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NE EFFECT of the Gay Liberation
Movement has been to reshape atti-
tudes toward homosexuality! As a result,
some people have been able to explore
homosexual desires they previously denied.
some of these individuals have decided that
they truly are homosexual and have set out
to explore this lifestyle. Many were married
before realizing they were homosexual.
Others decided that they were bisexual and
wished to pursue homosexual relationships
while still maintaining a heterosexual,
marital relationship.
A number of studies have shown that
a substantial minority of individuals who
consider themselves gay has been or cur-
rently is married.? Nonetheless, Bell and
Weinberg caution that “The actual inci-
dence of heterosexual marriage among
homosexual men and women is, of course,
impossible to determine because investi-
gators' samples are probably not represen-
tative and presently married homosexuals
are probably less likely to participate in
such surveys."3 It should not be assumed
that homosexual men purposely deceive
their wives when they marry. At the time
of the marriage, they may not be conscious-
ly aware of their sexual orientation, or they
~ may not be willing to accept their orienta-
tlon even if aware of it. Many marry before
thelr coming out (that is, openly declaring
thelr homosexuality or bisexuality) or
before an internal acceptance of their homo-
8exual desires. Also, there are women who
ingly marry openly homosexual men,
Of women married to men who acknowl-
;'dﬂc their homosexual desires but do not
B¢t on them. However, the authors see these
tWo situations as different phenomena,
.Vﬂhly problematic also, but significant-
"ufjl;fcrcnt from the focus of the current
Little professional attention has been
8 pa to the relatively widespread situation
2. vomen who are married to homosexual
K ¢ professional literature has focused
: u:tiduswely on helping the homosex-
i and through the coming out pro-
cre has been minimal concern for
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Groups for wives of gay and bi-
sexual men were found to be
an effective therapetitic inter-
vention for the problems that
arise when a husband makes
a disclosure to his wife that he
is interested in pursuing homo-
sexual relationships. The
groups helped wives resolve
the issues of the marriage and
to make positive changes in
their lives.

the psychological stress experienced by the
heterosexual wife.?

The problems of the heterosexual wife
only recently have come to the attention of
the public, in the form of magazine articles,
books, and movies (for example, Making
Love), rather than in the professional
literature.® Scott Berg, the author of Mak-
ing Love, wrote the story after six of his
married friends come out. He stated, “This
is the issue of the Eighties.. . ."”

This study reports on the role of seven
therapy groups in supporting wives of hus-
bands who had disclosed their homosexual
or bisexual activities. The women (a total
of 50) in the study live in the San Francisco
Bay area, which has large homosexual and
bisexual populations. Because the gay com-
munity in this area is highly organized,
there is much support for those coming out.
Gay-oriented services, therefore, are more
accessible than most other places in the
United States.

The announcement of the formation of
groups was published in both the general
and homosexual press. Gay therapists and

agencies were particularly interested and
helpful in starting the groups. They
recognized that heterosexual spouses of
their clients often were in need of help, but
frequently rejected their help due to a per-
ceived bias toward the gay or bisexual
spouse. It took more than a year to collect
enough individuals to form the first group.
One man attended on one occasion, other-
wise all participants were women. The prob-
lems in forming the group were due to the
difficulty in locating and informing pro-
spective members, rather than to a lack of
interest. Although there is no referral or
support network for these women other
than gay agencies, many resist taking the
referral from a gay agency or from their hus-
band. Their own perception of being dif-
ferent led them to shun traditional divorce
and marital counseling services.

CLINICAL DESCRIPTION

The participants ranged in age from the late
20s through the 50s. Almost all were white
and middle class; most (80 percent) had
some college education and some (20 per-
cent) had graduate training.® The majority
(60 percent) had been married 10 years or
more, and most (70 percent) had children.
Less than 6 percent suspected their hus-
band's sexual preference before marriage,
which is common.? When they did, they
believed the marital contract implied that
their husbands would give up their
homosexual affairs. Some (35 percent)
women were in the process of separating,
but many were still trying to maintain the
marriage or create an alternative marital
relationship. The decision to end the mar-
riage was usually the wife’s, but the deci-
sion to separate was usually the husband’s.

