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Identity Stress and Health in Three Cohorts of Lesbians Gay Men and Bisexuals 

Protocol for Qualitative Life Story Interview 

 

Note to Interviewer: Interviewer instructions are in [brackets].  All numbered questions should be asked directly 
to participants.  Questions beginning with letters are suggested/optional probes and only need to be asked if 
the participant’s response to the preceding numbered question is insufficient. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

[Let them know:] 

 

 Start by doing a couple of activities that give life overview 

 Activities last about 30-40 minutes 

 Questions about communities that you are part of, as well as your sexual experiences and relationships 

 Then we’ll talk about challenges and stressors that you may have experienced over your life 

 As well as some questions about  the social and historical changes that have occurred related to LGB 
issues  

 We’ll end the interview with some questions about your experiences accessing health care.  

 We will take a break about midway through the interview, but can also break at any time you need 

 

PART 1. LIFE STORY 

 

Life-Line Drawing [About 10 minutes] 

 

This first activity is called a life-line.  [Hand R lifeline paper and pen] Please draw a line that represents your 
life. The line should begin when you were born, go to today and then continue into your future.  The line should 
go up when it was a good time in your life and down when it was a bad time in your life. Take a few minutes to 
think about your life and draw the line, and when you are finished we can discuss it. 

 

Life-Story Narrative and Critical Events  [About 15 – 20 minutes] 

 

1. Now for the next 15-20 minutes I’d like to go over the line you drew that represents your life and ask you 
some specific questions about critical life events. First, tell me why you drew the line the way you did. 
[Probe only for clarification on events; avoid interruptions.]  

 

Now, I’d like us to focus on a few key events that happened to you in your life. For each event, please describe 
what was happening, where you were, who you were with, and what you were thinking and feeling at the 
moment. 
  

2. Tell me about your first memory, the very first thing you can remember in life.  
 

3. Tell me about the time in your life that is really the highest point in your life story, a time when you were 
just so happy and felt at peace with the world.  

 

4. Tell me about the time in your life when you felt the lowest—a time when you felt a lot of negative 
emotions, like sadness, despair, fear, or anger.  

 

5. Now tell me about a turning point in your life. A turning point is a time in which something happened that 
changed you as a person. Think of a particular event in your life that had this kind of impact on you, 



 

 

when before this event happened, you thought of yourself one way, then the event happened and you 
thought of yourself in an entirely different way.  
 

Thank you for sharing this overview of your life story. We may come back to some of these events later in the 
interview. 

 

PART 2. SOCIAL IDENTITIES AND COMMUNITIES 

 

Identity Map [About 5 minutes] 

 

For this next activity, please use this page as a starting point for listing the identities and roles that describe 
who you are.  You can write words or phrases that represent different aspects of yourself, these might include 
social identities or labels related to gender, race, sexuality, class, occupation, different roles in your life, or any 
words or phrases that describe you.  [Hand R the blue colored pencil to fill it in] 

 

Identity Map Narrative [About 25 minutes] 

For the next 25 minutes or so I’d like to go over the words and phrases you used to describe yourself.  [If R did 
not write descriptor for race, gender, and/or sexual orientation, ask why R didn’t. Probe how R identifies in 
these areas. Write in additions to the identity map in a green colored pencil].   

 

1. In terms of your sexual orientation, you told me that you see yourself as [sexual identity in map].  Tell 
me about how you came to identify yourself with this sexual identity label and your process of telling 
others about your identity. 

a. People use a lot of different words to describe their sexual orientation.  Tell me about why you 
think the word you use fits you best? 

b. [Probe for milestones such as specific age of self-awareness, disclosure to others such as 
friends and family.] 
 

2. [Determine the core social identities – race, sexual, gender- that may intersect; SKIP if R does not 
seem to have intersectional identities of significance.] I’d like to understand how you see some of these 
different identities relating. Tell me about your experience of being [SEXUAL IDENTITY] in the 
[RACE/ETHNICITY/GENDER] community. 
 
Tell me about your experience of being [RACE/ETHNICITY/OTHER] in the [SEXUAL IDENTITY] 
community. 
 

3. You said you identify as [GENDER]. What’s it like being a [GENDER] within [RACE/ETHNICITY] LGB 
communities? 

a. For example, are there ways your experiences might be different if you were NOT [GENDER]? 
 

4. Do you see yourself as more “masculine” or “feminine”?  
 

a. What is it like to be [MASC/FEM] in the [SEXUAL IDENTITY] community? 
 

b. Do you have a label or identity related to how masculine or feminine you see yourself? 

 

5. Now I’d like to ask you about communities you feel you belong to. Tell me what communities you feel 
you are a part of, and tell me what those communities look like in terms of who is in them (e.g., the type 
of people). [Let R define community, if asked.] 

a. In what ways does it feel like a community? Or what makes it a community? 



