
ORIGINAL PAPER

Variation in Sexual Identification Among Behaviorally Bisexual
Women in theMidwestern United States: Challenging the
EstablishedMethods for Collecting Data on Sexual Identity and
Orientation

Aleta Baldwin1 • Vanessa R. Schick2 • Brian Dodge3 • Barbara van Der Pol4 •

Debby Herbenick3 • Stephanie A. Sanders5 • J. Dennis Fortenberry6

Received: 18 September 2015 / Revised: 1 July 2016 / Accepted: 15 July 2016

� Springer Science+Business Media New York 2016

Abstract Collecting information on sexual identity is criti-

cal to ensuring the visibility of minority populations who face

stigmatization and discrimination related to sexual identities.

However, it is challenging tocapture thenuancesofsexual iden-

titywith traditional survey researchmethods.Using amixed-

methods approach,wegathereddata on the sexual identities of

80 behaviorally bisexual women in the Midwestern United

States throughanonlinesurvey.Whenprovideddifferent types

ofmeasures (e.g., openendedandfixed response)anddifferent

contexts inwhich to identify (e.g., private andpublic), partici-

pants varied inhow they reported their sexual identities.Quali-

tative analysis of participant narratives around identity change

finds partitioning and ranking of attraction is a key component

inunderstandingbehaviorallybisexualwomen’sidentities.We

further identify a division regarding the desired outcomes of

identity development processes. Given themultiple ways in

which participants identified depending upon the type ofmea-

sureandthecontext specified, and thevariation in identification

over time, results support reconsidering thecapabilityoftypical

measuresandmethodsused insurveyresearch tocapturesexual

identity information.Additionally,findingshighlight theutility

of includingmultiple,context-specificmeasuresofsexual identi-

ties in future research.
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Introduction

Sexual identity refers to an individual identity developed within

specific social contexts that commonly describes towhomone is

sexually attracted, while simultaneously defining one’s relation-

ships to individuals, groups, and social andpolitical institutions

(Rust,1993).Sexual identityandsexualbehavior,bothconstructs

within the larger concept of sexual orientation, are relatedbut not

redundant concepts (Chandra, Copen, & Mosher, 2011; Her-

benick et al., 2010; Schick, Rosenberger, Herbenick, & Reece,

2012b). Population-based studies consistently find that sexual

behaviors do not always align with how a person identifies their

sexualorientation,withone suchstudyfinding thatwhile13%of

women reported same-sex sexual behaviors, 93.6% of women

identified as heterosexual or straight (Chandra et al., 2013). If the

relationship between sexual behavior and sexual identity func-

tionedprescriptively, given the rate of same-sex sexual behavior,

we would expect much higher percentages of women with

diversesexual identities(e.g., lesbian,bisexual).Thatidentityand

behavior donot necessarily functionas adequateproxies for each

other, and that neither can be used to assume an overall sexual

orientation,hasbeenknownbysexresearchers fordecades (for

review, see Reinisch, Sanders, & Ziemba-Davis, 1988).

Since these two constructs are not perfectly correlated, it has

become common among sexuality researchers from a variety of

& Aleta Baldwin

abaldwin1@csustan.edu

1 Department of Kinesiology, California State University

Stanislaus, One University Circle, Turlock, CA 95382, USA

2 Division of Management, Policy and Community Health,

University of TexasHealth Science Center, Houston, TX, USA

3 Department of Applied Health Science, Center for Sexual

Health Promotion, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN, USA

4 School of Medicine, University of Alabama-Birmingham,

Birmingham, AL, USA

5 The Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender and

Reproduction, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN, USA

6 Division ofAdolescentMedicine, IndianaUniversity School of

Medicine, Indianapolis, IN, USA

123

Arch Sex Behav

DOI 10.1007/s10508-016-0817-0

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10508-016-0817-0&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10508-016-0817-0&amp;domain=pdf


fields to distinguish their sample using either identity- or behav-

ior-based categories. Though such behavior-based group names

(i.e., men who have sex with men‘‘MSM,’’or womenwho have

sexwithwomen,‘‘WSW’’) assume, rather than indicate, specific

behaviors, their use has the benefit of highlighting that it is not

sexual identity or groupmembership (i.e., gaymen, heterosexual

women) that is associatedwithSTI/HIV transmission.However,

the naming system typically used fails to adequately capture the

behavioralpatternsof thosewhohavepartnersofmore thanone

gender/sex,1 often subsuming women who have sex with both

womenandmenunder theacronym‘‘WSW’’or‘‘WSM’’(women

who have sex with men) depending on the focus of the study

(Cast, 2003; Ridolfo, Miller, & Maitland, 2012; Sandfort &

Dodge,2008;Young&Meyer,2005).Further, ithasbeenargued

that utilizing behavioral categories such asMSM andWSW

undermines the importance of identity communities in the lives

andexperiencesofsexualminorityindividuals(Young&Meyer,

2005).

Behavior-based categories are sometimes used synony-

mously with identity-based categories, adding to the confusion

betweenthe two.Classificationssuchas‘‘lesbian’’and‘‘bisexual’’

are sometimes used interchangeablywithWSWandWSWM

and, as a result, researchers extrapolate conclusions drawn from

studies focusedon identity topopulationsbasedonbehaviorand

vice versa (Bauer & Jairam, 2008). The conflation of identity

andbehavior-basedgroupsoccursdespite extant researchfind-

ing significant between-group differences in identity (e.g., les-

bian, bisexual, heterosexual) within behavior-based groups

(e.g.,WSW,WSWM).Previous studies on thehealthof sexual

minoritywomen (SMW) (i.e.,womenwho are not exclusively

heterosexual or homosexual in their behaviors or identities)

have found that depending on the variables of interest and the

ways in which sexual orientation is constructed—including

various temporal parameters—different significant health issues

emerge. For example, Bauer and Jairam (2008) found thatwhile

WSWwere significantlymore likely thanWSMto smoke daily,

lesbian-identifiedandheterosexualwomendidnotdifferondaily

smoking, and bothwere significantly less likely to smoke than

bisexual women. Findings such as these highlight the impor-

tance of collecting information on, and differentiating between,

identity- and behavior-based categories so that researchers can

avoid having to use onemeasure as a proxy for the other (Bauer

& Jairam, 2008; Everett, 2013; Lindley,Walsemann,&Carter,

2013; Pathela et al., 2006).

