   

 

Aside from formal counselling support, Chinese gay men in Britain report that they 

use other informal types of help to cope with emotional difficulties and/or look after 

their wellbeing.  These are Buddhist beliefs and practices, as well as friendships.  

There already exists ample support in the academic literature on the positive benefits 

of friendships for health and wellbeing (Glover & Parry, 2008; Marver et al., 2017; 

Spencer & Pahl 2006).  Suffice it to say that mental health services and those with 

pastoral roles are recommended to promote and encourage opportunities for helping 

Chinese gay men make new friends, as research shows this can be significantly 

important following migration (Stephens, 2017).  What was surprising in my 

findings was that Chinese gay men tend to make friends more easily with other 

international students rather than British students, and they tended to have more 

heterosexual friends rather than gay friends.  It is not understood why this may be the 

case but addressing the gap in future research is likely to be helpful because existing 

studies show that mainstream Chinese populations tend to rely more on peer support 

rather than professional help (Mojaverian, Hashimoto, & Kim, 2013; Tran, 2009). 

 

The findings in this study reveal that Chinese cultural beliefs themselves can play a 

facilitative role in helping gay men navigate emotional difficulties and adversity.  

These beliefs encompass a range of traditional values and cultural practices that 

enable men to enact resilience in the face of adversity.  In a study exploring the links 

between life adversity and the psychological wellbeing of Chinese adolescents from 

Hong Kong, Shek (2004) discovered that a stronger endorsement of positive Chinese 
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beliefs, based on Confucian, Buddhist, and Taoist teachings were associated with 

better psychological wellbeing.  More recent attention has been given to how 

Confucian values appear to function as a protective factor for those with 

psychological difficulties.  Jia and Zhang (2015) for example, found that Chinese 

beliefs rooted in Confucian values were a protective factor against suicide in men 

with major depression.  Caution should be exercised however in the interpretation of 

these findings.  Although aspects of Chinese culture and beliefs appear to be 

facilitative in positive emotional wellbeing for the men in the present study, it is 

some of the same cultural values, such as filial piety which have been implicated as 

having negative consequences for the emotional wellbeing of Chinese gay men in 

other studies (Hu & Wang, 2013).  Further research, therefore, is required to 

investigate more fully the specific ways in which Chinese cultural values and beliefs 

may support positive health and wellbeing in gay men.  Translating this finding into 

practical application, incorporating an exploration of cultural beliefs and values into 

the counselling and psychotherapy process may support clients more fully in 

maximising resilience.   

 

5.1.4: Core Category: Making the best of both worlds 

"Making the best of both worlds" presents the central finding of this study and has 

been constructed as the core category around which other categories and their 

subcategories interact.  The core category is a process that connects the three major 

categories that emerged from my analysis.  It is an action-orientated process used by 

Chinese gay men to withstand the challenges they encounter in their day-to-day 

lives.  It reflects how participants continually negotiate their ethnic and sexual 

identities according to the context in which them find themselves in.  My findings 
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support earlier work by Gock (2001) who hypothesised that when individuals 

experience tension between their Asian ethnic identities and their sexual identities, 

they engage in a process of 'selective allegiance', prioritising one identity over the 

other.  In the present study, Chinese gay men report a tendency to prioritise their 

ethnic identity over sexual identity whilst in family and work contexts in order to 

'benefit' from those situations.  Rather than reject their sexual identity in these 

contexts, it is compartmentalised.  In other contexts, they may prioritise their sexual 

identity over their ethnic identity.  This was most salient when interacting in 

predominately White gay communities where sexual identity appears more valorised 

and non-White ethnicities are devalorised.  In doing so, they make the best of both 

contexts (worlds).  Furthermore, there may be some situations where Chinese gay 

men weave facets of both their Asian and sexual identities into an integrated identity, 

what Gock (2001) refers to as 'identity integration'.  In the present study, this tended 

to occur in situations where Chinese gay men interacted with other Asian gay men, 

or in contexts where there was privileging of both identities.   

 

This continual process of shifting and compartmentalising of Asian and gay 

identities depending on context is consistent with the findings in a previous study by 

Operario, Han and Choi (2008) who found that Asian gay men have shifting 

identities rather than unified, static dual identities.  These identities 'shifted' 

according to the social context and how comfortable participants feel in these 

situations.  

 

The core category in the present study builds on previous research and extends 

knowledge by supporting theories of the dynamism and fluidity of our identities 
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(Chuang, 2004; Kehily, 2009).  It specifically challenges linear models of identity 

development (e.g. Erikson, 1963) and brings a much-needed consideration of 

intersectionality that is absent from existing models of sexual identity development 

(Cass, 1979; D’Augelli, 1994; Fassinger, 1991; Troiden, 1988).  Although it 

supports similar findings by Gock (2001) and Operario et al. (2008), it extends 

scholarship in important ways.  Firstly, the findings speak to the specific population 

under study, Chinese gay men in the UK.  This addresses the lack of current research 

on this population.  Secondly, the core category provides a heuristic tool for 

exploring the ways in which Chinese gay men respond to their main concerns.  This 

has potential practical benefits in counselling and psychotherapy contexts.  Thirdly, 

'making the best of both worlds' speaks to an assets-based concept for understanding 

the lives of this specific population, rather than focusing on deficits as a result of 

identity intersections.  I believe that this opens up exciting avenues for further 

intersectional studies of ethnicity and sexual identity.    

 

5.2: Strengths of the present study 

 

To my knowledge, this is the first study to have investigated the lives of UK-based 

Chinese gay men from a counselling psychology perspective.  Although Kong 

(2002) has reported data on the lives of Hong Kong gay men living in London 

through a sociological lens, the present study represents a preliminary attempt to 

address the dearth of research on the lives of an underrepresented minority within a 

minority (Chinese and gay), with a focus on emotional wellbeing and its implications 

for counselling psychology.   
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This study employed a qualitative methodology based on constructivist grounded 

theory which has enabled me to gather detailed narrative accounts of the thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences of Chinese gay men, placing their voices and concerns at 

the centre of my analysis.  It challenges the invisibility and heteronormativity of 

sexual identity issues in existing studies of UK Chinese populations.  It adopts an 

intersectional framework to investigate the specific experiences of a gay male 

population that have been overlooked and ignored in previous sexual minority 

academia.  It goes some way in meeting calls from the counselling psychology 

profession to become more actively involved in social justice practice and research 

so that we may challenge unjust systems, institutions, and structural inequalities that 

hinder psychological health and wellbeing (Cutts, 2013; Toporek, Gerstein, Fouad, 

Roysircar & Israel, 2006; Tribe, 2017). 

 

This study also challenges extant theories about the presumed negative consequences 

of ‘staying the closet’ and the benefits of ‘coming out’ for psychological wellbeing.  