 

 

b. Tell me about the relationships between the different communities you feel a part of. Or how are 
they related or ever interact?  What’s it like to be a part of them at the same time? 

c. [If not already covered] - Tell me about the [SEXUAL IDENTITY] community you are in 
specifically and how it interacts with other communities 

 

PART 3. SEX AND SEXUAL CULTURES  

 
We’re done now with those two exercises and will now move on to discuss your sex life and relationships. This 
part of the interview will last about 20 minutes, and then we’ll take a break. 

 

1. First, tell me about how you thought about sex and relationships during puberty and adolescence. 
[Refer to lifeline period on drawing if needed]. 

a. How did you approach finding sex and/or romantic partners? 
b. What kinds of things interested you or excited you sexually? 
c. What kinds of things were you worried about? 
d. What was your sex life like back then? 
e. How did you feel about sex back then? 

 

2. And how about today? Tell me about the romantic and/or sexual relationships you are in now. 
a. Are you currently in a relationship or relationships? For how long? Is your relationship or are 

your relationships monogamous or non-monogamous. [Ask for details, change over time, etc.] 
b. How do you feel about your sex life? Satisfied? Less than Satisfied? 
c. How do you feel about your relationship status?  
d. What kinds of things worry you about sex these days? 
e. [If not mentioned in identity map] – Some people identify with a sex position identity or role, 

like “top,” “aggressive,” “pillow princess,” “bottom.”  Do you use any labels or terms like these to 
describe yourself?   

f. How does using that label [or not having a label] affect your sex life? Your relationships? 
g. [If not covered in sex roles question] – How does the way you see yourself as masculine 

and/or feminine relate to your approach your sex life? Relationships? 
 

3.  Have the ways you think about and approach sex and relationships changed over the years? 
a. Why do you think this has changed over the years? 
b. Probe for life events and social factors affecting observed differences. 
c. Probe for specific ages at which changes are noted. 
 

4. Looking at your identity map and thinking about the communities and groups you discussed earlier, 
have you seen changes over the years in how sex and sexual practices are talked about among your 
friends who are also [sexual identity label]? [Probe for life events and social factors affecting observed 
differences]. 

a. Why do you think some of these changes have happened? 
b. What about availability of different medications for sexually transmitted infections or HIV? Do 

you see people in your community changing the ways they approach sex because of these? 
c. [MEN ONLY] – More specifically, how has the availability of PrEP, also known as the pre-

exposure HIV drug, changed how people you know approach sex and relationships?  
 

[Take a 10 minute break] 

 

 

PART 4. CHALLENGES, STRESS, AND COPING [About 20 minutes] 

 



 

 

Thank you for sharing all that you have with me so far during the interview. The second half of the interview will 
ask you specific questions about challenges and stresses in your life and how you coped with them, as well as 
your experiences with health care services and your impressions of social changes for LGB people and how 
they have affected your life.  

 

Challenges and Stress 

 
 

1. Looking back over your life, tell me what you think has been the single greatest challenge you have 
faced so far in life. [Use lifeline and use as visual aid. If not already on the line, ask participant to mark 
and label].   
 

2. Tell me how you have handled this challenge, and how you think having to deal with this challenge has 
impacted you as a person. 

 

[These questions, #3-4, are about major and minor events and incidents of antigay prejudice, discrimination, 
and violence]. 

 

3. How about any challenges you may have had in your life related to being [LGB term]?  Starting when 
you were an adolescent, were there times when you were treated differently because of your sexual 
identity and or gender expression?  

 

[If R asks to explain “difference”, you can add: when you experienced prejudice, stigma, discrimination 
or violence?] 

[Refer back to lifeline. Ask if there were specific events or ongoing experiences, for each event or 
experience ask:] 

a. What happened? 
b. Who was involved? 
c. How did you feel about the experience? 
d. How did you cope with the experience?  

 

4. Were there other times in your life that you were treated differently because of your sexual identity and 
or gender expression?  Has that changed over time? 
  
[Refer back to lifeline. Ask if there were specific events or ongoing experiences, for each event or 
experience ask:] 

a. What happened? 
b. Who was involved? 
c. How did you feel about the experience? 
d. How did you cope with the experience?  

 

5. [This question is about self-acceptance vs. internalized homophobia]   

 

Looking back over your life, were there times that you had an easy or hard time accepting yourself as 
[LGB term]?  Has that change over time? [Explore different time periods related to self acceptance vs. 
self rejection (internalized homophobia)]. 

 

6. [This question is about concealing LGB identity vs. being out]   



 

 

People sometimes need to or feel like they need to hide their LGB identity from others such as family 
and friends, teachers, colleagues and co-workers, health professionals, etc.  Looking back over your 
life, please tell me about being out vs. not being out about your [LGB identity term] 

 
[Refer back to lifeline. Ask if there were specific times/contexts when this was an issue and ask:] 

a. When and where did this happen? 
b. Who was involved? 
c. How did you feel about the experience? 
d. How did you cope with the experience?  