The categories or definitions of sexual identity common in

health research, but found elsewhere as well (e.g., heterosexual/

homosexual/bisexual, WSW/MSM) use a reference point: gen-

der/sex of partner; epidemiologic risk; behaviors (regardless of

attraction or desire), yet these references points are unstable and

unverifiable. This research is informed by the understanding that

collecting informationonsexual identity iscritical toensuringthe

visibility ofminority populations on their own terms.Further,we

cannot assumehomogeneityof identity, or experiences related to

identity, among sexualminority individuals grouped together by

their behavior (Institute ofMedicine, 2011; Young&Meyer,

2005).

Sexual Orientation and Identity Measures

Even in early empirical studies relevant to sexual orientation,

Kinsey and colleagues (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948;

Kinsey, Pomeroy,Martin, &Gebhard, 1953) recognized that

sexual behavior and identity were not categorical variables

that allowed for an individual tobecategorized as‘‘heterosex-

ual,’’‘‘homosexual,’’ or even ‘‘bisexual,’’ and as such, they

developed a conceptual continuum with which to capture

description of this variation. However, particularly in survey

research, it ischallenging tocapture thenuancesofsexual iden-

titywith traditionalmethods such as using fixed, closed-ended

response itemswith large samplesofparticipantsorevenusing

aKinsey-type scale. For example, a single-itemmeasure will

likely neglect contextual and temporal differences in how peo-

ple identify, asmany sexualminority individuals have fluid tra-

jectories or identify strategically given the situation and context

(Baldwin et al., 2014; Diamond, 2006, 2008; Ziemba-Davis,

Sanders, & Reinisch, 1996).

Includingmeasures of both public and private identity has the

potential to show contextual differences in identification. How-

ever, the use of these, or similar measures of identity disclosure,

maybepremisedupontheperson/selfdistinctioninwhichtheself

isan‘‘individual’sprivateexperienceofherselforhimselfandthe

person iswhat appears publicly’’(Jenkins, 2014, p. 50). This dis-

tinctionassumesafixed, interior truthofself(theprivate identity),

and that a personwith different public andprivate identities is

concealing the private identity. Further,within this framework

any‘identitywork’(Snow&Anderson,1987)thatmaytakeplace

is theworkinvolvedinmakingtheprivateidentitypublic.Thereis

analternative approach: conceivingofbothpublic identity and

private identityasenacted (Goffman,1959).Theuseofmultiple,

context-specific measures can capture how our identities—pub-

lic, private and beyond—are built through everyday interactions

with individuals and institutions, and depending upon the situa-

tion, may be‘‘done’’differently (Brekhus, 2003; West & Zim-

merman, 1987).

An additional challenge to capturing information on sexual

orientation and identity through survey methods is that fixed-

response items often mandate that participants can only identify

their sexuality in ways prescribed by the researcher. Individuals

who do not identify with common identity labels, or who use

multiple identity labels,maybemisclassifiedbyresponseoptions

summarized as ‘‘other.’’ Often these participants are left out of

1 Asoperationalized byvanAnders (2015),‘‘gender/sex’’is an‘‘umbrella

term for both gender (socialization) and sex (biology, evolution) and

reflects social locations or identities where gender and sex cannot be

easily or at all disentangled’’ (p. 1181).
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analyses altogether (Bauer & Jairam, 2008; Savin-Williams &

Ream, 2007). Thus, assessing sexual identity through traditional

surveymethodsmaylimitourveryunderstandingof the realityof

sexual identity and the relationships between identity and other

variables such as sexual repertoire,mental and physical health

outcomes, stigma, risk, and potential support systems.

Research onwomen’s sexuality in particular has established

that attraction, behavior, and identity often change over time,

leading researchers to characterizewomen’s sexuality as fluid

(Diamond,2009).According toRust (1992), inherexploration

of sexual identity among samples of women who identify as

lesbian or bisexual,while someproportionmaybebehaviorally

bisexual, difference in their sexual identification‘‘does not lie as

much in personal experience as it does in the conceptual frame-

works by which experience is interpreted’’(p. 381). The differ-

ences in conceptual frameworks among SMW that influence

identification as lesbian rather than bisexual, for example, are

mirrored in the different conceptual frameworks employed by

thosewhoresearchsexual identityandorientation,andevenby

those who simply utilize measures of sexual orientation and

identity in their research.

Study Purpose

Most studiesof sexualminoritypopulationsuseone item tomea-

sure theconstruct of sexualorientationor identity,which then

becomes a predictor variable in the attempt to measure a rela-

tionship between identity or orientation and any number of

dependentvariables (e.g.,obesity,alcohol/tobaccouse,health-

care utilization, mental health, quality of life). The purpose of

thepresent study is tohighlight the instabilityofusingonlyone

measure to make accurate statements about sexual minority

individuals.To do so,we explore the sexual identities reported

byasampleofcisgender (assignedfemalesexatbirthand iden-

tify as awoman)womenwho are‘‘behaviorally bisexual’’(i.e.,

women who have had sex with both men and women), paying

attention tohow they identify in different contexts, in response

todifferent typesofmeasures, andhowtheir identitiesmayhave

changedover time.Weutilize a sampleofbehaviorallybisexual

women given the diversity and variation likely present in terms

ofattraction(Diamond,2000), identityhistories(Rust,1993),and

sexual repertoires (Schick,Herbenick, Rosenberger,&Reece,

2012b).