In what das Nair and Thomas (2012) describe as a “homonormative pressure to 

‘come out’ to lead a healthy, actualised existence” (p. 60), the present study 

contributes to a growing body of knowledge which suggests that individuals, 

regardless of their ethnic and/or sexual identities, can live fulfilling and actualised 

lives without necessarily having to ‘come out’ to anyone.  This is particularly 

pertinent in our therapeutic work with clients.  I share the view of das Nair and 

Thomas (2012) who caution therapists about ‘prescribing’ coming out to clients as 

necessity to achieve healthy and happy lives.   
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This study draws particular attention to the experiences of Chinese gay male therapy 

clients and their experiences of the counselling process.  It offers counselling 

psychologists an insight into the issues that are relevant and important for this 

population, whilst also underscoring the importance of incorporating a client’s 

ethnocultural background in formulating our understanding of their presenting 

difficulties.  Despite a small sample size, the findings in this study reveal that 

Chinese gay men who have sought therapy did not feel that their therapists were 

knowledgeable or competent to work with issues related to their cultural 

backgrounds, whilst for others, ethnicity was never discussed as part of counselling 

process.  The BPS (2017) mandates that psychologists be culturally competent in 

working with clients from diverse backgrounds, and to be able to understand mental 

health difficulties from different world views.  In light of the findings reported here, 

counselling psychologists are encouraged to explore a client’s ethnocultural 

background more fully and to collaborate with them about how cultural beliefs and 

indigenous concepts may be incorporated into the therapy process to facilitate 

emotional wellbeing.   

 

Moreover, the findings from the present study suggest that some participants forgo 

the opportunity of having psychological support in difficult times due to a lack of 

knowledge about how this support may benefit them or how to access relevant 

services.  There is also evidence that stigma associated with help-seeking creates 

barriers for men reaching out for help when they may need it most.  Given the 

diversity of roles that counselling psychologists occupy (Woolfe & Strawbridge, 

2016), this knowledge can help us to think about ways of tackling stigma associated 
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with mental health difficulties and help-seeking, as well as being proactive about 

improving access to our services for ‘hard-to-reach’ groups.   

 

Another notable strength of the present study is that it adopts an ‘assets-based’ 

approach to understanding intersectional identities, rather than approaching sexual 

and ethnic minority populations from a ‘deficit-based’ model.  Previous 

psychological research has tended to be concerned with the plight of LGBQ 

populations and ethnic minority communities emphasising marginalisation, 

victimisation, discrimination, and other such inequalities.  Intersectionality research 

has taken this further to examine multiple sites of discrimination and oppression for 

individuals who have dual and multiple identities.  This focus is necessary and 

appropriate.  However, I argue that in line with the ethos and values of counselling 

psychology which emphasise health rather than pathology (Woolfe, 2016), 

psychological research has a duty to approach intersectionality from an assets-based 

approach to articulate the positive experiences of marginalised communities, 

highlighting their personal strengths, successes, and resilience so that these too can 

be incorporated into our cultural awareness when working with such populations.   

 

5.3: Study Limitations 

 

Having outlined some of the strengths of the present study and its contribution to the 

field of counselling psychology, I will now discuss some of the limitations of my 

thesis and make some recommendations for future research.  
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This study suffered from some difficulties with regards to the recruitment of 

participants.  The poster advertisement used for recruitment (Appendix 4) invited 

male participants who identify as both “gay” and “Chinese” to come for interview.  

As previously highlighted in my literature review, Knowles (2015) has argued that 

term ‘Chinese’ is problematic and controversial because not all ‘Chinese’ identify as 

Chinese.  Since ‘Chinese’ can be used to denote nationality as well as ethnicity, this 

may have created barriers to participation in the present study, such as giving the 

impression that I was seeking to recruit only men who have migrated from mainland 

China.  In fact, during the recruitment phase of the project, I had some email 

communication with two nationals of Taiwan who read through the Participant 

Information Sheet (Appendix 2) and advised me that they could not participate 

because they did not identify as Chinese, but rather as Taiwanese.  Although the Han 

Chinese ethnic group make up 95% of the Taiwanese population, I cannot say for 

certain that the two individuals I had contact with have a Han Chinese ethnic 

identity.  Nevertheless, this exchange highlights a flaw in my recruitment strategy.  It 

is possible that many eligible participants were inadvertently rendered ineligible due 

to my choice of words.  Therefore, future research with ‘Chinese’ populations needs 

to pay careful attention to the use of labels that carry ambiguous meanings or socio-

political connotations to ensure that maximum participation is encouraged.   

 

A second limitation of this study concerns the exclusion of participants who are 

unable to communicate in English.  Pharoah et al. (2009) found that 50% of their 

Chinese research participants were living in the UK undocumented, that is without 

official papers or visas.  Of these, 88% of undocumented Chinese people reported 

having little or no English.  Meanwhile 68% of all migrants in their sample reported 
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having poor English language skills.  This means that the voices of Chinese migrants 

with limited English skills have not been heard in the present study, and presumably 

those who are living in the UK without official approval are unlikely to come 

forward for participation.  Future research should aim to address this issue by 

conducting interviews in Chinese languages to include the narratives of those who do 

not speak English.  It has been argued that migrants without English language 

acquisition encounter significantly more barriers in accessing services putting them 

at a disadvantage (Knowles, 2013; Tran, 2009).   

 

A third limitation of this study is linked closely to the problems inherent with the 

term “Chinese”; similar difficulties also arise with the tern “gay”.  Its use is 

exclusory to the experiences of individuals who identify as bisexual or otherwise 

non-heterosexual.  As pointed out by das Nair and Thomas (2012) many lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, and non-heterosexual people who come from minority ethnic 

backgrounds do not identify or prefer not to identify with some ‘westernised’ 

sexuality labels.  With this in mind, future research should again be mindful of the 

barriers created to participation by using restrictive ethnocentric labels that may not 

the diversity of sexualities that make up the fabric of a certain group or population.  

In fact, it would be helpful to conduct research that looks specifically at other sexual 

minority populations and how those sexual identities intersect with race/ethnicity 

and how that shapes participants’ experiences.   

 

A fourth limitation of this study concerns the gender make-up of the sample.  

Participants all identified as cis-gender and male.  Therefore, the experiences of 

women, trans, and non-binary persons have been neglected in my research.  As gay 
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men tend to be overrepresented in psychological studies and more general research 

(Richards & Barker, 2015), it would be beneficial to the profession of counselling 

psychology and academia more generally to explore the lived experiences of women 

and gender diverse people to understand how the intersections of ethnicity, sexuality, 

and gender meet and the challenges this creates in their lives.    

