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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, itis challenging to capture the nuances of sexual iden-
tity with traditional survey research methods. Using a mixed-
methods approach, we gathered data on the sexual identities of
80 behaviorally bisexual women in the Midwestern United
States through an online survey. When provided different types
of measures (e.g., open ended and fixed response) and different
contexts in which toidentify (e.g., private and public), partici-
pants varied in how they reported their sexual identities. Quali-
tative analysis of participant narratives around identity change
finds partitioning and ranking of attraction is a key component
inunderstanding behaviorally bisexual women’sidentities. We
further identify a division regarding the desired outcomes of
identity development processes. Given the multiple ways in
which participants identified depending upon the type of mea-
sure and the context specified, and the variation in identification
over time, results support reconsidering the capability of typical
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measures and methods used in survey research to capture sexual
identity information. Additionally, findings highlight the utility
of including multiple, context-specific measures of sexual 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 to whom one is
sexually attracted, while simultaneously defining one’s relation-
ships to individuals, groups, and social and political institutions
(Rust, 1993). Sexual identity and sexual behavior, both constructs
within the larger concept of sexual orientation, are related but 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
sexual orientation, with one such study finding that while 13 % 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-
tioned prescriptively, given the rate of same-sex sexual behavior,
we would expect much higher percentages of women with
diverse sexual identities (e.g., lesbian, bisexual). Thatidentity and
behavior do not necessarily function as adequate proxies for each
other, and that neither can be used to assume an overall sexual
orientation, has been known by sex researchers for decades (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
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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 women who have
sex with women, “WSW?”) assume, rather than indicate, specific
behaviors, their use has the benefit of highlighting that it is not
sexual identity or group membership (i.e., gay men, heterosexual
women) that is associated with STI/HIV transmission. However,
the naming system typically used fails to adequately capture the
behavioral patterns of those who have partners of more than one
gender/sex, often subsuming women who have sex with both
women and men under the acronym “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, ithas been argued
that utilizing behavioral categories such as MSM and WSW
undermines the importance of identity communities in the lives
and experiences of sexual minority individuals (Young & Meyer,
2005).

Behavior-based categories are sometimes used synony-
mously with identity-based categories, adding to the confusion
between the two. Classifications such as “lesbian” and “bisexual
are sometimes used interchangeably with WSW and WSWM
and, as aresult, researchers extrapolate conclusions drawn from
studies focused on identity to populations based on behavior and
vice versa (Bauer & Jairam, 2008). The conflation of identity
and behavior-based groups occurs despite extant research find-
ing significant between-group differences in identity (e.g., les-
bian, bisexual, heterosexual) within behavior-based groups
(e.g., WSW, WSWM). Previous studies on the health of sexual
minority women (SMW) (i.e., women who 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 that while
WSW were significantly more likely than WSM to smoke daily,
lesbian-identified and heterosexual women did not differ on daily
smoking, and both were 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 one measure 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

' Asoperationalized by van Anders (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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attraction or desire), yet these references points are unstable and
unverifiable. This research is informed by the understanding that
collecting information on sexual identity is critical to ensuring the
visibility of minority populations on their own terms. Further, we
cannot assume homogeneity of identity, or experiences related to
identity, among sexual minority individuals grouped together by
their behavior (Institute of Medicine, 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 to be categorized 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, itis challenging to capture the nuances of sexual iden-
tity with traditional methods such as using fixed, closed-ended
response items with large samples of participants or even using
a Kinsey-type scale. For example, a single-item measure will
likely neglect contextual and temporal differences in how peo-
ple identify, as many sexual minority 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).

