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Abstract Recent evidence suggests that young sexual minor-

itymen’ssexualposition identities (e.g.,‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’‘‘ver-

satile’’) may be governed by dynamic influences. Yet, no study

has prospectively examined whether, how,and why this aspect

of sexual minority men’s sexuality changes over time. Conse-

quently, the present study investigated the extent to which

young sexual minority men use sexual position identities con-

sistently over time, typicalpatternsofposition identitychange,

explanations given for this change, and the correspondence of

changing sexual position identities with changing sexual behav

ior and fantasies. A total of 93 young sexual minority men

indicated their sexual position identity, behavior, and fantasies

at two assessment points separated by 2 years. Following the

second assessment, a subset (n = 28) of participants who rep-

resented the various sexual position identity change patterns

providedexplanationsfor theirchange.Morethanhalf (n =48)

of participants changed their sexual position identity. Partici-

pants showed a significant move away from not using sexual

position identities toward using them and a significant move

towardusing‘‘mostlytop.’’Changesinpositionidentitywere ref-

lected, although imperfectly, in changes in sexual behavior

and largely not reflected in fantasy changes. Participants offered

11 classes of explanations for their identity changes referencing

personaldevelopment,practical reasons,changingrelationships,

and sociocultural influences. Previous investigations of sexual

minority men’s sexual position identities have not adequately

attended to the possibility of the changing use of the sexual

positioncategories‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’and‘‘versatile’’acrossyoung

adulthood. Results of the present study suggest the possibility of

a more fluid, context-dependent use of these terms than previ-

ously documented.

Keywords Gay and bisexual men � Sexual intercourse �
Masculinity � Sex roles � Sexual orientation

Introduction

While longitudinal research on sexual minority women’s sex-

ualityhas revealedfluidityover timeinsame-sexandother-sex

partner attractions and associated identities (e.g., ‘‘bisexual,’’

‘‘lesbian’’) (Diamond,2008),parallel longitudinal investigations

of sexual minority men’s erotic attractions and identities are

largely non-existent. This discrepancy likely reflects previous

findings that men’s sexual attractions are more fixed to one

gender and thus less likely to change over time and context

(Baumeister, 2000; Chivers, Rieger, Latty, & Bailey, 2004;

Diamond,2003;Laumann,Gagnon,Michael,&Michaels,1994;

Peplau, 2003; Savin-Williams, Joyner, & Rieger, 2012). How-

ever, partner gender represents only one organizer of sexual

orientation (Stein, 1999). A growing body of research suggests

that many sexual minority men show attraction and form iden-

tities based on the position that they and their partners assume

during sexual intercourse (e.g., ‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’‘‘versatile’’)

(Wegesin & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2000). While these sexual posi-

tioning behaviors, attractions, and identities have clear relevance

to contemporary sexual minority men’s lives (Hoppe, 2011; Kip-

pax & Smith, 2001), no study to date has prospectively examined
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whether, how, and why these aspects of sexual minority men’s

sexualitychangeover time.Further,nostudyhasexaminedthese

potentially fluid phenomena specifically among sexual minority

meninyoungadulthood,apropitiousdevelopmentalstageduring

which to examine questions of sexual identity formation and

growth(Cohler&Hammack,2007;Kroger,Martinussen,&Marcia,

2010; Plummer, 1995).

Early sociological and psychological research into sexual

minoritymaleromanticandsexualrelationships(Harry&DeVall,

1978; Hooker, 1965; Saghir & Robins, 1973; Silverstein, 1981)

sought to dispel as overly simplistic, although historically accu-

rate (e.g., Chauncey, 1994), notions of ‘‘butch/femme’’ or ‘‘trade/

fairy,’’essentially male/female, role dichotomies in sexual pair-

ingsbetweenmen(Bieberetal.,1962;Haist&Hewitt,1974;Tripp,

1975). Yet, many contemporary sexual minority men continue to

organize their sexuality using the categories ‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’and

‘‘versatile.’’Such categories not only describe a preference for in-

sertive, receptive, or both types of positions during anal sex, but

also enable sexual minority men to engage discourses of power

and pleasure during sex (e.g., Hart, Wolitski, Purcell, Gòmez, &

Halkitis,2003;Hoppe,2011;Kippax&Smith,2001;Moskowitz

& Hart, 2011; Wegesin & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2000). Recognizing

thisfact, recentstudieshaveaskedsexualminoritymentochoose

among these descriptive identity categories so that associations

between these categories and sexual minority men’s experience

of sex, HIV risk, and psychological and physical traits can be

established.

Results of these studies have advanced conceptual under-

standings of the ways in which sexual position categories

engender power and pleasure during sex between men (Hoppe,

2011;Kippax&Smith,2001).Otherstudieshavefurtheredunder-

standingofbehavioralHIVriskprofiles,withmenwhoidentifyas

‘‘bottom’’being about twice as likely to acquire HIV than men

who identityas‘‘top’’(Wegesin& Meyer-Bahlburg,2000;Wei

& Raymond, 2011). Other work has established that men with

relatively lower levels of educational attainment, men born in

Asia living in the U.S., men with smaller penises, and men who

report more feminine interests and activities as children and

adults are more likely to prefer being receptive during inter-

courseorto identifyas‘‘bottom’’(Grov,Parsons,&Bimbi,2010;

Wei & Raymond, 2011; Weinrich et al., 1992). Conversely, this

work has shown that men who report being more masculine

and having larger penises are more likely to prefer being in-

sertive during intercourse or to identify as ‘‘top’’ (Grov et al.,

2010; Hart et al., 2003). Further, in China, a country with rel-

atively rigid gender roles and less support for homosexuality

compared to the U.S., gay men who identify as‘‘bottom’’report

more expressiveness than‘‘tops,’’who in turn report more mas-

culine interestsandmore instrumentality than‘‘bottoms’’(Zheng,

Hart, & Zheng, 2012).

Although researchers continue to examine sexual position

identities (e.g., ‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’‘‘versatile’’) and preferences

(e.g., for insertive versus receptive sex), there is relatively little

understanding of the extent to which these identities and pref-

erences represent universal concepts that generalize across

contexts. With very few exceptions (e.g., Wegesin & Meyer-

Bahlburg, 2000), researchers have conceptualized the terms

‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’and‘‘versatile’’as reflecting an invariant sys-

tem of sexual categorization. Although this conceptualization

may accurately reflect sexual minority men’s own understand-

ing of these terms, it likely obscures any fluid or context-

dependent use of them. Only one study to date has examined

change in sexual minority men’s position identities, finding sta-

bility in these identitiesalongside asignificantgeneral reduction

in their use over a 5-year period (Wegesin & Meyer-Bahlburg,

2000). However, this study relied solely on retrospective reports

of position identities and did not attend to age cohort, two com-

mon drawbacks in developmental research on sexual minority

individuals’ sexuality (Boxer & Cohler, 1989).

In addition to providing an opportunity to capture context-

dependent fluctuations in position identities, a prospective

design would allow for testing whether changes in position

identity correspond to changes in position fantasies and pos-

ition behavior. While the categories ‘‘top,’’ ‘‘bottom,’’ and

‘‘versatile’’ consistently have been shown to predict sexual

minority men’s actual sexual behavior (Moskowitz, Rieger,

& Roloff, 2008; Wegesin & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2000), some

sexual minority men report a discrepancy between their actual

and ideal position (Moskowitz & Hart, 2011). By examining

concordance between position identities, fantasies, and behav-

iorsprospectively, thepresentstudymorereliablycapturessyn-

chrony or discrepancy among these three primary, yet distinct

(Laumann et al., 1994; Savin-Williams, 2006), components of

sexualityover timeandcanhelpclarify thebehavioralandcog-

nitive-affectivecorrelatesofpositionidentity.Studiesexamin-

ing other forms of sexuality (e.g., partner gender) as a function

of identity, behavior, and attraction have, in fact, found a sig-

nificant lack of overlap across these components (Laumann

et al., 1994). While these three aspects of sexual position have

not yet been examined in young sexual minority men, strong

evidencesuggeststhatyoungsexualminoritymen’ssexualitymay

follow a standard developmental sequence, with sexual identity

and behavior eventually aligning with sexual fantasies (McClin-

tock & Herdt, 1996). Employing a prospective design with

young sexual minority men offers an opportunity to capture

sexual minority men’s position identities, behaviors, and fan-

tasiesat adevelopmental stagemarkedby sexual identity forma-

tion and growth (Cohler & Hammack, 2007; Plummer, 1995).