 

Methodologically, this study employed a qualitative design that was appropriate for 

the research aims and objectives.  However, this also reflects a further limitation of 

my thesis.  Future research into the lives of Chinese gay men in the UK could adopt 

other methodologies to quantify, for example, the extent to which ethnic Chinese 

communities experience mental health difficulties as measured by standardised tests.  

Although such studies have their own limitations, they would allow for larger 

samples to be recruited and their statistical analyses could prove valuable in 

informing counselling psychologists and other professionals about specific issues 

relevant to this population.   

 

A final limitation and appropriate criticism of this study concerns my role as a White 

gay man conducting research ‘on’ ethnic Chinese gay men in the hope that I give 

voice to an underrepresented population with multiple intersecting identities.  

Increasing awareness of the privilege and power that is automatically afforded to me 

because of my skin colour and gender has troubled me throughout this doctoral 

research process.  I have been concerned about how my racialised identity and those 

of the participants have interacted and affected the construction of knowledge from 

this thesis.  I have wondered, for example, if some or all of the men in the study have 

avoided saying certain things or withheld certain views about their lives in the UK 
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because they wished to be ‘polite’ or because they perceive me as being British.  I 

have thought about the importance of (maintaining) ‘face’ in Chinese cultures and 

questioned to what extent this has been a dynamic in my interactions with 

participants.  I have pondered whether participants would have spoken more ‘freely’ 

to say, a non-White or Chinese researcher.  Although I do not subscribe to the view 

that ethnic minority issues should only be investigated by ethnic minority 

researchers, I take seriously the concerns of Gunaratnam (2003) regarding difference 

and power between the researcher and research participant.  Discussions about 

insider/outsider status in terms of power and positionality are complex (Merriam et 

al., 2001).  Future studies, therefore, would benefit from a fuller appreciation of 

these complexities and adopt a research methodology accordingly.  For example, 

new research on UK Chinese gay communities could be conducted by a cross-

cultural team or by establishing a research reference group consisting of relevant 

stakeholders and community representatives to oversee and guide the research 

process.  Other potential improvements for future research could explore more fully 

intersectional identities that are not limited to race/ethnicity and sexuality, such as 

class, age, gender, (dis)ability, to name a few.  This would contribute to a more fuller 

understanding of the lives of men who took part in this study.   

 

5.4: Contribution to Knowledge and Implications for the Practice of 

Counselling Psychology 

 

This study makes a valuable contribution to knowledge by highlighting some of the 

main concerns experienced by UK-based Chinese gay men that have previously been 

unvoiced in earlier research studies.  The findings do not claim a single universal 
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truth, but they do expand on the limited research to date looking at the intersections 

of ethnicity and sexuality and the implications of those intersections on the lives of 

participants.  In this section, I wish to discuss the implications of my findings for the 

practice of counselling psychology referring to counselling clients, counselling 

practitioners, and social justice practice.   

 

The findings in my study suggest that as a population, Chinese gay men may be 

more inclined to seek psychological therapies than mainstream Chinese 

communities.  This suggestion is totally speculative, as my research did not set out to 

answer this question.  In fact, I did not set out to recruit participants who had 

experiences of counselling, however, the fact that the majority have been to 

counselling makes me consider whether this population may consume therapy 

services more than their mainstream peers, similar to findings by King et al. (2007) 

who concluded that LGBT people consume therapy services more than 

heterosexuals.   

 

Regardless of their utilisation of therapy services, the findings from my study imply 

that extant theories of sexual identity development (Cass, 1979; D’Augelli, 1994; 

Fassinger, 1996; Troiden, 1998) should not be applied rigidly by therapists when 

working with ethnic minority populations, and Chinese gay men in particular.  These 

models are used to conceptualise ‘successful’ identity development but have been 

criticised for using incorporating Westernized notions of identity and the coming out 

process.  As can be observed in the findings of my analysis, many Chinese gay men 

may choose not to come out to their families or others as a way of protecting their 

families and jobs.  Rather than being viewed as pathological, this could represent 
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‘successful’ identity negotiation.  The implications for counselling psychologists 

mean that our therapeutic practice with clients from this population needs to be 

mindful of how we go about helping clients to feel comfortable with their sexual 

identities that need not require them to come out in order to be ‘authentic’ in relation 

to that sexual identity.   

 

The findings in this study suggest that Chinese gay men can benefit from the 

services of mental health professionals such as counsellors and psychologists who 

may be well-placed to provide help to this population and for the difficulties they 

have described.  This means that as a profession we need to consider how we make 

our services and practice more accessible for this group, which includes being 

proactive about tackling the stigma that is associated with seeking psychological 

help (Vogel et al., 2017; Wu et al., 2017) particularly within Chinese communities 

(Chen & Mak, 2008; Lau & Takeuchi, 2001).  Added to this, we need to consider 

how to go about making our services more accessible to this population.  This means 

being mindful of where, and by whom, counselling psychology is promoted or 

advertised, the messages we give about what counselling psychology is and who it is 

for.   

 

The findings of this study also indicate that counselling psychologists need to be 

aware of the various ethnocultural influences that can shape a client’s understanding 

of themselves, their relationships, and their difficulties.  This may mean proactively 

enquiring and exploring these factors at assessment and throughout the therapy 

process, incorporating them into our formulations and conceptualisations as 

suggested by Chu, Leino, Pflum and Sue (2018).  However, in the same way that 
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scholars in the field of sexuality have cautioned therapists against misattributing ‘the 

problem’ as one of sexual orientation (Davies & Neal, 1996; Golding, 1997), 

counselling psychologists must be careful not to pathologise ethnicity or explain the 

‘causes’ of clients’ difficulties being due to their racial/ethnic identities.  Nor does it 

mean that ethnocultural issues need to be the focal point of every therapy interaction.  

Instead, we need to remain cognisant of own our privilege, power, and positionality, 

and how structural inequalities, institutions, and hegemony continue to exert 

considerable influence over who and what is valued in our societies and in our 

consulting rooms.  This requires us to be open to the potential for unconscious 

oppressions as well that we enact in our day-to-day lives.  This also means being 

aware of the strengths and limits of theories and philosophies that underpin our 

profession and how we go about ‘being’ or ‘doing’ as counselling psychologists.  As 

the narratives of the men attest to in this study, the imposition of Western models of 

‘coming out’ or the valuing of individuality and self-actualisation over collectivistic 

values and ‘family actualisation’ are at best unhelpful and at worst have the potential 

to do to clients what is being done to them outside the therapy room, that is 

rendering invisible and overlooking important aspects of their identities.  The 

challenge then is for us to undertake to increase our knowledge and cultural 

sensitivity to this group when/if they seek our help.  This is an ethical requirement of 

our profession (BPS, 2018).  It goes without saying that reading journal articles, 

attending training events, having discussions in supervision, etc., can go a long way 

to sensitise us to the cultural-specificity demands inherent in our work.   