Including measures 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,
may be premised upon the person/self distinction in which the self
is an “individual’s private experience of herself or himself and the
person is what appears publicly” (Jenkins, 2014, p. 50). This dis-
tinction assumes a fixed, interior truth of self (the private identity),
and that a person with different public and private identities is
concealing the private identity. Further, within this framework
any ‘identity work’ (Snow & Anderson, 1987) that may take place
is the work involved in making the private identity public. There is
an alternative approach: conceiving of both public identity and
private identity as enacted (Goffman, 1959). The use of multiple,
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, may be misclassified by response options
summarized as “other.” Often these participants are left out of
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analyses altogether (Bauer & Jairam, 2008; Savin-Williams &
Ream, 2007). Thus, assessing sexual identity through traditional
survey methods may limit our very understanding of the reality of
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 on women’s sexuality in particular has established
that attraction, behavior, and identity often change over time,
leading researchers to characterize women’s sexuality as fluid
(Diamond, 2009). According to Rust (1992), in her exploration
of sexual identity among samples of women who identify as
lesbian or bisexual, while some proportion may be behaviorally
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
those whoresearch sexual identity and orientation, and even by
those who simply utilize measures of sexual orientation and
identity in their research.

Study Purpose

Most studies of sexual minority populations use one item to mea-
sure the construct of sexual orientation or identity, which then
becomes a predictor variable in the attempt to measure a rela-
tionship between identity or orientation and any number of
dependent variables (e.g., obesity, alcohol/tobacco use, health-
care utilization, mental health, quality of life). The purpose of
the present study is to highlight the instability of using only one
measure to make accurate statements about sexual minority
individuals. To do so, we explore the sexual identities reported
by asample of cisgender (assigned female sex at birth and iden-
tify as a woman) women who are “behaviorally bisexual” (i.e.,
women who have had sex with both men and women), paying
attention to how they identify in different contexts, in response
to different types of measures, and how their identities may have
changed over time. We utilize a sample of behaviorally bisexual
women given the diversity and variation likely present in terms
of attraction (Diamond, 2000), identity histories (Rust, 1993), and
sexual repertoires (Schick, Herbenick, Rosenberger, & Reece,
2012b).

Through quantitative analyses, we demonstrate the variation
present in how participants identify when given an open-ended
item versus two fixed, context-specific items. We incorporate
qualitative analyses of identity trajectories given that the tem-
poral parameters used to specify orientation vary from study
to study. Analysis of qualitative items allowed us to capture not
only why participants identify with specific labels, but also how
participants’ identities have changed over time. Further, mixed-
methods analyses allow us 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-
mation on the role of sexual identity in the lives of women who
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

Data presented in this article were collected as part of alarger study,
the Women in Indiana: Sexual Health and Experiences Study
(WISHES), alongitudinal and multi-method project. These data
come from the first phase of the study, an online baseline survey,
and were collected in summer and fall of 2012. This survey used
across-sectional research design and took approximately 20—
25 min for participants to complete. The Institutional Review
Board of Indiana University approved the study protocol.

A total of 80 women completed the baseline survey. Partic-
ipants ranged in age from 18 to 51 years (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) and had some college (i.e., an associate’s degree,
or higher) (88.7 %, n = 71). The largest proportion of participants
(32.5 %, n="26) indicated they were not currently in a monog-
amous relationship, but were dating or sexually involved with at
least one person (see Table 1).

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 cisgender man and at least one cisgender woman in the
past 12 months.

Additionally, participants needed to be at least 18 years of age,
have an active e-mail address, live within driving distance to one
of two data collection locations in Indiana, and be comfort-
able disclosing and discussing sexual information in the context
of aresearch study. All consenting participants meeting eligibil-
ity criteria were included in phase one of the study. Participants
received a 50.00 USD gift card following completion of the study.

Measures

The baseline survey included demographic and background
questions (e.g., race, education, household income, relationship
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Table1 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 ®)
50+ 1.3 (1)
Race/ethnicity

White 85.0 (68)
Black 11.3 ©)]
Asian 2.5 2)
Multiracial 1.3 (N
Education

High school or GED 11.3 )
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 ®)
In a relationship for under 1 year 16.5 (13)
Dating one person 13.9 (11)
Dating more than one person 329 (26)
Not sexually active 8.9 @)
Other 17.7 (14)

status) as well as items related to participants’ sexual lives and
sexual health (e.g., sexual behavior, use of sexual safety methods,
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, participants were asked about their self-described sexual
identity (SDSI) via an open-ended item “What term do you
typically use to describe your sexual orientation?” In an effort
to capture the greatest amount of variability, this question was
asked before any fixed-response items related to sexual iden-
tity to allow participants to identify however they wished 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 to use to describe your sexual orientation publicly?”” and
“Which of the following terms would you be most likely to
use to describe your sexual orientation privately?” For each
item, participants were offered the following response options:
lesbian/gay/homosexual, bisexual, heterosexual/straight, unsure/
questioning, queer, asexual, or other. Participants who selected
“other” were prompted to specify the term(s) they used in a text
box. Multiple participants who selected “other” provided “pan-
sexual” as a response, so we created an additional code in our
dataset for participants who indicated that they publicly or pri-
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vately identified as pansexual, though it was not initially included
as a response option.