Clinically, the women showed no major
psychopathology; their anxiety and depres-
sion appeared appropriate to the stresses
they were experiencing. None was abusing
alcohol or drugs. Many (65 percent) parti-
cipated concurrently in individual psycho-
therapy, but still believed their unique needs
were not being met. Some (20 percent) had
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been separated for several years, but were
acutely still mourning the loss of the
marital relationship. Some (20 percent)
clung to the belief their husband would
“come to his senses," abandon his new
lifestyle, and return to their traditional mar-
riage.'® No common personality traits were
detected that would have made them more
susceptible to choosing a spouse with a dys-
phoric sexual orientation. These observa-
tions contrast those of Hatterer, who studied
the wives of men in treatment to eradicate
their homosexual interests!! She found that
these women displayed a number of per-
sonality disturbances. While the authors
observed some of the phenomena that
Hatterer reported, they were not as distinct
nor to the degree that she portrays them.
Many of the observations were interpreted
as a reaction to the stress of the husband'’s
comning out, rather than to predisposing fac-
tors (that is, the wives questioned their abili-
ty ever to compete in the heterosexual
social environment because of the “tragic”
mistake they made in the present mar-
riage). Gochros similarly concluded that
these women were reacting to the stress of
the crisis and did not identify any common
personality traits shared by them.? Addi-
tionally, in this study and Gochros’ study,
these women returned to a high level of
functioning after the crisis had been dealt
with. If these women were character dis-
ordered, short-term group or individual
psychotherapy would not have made a sig-
nificant difference.

GROUP ISSUES

Anger

The group leaders expected significant
anger toward homosexuals in general and
their husbands in specific. Initially, anger
toward either rarely was observed. The
most common presentation in the early
group sessions was depression and a rather
flattened affect or tearfulness. However, the
group process appeared to mobilize the
anger of the wives toward their husbands
and the eventual working through of these
previously denied feelings. The anger was
directed at the husband for unilaterally
altering the marital contract and not, amaz-
ingly, for infidelity.

The leaders had not intended to mobilize
the anger and were surprised by the depth
and strength of it. As leaders became more
adept at running the groups, they were able
to anticipate and minimize the display of
angry feelings. As a result, the anger dis-
played by group members became less in-
tense and of shorter duration. Additionally,
leaders were able to assure members that
feelings of anger were part of the therapeu-
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tic process and by continuing in the group
they would be able to work through these
feelings. Those who remained in the group
reported that this was true for them.

Hurt

The women also verbalized intense feel-
ings of hurt, which became a pervasive
theme of the group and an obstacle to deci-
sion making. As group members gained
support from each other, they were able
to take constructive action in their lives.
There was a tendency in the group to be-
come obsessed with hurt feelings, which led
to frustration and dissatisfaction. The
leaders validated their hurt feelings, yet
encouraged and supported positive change.

Betrayal

Whenever a husband leaves his wife for
another, betrayal is-an expected feeling.
There are social models on how a wife is ex-
pected to react when her husband leaves for
another woman. When he leaves or just
becomes sexually involved with another
man, the model does not fit. The wife's in-
itial reaction is often that the whole mar-
riage must have been a lie and invalid from
its inception, because the husband's “true”
interests must “always” have been homo-
sexually directed. Some of the women (10
percent, plus another 10 percent that voiced
some feeling of betrayal) believed their
husbands were selfish in choosing homo-
sexuality and were unfair for depriving
them of a “satisfying” marriage.

Homophobia

None of the women reported strong opin-
ions concerning homosexuality before their
husband’s revelation. Afterwards, they ex-
pressed ambivalence. While they tried to
maintain a liberal and understanding atti-
tude, negative feelings surfaced when the
topic was probed. The group leaders pro-
vided factual information dispelling many
of the myths about homosexuality. Grad-
ually, the women developed more tolerant
attitudes toward homosexuals and homo-
sexuality. However, many expressed fears
that they might unwittingly become in-
volved with another gay or bisexual man in
the future. Additionally, there was evidence
of feelings that gay or bisexual men were
superior in many respects to heterosexuals
and that the women would be dissap-
pointed with dating heterosexuals.

Children

Concerns for the impact of the father's
revelation to children were expressed often.
Despite these worries, little time was spent
during the group sessions on the topic.
Many of the children were old enough to un-

derstand, had they been told of thelr

sexual orientation. The wives obser

the children were handling the mayy :
ter than expected. not unlike Ch"dcr ;
other troubled marriages, ang th
child-father relationship wag fibk nil
cantly altered by the revelatijon, Th: ;
members reported that the children mup »,
accepting of the father's new sexual |ifg. '
style, and in some cases had me the
father's homosexual partner angd even e
weekends with both of them. The children
who were reported as having the moy; difs
ficulty were those who, at the father'y pe.
quest, were not told. Not one wife wanted
to keep her husband's homosexua] orlens
tation secret from their children, and (e
wife did so only at her husband's request,

Sexuality

Most (60 percent) of the group members
considered their previous marital sex |ife
adequate in terms of quality and frequency,
until their husbands disclosed their sexua]
preference. At this time, coitus completely
stopped or was drastically curtailed. The
women quite accurately felt sexually re-
jected. Universally, the wife felt undesirable,
unfeminine, and lacking in confidence. In
her subsequent dating she tended to be
fearful, because she felt she had been fooled
so completely for so long. In those instances
where the husband and wife were still try-
ing to re-establish their relationship,
resumption of the sexual relationship to
previous levels of frequency was a major
issue.