 

This study can be viewed as an attempt to ‘answer the call’ made by some 

counselling psychologists to incorporate social justice work in our training, research 
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and practices (Cutts, 2013; Motulsky, 2014; Tribe, 2017).  I will not attempt to argue 

that this study will result in making significant positive differences to the lives of 

Chinese gay men in Britain by merely constructing a grounded theory of their main 

concerns.  Nevertheless, this study has adopted a social justice paradigm with a main 

aim of addressing a growing body of research in this area.  The findings suggest that 

we need to do more research with this group, but also indicate that some of the needs 

of this population may be met by the creation of projects, events, and/or services 

which promote cross-cultural participation and increased user-involvement.  One of 

the men in my study, for example, talked about his interest in developing an 

informational website specifically for Chinese gay men living in the UK to share his 

experiences in the hope that they could positively benefit new migrants.  He has not 

yet taken this idea forward explaining that he requires the help of others due to his 

limited means and knowledge required for this project.  Another participant spoke 

about the need for a specific Chinese LGBTQ counselling project, or a mainstream 

service that specifically caters for Chinese communities.  A number of participants 

explained that their reasons for volunteering their time to take part in my thesis was 

motivated by them wanting to be able to make a positive contribution to others who 

face similar challenges.  I am excited by the work of psychologists like Milton 

(2018) and Kottler et al. (2013) who promote social justice practice outside of the 

therapy room, and who undertake specific projects to transform local communities.  

Thus, the findings of this study could be used by those who teach and lecture in 

counselling psychology to develop opportunities for trainees to undertake practice 

placements and research projects with underrepresented groups, and to design novel 

ways of enacting social justice work as part of their doctoral training.   

 
  



157 

 

Appendix 1:  Ethics Approval 

 

The research for this project was submitted for ethics consideration under the 

reference PSYC14/146 in the Department of Psychology and was approved under 

the procedures of the University of Roehampton’s Ethics Committee on 25.09.14. 
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Appendix 2:  Participant Information Sheet 

 

 
 
 
 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

Title of Research Project: 

Coming Out as Asian: a study of Chinese gay men in Britain 

 

Invitation: 

You are being invited to take part in a research study that is exploring the lives of 

Chinese gay men in Britain.  I am a research student at the University of 

Roehampton, London, and I am undertaking a 3-year PsychD Professional Doctorate 

in Counselling Psychology.  This study is being carried out as part of this 

programme.   

 

Why is this study being done? 

This study aims to explore the experiences of UK Chinese men who identify as gay, 

and to consider how these experiences facilitate or hinder positive identity and well-

being.  I am interested in interviewing approximately 14 men aged 18 years and over 

who can share their experiences with me.  Understanding these experiences, and the 

ways in which men cope with these experiences, is an important area of research.  

This is because the Chinese community is the third largest ethnic minority group in 

the UK and yet very little is known about their lives.  This is especially true for 

Chinese people who are gay.   

 

Why am I being asked to participate? 

You are being asked to voluntarily participate because I believe that you may be able 

to make an important contribution to this research and provide valuable insights into 

the lives of UK Chinese communities.   

 

Do I have to take part? 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  It is up to you to decide whether 

or not to take part.  Before making a decision, I encourage you to read the 

information in this document and ask me any questions that you have.  You can also 

talk to friends, family or others.  If you decide to participate, I will ask you to sign a 

consent form to confirm that you agree to participate.  However, you are free to 

withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason.   

 

What will happen if I decide to take part? 

You will be asked to take part in a 60-90 minute interview which will be arranged at 

a time and location that is convenient to you.  Interviews will be conducted in 
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English and will be audio-recorded so that I can transcribe and explore what is said 

to me at a later date.  During the interviews, you will be asked questions about your 

daily life experiences and how these affect you.  Examples of daily life experiences 

include: what it is like for you living as a Chinese person in the UK; your 

experience(s) of coming out to family, friends, or work colleagues; your 

participation or non-participation in the 'gay' community; friendships, dating, and 

relationships; sex and sexual health; physical and emotional well-being; etc.  You 

can refuse to answer any questions or request that the interview be stopped at any 

time without giving a reason.  After the interview has ended, I will provide you with 

a debriefing letter with the contact names and numbers of relevant support agencies 

if required.  You will have the opportunity to read your interview transcript once it 

has been completed.  You can make suggestions and alterations if you wish.  

Reviewing your interview transcript is not compulsory.   

 

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

It is not thought that participants will be subject to an increase risk of physical or 

psychological harm through taking part in the study.  However, the topic of 

investigation is concerned with human sexuality and therefore you may be asked 

questions during the interview about your romantic and/or sexual relationships, 

sexual orientation, sex, and sexuality which could make you feel uncomfortable or 

uneasy, increasing your potential risk of distress.  You have the right to refuse to 

answer any questions or to stop the interview at any time.  I will provide you with 

the contact details of relevant support agencies if you wish to speak to someone 

about any issues that come up for you during or after the interview.  These contacts 

are outlined on the debriefing letter that will be given to you at the end of the 

interview.   

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

I cannot promise the study will help you but the information I get from the study will 

help psychologists to better understand the lives of UK Chinese communities. 

 

Expenses and reimbursement 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and no costs or reimbursements will be 

offered to participants. 

 

Confidentiality and anonymity: 

Your participation in this study and any information you provide to me will be kept 

strictly confidential.  Only me and my research supervisors will have access to it.  

All data collection, storage and processing will comply with the principles of the 

Data Protection Act 1998.  It will be stored securely and confidentially in a locked 

filing cabinet or on a secure, password-protect computer.  Your identifying 

information (name, contact number, age, consent form, etc) will be separated from 

your interview data.  Interview data will be assigned an anonymous ID number to 

protect your identity.  Under no circumstances will identifiable information be 

provided to any other third party.  Any findings from the study will be published in 

an anonymised format or at the aggregate level in order to ensure that no participant 

will be identified.  I must however inform you that if you disclose information that 

may result in you or anyone else being put at risk of harm I may have to inform the 

appropriate authorities.  If this situation happens, I will always endeavour to discuss 

this with you before taking any action.   
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What will happen to the results of the research study? 

The results from this study will be available in one or more of the following sources: 

scientific papers in peer-reviewed academic journals; presentations at conferences or 

seminars; and publication online in the University of Roehampton Research Thesis 

Repository.  Copies will also be made available to all participants.   

 

What if there is a problem? 

If you have any concern about any aspect of this study, you should speak to me and I 

will do my best to answer your questions and address your concerns.  If you remain 

unhappy and wish to raise concerns or make a formal complaint, you can do this by 

contacting my researcher supervisors who details are provided below. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. 