 
7. [This question is about expectations of rejection and discrimination vs. acceptance and equality in 

interactions in society in general] 
 
In general, in your day-to-day experiences, do you feel that society is accepting of you and other LGB 
people? 

a. Why or why not? 
b. Has this feeling changed over your lifetime? 

 

 

Coping and Support 
 

1. What types of things helped you deal with challenges and negative experiences you’ve had related to 
being [LGB term]? 

a. Have the kinds of resources or supports available to you changed over the years?  If yes, how?  
b. Have you gone to an LGBT-specific organization such as LGBT community center? 
c. Have you sought help or advice from an LGBT person or organization online? 
d. Have you sought help or advice from an LGBT person or organization in your community or 

neighborhood?  Did you travel outside of your neighborhood to seek such people or 
organizations? 

 

PART 5. SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL MOMENTS [About 10 minutes] 

 

1. I’d like to ask you a few questions about what you remember about what was happening in society at 
particular moments in your life. First, can you tell me about your memories during puberty and 
adolescence about what was happening in society with regard to LGBT issues?  

a. What do you remember about how LGBT issues were talked about in the wider society during 
your childhood and adolescence? 

b. Where and from whom did you hear about these things (e.g., family, school, church, peers) 
c. How did it feel to hear the things you heard discussed?  
d. What did you think about it? 

 

2. And how about today? What do you see as the major issues happening in society with regard to LGBT 
issues? 

a. How do you feel about the things you hear about these days?  
b. What do you think about the issues or the ways people are talking about them? 

 

PART 6. HEALTHCARE UTILIZATION [About 20 minutes] 

 

This is the last major section of the interview, and it will last about 20 minutes. Thank you so much for all of the 
rich information about your life and experiences you’ve provided so far. 



 

 

I now want to ask you about your physical and mental health and your experiences seeking and receiving care 
for your health 

 

1. First, can you tell me about when you usually seek care for physical or mental health concerns? 
a. [Probe for the decisions about when to seek care and under what circumstances there is 

motivation enough to seek care.] 
b. Where do you usually seek care for physical health concerns? 
c. Where do you usually seek care for mental health concerns? 

 
2. Tell me about the last time you sought healthcare for an illness or any physical health problem. 

a. Why did you go? 
b. Where did you go? 
c. Why did you choose that provider? 
d. How was the experience? 

 

3. Tell me about the last time you sought healthcare for your psychological or mental health. 
a. Why did you go? 
b. Where did you go? 
c. Why did you choose that provider? 
d. How was the experience? 

 

4. Tell me about the last time you sought help for psychological or mental health from a spiritual or 
religious counselor. 

a. Why did you go? 
b. Where did you go? 
c. Why did you choose that provider? 
d. How was the experience? 

 
5. Tell me about the last time you felt you needed healthcare but didn’t seek help.  

a. Why did you not seek care? 
 

6. Have the identities we’ve discussed earlier impacted your seeking and receiving care for your physical 
and psychological health? 

a. Why do you think those aspects of your identities have/have not impacted your experience with 
health care? 

 
7. When you talk to a provider about a health concern, how open are you about your sexual identity? 

a. Does it come up?  
b. When?  
c. What situations?  
d. Who brings it up? 
e. If no, why do you think you and your provider haven’t brought it up? 

 
8. Have you ever sought care for reasons related to your sexual identity or gender expression? 

a. How did you find the person?  
b. How did you feel about the experience? 

 
9. Is it important to you to go for healthcare at an LGBT-specific clinic or provider (e.g., an LGBT Center)?  

a. Why or why not? 

  

10. Where do you go for health-related information for physical or psychological concerns? 
a. What specific resources do you seek out? People? Websites? Organizations? 
b. Which resources are best for which concerns? 



 

 

c. How important is it for the resource to be LGB-specific? 

 

PART 7: Reflections and Goals [About 5 minutes] 

I have two final questions for you. 

 

1. Life Goals. Looking again at your life-line, tell me about your goals in life with regard to work, 
relationships, and family life.  

 

2. Finally, looking back over your life, what would you say has been the most positive aspect of being 
[LGB]? 

 

Those are all of the questions we have for the study.  Is there anything that you would like to add now or do 
you have any questions for me?   

 

Thank you very much for your time. 

 

 



Participant Number: _________-_________-______________-_________ 
(University_Study ID_Date of interview_Interviewer initials) 

Me 

Identity Map 



Participant Number: _________-_________-______________-_________ 
(University_Study ID_Date of interview_Interviewer initials) 

 

Life-Line Drawing 
 

Birth Future 
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