Present Study

In order to predict specific patterns of sexual position identity

change,explanationsfor thischange,andoverlapwithchanges

in behaviors and fantasies, we draw on diverse theoretical per-
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spectives, both psychosocial and sociocultural, which offer

competing hypotheses.

Idiographic, psychosocial factors, such as personality, race,

and body traits, might determine stability or change in sexual

position. While these factors are relatively stable within an

individual, their influence on position identity may vary across

developmental, relational, and situational contexts. Other, less

stable psychosocial factors may also explain patterns of posi-

tion identity change. Internalized homophobia, for example, is

associated with identifying as a ‘‘top’’ (Hart et al., 2003), and

while no research has examined absolute changes in young sex-

ual minority men’s internalized homophobia over time, it

is possible that as an individual’s internalized homophobia

decreases, so too would his likelihood of identifying as a‘‘top.’’

In addition to psychosocial factors, sociocultural factors may

also explain certain patterns of position identity change. For

instance, standing outside society’s expectation of heterosexu-

alityand increasingly beingaccepteddespitedoing so (Cohler&

Hammack, 2007), young sexual minority men in contemporary

U.S. society are strongly positioned to transgress other cultural

expectations, such as polar enactments of gender and power in

sexual relationships. As a result, a large proportion of young

sexual minority men in this study may see sexual position

identities as unduly constraining constructs borrowed from

ill-fitting models of gender and either not use them at all or

adopt them flexibly across contexts. If this conceptualization is

true, a large proportionofparticipantswould indicate not using

position identities and those who do use them would show a

high degree of position identity change over time citing

numerous explanations for their change that extend beyond the

traditional notions of gender and power invoked in early works

on sexual position identity (e.g., Bieber et al., 1962).

Other accounts, however, suggest that despite a history of

subverting traditional notions of gender for many decades, the

gay male community today fully upholds hegemonic displays

of gender (Kimmel, 1996; Taywaditep, 2001). These displays

are potentially most obvious in sexual minority men’s anti-

effeminacy attitudes, which are often invoked in the search for

potential romantic and sexual partners using normative forms

of ‘‘straight-acting,’’‘‘masculine’’ attractiveness embedded in

online and physical gay communities (Bailey, Kim, Hills, &

Linsenmeier,1997;Bartholome,Tewksbury,&Bruzzone,2000;

Jeffries, 2009; Taywaditep, 2001). Drawing on this particular

framework, we might expect participants to use position

identities consistently over time with those who change

position identities changing toward‘‘top’’as a result of increas-

ing exposure to gay community norms of masculinity and the

association between masculinity and being a‘‘top’’(Grov et al.,

2010). This pattern would parallel a general trend toward def-

eminizing behaviors and attitudes that has been noted across

sexual minority men’s young adulthoods (Taywaditep, 2001).

Finally, given that previous studies of sexual minority men’s

sexual positioning fail to articulate whether the phenomenon

under investigation is sexual behavior, identity, attraction, or a

combination thereof, we could not conclusively hypothesize

the extent of overlap among these factors expected in the pres-

ent study.However,given the highdegreeofdiscordanceamong

behavior, identity, and attraction in other components of men’s

sexuality (e.g., partner gender) (Laumann et al., 1994), it is at least

possiblethatsuchdiscordanceexistsforsexualpositioningaswell.

In sum, we sought to investigate: (1) the number of partic-

ipants who changed sexual position identities across 2 years,

(2) the extent to which sexual position identities changed, (3)

characteristic patterns of sexual position identity change over

time, (4) explanations given for sexual position identity change,

and (5) the correspondence of changes in sexual position iden-

tity with changes in sexual position behavior and fantasies.

Method

Participants

Sexual minority men (n = 128) between the ages of 18 and 25

years who were enrolled as full-time students at large public

and private universities participated as part of a larger study on

young sexual minority men’s health. We used publicly avail-

able data to determine the largest colleges and universities by

full-time undergraduate enrollment (U.S. Department of Edu-

cation, 2010). Forty-five of these universities listed publicly

availableandactiveemail accounts for their lesbian,gay,bisex-

ual, and transgender (LGBT) student group. Participants resp-

onded to an email sent to the listservs of LGBT student groups

on those campuses advertising the study as an examination of

the experiences of college-aged sexual minority men. After pro-

viding consent for this IRB-approved study, participants indi-

cated their sexual orientation, age, and college student status to

ensure that included participants identified as sexual minority

men and were college students younger than age 26. Sexual

orientation was assessed with the item ‘‘What best describes

your identity?’’choosing from the following response options:

(1) gay, (2) heterosexual, (3) bisexual, but mostly gay, (4) bis-

exual (equally gay and heterosexual), (5) bisexual, but mostly

heterosexual, (6) queer, (7) uncertain, don’t know for sure. Par-

ticipantswere retained in this study if they indicated being‘‘gay’’

(n = 106),‘‘bisexual,butmostlygay’’(n = 16),‘‘bisexual, equally

gay and heterosexual’’(n = 1), and‘‘queer’’(n = 5). Participants

lived across the U.S.: West (n = 13, 14.0 %), Midwest (n = 28,

30.1 %),Northeast(n = 25,26.9 %),South(n = 22,23.7 %).Five

(5.3 %) participants indicated currently living outside of the U.S.

or did not provide a response to this item.

Thirty-five (27.3 %) participants could not be reached for

Time 2 assessments, leaving 93 participants for the final anal-

yses.Non-completersdidnotdiffer fromcompletersonTime1

age, race/ethnicity, or relationship status. Participants’ mean

age at Time 1 was 20.61 years (SD = 1.75). The distribution of
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participants’ race/ethnicitywas:Black/AfricanAmerican(n =

5, 5.4 %), White/Caucasian (n = 64, 68.8 %), Latino/Hispanic

(n = 8, 8.6 %), Asian (n = 8, 8.6 %), Native American (n = 2,

2.2 %), Pacific Islander (n = 1, 1.1 %), Caribbean (n = 1,

1.1 %),mixedrace(n = 2,2.2 %);2 (2.2 %)participantsdidnot

indicatea race/ethnicity.Fewer thanhalf (n = 39,41.9 %)were

in a relationship at the start of the study.

Procedure

Participants submitted data regarding demographics and

position identity, behavior, and fantasies at two time points

separated by 2 years. To determine explanations for position

identity change, within 8 weeks of receiving Time 2 data, we

interviewed 28 participants who had changed their sexual self-

label fromTime 1 to Time 2 inanapproximately 20-min phone

interview consisting of five questions. These 28 participants

were randomly chosen to represent all 20categoriesofposition

identity change reported by participants over the 2 years (e.g.,

change from‘‘versatile’’at Time 1 to‘‘mostly bottom’’at Time

2). We attempted to interview at least one participant per

change category, although this was not always possible due to

some participants’ lack of interest or availability for complet-

ing the qualitative follow-up.

Measures

Sexual Position Identity

Convincing empirical evidence suggests the suitability of

examining components of male sexuality as dimensional

constructs (Vrangalova & Savin-Williams, 2012); therefore,

we assessed sexual position identity at both time points by ask-

ing participants to choose one of the following five options in

response to the item stem ‘‘I identify as:’’‘‘exclusively top,’’

‘‘mostly top,’’‘‘versatile,’’‘‘mostly bottom,’’‘‘exclusively bot-

tom.’’ Participants could also select: ‘‘I have never labeled

myself in these ways’’or‘‘I used these labels for myself in the

pastbutnotanymore.’’Thisapproach isconsistentwithprevious

assessments of sexual position identity (Grov et al., 2010).