An additional three variables allowed us to assess the relation-
ships between different items intended to measure the same con-
struct: sexual identity. These “uniformity” variables indicated
(1) whether participants identified the same publicly as they did
privately, (2) whether participants’ SDSI was the same as their
publicidentity, and (3) whether their SDSI was the same as their
private identity. For example, those participants who publicly
and privately identified as bisexual were coded as ‘uniform public
and private identification’ but participants who publicly identi-
fied as heterosexual and privately as bisexual did not receive that
code. Finally, participants were presented with an open-ended
item via a character-limited text-box asking, “In what ways,
ifany, has your sexual identity changed over your lifetime?”
Responses to this item comprised the data used in the qualitative
analysis. These responses were analyzed thematically, the results
of which are discussed below.

Quantitative analyses were conducted using SPSS. Descriptive
statistics (means (sd) and frequencies) are presented on partic-
ipants’ demographic information, sexual identity measures, and
uniformity items. Pearson’s chi-squares were used to compare
publicidentity labels to private identity labels. Phi coefficients
arereported to demonstrate the size of the association between
the two variables. Computing the uniformity variables depended
upon participants’ utilizing at least one identity label in their
SDSI. Participants who provided alternative ways of describing
their sexual identities that were not comparable with anidentity
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
analysis was 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-
tion occurred both during data collection in the baseline survey
viaopen-ended questions on a structured survey tool, as well as
during data analysis. Both open- and closed-ended items were
included in the baseline survey to measure the same construct:
sexual identity. Therefore, analysis of these items was approa-
ched through a complementary mixed-methods approach, which
allows for a holistic understanding of the issue of study (Yauch &
Steudel, 2003).

In these analyses, qualitative and quantitative data are con-
sidered equal and parallel (Steckler, McLeroy, Goodman, Bird,
& McCormick, 1992). Open-ended items capturing sexual 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 themes were then reviewed, refined,
and subsequently defined for presentation.
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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-
lowed by queer (n =9), straight or heterosexual (8), lesbian or gay
(n=28), and pansexual (n = 5). Identities reported less frequently
included bi-curious (n=23) and heteroflexible (n=2). Other
participants, rather than utilize any labels, provided alternative
and unique ways of identifying, for example “sexual person,”
“open-minded,” and “equal opportunity.”

Public and Private Sexual Identities

Table 2 presents the frequency of public and private identity label
use and Table 3 contains the chi-square values and corresponding
phi coefficient of comparisons between public and private 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

of the association between publicly and privately identifying as
heterosexual was also medium, but smaller than the association
between public and private bisexual identity (6 = .41, p<.001).
When the context was specified private, the second most fre-
quently reported identity was queer, though only one more par-
ticipant identified privately as queer than did so publicly. The
size of the association between public and private queer iden-
tification was large (0 =.70, p <.001).

Sexual Identity Item Response Uniformity

As presented in Table 4, 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) utilized the same identity publicly as they reported in their
SDSI. The comparison between public and private measures had
the most variation, or, in other words, the least consistency
between measures.