 

Terry Sergeant 

Trainee Counselling Psychologist 

 

Department of Psychology  

University of Roehampton 

Whitelands College  

Holybourne Avenue   

SW15 4JD 

Email: sergeant@roehampton.ac.uk 

 

 

Research Supervisors: 

 

Dr Anne-Marie Salm (Director of Studies)  Dr Joel Vos (Supervisor) 

Department of Psychology    Department of Psychology 

University of Roehampton    University of Roehampton 

Whitelands College     Whitelands College 

Holybourne Avenue     Holybourne Avenue 

London SW15 4JD     London SW15 4JD 

Tel: 0208 392 3618     Tel: 0)20 8392 3249 

A.Salm@roehamton.ac.uk    joel.vos@roehampton.ac.uk 

 

Head of Department Contact Details: 

 

Dr Diane Bray 

Department of Psychology 

University of Roehampton 

Whitelands College 

Holybourne Avenue 

London SW15 4JD 

Tel: 0208 392 3627 

D.Bray@roehampton.ac.uk 

 

  



161 

 

Appendix 3:  Participant Consent Form 

 

 
 

 
 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 

 
Coming Out as Asian: A Study of Chinese Gay Men in Britain 
 
The purpose of this doctoral research study is to interview Chinese men who live in 
Britain and who identify as gay, about their daily life experiences and examine how 
these experiences facilitate or hinder positive identity and well-being.  Examples of 
daily life experiences include: what it is like for you living as a Chinese person in the 
UK; your experience(s) of coming out to family, friends, or work colleagues; your 
participation or non-participation in the 'gay' community; friendships, dating, and 
relationships; sex and sexual health; physical and emotional well-being; etc. 
 
Approximately 14 participants will be recruited for this study and interviewed 
individually.  Interviews will take place at a time and location conveniently to you and 
could last between 60-90 minutes.  Interviews will be audio recorded.   
 
 
Investigator Contact Details: Terence Sergeant 
     Department of Psychology 
     University of Roehampton 
     Whitelands College, Parkstead House 
     Holybourne Avenue 
     LONDON SW15 4JD 
     Email: sergeant@roehampton.ac.uk 
 
 
Consent Statement: 
 
I agree to take part in this research, and am aware that I am free to withdraw at any 
point without giving a reason, although if I do so I understand that my data might still 
be used in a collated form. I understand that the information I provide will be treated 
in confidence by the investigator and that my identity will be protected in the 
publication of any findings, and that data will be collected and processed in 
accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998 and with the University’s Data 
Protection Policy. 
 
Name …………………………………. 
 
Signature ……………………………… 
 
Date …………………………………… 



162 

 

 
 
 
 
Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or any 
other queries please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is a student 
you can also contact the Director of Studies.) However, if you would like to contact 
an independent party please contact the Head of Department.  
 
Director of Studies Contact Details:  Head of Department Contact Details: 
 
Dr Anne Marie Salm    Dr Diane Bray 
Department of Psychology   Department of Psychology 
Roehampton University   Roehampton University 
Whitelands College    Whitelands College 
Holybourne Avenue    Holybourne Avenue 
London SW15 4JD    London SW15 4JD 
02083923618     02083923627 
A.Salm@roehamton.ac.uk       D.Bray@roehampton.ac.uk 
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Appendix 4:  Recruitment Poster 

 

 
 
 

Example of a poster advertisement to be displayed (with permission) in 
several community centres, commercial venues, and distributed on internet 
mailing lists. 

 
 
 

Participants Required 

 

Are you a Chinese man aged 18 years or over who identifies as gay? 

 

If so, would you be willing to take part in a 90 minute (approx.) confidential 

interview in a private setting regarding your experiences of being Chinese and gay 

here in Britain? 

 

I am a doctoral level student undertaking a PsychD Counselling Psychology 

programme at the University of Roehampton, London.  I am conducting research on 

the lives of UK Chinese gay men about their daily life experiences and how these 

experiences facilitate or hinder positive identity and well-being.  Examples of daily 

life experiences include: what it is like for you living as a Chinese person in the UK; 

your experience(s) of coming out to family, friends, or work colleagues; your 

participation or non-participation in the 'gay' community; friendships, dating, and 

relationships; sex and sexual health; physical and emotional well-being; etc. 

 

I consider this to be an important area of study because there are few studies which 

focus on the lives of Chinese gay people who Britain who identify as gay.   

 

If you are interested in taking part in this study, you can contact me on the email 

address or telephone number below.  Interviews will take place at a time and location 

convenient to you and will be audio-recorded for the purpose of transcribing. 

 

Please note that all interviews will be conducted in English. 

 

Thank you  

 

Terry Sergeant 

(Trainee Counselling Psychology – University of Roehampton)  

Contact email: sergeant@roehampton.ac.uk 
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Appendix 5:  Interview Guide 

 

 
 

 
 

Coming Out as Asian: a study of Chinese gay men in Britain 

 

Interview Guide 
 
 
This guide has been drawn up using guidelines on interviewing 
participants in constructivist grounded theory research designs 
(Charmaz, 2003).  There is overlap in the questions below, and this is 
intentional. Such overlap allows the interviewer to go back to an earlier 
thread to gain more information or to winnow unnecessary or potentially 
uncomfortable questions.   
 
 
Initial open-ended questions: 
 

• What made you decide to participate in this research study? 
 

• Can you tell me about yourself (e.g. where are you from, how long have 
you lived in the UK, what do you do here, what brought you to the UK?) 

 

• What is it like being a Chinese person here in the UK? 
 

• Can you tell me about any experiences, positive or negative, you have 
had since being here in the UK? 
 

• Could you describe a typical day for you? 
 

• Tell me about the people in your life who you spend most time with? 
 
 
Intermediate questions: 
 

• How would you describe your sexual orientation? 
 

• When and how did you first realise you were gay? 
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• Tell me about your thoughts and feelings when you learned about 
homosexuality? 

 

• How did you first learn about sex? 
 

• When did you have your first sexual experience? 
 

• When did you have your first same-sex sexual experience? 
 

• What messages were given to you about sex/sexuality in your 
culture/family/community? 

 

• Who else knows about you being gay? 
 

• When did you come out? 
 

• What stops you from coming out? 
 

• What would make it easier for you to come out? 
 

• Can you tell me about any relationships you have been in?  What 
are/were they like? 

 

• What are your experiences of dating/being in a relationship with another 
man? 

 

• Are you, or have you ever been in a relationship with someone who is 
not Chinese?  Can you tell me about your experiences of this? 

 

• How do you meet other gay people here in Britain? 
 

• Do you go to any gay clubs, bars or gay community events?  What is it 
like there? 

 

• How, if at all, have your thoughts and feelings about yourself/being gay 
changed since being in Britain? 

 

• What positive changes have occurred in your life since coming 
out/being in a relationship/coming to Britain? 