Sexual Position Fantasies

Position fantasies at both time points were assessed by asking

participants to choose ‘‘exclusively top,’’‘‘mostly top,’’‘‘versatile,’’

‘‘mostlybottom,’’‘‘exclusivelybottom,’’or‘‘Idon’tfantasizeabout

myself in these ways’’in response to the prompt, created for this

study:‘‘In my fantasies, I am…’’

Overall Anal Sex Frequency

Participants indicated the frequency with which they had anal

sex in response to the prompt, created for this study:‘‘I have anal

sex:’’‘‘never,’’‘‘infrequently,’’‘‘sometimes,’’and‘‘often.’’

Anal Sex Position Frequency

Participants rated the frequency with which they engaged in

receptive and insertive anal intercourse in the past 30 days on a

four-pointLikert scale, created for this study, using the anchors

‘‘never,’’‘‘infrequently,’’‘‘sometimes,’’and‘‘often.’’

Reasons for Position Identity Change

Following the completion of Time 2 measures, participants

were contacted by phone by either the first or second author to

provide responses to the following five questions: (1) ‘‘Two

years ago, you provided the label [Time 1 identity]. This year,

you provided the label [Time 2 identity]. What do those labels

mean to you?’’(2)‘‘How do these labels influence your sexual

life?’’(3)‘‘Howdothese labels influence the other areas ofyour

life?’’(4)‘‘Our data show that some sexual minority men change

theirsexualself-labelovertime.Whatreasonsmightexplainthis?’’

(5)‘‘What reasonsmightexplainwhyyour labelhaschangedfrom

[Time1identity] to [Time2identity]?’’While thepurposeof these

open-ended questions was to capture participants’ reasons for

changing their sexual position identities over time, we asked the

first four questions to provide sufficient context for understand-

ing the fullmeaningandconextof identitychangesasultimately

assessed more patently in the final question. Only responses

that specifically referenced one’s position identity change

were analyzed in this study.

Data Analysis

We utilized the full range of position identities (from‘‘exclu-

sively top’’ to ‘‘exclusively bottom’’) in descriptive analyses

examining theproportionofparticipantswhochangedposition

identities. For the sake of comparison, we also conducted these

analyses collapsing across related categories (e.g., combining

‘‘exclusively top’’and‘‘mostly top’’into‘‘top’’). We otherwise

used the full range of position identities except in those anal-

yses for which the large number of predictors involving all

position identities would have yielded untenable power. In

creating the collapsed categories, we followed the approach of

Grov et al. (2010), combining ‘‘mostly top’’ and ‘‘exclusively

top’’into‘‘top,’’and‘‘mostly bottom’’and‘‘exclusively bottom’’

into ‘‘bottom,’’ and ‘‘I don’t use the labels’’ or ‘‘I used these

labels for myself in the past but not anymore’’into‘‘no label.’’

Ourchoiceofcollapsedcategorieswasfurthervalidatedthrough

a supplementary procedure in which this study’s participants

indicated their position identity on both the collapsed and

dimensional scale at a separate time point, a full description of

which isavailable fromthe first author. Anal sex frequency and

position fantasies were treated as continuous variables in all

analyses.
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We conducted interviews with 28of the48participants who

changed their position identity in order to capture participants’

explanations of the change in their sexual position identity

across the 2-year span of the study. We used the multiphase

process outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994) to code these

participants’ responses to the five questions listed above. Open

coding was performed through numerous readings of 30 % of

participants’ responses selected at random. All coders indepen-

dentlysearched forand annotated the concepts specifically ref-

erencingparticipants’position identitychange, focusingonthe

conceptualmeaningofparticipants’words,sentences,andoverall

responses. All coders subsequently discussed their independent

analyses in a series of meetings in order to arrive at a consensus

of themost suitable language, orcodes, for identifying and des-

cribing discrete, meaningful explanations that participants pro-

vided for their sexual position identity change. These result-

ing codes were then applied by two independent coders to the

remaining 70 % of participants’ responses in order to deter-

mine the reliability of the coding scheme. Upon coding all dis-

crete change explanations in the latter 70 % of narratives, the

two raters evinced strong agreement (ICC = 0.83). Discrepan-

cieswere resolvedbydiscussionuntilconsensus was achieved.

Coders identified 190 discrete sexual position identity change

explanations subsumed under 11 primary codes and 20 sub-

codes. Not all primary codes contained sub-codes.

Results

How Many Participants Changed Sexual Position

Identities Over Time?

Table 1 summarizes the number of participants who identified

with each position identity category at Time 1 and Time 2.

Nearly one-third of participants at both time points identified

as versatile (Time 1: n = 30, 32.3 %; Time 2: n = 29, 31.2 %).

Approximately one-quarter of participants at each time point

identifiedas‘‘exclusivelybottom’’or‘‘mostlybottom’’(Time1:

n = 21, 22.6 %; Time 2: n = 25, 26.9 %). Nine (9.7 %) partic-

ipants identified as‘‘mostly top’’at Time 1; more than twice as

manyidentifiedas‘‘mostly bottom’’(n = 20, 21.5 %)atTime 1.

The number of participants who identified as ‘‘mostly top’’ at

Time 2 (n = 18, 19.4 %) doubled from Time 1; the number of

participants who identified as‘‘mostly bottom’’stayed roughly

the same at both time points (Time 1: n = 20, 21.5 %; Time 2:

n = 23, 24.7 %).

Of the 93 participants who completed both assessments, 48

(51.6 %) changed their sexual position identity from Time 1 to

Time2,whereas45(48.4 %)indicated thesameidentityatboth

points. The number of participants who retained each of the

following position identities across the 2 years was: exclu-

sively top = 2 (2.2 %), mostly top = 3 (3.2 %), versatile = 15

(16.1 %), mostly bottom = 13 (14.0 %), exclusively bottom = 0

(0 %), I have never labeled myself in these ways = 12 (12.9 %),

and Iused these labels for myself in thepastbut notanymore = 0

(0 %).TheTime1andTime2temporalpatternsofpositioniden-

tity are reported in Table 2.

Whileargumentshavebeenmadeforexaminingothercom-

ponents of male sexuality as dimensional constructs (Vran-

galova & Savin-Williams, 2012), it could be argued that the

high proportion of change reported above reflects that fact that

wemeasuredwhatmightbeacategoricalconstructusingdimen-

sional labels (e.g.,‘‘exclusively top,’’‘‘mostly top’’). Collapsing

acrosscategories(i.e.,‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’‘‘versatile,’’‘‘nolabel’’) to

assessparticipants’positionidentityreveals that38.7 %(n = 36)

of participants changed position identity across time.

To What Degree Did Participants’ Sexual Position

Identities Change Over Time?

Participants who used position identities at both time points

(n = 61) changed an average of .49 (SD = .57) units in either

direction on the continuous five-point scale of sexual position

identity from‘‘exclusively top’’to‘‘exclusively bottom.’’Limit-

ing thisanalysis to onlyparticipants whobothselectedposition

identities at both time points and changed position identities

over time (n = 28) demonstrated an average change of about

one unit in either direction on this continuous scale (M = 1.07,

SD = .26). Of the 30 participants who indicated not using a

position identity at Time 1, over half (n = 16, 53.3 %) acquired

such an identity from Time 1 to Time 2. Half of these (n = 8)

acquired the identity ‘‘versatile,’’ a proportion which was not

significantly greater than chance, v2(1, N = 93) = 3.19, p = .07.

What Patterns Were Evident in Participants’ Sexual

Position Identity Changes?