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome
(AIDS) is an issue that has been evolving
since these groups have been offered. It is
only more recently that the threat to the
wife has been clearly substantiated. The
women often have not even thought of this
as a potential problem, and the leaders
must take responsibility to bring up the
topic. The leaders shared information, such
as “safe sex” guidelines, but emphasized
that there were no easy answers, and it was
yet another uncertainty with which they
must live.

The full impact of AIDS has not been felt
in these groups, and probably will not un-
til a group member or husband actually
contracts the syndrome, The husband's use
or nonuse of safe sex techniques in his sex-
ual activities with both his wife and other
partners was an important issue. Referral
to appropriate community resources for
AIDS might have been useful, but wives
rarely did this without group support
(remember, they had ambiguous feelings
toward homosexuals and homophile organ-
izations). Some husbands may act irrespon-
sibly after they come out, in what appears
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+ to be a second adolescence. A well-informed
wife can assist her husband in making his
homosexual explorations safe, as well as in-
crease communication between the two of
them. In the end it is an individual decision
whether or not to continue coitus.

Need to Meet Peers

Although many of the women already
were in individual therapy, they joined the
group to reassure themselves that they
were not alone or unusual. The group con-
firmed the fact that they were not “freaks.”"
A remark often heard was, "I just had to
know I wasn't the only one.” Most of the
women (90 percent) reported surprise to
find that other women in this situation were
attractive, intelligent, and articulate.

Support

The members often used the group as a
place to ask advice for problems that recent-
ly emerged and to experiment and develop
possible solutions. The coming out process
can be traumatic and disorienting for the
husband. A once-rational and supportive
partner can appear to deteriorate before the
wife's eyes, making even day-to-day com-
munications difficult. not to mention the
complexities of a divorce settlement. Addi-
tionally, agreements made were often not
adhered to or renegotiated so many times
that they had become meaningless. The
members used the group for support dur-
ing this process and for brainstorming ways
of responding to their husband's changing

husband and child often at her own emo-
tional expense.

Even after the marriage had failed, the
wife generally continued her efforts to main-
tain a harmonious relationship with her
husband, only to find that it was impossi-
ble to have the emotional relationship she
desired. The assumption of the superwoman
role was so pervasive that it continued even
after the relationship had ended. In this way,
these women clearly are different from
other divorcing women who display either
anger or noninvolvement.

The adoption of the superwoman role
suggested that the wife believed she was
somehow responsible for her husband's
homosexual crisis. While she intellectual-
ly recognized that his homosexual desires
emanated from within him and were not
something she produced, her emotional
response indicated that she believed if she
somehow was a better wife or mother, this
would never have happened to them.

It was evident that both husband and
wife unconsciously conspired to perpetuate
her superwoman role. The wife was per-
mitted to appear strong and was supported
in not confronting her negative feelings. In
trying to maintain some type of relation-
ship she avoided the fear of complete rejec-
tion. This in turn relieved much of the hus-
band’s guilt and provided him with an ally,
while he adjusted to the stresses of a new
sexual orientation and lifestyle.

expectations.

Superwomen

The authors adopted the term “super-
woman" to describe the extraordinary ef-
fort the wives made to cope with their situa-
tions. After the initial shock, they tended
to be nurturing and supportive of their
husbands. They saw this as his crisis and
Supported him. They were willing to be
their husbands' confidante, and to keep
their sexual preference secret or to support
them in dealing with family or friends if
they decided to come out. Wives saw their
duty as following their husbands' wishes,
even if this excluded them from the support
of family or close friends. Wives tended to
tolerate their husbands’ nights out and even
An ongoing gay relationship.

Gcnemlly. the father informed the children
of his sexual preference, but it was the wife
Who maintained the ongoing dialog with
the children, While the husband might
worry that his wife might stir up the
Children's hostile feelings, her usual reaction
r{f)ﬂs t0 downplay his behavior and attempt
‘hprcserve the father-child relationship.