Table3 Public identity label by private identity label

lightly more than half of the participants (53.8 %, n=43) pri- Public identity label Private identity label
vately identifying as bisexual. The size of the association between Same  Other (1) 0
idenFifying publicly and privately identifying as bisexual was Bisexual 29 3 16,795+ 45
medium (0 = .46, p <.001). o Queer 7 39 50%* 70
The neyft most frequently reported public identity was hetero- Heterosexual/straight 4 5 13,51 41
sexual/sFral ght, which was reported by nearly a quarter of the sam- Lesbian/gay/homosexual 3 27 65* 59
ple. Whll? hete.rosexual/stralght WtclS the second most fre?q.uently Pansexual 3 24.50% 55
reported identity label used publicly, only 5 % of participants o
. . . . .. Unsure/questioning 2 5 2.90 .19
(n=4) privately identified as heterosexual/straight, making it
the second least frequently reported label used privately. The size ~ *p <.05; **p <.001
Table2 Crosstabulation of private identity categories by public identity categories
Public identities Private identities
Bisexual Heterosexual Lesbian/gay Queer Pansexual ~ Unsure/ Other Noresponse  Public totals
questioning 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/ 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2(2.5)
questioning
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 43(53.8) 4(5.0) 6(7.5) 10(12.5) 9(11.3) 6(7.5) 2(25) 00 80(100)

n (%)
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Table4 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 ™ 8.9 (5) 9.1 )
Heterosexual/straight 8.2 ()] 5.4 3) 12.7 @)
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

Sexual Identity Trajectories

As evidenced by the results of the quantitative analysis pre-
sented above, the same person may identify their sexuality dif-
ferently depending on the context, or depending on whether or
not they were provided with fixed-response items through which
to identify. Capturing such variation requires making compar-
isons between at least two quantitative measures. An additional
parameter often used in establishing sexual orientation is a tem-
poral parameter (e.g., lifetime vs. current behavior or attraction)
(Klein, 1978). Through the use of an open-ended item, we were
able to gather data on temporal variation in identification, as well
as reasons for such variation, in participants’ sexual identities.

Echoing the quantitative results, we found considerable vari-
ation in the narratives describing how and why participants’ sexual
identities changed over time. Not all participants indicated that
there had been a change in how they identify, though most (n = 72,
90.0 %) provided a response. The results of the qualitative anal-
yses are presented below and focus on the following themes: (1)
dividing and ranking attraction, (2) personalizing challenges 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 text where results
appeared to diverge along identity lines.

1. Dividing and ranking attraction

Among this sample, 12.5% (n=09) explained the use of a
particular identity label by dividing and ranking their attractions.
For 6.9 % (n=5) this division occurred along lines of gender/sex.
These participants stressed that while they were attracted to both
men and women, they were primarily attracted to those of one
gender/sex over another, eventually recognizing—or develop-
ing—a primary attraction to women:

Iinitially considered myself to be straight and subcon-
sciously suppressed my interestin women. Around when
I got into high school, I came to realize that...I’m prob-
ably not straight. I did start off with a preference for men,
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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).

There was 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
but one of the participants whose narratives constructed this theme
identified as bisexual.

In addition to those who made a distinction related to gen-
der/sex, 5.5 % (n = 4) distinguished between both gendered
attractions and emotional and physical desires as reasons for or
againstidentification. These participants placed greater impor-
tance on the emotional or relationship dimension in forming
theiridentities, and positioned these dimensions in contrast to
sexual attraction or behavior:

Ithink I’ ve always been open to sexual behaviors with either
gender, but I’ve never wanted a relationship with a woman
(Participant 19, 29 years old, Straight).

I identified as bisexual at a young age, and was dating
women in high school through college. In the past couple of
years though, I've found that I'm physically attracted to
women, but not emotionally, so I do not seek romantic
relationships with women. I enjoy them physically though,
hence me calling myself heterosexual in private (Participant
83, 33 years 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
related to partner gender/sex, or prioritized a certain type of attrac-
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tion (emotional, romantic) over another (physical, sexual) as the
salient reason for a given identity, other participants (n =38,
11.1 %) described their sexual identities in ways that challenge
the sex/genderbinary because of their attractions to individuals
who themselves challenge the sex/gender binary. 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
the years I’ ve found that I’m attracted to everything in-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
describes attraction to people of all gender identities as 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. In my thirties, [ now wonder if bisexual
is an appropriate term since I find myself attracted to people
of all gender identities. I am considering identifying as
pansexual (Participant 77, 31 years old, Bisexual).

Another participant describes shedding a bisexual identity
because she understands the “bi” in “bisexual ”to mean that there
are only two sex/genders to which one can be attracted, “ITused to
say that I was bisexual. Now that my sexual interests include
those who are intersexed, I consider myself pansexual” (Par-
ticipant 59, 45 years old, Pansexual [biological traits do not
determine with 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.
These participants 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 =15 (62.5 %)
identified either as queer or pansexual.

