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The Importance of 

Identity

Consider for just a 
moment YOUR 

identities. 

What shaped them? 

How influential is your 
identity in your 
everyday life?



How might Identity Development be 

Different for Individuals who are Deaf 

or Hard of Hearing? 



Explorations of Deaf Identity 

Development
Deaf Identity Development Scale – Measuring how much one belongs 
to Deaf Culture
Deaf Identity Development Scale – Measuring how much one belongs 
to Deaf Culture

• Glickman, 1993; Fischer & McWhirter, 2001

Identity Development in Deaf Adolescents  - Being Deaf ‘pushes’ 
identity formation to occur earlier
Identity Development in Deaf Adolescents  - Being Deaf ‘pushes’ 
identity formation to occur earlier

• Kunnen, 2014

A Lens on Deaf Identities – Numerous theories of how Deaf 
adolescents and adults view and conceptualize their identities
A Lens on Deaf Identities – Numerous theories of how Deaf 
adolescents and adults view and conceptualize their identities

• Leigh, 2009

Deaf identities – deaf, Deaf, DeaF (the latter being “bicultural” -
hearing and deaf)
Deaf identities – deaf, Deaf, DeaF (the latter being “bicultural” -
hearing and deaf)

• McIlroy & Storbeck, 2011



Influences on Identity Development in 

Deaf Individuals

• Communication 
Access

Audiological 
Characteristics

Audiological 
Characteristics

• Influence of 
Peers

• Influence of 
Teachers

Educational 
Experiences
Educational 
Experiences • Quality of 

interactions with 
family

• Culture of family

Familial Orientation 
toward “Disability”
Familial Orientation 
toward “Disability”

Theunissen et al., 2014; Israelite et al., 2002; Nikolaraizi & Hadjikakou, 2006; Maxwell-

McCaw, Leigh & Marcus, 2000; Foster & Kinuthia, 2003; Darling & Keckert, 2010



Multiple Paths to Identity 

Development (Leigh, 2009)

More 
than one 
trajectory

More 
than one 
trajectory

Identity is not 
visible

Identity is not 
visible

No single 
“right 
way”

No single 
“right 
way”



Potential Risks to Self-Esteem for 

Persons who are Deaf 

Challenging communication with family members

Disrupted parent-child attachment

Sense of inequality – feelings of mistrust

Negative attitudes toward deaf people

Poor acquisition of language

Lack of appropriate role models

Social isolation

Negative body image

Lack of strong cultural identity

Rejection from family members and society

Mulcahy, 1998; Bat-Chava, 1993; 1994; 2000; Schlesinger, 2000



Guiding Our Thinking

The book describes 
experiences of people 
whose identities are 
different from their 
families: 

• Gays

• Dwarfs

• Prodigies

• Deaf

• People with Autism



Vertical and Horizontal Identities
Vertical Identity (Inherited) Horizontal Identity (Acquired)

Familial Characteristics Peer-Based, Outside of Family

Physical Characteristics Shared Physical Attributes

Race, Ethnicity, Religion Shared Cultural Experiences 

Intellectual/Educational Common Interests and Goals

Socio-Economic Status Influenced by social and economic 

opportunities

EXPECTATIONS TO BE LIKE US BEHAVIORS UNLIKE US



“Vertical identities are usually respected as identities; horizontal 
ones are often treated as flaws.” P. 4

“Vertical identities are usually respected as identities; horizontal 
ones are often treated as flaws.” P. 4

“Parents whose expectations are diverted by children with 
horizontal identities need resilience to rewrite their future 

without bitterness. Those children need resilience, too, and ideally 
parents foster it.” P. 23

“Parents whose expectations are diverted by children with 
horizontal identities need resilience to rewrite their future 

without bitterness. Those children need resilience, too, and ideally 
parents foster it.” P. 23

“Most adults with horizontal identities do not want to be pitied or 
admired; they simply want to get on with their lives without being 

stared at.” P. 31-32

“Most adults with horizontal identities do not want to be pitied or 
admired; they simply want to get on with their lives without being 

stared at.” P. 31-32



Far from the Tree 

Andrew Solomon

Challenges 
for Families:
Challenges 

for Families:

Wish child was not 
“different” & would 
like the difference to 

“go away”

Love their child but not 
the defining 

characteristic

Challenges 
for Child:

Challenges 
for Child:

Recognize that wishing 
away the “problem” 
does not mean that 
they wish their child 
would cease to exist

Connect with family 
members who might 
not fully accept who 

they are



When parents say, ‘I 
wish my child did not 

have autism’ what 
they’re really saying 
is, ‘I wish the autistic 
child I have did not 

exist and that I had a 
different (non-
autistic) child 

instead.” Jim Sinclair, 
from Solomon, p. 37).