Through quantitative analyses, we demonstrate the variation

present inhowparticipants identifywhengivenanopen-ended

itemversus twofixed, context-specific items.We incorporate

qualitative analyses of identity trajectories given that the tem-

poral parameters used to specify orientation vary from study

tostudy.Analysisofqualitative itemsallowedus tocapturenot

onlywhyparticipants identifywith specific labels,but alsohow

participants’ identitieshavechangedover time.Further,mixed-

methods analyses allowus to highlight differences in the kind

and quality of data captured through different measures. We

hope that such an approach (1) can provide detailed infor-

mationon the roleof sexual identity in the livesofwomenwho

are neither exclusively heterosexual nor homosexual in sex-

ual partnering, and (2)will better inform future research seek-

ing to measure and understand the relationship between sex-

ual identity and behavior, as well as myriad factors related to

or structured by sexual identity.

Method

Participants

Datapresentedinthisarticlewerecollectedaspartofalargerstudy,

the Women in Indiana: Sexual Health and Experiences Study

(WISHES),a longitudinalandmulti-methodproject.Thesedata

comefromthefirstphaseof the study,anonlinebaseline survey,

andwere collected in summerand fall of 2012.This surveyused

across-sectional researchdesign and tookapproximately20–

25min for participants to complete. The Institutional Review

Board of Indiana University approved the study protocol.

A total of 80women completed the baseline survey. Partic-

ipants ranged in age from 18 to 51years (mean= 27.7, SD=

7.96). Similar to the population of the catchment area of the

study, most participants included in the sample were White

(85.0%,n=68)andhadsomecollege(i.e.,anassociate’sdegree,

orhigher) (88.7%,n=71).The largestproportionofparticipants

(32.5%, n=26) indicated they were not currently in a monog-

amous relationship, but were dating or sexually involvedwith at

least one person (see Table1).

Procedure

Individuals were recruited through a variety of methods includ-

ing posts on several different websites and LISTSERVs, paper-

based flyers distributed in lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender

(LGBT)-specific and non LGBT-specific locations, and through

participant referral. Eligibility for this study required that par-

ticipants were cisgender women who had genital contact with at

least one cisgenderman and at least one cisgender woman in the

past 12months.

Additionally,participantsneeded tobeat least18yearsofage,

have an active e-mail address, livewithin driving distance to one

of two data collection locations in Indiana, and be comfort-

able disclosing and discussing sexual information in the context

of a research study.All consentingparticipantsmeeting eligibil-

ity criteria were included in phase one of the study. Participants

receiveda50.00USDgiftcardfollowingcompletionofthestudy.

Measures

The baseline survey included demographic and background

questions (e.g., race, education, household income, relationship
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status) as well as items related to participants’ sexual lives and

sexualhealth (e.g., sexualbehavior,useof sexual safetymethods,

sexual identity). Participants’ sexual identities were assessed via

multiple open- and closed-ended questions, and these items are

the variables of interest in the present study.

First, participantswereaskedabout their self-describedsexual

identity (SDSI) via an open-ended item ‘‘What term do you

typically use to describe your sexual orientation?’’In an effort

to capture thegreatest amountof variability, thisquestionwas

asked before any fixed-response items related to sexual iden-

tity to allow participants to identify however theywished and

not be constrained or primed by researcher-provided labels.

Two fixed-response items followed the SDSI and asked par-

ticipants ‘‘Which of the following terms would you be most

likely touse todescribeyour sexualorientationpublicly?’’and

‘‘Which of the following terms would you be most likely to

use to describe your sexual orientation privately?’’For each

item,participantswereoffered the followingresponseoptions:

lesbian/gay/homosexual,bisexual,heterosexual/straight,unsure/

questioning,queer, asexual, orother.Participantswho selected

‘‘other’’wereprompted to specify the term(s) theyused ina text

box.Multiple participants who selected‘‘other’’provided‘‘pan-

sexual’’as a response, so we created an additional code in our

dataset for participantswho indicated that they publicly or pri-

vatelyidentifiedaspansexual, thoughitwasnot initially included

as a response option.

Anadditional threevariables allowedus toassess the relation-

ships between different items intended tomeasure the same con-

struct: sexual identity. These‘‘uniformity’’variables indicated

(1)whetherparticipants identifiedthesamepubliclyastheydid

privately, (2)whether participants’ SDSIwas the same as their

public identity, and(3)whether theirSDSIwas thesameas their

private identity. For example, those participants who publicly

andprivatelyidentifiedasbisexualwerecodedas‘uniformpublic

and private identification’ but participants who publicly identi-

fied as heterosexual and privately as bisexual did not receive that

code.Finally, participantswerepresentedwith anopen-ended

item via a character-limited text-box asking,‘‘In what ways,

if any, has your sexual identity changed over your lifetime?’’

Responses to this itemcomprised thedataused in thequalitative

analysis.Theseresponseswereanalyzedthematically, theresults

of which are discussed below.

Quantitative analyseswere conducted using SPSS.Descriptive

statistics (means (sd) and frequencies) are presented on partic-

ipants’demographic information,sexual identitymeasures,and

uniformity items.Pearson’schi-squareswereused tocompare

public identity labels toprivate identity labels.Phicoefficients

are reported todemonstrate the sizeof theassociationbetween

the twovariables.Computingtheuniformityvariablesdepended

upon participants’ utilizing at least one identity label in their

SDSI.Participantswhoprovidedalternativewaysofdescribing

their sexual identities thatwerenotcomparablewith an identity

label (e.g., ‘‘people not parts’’) were excluded from those

specific analyses, but remained in the sample for all other

analyses.