Participants changed in 20 various ways. Participants were no

moreor less likely to leave one position identity than any other,

but participants who indicated that they had used labels in the

past but not currently were more likely to change from this

description over the course of the 2 years than participants who

Table 1 Sexual position identity categories for all participants at Time 1

and Time 2 (n = 93)

Sexual self-label Time 1 Time 2

n (%) n (%)

Exclusively top 3 (3.2 %) 5 (5.4 %)

Mostly top 9 (9.7 %) 18 (19.4 %)

Versatile 30 (32.3 %) 29 (31.2 %)

Mostly bottom 20 (21.5 %) 23 (24.7 %)

Exclusively bottom 1 (1.1 %) 2 (2.2 %)

I have never labeled myself in these ways 25 (26.9 %) 14 (15.1 %)

I used these labels for myself

in the past but not anymore

5 (5.4 %) 2 (2.2 %)
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indicated any other position identity, v2(1, N = 93) = 4.95,

p\.05. Participants were significantly more likely to change

into ‘‘mostly top’’ at Time 2 than any other position identity,

v2(1, N = 93) = 8.99, p\.01, and significantly less likely to

indicate not using position identity labels at Time 2 than

identifying with any position category, v2(1, N = 93) = 9.20,

p\.01. Half of the participants who changed identities either

changed from‘‘versatile’’(n = 12, 12.9 %)or to‘‘versatile’’(n =

17, 18.3 %). Participants who changed identities from ‘‘ver-

satile’’ were significantly more likely to change identities to

‘‘mostly top’’than to any other identity, v2(1, N = 48) = 12.74,

p\.001. Participants who changed to‘‘versatile’’were signif-

icantly more likely to change identities from ‘‘I have never

labeled myself in these ways’’than from any other identity cat-

egory, v2(1, N = 48) = 6.47, p\.05.

Why Did Participants’ Sexual Self-Labels Change Over

Time?

Participants’explanations for their sexualposition identitycha-

ngesreferencedfourbroadtypesofreasons:personal,practical,

relational, and sociocultural. All codes and sub-codes are listed

in Table 3 along with the proportion of participants who indi-

cated each.

Personal Reasons

Personal reasons included personal growth, such as concom-

itant changes inother aspects of identity, increased experience,

increased self-awareness, increased self-confidence, and incre-

asedsexual self-awareness;greater sexualexperimentation;and

changes in ways of finding sexual pleasure.

The fact that nearly all of the men in the present study cited

personal growth (e.g., other identity changes) or sexual devel-

opment (e.g., sexual experimentation) as reasons for their posi-

tion identity changes coheres with previous life course research

highlighting the strong (e.g., Cohler & Hammack, 2007), yet by

nomeansdefinitive(Peplauetal.,1999),influenceofpsychosocial

Table 2 Sexual position identity change for participants who changed

identities from Time 1 to Time 2 (n = 48)

Position identity

Time 1

Position identity

Time 2

n (%) n (%)

interviewed

Exclusively bottom Mostly bottom 1 (2.1 %) 1 (2.1 %)

Exclusively top Mostly top 1 (2.1 %) 0 (0.0 %)

Mostly bottom Exclusively bottom 2 (4.2 %) 1 (2.1 %)

Mostly bottom Never used labels 1 (2.1 %) 1 (2.1 %)

Mostly bottom Versatile 4 (8.3 %) 4 (8.3 %)

Mostly top Exclusively top 2 (4.2 %) 0 (0.0 %)

Mostly top Mostly bottom 1 (2.1 %) 1 (2.1 %)

Mostly top No longer use labels 1 (2.1 %) 0 (0.0 %)

Mostly top Versatile 2 (4.2 %) 1 (2.1 %)

Never used labels Mostly bottom 2 (4.2 %) 2 (4.2 %)

Never used labels Mostly top 3 (3.2 %) 2 (4.2 %)

Never used labels No longer use labels 1 (2.1 %) 1 (2.1 %)

Never used labels Versatile 7 (7.5 %) 3 (3.2 %)

No longer use labels Mostly bottom 1 (2.1 %) 1 (2.1 %)

No longer use labels Mostly top 2 (4.2 %) 1 (2.1 %)

No longer use labels Never used labels 1 (2.1 %) 0 (0.0 %)

No longer use labels Versatile 1 (2.1 %) 0 (0.0 %)

Versatile Exclusively top 1 (2.1 %) 0 (0.0 %)

Versatile Mostly bottom 4 (8.3 %) 3 (3.2 %)

Versatile Mostly top 10 (10.8 %) 6 (6.5 %)

Table 3 Reasons for sexual position identity change and number (%) of

interviewed participants who indicated each reason

Personal reasons Personal growth 23 (82.1 %)

Identity change 4 (14.3 %)

Increasing experience 3 (10.7 %)

Increasing self-awareness 15 (53.6 %)

Increasing self-confidence 2 (7.1 %)

Increasing sexual self-awareness 11 (39.3 %)

Sexual experimentation 3 (10.7 %)

Sexual pleasure 5 (17.9 %)

Practical reasons Constraints of labels 9 (32.1 %)

Labels invoke stereotypes 4 (14.3 %)

Versatile avoids constraining partner

options

4 (14.3 %)

Physical comfort 8 (28.5 %)

Medical issues 3 (10.7 %)

Partner’s penis size 2 (7.1 %)

Reduced ambiguity in first encounters 8 (28.6 %)

Relational

reasons

Age differences 6 (21.4 %)

Expectations 3 (10.7 %)

Power 4 (14.3 %)

Relationship 22 (78.6 %)

Boredom 2 (7.1 %)

Increased communication with

partner

2 (7.1 %)

Partner’s sexual position 11 (39.3 %)

Power 13 (46.4 %)

Relationship growth 5 (17.9 %)

Sexual safety 3 (10.7 %)

Sociocultural

reasons

Exposure to the gay community 3 (10.7 %)

Geography 4 (14.3 %)

Stigma and stereotypes 11 (39.3 %)

Gender 6 (21.4 %)

Power 3 (10.7 %)

Sexual orientation 2 (7.1 %)

Major codes are listed in Roman font; subcodes are listed in italics
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factors inadolescenceandyoungadulthoodonthecourseofone’s

sexual development. As participants came to betterunderstand

their own needs and wants, including their sexual desires, over

time, they were better able to choose a position identity that

represented those needs and wants. This process of sexual pos-

itionidentitydevelopment,asinfluencedbyincreasedself-under-

standing over time, is captured by a participant who shifted from

‘‘mostlybottom’’to‘‘versatile’’overthecourseofthestudy:‘‘When

I got more comfortable, got to know all bounds of my sex-

uality and myself as person, and as I matured, I came to the

conclusion that I was versatile.’’

For some participants, greater self-understanding of one’s

sexualpositionparalleledanearlierprocessof increasingaware-

ness of one’s sexual orientation, as with a participant who went

from not using labels to identifying as‘‘mostly top:’’‘‘I thought I

was straight until high school and there was that change. There

was already one big shift, which maybe makes a person more

open to redefining themselves in other ways too.’’For other

participants, such as a young man who changed from not using

labels to identifying as‘‘mostly bottom,’’sexual position iden-

tity changed with increasing experience: ‘‘When I was less

experienced I wanted to bottom because I felt like I was going

to be with more experienced people.’’For other participants, as

illustrated in the following quote from a young man who

changed from ‘‘versatile’’ to ‘‘mostly bottom,’’ changes in

position identity followed changes in self-confidence:‘‘As I

grow up, I can be more confident with people who are larger

than me, like more athletic, and because of that I have more

opportunities to bottom because before I’d hang out with

people I’d be more comfortable topping because they were

smaller than me.’’

Practical Reasons

Practical reasons for position identity change included recog-

nizing constraints imposed by position identities generally or

by certain identities specifically, including a recognition that

identifying oneself using certain categories can invoke stereo-

types and that identifying as‘‘versatile’’ is a way to avoid these

stereotypes; issuesofphysicalcomfort, includingmedical issues

andpartners’penis size; and reducing ambiguity in initial sexual

or romantic encounters.

Participants noted that negative stereotypes, especially sur-

rounding a‘‘bottom’’identity, constrained others’ and their own

sexual freedom and partner options. One participant who went

from not labeling to identifying as‘‘mostly bottom’’noted that:

‘‘The queer community has negative expectations of bottoming.