“Parents’ early 
responses to and 

interactions with a 
child determine how 
that child comes to 

view himself”  



Love & Acceptance

We all have the need to love and be loved, and to 

feel accepted. This is critical to the development of 

our self-worth, self-esteem and identity. 

Love is always there – Acceptance takes time  



Reactions to Parent/Caregiver 

Behaviors

Families Feel 

Sad, Afraid, 
Alone, 

Embarrassed

Sad, Afraid, 
Alone, 

Embarrassed

Wish their 
child were 
not deaf

Wish their 
child were 
not deaf

A desire to 
“fix” the 

“deafness”

A desire to 
“fix” the 

“deafness”

Child Believes

I make my 

parents sad; they 
are ashamed of 

me

I make my 

parents sad; they 
are ashamed of 

me

I have 

disappointed 
them; They wish I 
was not who I am

I have 

disappointed 
them; They wish I 
was not who I am

I’m different; I do 

not belong

I’m different; I do 

not belong



Acceptance is a Journey for Families

Acceptance involves loving a child for who 
he/she is: with or without conditions that 
parents or caregivers may wish were not there. 

Acceptance involves loving a child for who 
he/she is: with or without conditions that 
parents or caregivers may wish were not there. 

Although families may wish their child was not 
deaf, they accept the child being deaf.
Although families may wish their child was not 
deaf, they accept the child being deaf.

Families understand that being deaf is part of 
the child’s being.
Families understand that being deaf is part of 
the child’s being.

The come to understand that acceptance 
means embracing that part of the child – the 
deaf part.

The come to understand that acceptance 
means embracing that part of the child – the 
deaf part.



Love & Acceptance

“I wrongly felt the flaws in my parents’ acceptance 

as deficits in their love. Now, I think their primary 

experience was of having a child who spoke a 

language they’d never thought of studying.” 

P. 15





Stories from a Deaf Adult

http://youtu.be/m3-r_MXWpfY



Perspectives from a DeafBlind Adult

• My “identity journey”

• Impact of my family on my identity 

development

• The Importance of my journey

• My advice to families and professionals



Another Deaf Adult Perspective



“Being part of 

community as well.” P. 25

“Being part of a group seems 

consistently to have meaning; the 

redemptive power of intimacies 

born from struggle is immense. In 

our Internet age, when every 

challenge or disability has a 

community attached to it, the 

parents of people with any given 

challenge can find their horizontal 

community as well.” P. 25



SUGGESTIONS FOR FAMILIES

Be Patient: Recognize acceptance is a “journey” 

Communicate love and acceptance through verbal and non-verbal behaviors

Support understanding of being deaf as a cultural phenomena rather than a 
disability

Seek out support to better understand the horizontal identity of your child

Explore your own assumptions about being deaf and Quality of Life experiences



SUGGESTIONS FOR PROFESSIONALS

Accept families’ complex feelings and emotions; families can love the child & 
wish the condition did not exist - know that these are not mutually exclusive

Support parents as the attachment figure in the child’s life; help them to 
foster their own emotional regulation

Help families understand that they are not alone

Connect families with other families

Provide opportunities for families and children to develop connections with 
deaf peers/adults



Jacob, age five, asked his mom: 

“Are you deaf?” 

and she said she was not; 

he asked, “Am I deaf?” 

and she said yes, he was; then he signed, 

“I wish you were deaf.” 

His mom said, “That was such a healthy response. Not ‘I wish I 

were hearing,’ but ‘I wish you were deaf.’” P. 76

Thank you for allowing us to share these 

stories and thoughts with you!