 

• What negative changes, if any, have occurred in your life since coming 
out/being in a relationship/coming to Britain? 

 

• Tell me how you go about dealing with difficulties you encounter in life?  
What do you do? 

 

• When you feel sad/stressed/worried about anything, who do you talk 
to? 
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• How do you cope with stress? 
 

• Have you ever been to see a counsellor, psychologist, or other mental 
health professional?  What happened?  What was that for?  How did 
you find it? 

 

• What things stop you from going to see a counsellor, psychologist or 
other mental health professional? 

 

• What things help you to feel positive about yourself (as a Chinese 
person/gay man?) 

 

• What things make you feel negative/uncomfortable/upset about 
yourself/your identity? 

 

• As you look back on your life/coming out/being in the UK, are there any 
other events that stand out in your mind? Could you describe it [each 
one]? How did this event affect what happened? How did you respond 
to [the event; the resulting situations]? 

 

• Could you describe the most important lessons you learned about 
yourself/life through experiencing being gay/coming to Britain? 

 
 
Ending questions: 
 

• Tell me about how your views [and/or actions depending on topic and 
preceding responses] may have changed since you have come 
out/been in a relationship/come to the UK? 

 

• How have you grown as a person since coming out/coming to the UK?  
 

• Tell me about your strengths that you discovered or developed through 
coming out. [If appropriate] What do you most value about yourself 
now? What do others most value in you? 

 

• After having these experiences, what advice would you give to another 
Chinese person who has just discovered that he or she is gay / has 
decided to come to the UK? 

 

• What are your plans/hopes/dreams for the future? 
 

• Is there anything that you might now have thought about before that 
occurred to you during this interview? 

 

• Is there anything else that we haven’t talked about today which you 
think is important for me to know? 

 

• Is there anything that you would like to ask me? 
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Prompts: 
 

• I’m going to ask you a question that may make you feel uncomfortable, 
and it is okay if you would prefer not to answer it….. [question].  Is that 
something that you can tell me about? 

 

• I notice that you look happy/sad/frustrated/uncomfortable when you say 
that, what are you thinking about right now? 

 

• Take your time, tell me some more about that please. 
 

• What is it like for you when that happens? 
 

• How does it make you feel? 
 

• And then what happened? 
 

• What happened next? 
 

• Give me some examples please. 
 

 

 

Charmaz, Kathy. (2003). Qualitative interviewing and grounded theory analysis. In 

J.A. Holstein & J.F. Gubrium (Eds.), Inside interviewing: New lenses, new 

concerns (pp. 311-330). Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications. 
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Appendix 6:  Debrief Letter 

 

 
 
 

Coming out as Asian: a study of Chinese gay men in Britain 

 
Participant debrief 

 
Thank you very much for participating in the study.  You were invited to take part in a 
confidential, individual interview and to talk about important aspects of your life 
including your ethnicity and sexuality.  I understand that some of what you discussed 
today might be difficult and unsettling for you and I would therefore like to leave you 
with these contact numbers should you wish to speak to someone following this study.  
 
Chinese Mental Health Association - 020 7613 1008 
London Lesbian & Gay Switchboard – 0300 330 0630 
PACE Counselling & Support for LBGT people - 020 7700 1323 
Samaritans – 08457 90 90 90 (24 hours) 
Mind – 0208 59 2122 
NHS Direct - 0845 4647 
 
Please also remember that you can contact your GP who can provide onward referral 
for counselling or other appropriate support services.   
 
If you have any concerns about the study and wish to contact someone at the 
University of Roehampton then please contact;  
 
Department of Psychology  
University of Roehampton,  
Whitelands College  
Holybourne Avenue   
SW15 4JD 
 
Researcher – Terry Sergeant (sergeant@roehampton.ac.uk)  

Director of Studies Contact Details:  Head of Department Contact Details: 
Dr Anne Marie Salm    Dr Diane Bray 
Department of Psychology   Department of Psychology 
Roehampton University   Roehampton University 
Whitelands College    Whitelands College 
Holybourne Avenue    Holybourne Avenue 
London SW15 4JD    London SW15 4JD 
02083923618     02083923627 
A.Salm@roehamton.ac.uk       D.Bray@roehampton.ac.uk 
 
Thank you, Terry Sergeant  
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Appendix 7:  Sample Interview Extract of Line-by-Line Coding 

 

This extract is taken from the beginning section of Interview 2 with Li.  I have 

chosen not to include the full transcript due to its length and because of concerns 

about it compromising the participant’s confidentiality and anonymity.  R = 

Researcher and P = Participant.  [X] denotes potential identifying information that 

has been omitted. 

 

 Transcript Line-by-Line Coding 

R: 

 

 

 

 

P: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And can I ask you more about that?  Can you tell 

me what you experienced?  What the feelings 

were, and how the depression affected life for 

you? 

 

It was, um, complex.  In a way, that depression… 

how it formed was, firstly my sexuality made me 

feel very dissatisfied with my life, then I felt I 

have to, um, it lead me to lower self-esteem, and I 

felt like the only way to deal with that is to do 

very, very good in external things, such as career, 

I have to work very hard, but in order to guard 

that now, I have to not be myself, but trying to put 

on a face there, and it was a lot of pressure, comes 

from that end.  And also the pressure from 

society, it is not particularly helpful when you are 

in a pressured, anxious mind-set, and then you 

feel very pressurised in a working environment.  

Then you are anxious about your sexuality, and 

also I felt dejected by working so hard and doing 

so hard in my life to be a good man, but, on the 

other hand you face the rejection potentially from 

career and from family.  Because there’s a great 

pressure from my family to like, things like ‘now 

at your age, are you not dating; when are you 

going to get married’, and everything, which was 

a bit ridiculous, and also I kinda felt like, on my 

own. On two occasions, about gays, both of them  

showed great despise towards that, or disgust 

towards that… and that made me feel like if I, 

well, come out… I will lose my family, I will be 

deserted by my family.   I was very, very 

pressurised after that to lead a double life.   And 

none of my friends, around, all of them seems to 

be straight, so it was really hard for me to open to 

them, so I felt very, very alone.  And at the same 

stage your sexuality is not satisfied, then that 

obviously brings very anxious, everything.  Until 

all this pressure one day hit me, it started to 

gradually build up, and I have to put up with 

trying to be resilient, until I hit a point, um, 

where, I hit a point unfortunately I went into 

depression.  And that was very scary period of my 

life.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

“depression” 

attributing cause of depression to 

sexuality, feeling dissatisfied in life 

feeling bad about self 

limiting ways of coping 

exceling to compensate 

imposing expectations 

rejecting the self 

“trying to put on a face” 

being pressured 

“pressure from society” 

having an “anxious mind-set” 

feeling pressured at work 

feeling anxious 

feeling dejected 

striving to be a “good man” 

anticipating rejection 

life domains 

pressure from the family 

dealing with parental expectations 

promoting heterosexuality 

rejecting parental expectations 

encountering homonegative within 

the family 

fearing rejection 

contemplating coming out 

loosing everything that is important 

needing to live a “double life” 

 

feeling unable to talk to friends 

feeling alone 

“sexuality is not satisfied” 

feeling anxious about sexuality 

mounting pressure “hit me” 

building pressure 

trying to cope 

crashing 

 

going into depression 
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R: 

 

 

P: 

How did you know that you were in depression?  