Concurrent with quantitative analysis, qualitative thematic

analysiswas conducted on open-ended items.Mixed-methods

research models can vary in the stage at which data are inte-

grated (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003;

Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). In the present research, integra-

tionoccurredbothduringdata collection in thebaseline survey

viaopen-endedquestionsona structuredsurvey tool, aswell as

during data analysis. Both open- and closed-ended itemswere

included in the baseline survey tomeasure the same construct:

sexual identity. Therefore, analysis of these items was approa-

chedthroughacomplementarymixed-methodsapproach,which

allowsforaholisticunderstandingof the issueofstudy(Yauch&

Steudel, 2003).

In these analyses, qualitative andquantitativedata are con-

sidered equal and parallel (Steckler,McLeroy, Goodman, Bird,

&McCormick,1992).Open-endeditemscapturingsexual iden-

tity trajectories were analyzed following Braun and Clarke’s

(2006) guidelines for thematic analysis. Initial analytic codes

were generated following a careful review of the data by the

primary coder. These initial codes were then used to generate

larger themes. The larger themeswere then reviewed, refined,

and subsequently defined for presentation.

Table 1 Participants demographics

Characteristics % N

Age (in years)

18–24 51.3 (41)

25–29 23.8 (19)

30–39 13.8 (11)

40–49 10 (8)

50? 1.3 (1)

Race/ethnicity

White 85.0 (68)

Black 11.3 (9)

Asian 2.5 (2)

Multiracial 1.3 (1)

Education

High school or GED 11.3 (9)

Some college or Associates 52.5 (42)

Bachelor’s 27.5 (22)

Graduate (Master’s or Doctoral) 8.8 (7)

Relationship status

In a relationship for over 1 year 10.1 (8)

In a relationship for under 1 year 16.5 (13)

Dating one person 13.9 (11)

Dating more than one person 32.9 (26)

Not sexually active 8.9 (7)

Other 17.7 (14)
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Results

Self-Described Sexual Identities (SDSI)

Of the 80 participants, n=78 (97.5%) provided a description of

their sexual identities. Because this item was open ended, a par-

ticipant could report multiple identity labels (e.g., ‘‘bisexual,

mostly lesbian’’) or no identity labels (e.g.,‘‘people not parts’’).

Bisexual was the most frequently reported SDSI (n= 41) fol-

lowedbyqueer(n=9),straightorheterosexual(8), lesbianorgay

(n=8), andpansexual (n=5). Identities reported less frequently

included bi-curious (n=3) and heteroflexible (n=2). Other

participants, rather than utilize any labels, provided alternative

and uniqueways of identifying, for example‘‘sexual person,’’

‘‘open-minded,’’and‘‘equal opportunity.’’

Public and Private Sexual Identities

Table2 presents the frequency of public and private identity label

use andTable3 contains the chi-square values and corresponding

phicoefficientofcomparisonsbetweenpublicandprivate identity

label use. Publicly or privately, more participants identified as

bisexual than any other identity label, with nearly half of the

participants publicly identifying as bisexual (46.3%, n=37) and

slightly more than half of the participants (53.8%, n=43) pri-

vately identifyingasbisexual.The sizeof the associationbetween

identifying publicly and privately identifying as bisexual was

medium (h= .46, p\.001).

The next most frequently reported public identity was hetero-

sexual/straight,whichwas reportedbynearlyaquarterof thesam-

ple. While heterosexual/straight was the second most frequently

reported identity label used publicly, only 5% of participants

(n= 4) privately identified as heterosexual/straight, making it

thesecond least frequentlyreportedlabelusedprivately.Thesize

of the association between publicly and privately identifying as

heterosexual was also medium, but smaller than the association

between public and private bisexual identity (h= .41, p\.001).

When the context was specified private, the second most fre-

quently reported identitywasqueer, thoughonlyonemorepar-

ticipant identified privately as queer than did so publicly. The

size of the association between public and private queer iden-

tification was large (h= .70, p\.001).

Sexual Identity Item Response Uniformity

Aspresented inTable4, over half of participants (62.0%,n=49)

reported the same public and private identity label. Of the 66

participants whose SDSI allowed for a comparison to public and

private identity, 84.8% (n=56) utilized the same identities pri-

vately as they reported in their SDSI,while 83.8%of participants

(n=55)utilizedthesameidentitypubliclyastheyreportedintheir

SDSI. The comparison between public and private measures had

the most variation, or, in other words, the least consistency

between measures.

Table 2 Crosstabulation of private identity categories by public identity categories

Public identities Private identities

Bisexual Heterosexual Lesbian/gay Queer Pansexual Unsure/

questioning

Other No response Public totals

n (%)

Bisexual 29 0 2 2 2 2 0 0 37 (46.3)

Heterosexual 10 4 1 0 1 1 2 0 19 (23.8)

Lesbian/gay 0 0 3 0 0 1 0 0 4 (5.0)

Queer 0 0 0 7 2 0 0 0 9 (11.3)

Pansexual 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 0 4 (5.0)

Unsure/

questioning

0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 (2.5)

Other 3 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 4 (5.0)

No response 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 (1.3)

Private totals

n (%)

43 (53.8) 4 (5.0) 6 (7.5) 10 (12.5) 9 (11.3) 6 (7.5) 2 (2.5) 0 (0) 80(100)

Table 3 Public identity label by private identity label

Public identity label Private identity label

Same Other v2 1ð Þ h

Bisexual 29 8 16.79** .45

Queer 7 2 39.50** .70

Heterosexual/straight 4 15 13.51* .41

Lesbian/gay/homosexual 3 1 27.65* .59

Pansexual 3 0 24.59* .55

Unsure/questioning 2 5 2.90 .19

* p\.05; ** p\.001
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Sexual Identity Trajectories

As evidenced by the results of the quantitative analysis pre-

sented above, the samepersonmay identify their sexuality dif-

ferently depending on the context, or depending onwhether or

not theywereprovidedwithfixed-response itemsthroughwhich

to identify. Capturing such variation requiresmaking compar-

isons between at least two quantitativemeasures. An additional

parameter often used in establishing sexual orientation is a tem-

poral parameter (e.g., lifetimevs. current behavior or attraction)

(Klein, 1978). Through the use of an open-ended item,wewere

able togatherdataontemporalvariationin identification,aswell

as reasons for such variation, in participants’ sexual identities.