I don’t really care about that so much anymore and feel com-

fortablewiththosearoundmeidentifyingasabottom.WhenIget

the urge to have a guy inside of me, I still sometimes wonder if

thatwillbeviewednegatively.’’Otherparticipantssuggestedthat

identifying as‘‘versatile,’’can bypass preconceived correlates of

‘‘top’’and‘‘bottom’’positionidentities.Forexample,aparticipant

whomovedfrom‘‘mostlybottom’’to‘‘versatile’’remarked:‘‘Idon’t

have tobe limited inwhoImeetnow.Nowthat Idoboth, itdoesn’t

really matter to me. I’m looking more for the person than the

position preference.’’

Previous studies have found that sexual minority men’s self-

reportedpenis size isassociatedwith their sexualpositioniden-

tity (Grov et al., 2010; Moskowitz & Hart, 2011). Our results

suggest that partner’s absolute and relative penis size may both

influence position identity. One participant, for example, cited

an expectation that partners with larger penises than his will be

a ‘‘top,’’ but also added that the effort involved in receiving a

large penis can also drive one away from identifying as a‘‘bot-

tom:’’‘‘Part of it has to do with the fact that it’s a physiologi-

cal thing. I started off as a bottom, because my partner had a

bigger penis. As I’ve become older, I’ve become a top and act

asa topbecause it’s just somuchworktobeabottom.Youknow,

youhavetorelaxforawhileandprepyoursphincter.So forme,

personally, it has less to do with the cultural baggage and more

the practical aspect.’’ To our knowledge, this is the first evi-

dence of medical issues predicting position identity change, as

they did for three of the men we interviewed, including a par-

ticipant who shifted from ‘‘versatile’’ to ‘‘mostly top’’: ‘‘I had a

medical issue where I was having chronic rectal fissures and I

thought ‘this isn’t worth it, I don’t have to deal with this.’ It’s

healed since, but it would be me going back to the first time. I

just can’t.’’

Finally, eight participants, as exemplified in the following

quote, noted that choosing a position identity reduces ambi-

guity in initial romantic and sexual encounters. ‘‘In terms of

meeting new people, I think it’s easier now to figure out who’s

going to take the first step, like if you meet someone online. I

used to have verse on my online profile and now I have bot-

tom.’’

Relational Reasons

Nearly all of the men we interviewed gave relational explana-

tions for changing their position identity, whether boredom,

growth, communication, safety, and power within a relation-

ship or adopting—and later relinquishing—position identities

to conform to the expectations and expressed needs of one’s

early relationship partners. One participant who changed from

‘‘mostly bottom’’to‘‘exclusively bottom’’exemplifies the con-

structionofsexualpositionidentity inrelationtoaformerpartner:

‘‘I was in a relationship with someone and I was in love with that

person and that was something he wanted to do because he liked

it,whichmadeit funforme.’’Similarly,aparticipantwhochanged

from‘‘versatile’’ to ‘‘mostly top’’ also noted initially relying on

his initial partner’s desires to determine his own identity, while

becomingmoreself-reliant since that relationship:‘‘Itwasharder

in the beginning when I just came out because I wanted badly to

fit in or be a part of something even in my first relationship,

feeling that I was doing something right. So I conformed to
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what my partner wanted or what I thought was right. I was going

along with what he wanted. Now, I’m thinking more about what

I want and enjoy and what I feel comfortable doing.’’Another

participant who was initially‘‘versatile’’described his search for

elusive, but needed, nurturance through identifying as‘‘mostly

bottom:’’‘‘It has to do with being nurtured and cared for and

havinganadultfigure thatyou’regoing tobesafewith,becauseI

think a lot of gay people don’t have that when they come out and

their families don’t nurture them. Maybe that has something to

do with it—I don’t have anyone here.’’ Also referencing rela-

tionalpower,but inconjunctionwithSTDrisk,aparticipantwho

changed from‘‘mostly top’’to‘‘versatile’’noted:‘‘I guess it has to

dowithvulnerability. I thinkour relationshipdynamicsareasso-

ciated with that. There are safety issues that come into consid-

erationwiththat.Asabottom,youaremoresusceptibletoSTDs.’’

Some participants noted that adopting position identities

was an efficient way to negotiate their behavior preferences

with their partner. For example, a participant who initially

indicated not having a position identity, but later adopting a

‘‘mostly top’’identity, noted:‘‘I think probably what happened

in the meantime, is that at that time, my boyfriend and I would

have been just like alternating and because that was just what

weweredoing,wewouldn’thave talkedabout it in those terms.

Since then we’ve sort of figured out or decided that it’s better if

he’s usually on top and I’m usually on bottom and in order to

have that conversation we needed to use those terms. So that’s

probably why 2 years ago it didn’t make sense to do that and

now it does.’’

Sociocultural Reasons

Sociocultural reasons for position identity change included

greater exposure to the gay community; changes in geograph-

ical location; and change in the influence of perceived stigma

and stereotypes, including those involving gender, power, and

sexual orientation. Three participants noted that assimilation

intogay culture movesone towardadopting position identities.

One participant described his change from not having a posi-

tionidentity to identifyingas‘‘versatile’’asa functionofgreater

exposure to community norms: ‘‘I guess for me, it’s been a

long-term, slow change from one environment that wasn’t as

receptive of those ideas to one that is. I’ve been slowly adjust-

ing over the years to a more receptive environment. So in every

sense of it, my comfort has increased I guess for carrying that

label internally. It’s sort of resonated with me. Maybe assim-

ilation intogay culture in part too.Before, I didn’t see myself in

the broader scope of community as much and now I do more,

both the gay community and the broader community.’’Partic-

ipants also cited stereotypes associated with gender, power,

and sexual orientation as a reason for changing position iden-

tities. Six participants cited gender stereotypes as motivating

their change, includingaparticipantwhomovedfromnothaving

a position identity to‘‘versatile:’’‘‘I guess I wanted to be more

masculine. I didn’t want to be gay. I fought against it for a very

long time. My father didn’t want me to be gay.’’Another par-

ticipant similarly describes the influence of stereotypes on

his position identity change, although in terms of his desire to

remain or appear heterosexual: ‘‘When I first came out, there

was this idea among gay men that I know, you know, to take

steps to come to terms with your sexuality, I went from I’m a

heterosexual man, to I’m a gay man, to I’m top. It was a way to

still hang onto being heterosexual.’’ Participants also noted that

stereotypes within the gay community also influenced their posi-

tion identity changes, including the following participant who

movedfrom‘‘mostlybottom’’to‘‘versatile,’’referencingthecon-

flation of being a‘‘bottom’’with submissiveness within the gay

community:‘‘I’ve kind of tried to remove myself from this, but I

think the power in the gay community, if you label someone as a

bottom, there’sastereotyperevolvingaroundthatperson.They’re

more submissive, they’re the one that kind of takes it kind of a

thing.’’

Fourparticipantsnoted that certainelementsofdifferentgeo-

graphical locales and societies influenced their position identity

change, as it did for one participant who moved between global

regions over the study period:‘‘When I was in Southeast Asia I

found myself, when I would get aroused, the types of things I

wanted todowerea lotmore top-oriented,buthere in theU.S., I

find that switched around—the type of men I’m attracted to

tend to feed into my desires of bottoming. But over there, the

people who are out are very flamboyant and extreme because

of lack of acceptance. Even though here in the U.S. I am more

on the feminine bottom side, with all of those men there, I felt

moreofatop.Itseemslikeareallyweirdsizingupkindofthing.’’

Do Participants’ Changes in Sexual Position Identities

Correspond to Changes in Position Behaviors and

Fantasies?

Temporalpatterns (i.e., change,stability) in sexualposition iden-

tity significantly predicted certain changes in actual position dur-

ingsex as recalled fromthe30 daysbeforeTime1 assessmentand

30 days before Time 2 assessment. Since some position identity

categories had very few participants (i.e., ‘‘exclusively bottom,’’

‘‘exclusively top’’), in these analyses we collapsed across related

categories as described in the Data Analysis section above.