3. Identity development

Previous theories of identity development among members of
sexual minority groups have theorized identity development as a
process that ends with 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 period of questioning. We utilize the
term “destination narratives” to describe these responses. How-
ever, other participants’ narratives of their identity change did
not necessarily have, or desire, an endpoint. We utilize 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
lateridentified with a nonheterosexual label. One participant says
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 18 years,
and now as bisexual” (Participant 24,46 years old). And another
participant “changed from heterosexual to bi-curious to bisexual
(Participant 84, 36 years old).

Other participants took circuitous routes, but nevertheless
describe identity change in terms that indicate the process of
developmentis over. For example, Participant 85 describes the
changes in her identity saying:

There has been a lot of fluctuation as I grew to understand
myself more. Initially I thought of myself as straight, though
I'knew I was attracted to women. Then I identified as lesbian
because I was with a woman. Then as bisexual. Now as
pansexual. My primary interest in each gender fluctuates as
well (36 years 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 describes moving between
two identity labels, yet stresses the consistency of her bisexual
identity, “I have identified as bisexual since about age 16. |
briefly thought I was alesbian for a couple of yearsin college, 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 =28, 11.1 %) conceptualized their identities
as works in progress, absent an endpoint or a goal-oriented concept
of identity. For example, Participant 17, who reported her sexual
identity differently on each identity item, writes, “I’ve been all over
the map, identifying at different points in my life as heterosexual,
bisexual, homosexual, pansexual and queer” (Participant 17,
28 years old, Bisexual). Participant 17’ s current use of multiple
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
identities narratives. These participants describe nonlinear 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 queer when pressed). Another participant describes
having once felt conflict because she identified as lesbian but
dated men; however, “Over time, I let those words lesbian/
straight/bi/queer stretch a bit to fit my habits and tendencies, so
nowadays I just consider myself to be attracted to sexy people”
(Participant 73, 28 years 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 the map,” or let the meanings of identity categories expand
to suit them. Half (n =4, 50 %) of the eight participants whose
narratives constructed this theme identified as bisexual.

Discussion

The variability in sexual identities reported by participants (as well
as between, within, and across our measures) speaks to the com-
plexity of sexual identities among our sample of behaviorally
bisexual women— a group constructed upon a 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 to expand categories thought to include or exclude certain
behaviors (e.g., “lesbian who sleeps with men”). 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 thatincluded the terms queer or pansexual (n = 14, 17.9 %),
as well as participants identifying as bi-curious and heteroflex-
ible, future researchers interested in sexually diverse samples
of women 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-
sures of SDSI to better understand potential similar variation in
their samples.

The use of queer and pansexual identity labels, especially
among younger individuals, is increasing (Rupp & Taylor, 2013;
Savin-Williams, 2005; Vaccaro, 2009). Larger shifts in sexual
identity labeling point to the growing acceptability of nonbinary
identities, as were found in our sample. It is possible that our find-
ings regarding the acceptance and use of nonbinary labels and the
concurrent use of multiple labels result from social movement
toward queer and fluid 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 from queer, were weak, but positive. When the private con-
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text was specified, more participants reported queer, lesbian/gay/
homosexual, unsure/questioning, and pansexual 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
this comparison also had the smallest effect size aside from those
who reported being unsure/questioning. The variability demon-
strated by the size of the associations between two variables
measuring the same construct highlights the difficulty of effec-
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 identification may 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
one unique and singular identity. Analysis of the fixed-response
and open-ended items allowed us to determine 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 or multiple 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-
text was specified, providing further evidence of the benefit of
including less established identity labels among response options,
which are often either left off, or, when included, analyzed toge-
ther for statistical reasons (Bauer & Jairam, 2008; Savin-Williams
& Ream, 2007).