Echoing the quantitative results, we found considerable vari-

ationinthenarrativesdescribinghowandwhyparticipants’sexual

identities changed over time. Not all participants indicated that

therehadbeenachangeinhowtheyidentify, thoughmost(n=72,

90.0%) provided a response. The results of the qualitative anal-

yses are presented below and focus on the following themes: (1)

dividingandrankingattraction, (2)personalizingchallenges to the

sex/gender binary and (3) conceptualizing one’s identity as a des-

tination or as continually emerging. Participants’ SDSIs are pre-

sented parenthetically unless already included in verbatim exem-

plars or previously indicated.We indicate in the textwhere results

appeared to diverge along identity lines.

1. Dividing and ranking attraction

Among this sample, 12.5% (n=9) explained the use of a

particular identity label by dividing and ranking their attractions.

For 6.9%(n=5) this divisionoccurred along lines of gender/sex.

These participants stressed that while they were attracted to both

men and women, theywere primarily attracted to those of one

gender/sex over another, eventually recognizing—or develop-

ing—a primary attraction to women:

I initially considered myself to be straight and subcon-

sciously suppressedmyinterest inwomen.Aroundwhen

I got into high school, I came to realize that…I’m prob-

ablynot straight. I did start offwith a preference formen,

but over time I came to prefer women (Participant 76,

22 years old, Bisexual).

I always figured that I would ‘‘grow up’’ to be hetero-

sexual because I thought it was the only‘‘right’’way to

be. However, I had more interest in women from as

early as 13 (Participant 35, 21 years old, Bisexual).

Therewas no parallel narrative theme about assuming oneself

to be homosexual and later developing attraction toward men,

though some participants (n=6, 8.3%) did identify as lesbian at

one point before identifying as bisexual, pansexual, or queer. All

butoneof theparticipantswhosenarrativesconstructedthis theme

identified as bisexual.

In addition to those whomade a distinction related to gen-

der/sex, 5.5% (n= 4) distinguished between both gendered

attractions and emotional andphysical desires as reasons for or

against identification.Theseparticipantsplacedgreater impor-

tance on the emotional or relationship dimension in forming

their identities, andpositioned thesedimensions in contrast to

sexual attraction or behavior:

I thinkI’vealwaysbeenopentosexualbehaviorswitheither

gender, but I’ve never wanted a relationshipwith awoman

(Participant 19, 29years old, Straight).

I identified as bisexual at a young age, and was dating

women inhighschool throughcollege. In thepast coupleof

years though, I’ve found that I’m physically attracted to

women, but not emotionally, so I do not seek romantic

relationshipswithwomen. I enjoy them physically though,

hencemecallingmyselfheterosexual inprivate (Participant

83, 33years old,Heteroflexible).

Importantly, each of these participants provided a SDSI as

heterosexual,‘‘mostly straight’’or‘‘heteroflexible.’’

2. Challenging the sex/gender binary through identity

While the above participants described a primary attraction

relatedtopartnergender/sex,orprioritizedacertaintypeofattrac-

Table 4 Sexual identity item response uniformity

Identity Uniform public to private Uniform SDSI to private Uniform SDSI to public

% n % n % n

Bisexual* 59.2 (29) 58.9 (33) 54.5 (30)

Queer 14.3 (7) 8.9 (5) 9.1 (5)

Heterosexual/straight 8.2 (4) 5.4 (3) 12.7 (7)

Pansexual 8.2 (4) 8.9 (5) 7.3 (4)

Lesbian/gay 6.1 (3) 7.1 (4) 7.3 (4)

Unsure/questioning 4.1 (2) – – – –

Multiple labels N/A N/A 10.7 (6) 9.1 (5)

Total 49 56 55

*Of those who identified the same way publicly and privately, 59.2% indicated identifying as bisexual in both contexts
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tion(emotional, romantic)overanother (physical, sexual)as the

salient reason for a given identity, other participants (n= 8,

11.1%)described their sexual identities inways that challenge

thesex/genderbinarybecauseof theirattractions to individuals

who themselveschallenge thesex/genderbinary.Forexample,

Participant 20 (20 years old, pansexual) conceptualizes gen-

der/sex on a spectrum describing her identity change saying,

‘‘when I was in middle school and high school, I started to

realize that I was attracted to both men and women, but over

theyears I’vefoundthat I’mattracted toeverythingin-between

as well.’’ Being attracted to ‘‘everything in-between’’ means,

for her, that the bisexual label does not sufficiently encompass

all those to whom she is attracted. Similarly, another participant

describesattraction topeopleofallgender identitiesas the reason

why she is currently considering changing her identity:

I assumed I was heterosexual until I was 13 or 14. At that

time I wrote in my diary that I suspected I am bisexual. I

came out as bisexual in high school and have identified as

bisexual ever since. Inmy thirties, I nowwonder if bisexual

is anappropriate termsince Ifindmyself attracted topeople

of all gender identities. I am considering identifying as

pansexual (Participant 77, 31years old, Bisexual).

Another participant describes shedding a bisexual identity

becausesheunderstands the‘‘bi’’in‘‘bisexual’’tomeanthat there

areonly twosex/genders towhichonecanbeattracted,‘‘Iused to

say that I was bisexual. Now that my sexual interests include

those who are intersexed, I consider myself pansexual’’ (Par-

ticipant 59, 45years old, Pansexual [biological traits do not

determinewith whom I am sexual]). A common critique of the

two sex/two gender system is that it is not inclusive and cannot

conceptualize intersex or, for that matter, trans* individuals.