¢ Was the “diplomat.” shuttling between

The group process followed the “situational-
transition” groups described by Schwartz!3
These groups meet regularly and are ori-
ented around a shared event, with profes-
sional leaders. Factual information, support,
and sharing of feelings with peers are pro-
vided. The leadership style is informal,
active, and supportive, with minimal use of
interpretations of resistance, group dynam-
ics, or unconscious motivation. This style
of group has been used in similar situations
where sex and relationships have been an
issue—for example, rape, incest, and batter-
ingl4

In the beginning sessions it appeared
that the wife was concerned primarily with
her husband's dilemma. She clearly was ac-
ting out the superwoman role. While
facilitating her husband's adjustment, she
was subordinating her own hurts and con-
cerns. The group was continually reminded
that its purpose was to help the group mem-
bers, not aid the husbands by proxy. Their
response was similar to the alcoholic’s wife,
whose life is being adversely affected by her
husband’s conduct; she finds his conduct
disturbing yet unconsciously facilitates it.

Auerback and Moser / Wives of Gay and Bisexual Men

In the initial sessions, there was im-
mediate cohesion. For all the groups. the
participants were reluctant to end the first
group session and were observed still talk-
ing to each other in the parking lot 15
minutes after the session ended. In the sec-
ond session, they began to share feelings
of loss and rejection. The recurrent themes
were the pain in separating physically and
emotionally from a husband for whom
positive feelings still existed and the frustra-
tion in being rejected for something over
which they had no control,

In the following sessions, the women
dealt with their sexual feelings. As stated
before, most had considered their marital
and sexual relationship to be adequate.
Fears that they might repeat the same
“mistake” in a new relationship were ram-
pant. Feelings of being misfits and inap-
propriate in their choice of a partner were
recurrent. While recognizing their own
needs for sexual reaffirmation, most were
reluctant and fearful of new involvement.

By the sixth session the women began to
express their anger. At this point, a few
women dropped out of the group. In follow-
up contacts with these women, they
reported that they were not ready to deal
with such strong negative feelings. The re-
maining group members admitted that the
discussion of anger was upsetting, but
reported that facing it was helpful. The
leaders were able to reduce the number of
women dropping the group by focusing the

TH,E_GROUP_.PROCESSigmu[Lthmhe}Lcould_do—about--t—hci

situation, rather than allowing general
displays of anger. As the women confronted
their anger, they began to give up the super-
woman role. They focused on their own feel-
ings and needs. They admitted that the
discussion of their children’s feelings was
a cover-up for their own reactions, because
their children appeared to be coping with
their father's disclosure. The group
members supplied support for feelings of
hurt and anger, which allowed other issues
to be addressed. One member described the
supportive aspect of the group as “a cradle
for the wounded.”

Toward the final group sessions, most of
the women felt that their primary identity
no longer was the “wife of a gay.” Some pur-
sued their careers with increased motiva-
tion. Others signed up for advanced educa-
tion. Several had begun dating.

The wives who chose to remain married
appeared better able to handle the uncer-
tainties of their marital status. They were
cognizant that their husband might even-
tually leave, but believed that the group had
prepared them for that possibility. Several
women (35 percent) who initially believed
that they wanted to make the marriage
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work, realized that they or their husband
was unwilling to make the necessary
changes in the relationship. In other cases
(30 percent), the wives renewed their efforts
to redefine an appropriate marriage con-
tract. The decisions appeared well thought
out and were not impulsive, and no ultima-
tums were given nor regrets expressed.

LEADER'S ROLE

The main role of the two group leaders was
to direct the group members' thinking to
their own needs. The leaders stressed that
the group members need not be tied to an
insoluble marital situation, that they had
to learn to function as their own agents. The
leaders supported individual decisions
either to stay or leave the marriage. The
women were discouraged from playing the
role of victim or blaming the husband. The
leaders pointed out how the women had
adopted the superwoman role, thus denying
their own feelings. They were strongly en-
couraged to think in terms of their own
needs.

Leaders also challenged the women to de-
velop personal life goals that were separate
from their husband's. Feelings of personal
failure and presentation of negative stereo-
types of straight men (for example, they are
unfeeling and tend to be detached) were
strongly challenged. Discussion of stereo-
types of gay and straight men helped to
develop more realistic attitudes toward men
generally. The presence of a heterosexual
male as one of the leaders who could accept
and respond to the mixed feelings that
women expressed about men was extremely
valuable. It is crucial for the male leader to
be heterosexual, because of the extreme
ambivalence and distrust the women held
toward homosexuals and bisexuals. Role-
playing techniques were used to improve
social and communications skills general-
ly and with their husbands specifically.