Tell me more about that. 

 

Um, I think the first was, I started to gradually 

have an emotional breakdown, every four of five 

months.   That’s a breakdown as in all the 

pressures builds up and I couldn’t see that I start 

have a massive breakdown very late in the 

evening, having drinks, and crying, and 

everything.  Then it gradually became more 

frequent, pretty much like every month, one or 

two months, probably in the second year, and, 

because I was just not happy.  Very pressurised 

and very anxious.  When I think about what my 

life is going to be, I didn’t know, because all the 

life ahead seems to be so gloomy.  Then, until 

something happened in my life, I think it broke 

the straw, on me, and brought me down, so I 

never thought I would get into that situation, but 

I….. attempted….. seriously, suicide, nearly a 

year ago.  And that was a very dark night.  I was 

sent to hospital and when I came out, it was the 

first time I realised this is a major problem 

because it leads me to the place that I never 

thought I would go to.  Um, and that when I 

started to think that maybe I have, emotional and 

mental health problems.  Then a couple of months 

later I tried to open up myself, I started to think 

how can I deal with that, I start to call the 

helplines to at least talk to some human being.  

And, it did help when it was a really bad time, to 

keep me away from thinking about doing 

something silly, but what it doesn’t do, was to 

really help me to see how can I deal with it.  Um, 

because it was more about listening, and 

empathising with me.  But that, obviously can 

only heal the, eh, the bleeding wound, but the 

wound is still there, it just stops the bleeding 

temporarily.  Then until the second time that I 

was somehow getting very, very close to 

attempting for a second time, and after that I start 

to feel formally, felt that, I need to really address 

this, I can’t go on with it.  So that’s when I 

gathered my courage, and started counselling.  

But it’s very interesting, I didn’t go straight to a 

GP and get that diagnosis and start taking anti-

depressants, umm, because I’ve been leading a 

double life by then, for quite a long period, and I 

start to have a mentally very clear about my 

double life.  So the straight life, [X] guy, would 

not go to the GP for depression because, this was 

later I figured it out, why didn’t I go to the GP, 

you know and just talk about depression, and get 

help formally, rather than have to stay anonymous 

to counselling services, without diagnosis, and 

everything.  I think it was because I drew that line 

between the straight-[X]-happy-guy wouldn’t go 

to GP for depression, because the depression is 

coming from secretly-gay-[X],…..I feel very 

 

 

 

 

 

experiencing an “emotional 

breakdown” 

describing the breakdown 

“massive breakdown” 

describing the breakdown 

increasing in frequency 

monthly cycles 

 

“I was just not happy” 

Struggling with emotions 

 

feeling hopeless 

 

hitting a brick wall 

 

trying to end my life 

“a very dark night” 

receiving medical care 

acknowledging the problem 

reflecting on behaviour 

 

“emotional and mental health 

problems” 

Trying to “open myself up” 

facing the problem 

seeking help 

finding support in dark times 

keeping self safe 

 

limitations of the help 

“listening and emphasising” 

 

needing more than listening and 

empathising 

temporary relief 

 

a second attempt 

 

the wake up call 

seeking professional help 

 

bypassing the GP and medication 

 

living a double life 

having mental clarity 

splitting the self 

refusing to seek help 

developing self-awareness 

talking about depression 

getting “help formally” 

remaining anonymous, not having a 

diagnosis. 

split self 
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afraid.  I’ve been leading a double life that I can’t 

handle it. But yeah, the therapist, everything, they 

kind of, they… my therapist they didn’t think that 

I particularly have a depression per se, because 

she felt I was a natural… it was a natural reaction 

to a tremendous amount of pressure, came to my 

shoulders, and I carried it for 4 or 5 years now.  I 

couldn’t carry it anymore so, I had a breakdown, 

and needed help, when I’m depression, And I 

found everything was a great effort to do, you 

know, including just brushing my teeth, getting 

out of the bed, to do a bit of work, reply email, or 

even, and everything gets irritated, makes me feel 

very tired, including just eating.  So, I never see 

an end to it, because when I was back in those 

days, I felt there is no way out for me, and I just 

couldn’t see another way.  I couldn’t see any way 

out.   

attributing blame for the depression 

on the gay side of me 

feeling “very afraid”, living a double 

life. 

therapist 

describing the therapist’s formulation 

therapist normalising experiences 

 

carrying around pressure for years 

breakdown 

needing help 

describing symptoms of depression 

struggling to take care of personal 

hygiene, struggling to work 

feeling irritable 

feeling tired, losing appetite 

enduring the depression 

“there is no way out for me” 

feeling hopeless 
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Appendix 8:  Sample Interview Extract of Focused Coding 

 

This extract is taken from the beginning section of Interview 2 with Li.  I have 

chosen not to include the full transcript due to its length and because of concerns 

about it compromising the participant’s confidentiality and anonymity.  R = 

Researcher and P = Participant.  [X] denotes potential identifying information that 

has been omitted. 

 

 Transcript Focused codes 

R: Okay, just to get us started, what made you decide 

to contact me and volunteer to participate? 

 

P: Well, based on my own experience, being a gay 

Oriental man, it’s not easy, so… it’s still not 

easy…  Perhaps, you know, a little bit of input of 

mine, based on my own experiences, to this 

research could help a wider public or gay men in 

the future.   

identifying as “gay Oriental man” 

 

 

 

making a contribution. 

R: So you identify as gay?    

P: Yes  

R: Yeah.  Okay, so maybe if we start before you 

came to the UK, you were back home in 

Malaysia? 

 

P: Yip.  

R: So back then, when did you know you were gay?  

P: Emm…..  I knew I was different, but I wasn’t 

sure if gays exist or not.  I knew I was different, 

maybe, since I started secondary school.  Um, so 

everyone talking about girls.  I kinda thought I’m 

not interested.  I wasn’t interested.  I was more 

interested in being friendly with the boys in the 

class.  Um, so I knew I was different, but I 

haven’t really like, eh… um come to a conclusion 

I was gay until I came to the UK in [X], when I 

was [X].  Um, and then, I knew gay exist when I 

was in college, but you know, being in Malaysia, 

the environment wasn’t really, like the 

environment to explore, you know, my, my, my 

sexuality freely.  So only when I came to the UK 

did I start to, you know, explore, yeah.  I think, I 

would say, I feel again, confirmed I was gay 

maybe when I was [X] or [X].   

knowing I was “different” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

deciding on a label in the UK 

 

 

 

 

being able to explore sexuality freely 

after moving. 