Theseparticipants sought out identity language to describe their

sexualities in ways that they felt were more inclusive. Of the 8

participants whose descriptions fit this theme, n= 5 (62.5%)

identified either as queer or pansexual.

3. Identity development

Previous theories of identity development amongmembers of

sexual minority groups have theorized identity development as a

process that endswith a resolved, publicly acknowledged identity

(Cass, 1979). Others have recognized that such a position fails to

represent the identities of sexual minority women (Diamond,

2006). As illustrated below, many participants described pro-

cesses that involved resolution via the arrival at an established

and public identity after a periodof questioning.Weutilize the

term‘‘destination narratives’’to describe these responses. How-

ever, otherparticipants’narrativesof their identitychangedid

not necessarilyhave, ordesire, anendpoint.Weutilize the term

‘‘continually emerging identities narratives’’to describe these

responses.

Destination Narratives

Of the participants (N= 9, 12.5%)who understood their sex-

ual identity as a final destination, most described the trajec-

tories in straightforward and linear ways (n= 7, 9.7%). For

example, participants often first identified as heterosexual and

later identifiedwithanonheterosexual label.Oneparticipantsays

that she changed‘‘from heterosexual to bisexual’’(Participant 8,

20 years old). Another participant tells us that she‘‘originally

identified as heterosexual until 20, then as lesbian for 18years,

andnowasbisexual’’(Participant 24,46yearsold).Andanother

participant‘‘changedfromheterosexual tobi-curious tobisexual’’

(Participant 84, 36years old).

Other participants took circuitous routes, but nevertheless

describe identity change in terms that indicate the process of

development isover. For example,Participant85describes the

changes in her identity saying:

There has been a lot of fluctuation as I grew to understand

myselfmore. InitiallyI thoughtofmyselfasstraight, though

IknewIwasattractedtowomen.ThenI identifiedaslesbian

because I was with a woman. Then as bisexual. Now as

pansexual.Myprimary interest in each gender fluctuates as

well (36years old).

Identifying as pansexual allows for this participant’s interest

across genders to fluctuate without necessitating a change in sex-

ual identity. Still another participant describesmoving between

two identity labels, yet stresses the consistency of her bisexual

identity, ‘‘I have identified as bisexual since about age 16. I

brieflythoughtIwasalesbianforacoupleofyears incollege,but

otherwise have consistently identified as bi’’(Participant 72, 31

years old). Of the 9 participants whose narratives constructed

this theme, n= 6 (66%) identified as bisexual.

Continually Emerging Identities Narratives

Other participants (n=8, 11.1%) conceptualized their identities

asworksinprogress,absentanendpointoragoal-orientedconcept

of identity. For example, Participant 17, who reported her sexual

identitydifferentlyoneachidentityitem,writes,‘‘I’vebeenallover

themap, identifying at different points inmy life as heterosexual,

bisexual, homosexual, pansexual and queer’’(Participant 17,

28yearsold,Bisexual).Participant17’scurrent useofmultiple

identity labels coupled with a map metaphor emphasizes the

mobility she has in terms of labeling her sexuality.

Participants 77 and 50 also employ continually emerging

identitiesnarratives.Theseparticipantsdescribenonlinear iden-

tity trajectories still unfolding. Participant 77, (31 years old,

Bisexual), notes she is ‘‘considering identifying as pansex-

ual,’’and Participant 50 describes her identity as constantly
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shifting, noting that it‘‘has changed vastly from year to year

since I started being sexual’’(29 years old, I usually avoid it,

but bi or queerwhenpressed).Another participant describes

havingonce felt conflict because she identifiedas lesbianbut

dated men; however, ‘‘Over time, I let those words lesbian/

straight/bi/queer stretch a bit tofitmyhabits and tendencies, so

nowadays I just considermyself to beattracted to sexypeople’’

(Participant 73, 28years old, Sexual Person, Homosexual, or

Queer). Ideas of resolution, progress, or development seem to

be ill-fitting models for understanding some of these partici-

pants’ identities, specifically those of participants who are‘‘all

over themap,’’or let themeanings of identity categories expand

to suit them. Half (n=4, 50%) of the eight participants whose

narratives constructed this theme identified as bisexual.

Discussion

Thevariability insexual identitiesreportedbyparticipants(aswell

as between, within, and across our measures) speaks to the com-

plexity of sexual identities among our sample of behaviorally

bisexualwomen—agroupconstructed upona set of behaviors

related to, but not constitutive of, sexual identity.Utilizing an

open-ended format for one sexual identity item allowed us to

capture how participants understood sexual identity beyond

labels. For example, participants incorporated narratives into

their SDSI, using holistic descriptions of themselves (e.g.,

‘‘Sexual Person,’’‘‘Open Minded’’), or employed these narra-

tives toexpandcategories thought to includeorexcludecertain

behaviors (e.g.,‘‘lesbianwho sleepswithmen’’). The identities

present in our study are commensurate with previous research

on similar samples (Diamond, 2005;Rust, 1993; Thompson&

Morgan, 2008). Given the relatively high numbers of respon-

ses that included the termsqueerorpansexual (n= 14,17.9%),

aswell as participants identifying as bi-curious andheteroflex-

ible, future researchers interested in sexually diverse samples

ofwomen should consider expanding response options for their

sexual orientation or identity categories if they are going to

provide fixed-response items, or including open-ended mea-

suresofSDSI tobetterunderstandpotential similarvariation in

their samples.