The leaders sought to provide a suppor-
tive climate that acknowledged the wives'
pain and feelings of failure, but they also
pointed out the wives strengths and many
positive attributes. The marital failure was
not blaimed on either husband or wife. The
leaders remained in the background, func-
tioning primarily as facilitators.

Sex education was an important aspect
of the group process. Despite the high
educational level and years of married life
of the group members, they held many of
the common misconceptions concerning
sexuality and homosexuality. Meaningful
sex information was introduced into the
treatment format as a natural occurrence.
In particular, factual materials was
presented to counter the homophobic think-
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ing most group members exhibited in the
initial sessions. When assumptions were
presented as facts, the leaders would con-
front the material and present scientific
data to resolve misconceptions.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND
GENERALIZATIONS FOR
PRACTICE

The experiences of the authors with these
groups led to several recommendations,
which follow.

1. Do not be discouraged by the difficulty
in forming a group. Although the group
leaders appeared and were heard on several
television and radio shows and advertise-
ments were run in newspapers and maga-
zines, the authors had difficulty finding
women for the groups. Nevertheless, once
the groups formed, the participants told
stories of meeting many women in the same
situation who were not “brave” enough to
call for an intake appointment.

2. Because of the distances some women
traveled (more than 60 miles was not
unusual) to attend meetings, it was difficult
to have weekly meetings. Our groups met
either biweekly or monthly. We believe that
more intensive groups would be more help-
ful and effective.

3. Do not presuppose that any of the mar-
riages is doomed. We could not predict with
any accuracy which relationships would
survive. The high level of motivation to keep
the marriages together was quite surpris-
ing considering the emotional costs involved.
We experimented with groups for wives
separating versus groups for wives trying
to stay together. In the end, we concluded
that the mixed groups were the best and the
issues surprisingly similar.

4. The easiest mistake a clinician can
make is to be duped into trying to treat the
husband by proxy. The wife will latch onto
any statement from the leaders or other
wives that the husband will be able to give
up his homosexual behavior. Clear mes-
sages that this will not happen must be
given.

5. Because the wives expressed acute
reactions to homosexuals or to bisexuals,
the leaders should be heterosexual and
comfortable with their sexuality and with
all sexual orientations. Any homophobia on
the leader's part probably will be disas-
terous for the group. The presence of a male
as one of the leaders was invaluable in
many ways, and groups with either all-
female or all-male leaders probably will be
more problematic. At least one of the
leaders should be well-versed in sexuality,
because sex education is an important
aspect of the group process. The leaders

must stay updated with new jpf,

concerning AIDS and especy)) s
it poses for women, “ithe risky.

SUMMARY

When a husband discloses (g hjy
he is interested in pursuing hg
relationships, the marriagc Cl’}!:'(::;;:uﬁ
Although many wives hope that (hy wﬂlnl'n
just a phase, usually this is nol (he ¢y
Some marriages end as a resul( of the
revelation or subsequent acts. Other coy ples
choose to remain together, but mugt fingd
ways to integrate the husband's sexyy|
desires into the marriage and to restructyre
a viable relationship. It should be noted that
some women are able to handle the ge.
quelae of her husband’s announcement of
interest in homosexual contacts without the
problems previously described.

The authors were unable to recognize any
common personality patterns among the
women; however, several common needs
were observed among the women. They had
a great need to meet peers and see that
others are similarly affected to realize that
they are not alone. They had a need to
develop constructive models of responding
to the situation that the peer group offers.
They had a need to talk about, obtain infor-
mation on, and understand homosexuality.
which the group leaders were able to fulfill
To make appropriate decisions for them-
selves, the women must be in touch with
their own needs and not suppress or deny
them, as they did before joining the group.

The group appeared to help women resolve
the issues of the marriage and make posi-
tive changes in their lives. Gochros's and our
own experiences suggest that groups for
wives of gay and bisexual men are an effec-
tive therapeutic intervention for the prob-
lems engendered by the husband’s coming
out experience!®

wife that
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1. For the purposes of this study. the
terms gay and homosexual are used inter-
changeably. Additionally, there are not
homosexuals or bisexuals per se, only in-
dividuals with a preference for same-sex
sexual expression or a preference for some
combination of same-sex and opposite-sex
sexual expression, whether or not they act
on these desires.
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