R: Whenever you were growing up in Malaysia, you 

said that you had been at school, other people 

were interested in girls, you found yourself more 

friendly towards the guys.  Did you have a word 
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that you knew was able to describe these feelings?  

Did you know how to call it, what to label it as?  

If that makes sense? 

P: Um, I didn’t have a word actually.  I just felt like, 

I’m, it’s easier for me to make friends with boys.  

I just found girls a bit too much hard work 

[laughs].  That’s my own personal opinion.   

lacking a label 

cR: And did you ever, eh, think about telling 

somebody else?  Like I’m interested to know how 

did you know it wasn’t okay to say to another 

person that you had these feelings towards boys. 

 

P: Well I always treated them as good friends.  I did 

have sexual encounters, a sexual encounter, eh, 

with one of them, with one of my best friends.   

exploring sexuality with friends 

R: When you were a teenager?  

P: At secondary school, yeah.. I think he’s straight.  

I dunno.  We did have something.  But, that was 

just, he is just a friend.  I dunno.  It was a bit 

confusing at that time.  I wasn’t even sure what I 

was doing.  I didn’t even know I was gay or not. 

 

 

 

feeling confused. 

questioning sexuality. 

R: And did you ever hear any negative stuff as a 

teenager, anything negative about being gay? 

 

P: Yes, bad stuff.  Always negative. being gay is not okay. 

R: From who?  

P: Well, just from people making fun of gay people, 

and, you know, if, if you get too close to a, you 

know, being too friendly with another same-sex 

friend, then people will start to call you ‘oh you 

might be… are you kinda having a same-sex 

relationship’ which is a bit funny for them.  But 

not to me. 

encountering stigma. 

 

don’t get too close, don’t be too 

friendly. 

R: And, did you ever have a relationship with a guy 

before you came to the UK. 

 

P: No, no.   

 

 

R: Because….? 

 

 

P: I wasn’t feeling comfortable within myself.  I 

couldn’t really accept it either.  At the same time, 

it wasn’t, in fact sorry, I remember a friend 

actually.  Well he did tell me he liked me, but I, I, 

I, just felt really uncomfortable, and um, I just 

treated him as a good friend.  It was just one-way 

really.  It was him having feelings towards me, 

but I didn’t feel anything at all.  And I was a bit 

uncomfortable at that point of my life.  That’s 

struggling to accept myself 

 

 

 

 

“one-way” attractions 
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when I was in college actually.  Maybe when I 

was about [X]. 

R: You said a little earlier that it was around [X] 

years old that you left Malaysia.  What brought 

you to the UK? 

 

P: Education. relocating for education 

R: And you’ve stayed ever since.  

P: Yip.  And I found a job.  I used to be an [X].  I’ve 

got a degree in [X].  I worked in [X] for just over 

[X] years, and then I had enough of office-type of 

work life, so I quit.  I became a [X]. 

finding work 

R: Would, would, would, you say you’ve stayed in 

the UK because of work or for other reasons? 

 

P: Em….. both really.  I think, life and work.  Yeah.  

Because I think the lifestyle here suits me better.  

Em, people are more open and, you know, the 

population here is more diverse, compared to 

Malaysia.  I just went home, in February for 

Chinese New Year, and it was a bit, eh, kind of, a 

struggle really.  Everyone, all the relatives… 

because all of the relatives I met, you know, I’m 

not young, and all the relatives I met, the first 

question they ask is ‘oh where is your other half, 

where is your girl’ and I thought ‘oh my God, 

please don’t ask again’.  Yeah, those questions 

really put me off going back home, um, yeah, I 

did warn my parents about it actually, ‘if you ever 

ask me those questions again I won’t come back 

as often’ [laughs]. 

staying put 

 

 

embracing openness and diversity 

 

 

 

 

 

feeling pressures to settle down. 

 

 

avoiding awkward questions 
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Appendix 9:  Memo Example 

 

Memo #: Post-Interview 4 – Initial thoughts & reflections 

24-07-16 

 

Age as a central theme 

What stands out the most from this interview is the extent to which the participant 

talks about ‘age’ in all sorts of ways.  He wanted to know about the age range of 

other participants and whether he was the oldest.  He also made reference to my age, 

i.e. being too young to remember a gay venue in London.  He also made reference to 

his own age at various points, particularly regarding his biological age, i.e. being 56 

years old, but his feeling younger in his mind – “some of us never grow old in our 

minds”.  Age also came up when he talked about the differences between younger 

Asian men compared to older Asian men, as well as his perception that it is easier for 

younger men to come out these days.  He talked about his age in relation to his 

mother and step-father, indicating that they were very “advanced” in their years and 

his immediate plans was to take care of them as the neared the end of life.  He also 

laughed at one point about enjoying life as much as possible in the time that he has 

left.  Throughout the interview, he made a number of references to various ages, 

either relating to how old he was, i.e. realising he was gay aged 13 or 14, having his 

first sexual experience aged 17, coming out to his son when his son was 14, and 

losing contact with his son when his son was 28.  He compared his own experiences 

of being in relationships with “younger” friends.  He referred often to various dates, 

i.e. when was homosexuality decriminalised in the UK, and when AIDS became a 

problem in the gay community.   
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Exploring sex(uality) in the host country 

Aside from age, what also stood out from this interview was the way in which the 

participant described that he first explored his sexuality, at least in the form of 

having sex, in the host country rather than the country of origin.  This appears to be 

similar to the experiences of at least two other participants.  What kind of influence 

does this have over the subsequent development of one’s sexual orientation? 

 

Subtle racism in the gay community 

Although the participant denied having had any experiences of overt racism, he did 

say that he felt that Asians are not welcome in gay bars.  

 

Lack of visibility, no community 

What he also seems to say is that there is no visibility or community space, at least 

not for Asians.  The lack of interaction between Asian and Caucasian is also 

mentioned in the interview – and indeed this is referred to in the literature regarding 

students that come to study from China in the UK. 

 

Family as a stabilising factor 

The participant refers to family as a kind of stablishing factor that prevents drug and 

alcohol addictions, as well as self-harming and other kinds of mental health issues, 

even if the immediate family is not receptive to their child’s homosexuality. 

 

What I was surprised to learn was that the participant was in a relationship with 

another Asian.  I’m not sure why this surprised me – I assumed that he would have a 
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preference for Caucasian rather than Asian, even though he too said that whilst in the 

USA he preferred Caucasian but switched to Asian whilst in the UK. 
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