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Dear Reader,

For decades I have received questions from 
parents and grandparents who suspected 
or had just been informed their loved one 
was LGBTQ. I am proud to have had a part in 
bringing PFLAG to national attention through 
my column since the early 1980s. To this day PFLAG remains a valuable  
and trusted resource for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and 
questioning individuals and their families.

There is nothing more important than building solid bridges of 
understanding between LGBTQ individuals and their loved ones.  
The ability to do this can literally mean the difference between life 
and death. Grandparents are the source of unconditional love for their 
grandchildren. When a grandchild comes to you to discuss matters of 
sexual orientation and gender identity, they are depending on you to  
listen to them and not judge them. 

Today, children have ever expanding vocabularies which help them to 
understand not only themselves but also their place in the world. In  
recent years, the language to describe sexual orientation and gender 
identity has expanded. This can be confusing to members of prior 
generations, and I confess I have had to go through a learning curve. 
Thankfully, the terminology is clearly explained in this booklet and will  
be helpful to you.

This booklet offers a clear, concise guide to help you give your 
grandchildren the support they will need as they learn to be their 
authentic selves. You have already taken the first step in doing 
that by obtaining this helpful booklet.

Love, 

FOREWORD

Abby
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WELCOME!
You’re likely reading this publication because your grandchild (or a loved 
one—we’ll use both terms throughout, interchangeably) has come out to 
you; that is, they’ve shared with you that they are lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, nonbinary, queer, or questioning (LGBTQ+). This booklet 
is designed to help answer questions you may have and direct you to 
additional resources.

Grandparents play an important role in the lives of their grandchildren, 
serving as a soft spot to land during difficult times. Yet, when a grandchild 
comes out as LGBTQ+, grandparents might be among the last to know.  
This isn’t because that relationship is less important, however, but sometimes 
because an LGBTQ+ young person might be fearful of losing that close 
relationship and unconditional love, which means so much to them.

No matter where you are starting on this coming-out 
journey with your grandchild, know this: 

Your relationship can grow even closer as you work  
to embrace your grandchild’s identity fully, and continue  
to offer unconditional love and support. 
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THE BASICS 
A short primer on sexual orientation,  
gender identity, and gender expression

What is sexual orientation? What is gender expression?  
What is gender identity? And how are they related? 

Let’s start at the beginning.

When a baby is born—and thanks to modern technology, often long before—a doctor 
takes a quick look at its visible sex organs, and assigns that baby a sex. From this 
assigned sex, we assume the baby’s gender—either boy or girl. 

For the vast majority of people, their gender identity—that is, their internal sense  
of being male, female, some of both, or neither—matches their assigned sex. Those 
people are called cisgender. For others, their gender identity does not correspond 
with that assignment; those individuals often refer to themselves as transgender or, for 
those who don’t fit into the man-woman binary, as nonbinary. Other terms you might 
hear for people who feel that their internal sense of self is at odds with their biological 
sex include things like genderqueer or gender nonconforming. For transgender and 
nonbinary people, there is a disconnect between how others perceive them based on 
outside physical characteristics and their internal sense of themselves. 

Whatever our gender identity might be, everyone—cisgender, transgender, and 
nonbinary people alike—communicates their gender identity in a manner that is 
comfortable for them through clothing, hairstyles, mannerisms, or other outward 
presentations or behaviors. That is called gender expression. 

As a child gets older, they will potentially become aware of feelings  
of attraction—physical, emotional, psychological, intellectual,  

spiritual—towards other people. These attractions describe  
their sexual orientation. 

It is important to note that sexual orientation is 
separate and distinct from gender identity and  
gender expression.
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Sexual orientation. Gender identity.  
Gender expression.

Each one separate, each one distinct, and each of us has all of them!

Now that we’ve explained the basics, let’s move on to the most frequently  
asked questions we get from grandparents!

FREQUENTLY ASKED  
QUESTIONS
My grandchild is too young to date. How can they possibly know  
what their sexual orientation is? 
Kids are starting to come out earlier than ever as gay, bisexual, pansexual, and more. 
It’s easy to think, “There’s no way they can know—they haven’t had sex or been on  
a date yet!” And yet...they know. Sexual or romantic experiences are not necessary  
to understand one’s attractions to other people; think back to your own first crushes  
in school. Additionally, because kids are seeing themselves positively reflected in  
tv shows, movies, books, and elsewhere, that positive reinforcement lets them know 
that there is nothing wrong with them for having those feelings, and that encourages 
them to live authentically, when they feel safe and supported to do so. Kids know who 
they are—as grandparents, your job is to lead with love, listen, and support them, and 
then find support for yourself if acceptance is in any way a struggle.