Public and private identity measures had the most data avail-
able to make comparisons, but had more 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-
porating self-descriptions makes for better measures, though given
the myriad ways participants may identify, recoding and analyzing
such data may prove prohibitive. Thoughtfully considering each
response to such an item may 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 in our sample, our findings indicate the utility of context-
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
sexual orientation especially among sexual minority 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
alongside behavior and identity to assess sexual orientation (Klein,
1978) was an important factor in why participants identified as
they did. Many participants differentiated between their attraction
to men and women, and between sexual or physical attraction and
emotional or romantic attraction in explaining why they identified
as they did. Importantly, anumber of participants described attrac-
tion to people who do not conform to binary gender/sex categories
as reasons why they no longer identified as “bisexual,” a sexual
identity label which some participants 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
cisgender participants, it would likely feature more prominently in
a sample without such a restriction.

Participants also traced identity trajectories along lines consis-
tent with previous studies, moving through heterosexual to bisex-
ual and lesbian identities, or describing fluidity and fluctuationin
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 and not so concerned with resolution. Dynamic identity
processes within our sample are consistent with earlier studies of
bisexual and lesbian women (Rust, 1992, 1993), women who are
“mostly straight” (Thompson & Morgan, 2008), and behav-
iorally bisexual men (Baldwin et al., 2014).

While early models of sexual minority identity development,
exemplified by Cass (1979), involved moving through stages
toward a stable lesbian or gay social identity, these models were
developed to understand gay and lesbian identification specif-
ically, and bisexual identity was added to the models 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, while still linear, recognized a different process thatinvolved
rejecting both heterosexual and homosexual labels (Bradford,
2004; Weinberg, Williams, & Pryor, 1995). Inrecent years, 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 for women, variation should be regarded as the norm and

not the exception, and that sexual minority individuals experience
multiple developmental pathways and a diversity of trajectories
(Diamond, 2003; Savin-Williams, 2001).

Our findings lend support to previous research challenging the
idea that in the process of identity development among sexual
minority individuals, questioning one’s identity is a one-time
occurrence thatis never repeated, and that arriving at a lesbian/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. Participants moved between identity labels
such as lesbian, bisexual, and queer. Had we conducted this
study with 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 than behavior, many of the participants in this study
would not have met the eligibility requirements due to varia-
tion in identification.

Our study was not without limitations. First, as with the geo-
graphical area in which participants were recruited, our sample
isrelatively homogeneous in terms of race and educational back-
ground. If the majority of our participants were not white and
relatively well educated, or perhaps if our sample came from
outside of the Midwest United States, we may have found dif-
ferences in the type and quantity of reported sexual identities
or different characteristics marking participants’ relationships
to sexual identity. While we attempted to control for priming of
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, 14 of our
participants exceeded the character limit for the open-ended
measurement of identity change. This character limit was
increased while the survey was live and we were able to gather
more information from later participants. Despite thisissue, 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 these data came from a baseline anonymous survey of
a larger research project, the nature of our survey tool meant that
we were unable to probe participants as to why they labeled their
sexual identities as they did, nor were we able to prompt partici-
pants to clarify their statements. One of the challenges of not being
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
itis next to impossible to completely ascertain our participants’
feelings. Nevertheless, the ways our participants navigated iden-
tity, taken together, contributes to the literature on to how sexual
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.

The purpose of the present study is to explore the complexity of
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, we used cisgender as an eligibility criterion, 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 in understanding how and why individuals may identify
differently given different settings, and different types of response
items. Depending on how sexual identities are addressed, many
studies likely misclassify participants. If we were to use only one
quantitative measure of sexual identity, our data would have told a
very different story, eclipsing the interesting ways partici-
pants negotiate identity categories. Given the diverse identi-
fication of our participants, we encourage thoughtfully consid-
ering the sensitivity and capability of sexual identity measure-
ments employed within the realistic feasibility constraints of
ongoing and future studies.

Wedonot view the lack of “consistent”identification within
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 in public health research around sex and sexuality, the con-
struct of identity as it is measured is at odds with how identity
operates for many sexual minority individuals. Whereas we tra-
ditionally think of sexual identity as a way of representing a stable,
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 better ways of cap-
turing identity data, as identities are dynamic, mobile, shifting,
and operate differently in varying contexts. We cannot 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,
and the meanings we attach to them, have material consequences.
Better understandings of how and why people identify their
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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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