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impractical for many reasons. It would be hard to imagine
that researchers could solicit a group of volunteers who
were not participating to either prove or disprove claims of
successful change. Another reason such a study is imprac-
tical is that, if Spitzer’s study is any indication, it would
mean having the control group wait for 3–5 years before
having access to treatment. In Spitzer’s study, he reports
it took an average of 2 years for participants to begin to
experience change, and an average of 5 years for 79% of
participants to experience a change of orientation. This is
far too long to ask a control group to wait for professional
services.

These criticisms do point to a legitimate concern.
There is a need for studies with improved methodology.
This would include a prospective longitudinal design in
which participants provide information on sexual behav-
ior, attractions, fantasy, and so on, prior to or in the early
stages of therapy, and then tracked over time, so that some-
thing as potentially unreliable as memory recall would not
play so prominent a role in studies that touch on such a
controversial topic.

Howoughtwe, then, understand Spitzer’s study? The
key to understanding Spitzer’s study is to understand what
he intended to examine.His intentionwas to studywhether
anyone had ever experienced a change of sexual orien-
tation. He was not studying how likely it is that some-
one will experience change of orientation. This is a cru-
cial distinction. Spitzer’s study is not a treatment efficacy
study, and scientists should not criticize it for failing to
provide evidence for that which it was never designed.
Critics would do well to make a more accurate compari-
son of Spitzer’s study to the famous studies by Hooker in
the 1950s. When Hooker (1957) studied the topic of psy-
chopathology among homosexuals, she asked the question
of whether all homosexuals aremanifestly disturbed to the
extent that a panel of health professionals could distin-
guish them from heterosexuals. Her study did not prove
that all homosexuals are healthy, just as Spitzer did not
prove that all homosexuals can change their sexual orienta-
tion. ButHooker demonstrated that some homosexuals are
as healthy as heterosexuals on various measures of men-
tal health symptoms (Jones & Yarhouse, 2000). Spitzer’s
study accomplishes something akin to this: whether it is
ever possible for a person with a homosexual orientation
to report change in the direction of a heterosexual orien-
tation. His study suggests that the answer to this question
is “Yes.” For those who experience same-sex attraction
and do not wish to integrate their experiences of same-sex
attraction into a gay identity, for those who have felt dis-
enfranchised within a minority group, this may be a wel-
come finding. More research is needed to flesh out which
variables are better predictors of the likelihood of change,

and it would behoove researchers interested in the scien-
tific study of sexuality to try to answer such complicated
questions.
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