Twelve dummy-coded variables were created to capture par-

ticipants who changed into, out of, and stayed in each of the four

position identity categories (i.e.,‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’‘‘versatile,’’‘‘no

label’’) across the 2 years. In the first regression analysis, we pre-

dicted frequency of receptive anal sex at Time 2 from these 12

variables controlling for frequency of receptive anal sex at Time

1. In the second regression analysis, we predicted frequency of

insertive anal sex at Time 2 from these 12 variables controlling

for frequency of insertive anal sex at Time 1. Overall, temporal
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position identitypatternspredictedchanges in receptiveanalsex

frequency,R2 = .27(SE = .88),p\.01.Specifically,participants

whochangedto‘‘bottom’’(b= .27,SE= .38,p\.05),from‘‘bottom’’

(b= .30, SE= .50, p\.05), from‘‘top’’(b= .25, SE= .53, p\.05),

or stayed‘‘versatile’’(b= .38, SE= .43, p\.05) reported more fre-

quent receptive anal sex over time. Overall, temporal position

identity patterns also predicted changes in insertive anal sex fre-

quency, R2 = .37 (SE = .87), p\.001. Specifically, participants

who changed to‘‘top’’reported more frequent insertive anal sex

over time (b= .28, SE = .34, p\.05). To rule out the possibility

that the relationship between temporal position identity and

behavior patterns reflected an association between position

identity change and simply having more anal sex over time, we

also predicted changes in the relative frequency of receptive

to insertive anal sex from temporal position identity patterns.

Specifically,wecomputedavariable tobethe ratioof receptive

anal sex frequency to insertive anal sex frequency for Time 1

andTime2andusedthese inparallelanalysesasabove.Results

demonstrated that temporal position identity patterns pre-

dictedtherelativefrequencyofreceptivetoinsertiveanalsexover

time, R2 = .30 (SE = .48, p\.0. Specifically, changing to ‘‘top’’

(b= .53, SE = .19, p\.001), staying ‘‘top’’ (b= .43, SE = .22,

p\.001), changing to ‘‘no label’’ (b= .26, SE = .46, p\.05),

staying‘‘no label’’ (b= .27, SE = .18, p\.05), and changing to

‘‘versatile’’ (b= .39, SE = .28, p\.05) predicted an increase in

the relative frequencyof insertive to receptiveanalsexover time.

To assess temporal correspondence of position identity and

fantasy patterns, we first counted the number of participants

whoshowedthesamepositionfantasyandidentitypatternover

time. For position identity, we collapsed‘‘I have never labeled

myself in these ways’’with‘‘Iused these labels for myself in the

past but not anymore,’’as the latter option was not presented to

participants for position fantasy. About one-quarter (n = 24,

25.8 %) showed the same temporal position fantasy and iden-

tity pattern, with 17 (70.8 %) of those participants retaining the

same position identity and position fantasy over time (e.g.,

‘‘versatile’’ identity and fantasies and both time points). Next,

to predict temporal correspondence of fantasy and position

identity pattern, we limited analyses to only participants who

indicated a position fantasy at both time points (n = 78) and

then predicted, from the 12 position identity dummy variables,

these fantasies as a continuous variable with‘‘exclusively top’’

and‘‘exclusively bottom’’serving as endpoints. Time 1 fanta-

sies were included as a covariate. Overall, temporal position

identity patterns predicted temporal fantasy patterns, R2 = .47

(SE = .75), p\.001.However,change in fantasyonlyhappened

for those participants who stayed ‘‘top’’ (b = -.42, SE = .39,

p\.05), stayed‘‘versatile’’ (b = -.26, SE = .32, p\.05), and

stayed ‘‘no label’’ (b = -.25, SE = .40, p\.05) across the

2 years. These participants showed a significant move toward

‘‘top’’and away from‘‘bottom‘‘fantasies.

Discussion

Overview of Findings

The results of the present study suggest that sexual position

identities are a highly relevant component of young sexual

minority men’s sexuality that demonstrates considerable con-

text-driven change over time. Over half of the study partici-

pants changed their sexual positioning identity over the 2 years

of the study, with the average participant moving to the adja-

cent category in either direction when assessed with a dimen-

sional approach. Using a more categorical approach with pre-

vioussupport (i.e.,‘‘top,’’‘‘bottom,’’‘‘versatile,’’‘‘nolabel’’),more

than one in three participants changed identities over the 2 years.

Participants who initially did not endorse position identity labels

at Time 1 demonstrated a significant move toward using these

labels, inparticular‘‘versatile,’’atTime2.Participantsalsoshowed

a significant move toward identifying as‘‘mostly top’’over time.

Overall, participants offered numerous explanations for their

identity changes referencing the influence of personal develop-

ment, practical reasons, changing relationships, and sociocul-

tural factors. Patterns of position identity stability and change

were reflected, although imperfectly, in patterns in the actual

positions participants take during anal sex across the study and

largely not reflected in fantasy patterns over time. Our dis-

cussion of results returns to the conceptual framework pro-

posed in the Introduction to explain the primary trends uncov-

ered—that participants demonstrated a significant move toward

adopting sexual position identities generally over time and

toward identifying as‘‘mostly top’’in particular—in light of

the personal, practical, relational, and sociocultural influ-

ences that participants cited to explain their position identity

changes. We review these trends and their contextual influ-

ences, both individual and sociocultural, in discussing impli-

cations for future conceptualizations of sexual position iden-

tities and the possibility that static sexual position identities

represent an ill-fitting taxonomy for capturing the contextu-

ally sensitive nature of young sexual minority men’s sexu-

ality.

Implications

Both fluctuating and stable individual factors represent plau-

sible explanations of position identity change. Roughly four-

fifthsof interviewed participantsprovided psychosocial expla-

nations for theirposition identitychangesuggesting the impor-

tant influence of fluctuating personal experiences (e.g., greater

sexual experience, greater self-confidence) on position iden-

tities.Manyfewerparticipantsreferencedbodytraits, race,andper-

sonality in explaining their changes. It is possible that these
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relatively more stable factors are more useful for explain-

ing position identity stability, rather than change, although

that possibility was not investigated here. Still, three partici-

pants described medical issues (e.g., rectal fissures), while

two described partner penis size, both absolute and relative

to the size of one’s own penis, as influencing their position

identitychange.Twoparticipantsmentionedincreasingcomfort

with their sexualorientationasyieldingchanges in theirposition

identities over time, tentatively suggesting the possible influ-

ence of decreasing internalized homophobia on position iden-

tity. It is further possible that increasing self-confidence and

relational power, both cited as predictors of position identity

change, also reflect decreasing internalized homophobia. How-

ever, thetendencyacrossparticipants to move toward‘‘mostly

top’’combined with previous research showing associations

between internalized homophobia and a‘‘top’’identity (Hart

et al., 2003), suggests that reductions in internalized homo-

phobia may not fully explain position identity changes.

Returning to the sociocultural hypotheses guiding our inves-

tigation, we ask: Do static sexual position identity categories

accurately represent the social organization of contemporary

young sexual minority men’s sexuality or do they represent an

ill-fittingtaxonomyborrowedfromirrelevantoroutdatednotions

of binary gender and power enactments? Our sociocultural frame-

work contradictorily suggests that some cultural forces (e.g., young

sexual minority men’s possibility to transgress standard notions of

gender and relational power) will encourage constant fluidity in

position identitiesover time,whileothercultural forces (e.g., the

tendency of some parts of the gay community to embrace hege-

monicmasculinity)willencourageageneral tendencyforyoung

sexualminoritymentomovetowardadoptingpositionidentities

and a‘‘top’’identity in particular. We found support for both

possibilities.

Four findings suggest that sexual positioning identity cat-

egories may represent an ill-fitting scheme largely borrowing

from standard notions of gender and power that artificially

pressan inherentlyfluidsystemof identity, fantasies,andbehav-

ior into supposedly fixed categories. First, about half of partic-

ipants changed their sexualposition identities over the relatively

short span of 2 years citing 11 broad classes of reasons for doing

so. This finding suggests that young sexual minority men’s use

of sexual position identities cannot be reliably tied to any one

source, such as traditionalnotionsofgender, power,orany other

supposedly fixed explanation. Second, one in three participants

cited the constraining nature of labels as a reason for changing

their position identity, including the undesirable potential for

position identities to invoke stereotypes of gender and power.