The use of queer and pansexual identity labels, especially

amongyounger individuals, is increasing (Rupp&Taylor, 2013;

Savin-Williams, 2005;Vaccaro, 2009). Larger shifts in sexual

identity labelingpoint to thegrowingacceptabilityof nonbinary

identities, aswere found inour sample. It is possible that ourfind-

ings regarding theacceptanceanduseofnonbinary labels and the

concurrent use ofmultiple labels result from socialmovement

towardqueer andfluid identities and away from identities such

as gay, lesbian, and even bisexual that are regarded as more

fixed (Miller, Taylor, & Rupp, 2016).

The effect sizes for each of the public to private comparisons,

aside fromqueer, wereweak, but positive.When the private con-

text was specified, more participants reported queer, lesbian/gay/

homosexual, unsure/questioning, andpansexual identities than

when the public context was specified. There was a notable

difference between the numbers of participants who publicly

(n= 19) and privately (n= 4) identified as heterosexual, and

thiscomparisonalsohadthesmallesteffectsizeasidefromthose

who reported being unsure/questioning. Thevariability demon-

strated by the size of the associations between two variables

measuring the sameconstruct highlights thedifficulty ofeffec-

tively capturing sexual orientation with one measure, while

challenging the idea that sexual identities are singular.

The greater numbers of participants identifying privately

with nonheterosexual identities and the drop between public

and private heterosexual identificationmay point to lingering

stigma and/or external pressures to identify as straight among

our participants (D’Augelli, Hershberger,& Pilkington, 1998;

Friedman et al., 2014).However, this is not to suggest that par-

ticipants who identified publicly as heterosexual were neces-

sarily‘‘closeted.’’Asking for both public and private identities

allows researchers to challenge the notion that each of us has

oneuniqueandsingular identity.Analysisof thefixed-response

andopen-ended itemsallowedus todetermine that this is not an

accurate representation of identity among our sample, as mul-

tiple participants simultaneously used more than one identity

label, and even described actively considering adopting new

ones. The differences in how participants identify when con-

text is specified suggest that subsequent research utilizing a

survey ormultiple methods would benefit from specifying the

context in which respondents are identifying, especially if the

instrument includes only one measure of sexual identity (Mus-

tanski et al., 2014). Additionally,‘‘queer’’became the second

most frequently reported identity label when the private con-

textwas specified, providing further evidence of the benefit of

includinglessestablishedidentitylabelsamongresponseoptions,

which are often either left off, or, when included, analyzed toge-

therforstatistical reasons(Bauer&Jairam,2008;Savin-Williams

&Ream, 2007).

Public and private identity measures had the most data avail-

able to make comparisons, but hadmore variation between them

compared to those measures that included SDSI. Moreover, the

comparisons between SDSI to public and private identities were

remarkably similar. If researchers desire to assess the full com-

plexity of sexual identity, our findings suggest that items incor-

poratingself-descriptionsmakesforbettermeasures,thoughgiven

themyriadwaysparticipantsmayidentify,recodingandanalyzing

such data may prove prohibitive. Thoughtfully considering each

response to such an itemmay not be realistic among studies with

larger samples.

While nearly two thirds of our sample (n=49, 62.0%) iden-

tified uniformly between the public and private identity items,

given the variability between fixed-response public and private

identities inoursample,ourfindings indicate theutilityofcontext-

specific sexual identity measures (depending on variables of
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interest), or for the use of multiple items to capture this informa-

tion. Even one of the most inclusive measures, the Klein Sexual

Orientation Grid (KSOG), a commonly used tool for assessing

sexualorientationespeciallyamongsexualminority samples,

does not distinguish between public and private identity (Klein,

1978). Researchers may consider expanding the KSOG by

asking about identity both publicly and privately.

We further found that attraction, a construct often measured

alongsidebehaviorandidentitytoassesssexualorientation(Klein,

1978) was an important factor in why participants identified as

theydid.Manyparticipants differentiatedbetween their attraction

tomenandwomen, andbetween sexual or physical attraction and

emotionalor romantic attraction inexplainingwhy they identified

as theydid. Importantly,anumberofparticipantsdescribedattrac-

tion topeoplewhodonotconformtobinarygender/sexcategories

as reasons why they no longer identified as ‘‘bisexual,’’ a sexual

identity labelwhich someparticipants feel reinforces the two sex/

two gender system (Autumn, 2013). While many in the bisexual

community disagree with this description of what it means to be

bisexual (Eisner, 2013; Ochs &Williams, 2014), it nevertheless

influenced how some of our participants understood and labeled

their sexuality. Given this specific finding in a sample limited to

cisgenderparticipants, itwouldlikely featuremoreprominently in

a sample without such a restriction.

Participants also traced identity trajectories along lines consis-

tentwith previous studies,moving through heterosexual to bisex-

ualandlesbianidentities,ordescribingfluidityandfluctuationin

identities, attractions, and experiences (Blumstein & Schwartz,

1976;Diamond, 2009;Rosario, Schrimshaw,Hunter,&Braun,

2006). In addition to identity trajectories that implied an end-

point, other participants described identities in terms that were

dynamic andnot so concernedwith resolution.Dynamic identity

processeswithin our sample are consistentwith earlier studies of

bisexual and lesbianwomen (Rust, 1992, 1993),womenwhoare

‘‘mostly straight’’ (Thompson & Morgan, 2008), and behav-

iorally bisexual men (Baldwin et al., 2014).

While earlymodelsof sexualminority identitydevelopment,

exemplified by Cass (1979), involved moving through stages

towarda stable lesbianorgaysocial identity, thesemodelswere

developed to understand gay and lesbian identification specif-

ically,andbisexual identitywasaddedto themodels later (Rust,

2002). As a result, these models may be less inappropriate for

understanding bisexual identity in particular (McLean, 2007).