?
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My grandchild is so young. How can they possibly 
know they are transgender at such an early age? 
Think back to when you first knew yourself to be the gender you 
are. It is likely that it was so early in your development that you may 
not even remember it. And because what you saw in the mirror matched 
how you felt inside, you might never have had any reason to think about it—until now. 
For most people who are transgender or nonbinary this sense of gender identity also 
happens early in their development. However, it becomes more top of mind because 
their outward appearance and how people perceive them doesn’t necessarily match 
their inner sense of themselves. For some kids, this happens as early as toddlerhood.  
For others, later. Regardless of age, they know.

Is this a phase they will grow out of?  
While a person’s gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation 
might evolve over time (a process sometimes referred to as questioning), these 
characteristics are not changeable through things like talk therapy or, for faith-based 
people, praying. When a young person is in a questioning process and figuring out who 
they are, the most important thing to communicate is that you love them, that you are 
grateful to them for letting you know, and that you will be there for them as they discern 
who they are and whom they love. Let them guide the conversation so that it is not 
overwhelming to either you or to your loved one. 

If I suspect my grandchild is LGBTQ+, should I bring it up first? 
We strongly suggest that you let your loved one lead. When they are ready, they will 
talk to you if they feel it is safe to do so. Whether they want to share their hopes for 
the future, or a situation that happened in school, the prospect for open discussion is 
endless. If you have a sense that your grandchild might want to talk, but isn’t doing so 
on their own, a gentle open-ended question, such as, “How did things go at school 
today?” can open the door to dialogue. Express your support, don’t push, and really 
listen when they talk.

What if I say the wrong thing? 
Let’s set a baseline: At some point, at some time, you are going to say the wrong 
thing—parents and grandparents always have that moment! It’s okay; you’re human and 
it happens, and it doesn’t mean you don’t love your grandchild. This is new for you and 
for them. If you make a misstep in your response—whether accidentally using incorrect 
pronouns or asking a too-personal question—apologize and work to do better next 
time; no one is perfect. It is in making the attempt that you show your love and support. 

FAQ
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How can I show my support to  
my loved one? 
First and foremost, lead with love. Your support 
can be shown in many ways, from welcoming their LGBTQ+ 
friends into your home, taking them shopping for that just-right piece of clothing they’ve 
been asking for, helping provide access to age-appropriate resources, or even just 
speaking positively about an LGBTQ+ character you saw on television. Showing an 
interest in their lives, inclusive of their whole selves, is a powerful way to show that you 
care. And even if you are struggling to understand, you can still support and affirm your 
grandchild’s identity, and then take your worry to a peer or friend for support. Consider 
attending a PFLAG meeting (find a local chapter at pflag.org/find) or connecting with 
a local LGBTQ+ center (visit lgbtcenters.org to find one near you) to get this important 
support for yourself. 

I often hear other people making jokes about LGBTQ+ people.  
How should I respond? 
One way to show your grandchild that you have their back is to be open and direct 
when speaking with others. If you have their permission to be out as a grandparent 
of an LGBTQ+ person, it is absolutely appropriate (and 
encouraged) to say something such as, “I have LGBTQ+ 
relatives and friends and when you make those 
jokes, it hurts me. I don’t appreciate jokes that 
make fun of people I love and care about.” 

Where can I get additional support? 
There is a wealth of information and many 
supportive people and peers who are here 
for you. PFLAG has nearly 400 chapters  
providing confidential and trusted peer-
to-peer support. Find your local chapter 
at pflag.org/find. Find SAGE Centers and 
affiliate locations at sageusa.org. 

FAQ
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RESOURCES

PFLAG National Resources
PFLAG National has nearly 400 chapters across the United States, and has additional 
resources including publications and online learning opportunities. 

PFLAG Publications
pflag.org/publications

All of PFLAG’s books are available for free download, including

• Our Children, which is focused primarily on sexual orientation and offers a fresh eye  
for families and others about what to do when a loved one comes out; 

• Our Trans Loved Ones, which is full of information, first-person stories, resources,  
and expert input geared to those who have a loved one who has come out as 
transgender; and

• Faith in Our Families, which shares personal experiences from families  
of faith as well as faith leaders from a broad variety of traditions to help 
those who are working to reconcile their faith with the knowledge 
that a loved one is LGBTQ+.

PFLAG Academy Online
pflag.org/onlineacademy
Online learning opportunities on a variety of subjects,  
including how to respond when a loved one comes out. 

SAGE Resources 
As a supportive grandparent, you may start to learn of peers who are LGBTQ+  
and seeking support. Here are resources to assist older LGBTQ+ friends and family.

Best Practice Guides for Supporting LGBT Older Adults
lgbtagingcenter.org/guides

I’m Coming Out: Coming Out as LGBT in Later Life
lgbtagingcenter.org/comingoutlater

SAGE National LGBT Elder Hotline
sageusa.org/hotline
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