Third, at both assessment points, half of the participants iden-

tifiedas‘‘versatile’’or‘‘nolabel,’’withsomecitingtheconstraints

of labels other than ‘‘versatile’’ for capturing their fluid desires

and behaviors. Fourth, changes in position identity were not

perfectly reflected in changes in preferred and actual sexual

behavior, suggesting that position identities do not reliably cap-

ture other meaningful components of sexuality. Taken together,

these findings suggest that sexual position identities do not rep-

resent fixed kinds and are not reliably associated with any other

framework of sexual organization investigated here, at least for

half of the participants in this study.

On the other hand, about half of the participants did not

change their position identities over time and some of those

who did change cited gender and power enactments as rea-

sons for change. Additionally, participants showed a signifi-

cant move toward adopting, rather than shunning, position iden-

tities over time and were significantly more likely to move

toward a‘‘mostly top’’identity consistent with the reinforce-

ment of traditionally masculine behaviors in the gay com-

munity. These findings, therefore, alternately suggest that while

sexual position identities might represent an ill-fitting scheme

formanyyoungsexualminoritymen,otheryoungsexualminor-

ity men may consistently find position identities useful, partic-

ularlyfor invokingtraditionalculturalexpectations,suchaspolar

enactmentsofgenderandpowerduringsex,even in thecurrently

transgressive sphere of sex between men.

Participants cited social stigmaand stereotypesasanimpor-

tant source of position identity change over time, suggesting

that thesexualityofat leastsomeyoungsexualminoritymen—

more than one-third of the men we interviewed—is shaped by

relatively rigid notions of gender, power, and sexual orienta-

tion held by others. Some participants noted, for example, that

their choice of sexual position identity was influenced by gay-

relatedstigmainbroadersociety, for instancethatbeinga‘‘top’’

was a way to appear masculine or to‘‘hang on to being heter-

osexual’’ thereby mirroring the conflation of sexual position

and sexual orientation found in cultures outside of the U.S.

(e.g., Carballo-Dieguez & Dolezal, 1994; Carrier, 1995). Par-

ticipants also pointed to the gay community as a purveyor of

stereotypes conflating sexual position identity with traditional

notions of gender and power. These explanations for change

combined with the trend for participants to move toward iden-

tifying as‘‘mostly top,’’suggest that sociocultural influences of

the gay community might have an increasingly powerful

influenceonyoungsexualminoritymen’spositionidentityacross

development. Previous research pointedly notes the explicit and

pervasive reinforcement of hegemonic masculinity in contem-

porary gay communities, especially in sexual domains (Bailey

etal.,1997;Bartholomeetal.,2000; Jeffries,2009;Taywaditep,

2001). Given that gay men’s concerns about masculine self-

presentation might compromise their health (e.g., Courtenay,

2000; Hamilton & Mahalik, 2009; Pachankis, Dougherty, &

Westmaas,2011)andpsychologicalwellbeing (e.g.,Sánchez&

Vilain, 2012), future research ought to consider the possibility

that sociocultural pressures to identify as ‘‘top’’ might predict

changes in health. One notablecorrelate of identifying as a‘‘bot-

tom’’ found in previous studies is a higher likelihood of being
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HIV-positive (e.g., Wegesin & Meyer-Bahlburg, 2000). How-

ever, the results of the present study suggest that such cross-

sectional findings regarding health correlates of position iden-

tities are in need of critical re-evaluation under a lens that treats

position identities as dynamic constructs.

Limitations

This was the first prospective investigation of sexual minority

men’s position identities and was also the first to prospectively

establish change in the use of these identities over time and the

correspondence of this change with changes in sexual position

fantasies and behavior. This was also the first study to examine

position identities among young sexual minority men specif-

ically. Patterns of change were contextualized through in-depth

qualitative interviews conducted with a subset of participants

who changed position identities over 2 years. The findings pre-

sented here, however, cannot be generalized to a sample of

older sexual minority men, men with lower levels of edu-

cational attainment, or young sexual minority men who were

never active in college campus LGBT groups—the recruit-

ment source utilized in this study. Young sexual minority men

may differ from older sexual minority men in numerous ways,

particularly in their developmental narratives of sexuality and

the possibility that younger sexual minority men might be nego-

tiating their identities more than older sexual minority men

(e.g., Cohler & Hammack, 2007). Future longitudinal studies

of sexual minority men’s sexual position identities will ideally

follow multiple age cohorts of men over numerous assessment

points, while continuing an approach of contextualizing par-

ticipants’ use of position identity terms. Indeed, a ‘‘bottom’’

today is not necessarily a‘‘bottom’’10 years ago,notonly in terms

of one’s identification, as shown in this study, but also in the

historically-dependent meaning of the term, including asso-

ciations with HIV risk and the changing meanings of that risk

over time (Odets, 1995).

Future studies should include a larger sample than utilized

here, especially given our significant attrition across 2 years

and the fact that many of the categories used in our quantitative

analyses includedasmallnumberofparticipants,whileourqual-

itative findings derive from only 28 participants. Oversampling

participantsfromtraditionallyunderrepresentedracialandethnic

groups would allow exploration of the ways in which the use of

sexual position identities varies over time according to the cul-

tural influences specific to thesegroups.Future researchwill also

ideally clarify the degree to which position identity is best con-

ceptualizedasadimensionalorcategoricalconstruct,asthepresent

studyutilizedbothconceptualizationsat timesfor thesakeoforga-

nizingthedata.Further,weexaminedanalsexas theonlybehav-

ioral correlate of sexual position identity; however, the possi-

bility exists that sexual position identity may also be reflected in

other forms of sexual behavior, such as oral sex, which could be

examined alongside anal sex in future investigations.

Implications for Future Research

Previous research using older samples of sexual minority men

has typically presented sexual positioning terms (e.g., ‘‘top,’’

‘‘bottom,’’‘‘versatile’’) to participants as if these are essential

categories. However, the results of the present study suggest

that young sexual minority men’s use of these identities is

frequently, if not usually, dependent on context. Thus, future

researchers might wish to consider capturing the function of

those termsforparticipantsalongside their specificcontextsrel-

evant to theresearchpurposeathand.Further, thepresentstudyis

the first to examine sexual minority men’s sexual positioning as

composed of identity, behaviors, and fantasies, and future

researchers might wish to consider more clearly specifying

which of these components they set out to examine rather than

assuming unity among these components as has largely been

done to date. Interestingly, the participants we interviewed var-

iably referred to their sexual position as an identity (e.g.,‘‘I am a

bottom…’’)andabehavior(e.g.,‘‘Ibottom…’’).Whilewedidnot

set out to examine factors determining when one used his posi-

tion label as an identity versus as a behavioral descriptor, future

researchers might wish to investigate the implications that

these different conceptualizations of sexual position might

have on sexual minority men’s self-concept, health, and well-

being.

While the resultsof this study present a strongargument that

sexual position identities are socially constructed, these find-

ings cannot rule out the possibility that position identities

reflect innate tendencies.Whileapreliminarybiologicaldistinc-

tion between‘‘butch’’and‘‘femme’’ lesbians has been reported

(Brown,Finn,Cooke,&Breedlove,2002;Singh,Vidaurri,Zam-

barano,&Dabbs,1999),onlyfutureresearchwillbeabletoestab-

lish whether any natural substrate underlies the sexual position

identities used by sexual minority men. Any research into‘‘nat-

ural’’explanations for sexual minority men’s position identities

ought to consider the possibility that a biological underpinning

mightbemorelikelytobefoundamongsexualminoritymenwho

retain their position identities over time, as about half of our par-

ticipants did over a 2-year span. On the other hand, participants

who retain their identity over time may in fact be those partici-

pantswhoadheremoststronglytoculturalsystemsofsexualcate-

gorization,regardlessofanybiologicalpredispositiontowardone

identity or another. Still, the discovery of a biological underpin-

ning of sexual positioning categories would not vitiate our view

that position identities are shaped by cultural forces, as all per-

sonal identities are (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Our qual-

itativefindingsreviewedabovesuggestwhat thoseforcesmaybe.