Later sexual identity development models specific to bisexual-

ity,whilestill linear, recognizedadifferentprocess that involved

rejectingbothheterosexualandhomosexual labels (Bradford,

2004;Weinberg,Williams,&Pryor,1995). Inrecentyears,mod-

els that end with the individual ‘‘coming out’’ have been chal-

lenged (Degges-White, Rice, &Myers, 2000). Some research-

ers find that the process of identity development for sexual

minority individuals is marked by both consistency and change

(Rosario et al., 2006). Other research demonstrates that, partic-

ularly forwomen, variation should be regarded as the norm and

not theexception,andthatsexualminority individualsexperience

multiple developmental pathways and a diversity of trajectories

(Diamond, 2003; Savin-Williams, 2001).

Ourfindingslendsupport topreviousresearchchallengingthe

idea that in the process of identity development among sexual

minority individuals, questioning one’s identity is a one-time

occurrencethat isneverrepeated,andthatarrivingatalesbian/gay

or bisexual identity after questioning demonstrates the resolution

of the identity development process. Further, the variation in

identity trajectories reported by our participants reinforces the

difficulty of setting temporal parameters for operationalizing

sexual orientation. Participantsmoved between identity labels

such as lesbian, bisexual, and queer. Had we conducted this

studywith the same participants at a different point in time, it

is likely that many would have reported different identities.

Moreover, if we recruited our sample based on bisexual iden-

tity rather thanbehavior,manyof theparticipants in this study

would not have met the eligibility requirements due to varia-

tion in identification.

Our studywas notwithout limitations. First, aswith thegeo-

graphical area inwhich participantswere recruited, our sample

is relativelyhomogeneous in termsof raceandeducationalback-

ground. If themajority of our participants were not white and

relatively well educated, or perhaps if our sample came from

outside of theMidwestUnited States,wemayhave found dif-

ferences in the type and quantity of reported sexual identities

or different characteristicsmarking participants’ relationships

tosexual identity.Whileweattempted tocontrol forprimingof

sexual identity labels through our survey tool, our participants

were certainly primed by the terms available in the public dis-

course on sexual behavior and identity.Additionally, 14of our

participants exceeded the character limit for the open-ended

measurement of identity change. This character limit was

increasedwhile the surveywas live andwewere able to gather

moreinformationfromlaterparticipants.Despite this issue,we

were able to capture a significant amount of data from these

responses.We analyzed the available text and took care not to

overstep the data by attempting to infer meaning where our

dataset does not contain a complete response.

Because thesedatacamefromabaselineanonymoussurveyof

a larger research project, the nature of our survey tool meant that

wewere unable to probe participants as to why they labeled their

sexual identities as they did, nor were we able to prompt partici-

pants toclarify their statements.Oneof thechallengesofnotbeing

able to probe our participants is not knowing whether they felt a

‘‘true identity’’ that they did not reveal due to stigma, or if they

rejected the idea of‘‘true identity.’’Without a follow-up question

it is next to impossible tocompletelyascertainourparticipants’

feelings.Nevertheless, thewaysourparticipantsnavigatediden-

tity, taken together, contributes to the literatureon tohowsexual

identity situates individuals within the social world (Esterberg,

1997; McLean, 2007). We are aware that a much fuller repre-

sentation of the sexual identities of our participants could have
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been borne out through a follow-up interview.This particular

limitation of the research is one we intend to address in our

future work.

Thepurposeof thepresentstudyis toexplore thecomplexityof

sexuality and identity, and while gender shares similar complex-

ities in terms of identity labels and internal experiences, to fully

understand the ways in which gender and sexuality interact war-

rants a separate analysis that is beyond the scope of this study. As

such,weusedcisgenderasaneligibilitycriterion, though it should

be noted that many participants did report trans and genderqueer

partners. Future researchers could contribute significantly to this

literature by investigating these issues among trans women and

genderqueer individuals. Finally, our data are retrospective and

therefore may be influenced by recall bias.

Despite these limitations, our study has several strengths. Our

ability to capture identity through a variety of context-specific,

open-ended and fixed-response items can inform future research

interested inunderstandinghowandwhyindividualsmayidentify

differentlygivendifferent settings, anddifferent typesof response

items. Depending on how sexual identities are addressed, many

studies likelymisclassify participants. If wewere to use only one

quantitativemeasureof sexual identity,ourdatawouldhave tolda

very different story, eclipsing the interesting ways partici-

pants negotiate identity categories. Given the diverse identi-

fication ofour participants,we encourage thoughtfully consid-

ering the sensitivity and capability of sexual identitymeasure-

ments employed within the realistic feasibility constraints of

ongoing and future studies.

Wedonotviewthe lackof‘‘consistent’’identificationwithin

our sample as a problem among participants. Rather, we con-

tend that the issue lies in both the procedure of collecting such

data and in the ways in which identity is understood. Particu-

larly inpublic health researcharound sexand sexuality, the con-

struct of identity as it is measured is at odds with how identity

operates formany sexualminority individuals.Whereaswe tra-

ditionallythinkofsexual identityasawayofrepresentingastable,

fixed, interior truth of oneself, the work of many scholars on

women’s sexuality have shown that this is too simplistic (Di-

amond, 2000, 2006; Diamond & Butterworth, 2008; Rust,

1992, 1993; van Anders, 2015; Ziemba-Davis et al., 1996).

Our findings indicate that researchers need betterways of cap-

turing identitydata, as identities are dynamic,mobile, shifting,

and operate differently in varying contexts.Wecannot assume

that how people identify, or even how individuals understand

their sexual identities, remains constant across time and con-

text. Yet those assumptions are often built into to our identity

and orientation measures. Conceptualizing of identities as

dynamic and fluid poses a significant challenge to researchers

seeking to describe empirical reality. Nevertheless, identities,

andthemeaningsweattachtothem,havematerialconsequences.

Better understandings of how and why people identify their

sexualities—particularly outside of established frameworks—

will lead to better research into the role of sexual identity in the

realities of people’s lives.
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