Conclusion

Formsofhumansexualexpressionare inherentlydependenton

socio-historical context (Hammack, 2005) and current trends

point to increasing fluidity among sexual categorization schemes
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among sexual minority individuals (e.g., Diamond, 2008).

Still, most research capturing this movement has been limited

to women’s sexuality, particularly women’s partner gender pref-

erences and associated behaviors and identities. The results of

the present study suggest that young sexual minority men also

fluidly engage a system of sexual categorization, namely sex-

ual position identity categorization, placing an important

boundary around the extent to which men’s sexuality can be

assumed to be relatively independent of social influence com-

pared to women’s (Baumeister, 2000). This study, therefore,

adds toa nascent bodyof researchshowing that the sexualityof

men in contemporary U.S. society may be more fluid and

context-dependent than previously assumed (e.g., Preciado,

Johnson, & Peplau, 2013). Whether these findings are isolated

to young sexual minority men’s sexual position identities or

represent a harbinger of greater fluidity among other compo-

nents of all men’s sexuality remains to be discovered.
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TheSeropositiveUrbanMen’sStudyTeam. (2003).Sexualbehavior

among HIV-positive men who havesex with men:What’s in a label?

Journal of Sex Research, 40, 179–188

Hooker, E. (1965). An empirical study of some relations between sexual

patterns and gender identity in male homosexuals. In J.Money (Ed.),

Sex research: New developments (pp. 24–52). New York: Holt,

Rinehart & Winston.

Hoppe, T. (2011). Circuits of power, circuits of pleasure: Sexual scripting

in gay men’s bottom narratives. Sexualities, 14, 193–217.

Jeffries, W. L. (2009). A comparative analysis of homosexual behaviors,

sex role preferences, and anal sex proclivities in Latino and non-

Latino men. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 38, 765–778.

Kimmel, M. (1996). Manhood in America: A cultural history. New York:

Free Press.

Kippax, S., & Smith, G. (2001). Anal intercourse and power in sex between

men. Sexualities, 4, 413–434.

Kroger, J., Martinussen, M., & Marcia, J. E. (2010). Identity status change

during adolescence and young adulthood: A meta-analysis. Journal

of Adolescence, 33, 683–698.

Laumann,E.O.,Gagnon, J.H., Michael, R.T.,& Michaels,S. (1994). The

social organization of sexuality: Sexual practices in the United

States. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: Implications for

cognition,emotion,andmotivation.PsychologicalReview,98, 224–253.

McClintock, M. K., & Herdt, G. (1996). Rethinking puberty: The devel-

opment of sexual attraction. Current Directions in Psychological

Science, 5, 178–183.

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An

expanded sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Moskowitz, D. A., & Hart, T. A. (2011). The influence of physical body

traits and masculinity on anal sex roles in gay and bisexual men.

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 40, 835–841.

Moskowitz, D. A., Rieger, G., & Roloff, M. E. (2008). Tops, bottoms, and

versatiles. Sexual and Relationship Therapy, 23, 191–202.

Odets, W. (1995). In the shadow of the epidemic: Being HIV-negative in

the age of AIDS. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Pachankis, J.E.,Westmaas,J.L.,&Dougherty,L.R.(2011).Theinfluence of

sexual orientation and masculinity on young men’s tobacco smok-

ing. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 79, 142–152.

Peplau, L. A. (2003). Human sexuality: How do men and women differ?

Current Directions in Psychological Science, 12, 37–40.

Peplau, L. A., Spalding, L. R., Conley, T. D., & Veniegas, R. C. (1999). The

development of sexual orientation in women. Annual Review of Sex

Research, 10, 70–100.

1252 Arch Sex Behav (2013) 42:1241–1253

123



Plummer, K. (1995). Telling sexual stories: Power, change and social

worlds. New York: Routledge.

Preciado, M. A., Johnson, K. L., & Peplau, L. A. (2013). The impact of

cuesof stigmaand support onself-perceived sexual orientationamong

heterosexually identified men and women. Journal of Experimental

Social Psychology.

Saghir, M., & Robins, E. (1973). Male and female homosexuality: A

comprehensive investigation. Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins.

Sanchez, F. J., & Vilain, E. (2012). ‘‘Straight-acting gays’’: The rela-

tionship between masculine consciousness, anti-effeminacy, and

negative gay identity. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 41, 111–119.

Savin-Williams, R.C. (2006). Who’s gay?Does it matter? Current Direc-

tions in Psychological Science, 15, 40–44.

Savin-Williams, R. C., Joyner, K., & Rieger, G. (2012). Prevalence and

stability of self-reported sexual orientation identity during young

adulthood. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 41, 103–110.

Silverstein, C. (1981). Man to man: Gay couples in America. New York:

Morrow.

Singh, D., Vidaurri, M., Zambarano, R. J., & Dabbs, J. M, Jr. (1999).

Lesbian erotic role identification: Behavioral, morphological, and

hormonal correlates. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

76, 1035–1049.

Stein,E. (1999).Themismeasureofdesire:The science, theory,andethics

of sexual orientation. New York: Oxford University Press.

Taywaditep, K. J. (2001). Marginalization among the marginalized: Gay

men’s anti-effeminacy attitudes. Journal of Homosexuality, 42, 1–28.

Tripp, C. A. (1975). The homosexual matrix. New York: McGraw-Hill.

U.S. Department of Education. (2010). Institute of Education Science,

National Center for Education Statistics [Data file]. Retrieved from

http://nces.Ed.gov/ipeds/

Vrangalova,Z.,& Savin-Williams, R.C. (2012).Mostly heterosexual and

mostly gay/lesbian: Evidence for new sexual orientation identities.

Archives of Sexual Behavior, 41, 85–101.

Wegesin,D. J., &Meyer-Bahlburg,H.F.L. (2000).Top/bottom self-label

anal sex practices, HIV risk and gender role identity in gay men

in New York City. Journal of Psychology and Human Sexuality,

12, 43–62.

Wei,C.,&Raymond,H.F. (2011).Preferenceforandmaintenanceofanal

sex roles among men who have sex with men: Sociodemographic

and behavioral correlates. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 40, 829–

834.

Weinrich,J.D.,Grant, I., Jacobson,D.L.,Robinson,S.R.,McCutchan,J.A.,

& The HNRC Group. (1992). Effects of recalled childhood gender

nonconformityonadultgenitoeroticroleandAIDSexposure.Archives

of Sexual Behavior, 21, 559–585.

Zheng, L., Hart, T. A., & Zheng, Y. (2012). The relationship between

intercourse preference positions and personality traits among gay

men in China. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 41, 683–689.

Arch Sex Behav (2013) 42:1241–1253 1253

123

http://nces.Ed.gov/ipeds/

	A Longitudinal, Mixed Methods Study of Sexual Position Identity, Behavior, and Fantasies Among Young Sexual Minority Men
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Present Study
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Measures
	Sexual Position Identity
	Sexual Position Fantasies
	Overall Anal Sex Frequency
	Anal Sex Position Frequency
	Reasons for Position Identity Change

	Data Analysis

	Results
	How Many Participants Changed Sexual Position Identities Over Time?
	To What Degree Did Participants’ Sexual Position Identities Change Over Time?
	What Patterns Were Evident in Participants’ Sexual Position Identity Changes?
	Why Did Participants’ Sexual Self-Labels Change Over Time?
	Personal Reasons
	Practical Reasons
	Relational Reasons
	Sociocultural Reasons

	Do Participants’ Changes in Sexual Position Identities Correspond to Changes in Position Behaviors and Fantasies?

	Discussion
	Overview of Findings
	Implications
	Limitations
	Implications for Future Research
	Conclusion

	Acknowledgments
	References


