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Abstract Previous social and behavioral research on iden-

tity among bisexual men, when not subsumed within the cate-

gory of men who have sex with men (MSM), has primarily

focused on samples of self-identified bisexual men. Little is

known about sexual self-identification among men who are

behaviorallybisexual, regardlessof sexual identity.Usingquali-

tative data from77 in-depth interviewswith a diverse sample of

behaviorally bisexual men (i.e., men who have had sex with at

least one woman and at least one man in the past six months)

from a large city in theMidwestern United States, we analyzed

responses from a domain focusing on sexual self-identity and

related issues. Overall, participants’ sexual self-identification

wasexceptionallydiverse.Threeprimary themesemerged: (1)a

resistance to,or rejectionof, usingsexual self-identity labels; (2)

concurrent use of multiple identity categories and the strategic

deployment of multiple sexual identity labels; and (3) a variety

of trajectories to current sexual self-identification. Based on our

findings, we offer insights into the unique lived experiences of

behaviorally bisexualmen, aswell as broader considerations for

the study of men’s sexuality. We also explore identity-related

information useful for the design of HIV/STI prevention and

other sexual health programsdirected towardbehaviorally bisex-

ualmen,whichwill ideallybevariable andflexible inaccordance

with the wide range of diversity found in this population.
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Introduction

The relationship between sexual identity and sexual behavior

within much of the research and practice of public health con-

siders the former important in terms of its relation to the latter.

Evidence of this approach can be seen in public and mental

health research through the use of terminology such as‘‘discrep-

ancy’’ and ‘‘discordance’’ when the sexual identity and sexual

behavior of participants do not align with our current socially

constructed sexual orientation classification systems (Pathela

et al., 2006;Ross,Essien,Williams,&Fernandez-Esquer, 2003).

Much has been written about sexual identity formation among

lesbian and gay individuals, and to a lesser extent, bisexual indi-

viduals. Cass’ (1979) six-stage process of identity formation is

foundational to this literature and is usedwidely in interventions

aimed at improving the lives and health outcomes of sexual

minority populations (Degges-White, Rice, & Myers, 2000).
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Cass’ (1979) early model, and other similar theories of sexual

identity formation, entail that a person acknowledges, accepts,

and discloses a sexual identity related to their same-sex attrac-

tion and behavior (see also Degges-White et al., 2000).

Clinical and research approaches informed by these theo-

retical perspectives are often grounded in the belief that con-

cordance between identity and behavior is good, necessary, and

healthy (Diamond, 2005). Discordance is therefore necessarily

viewed as bad, inauthentic, or unhealthy. Negative health out-

comes—including obesity, substance use, depression, suici-

dality, and sexually transmitted infections—have been found in

thosewhose sexual behavior and identity are discordant (Dodge

& Sandfort, 2007; Friedman et al., 2014; Schick, Rosenberger,

Herbenick, Calabrese, & Reece, 2012). However, an assump-

tion of a causal relationship between identity-behavior discor-

dance and negative health outcomes presupposes existence of a

singular‘‘authentic’’sexuality (usually referred toasorientation)

that represents sexual arousal, which in turn drives sexual

behaviors with specific types of partners (Bailey, 2009).

Asubstantialbodyofresearchdemonstrates the insufficiency

of mutually exclusive sexual orientation categories, the imper-

fect correlation between orientation categories and sexual

identities, aswellas theflexibilityand instabilityof thesevarious

categories over time and across different romantic-sexual rela-

tionships (Diamond, 2005). Recognizing the unreliability of

these categories in appealing to and describing human popula-

tions, clinical and public health nomenclature has begun to shift

from orientation/identity-based target or ‘‘risk’’ populations to

behavior-basedpopulations, as evidencedby theadoptionof the

term‘‘menwho have sexwithmen (MSM)’’(Boellstorff, 2011;

Sandfort & Dodge, 2009). Nevertheless, in separating sexual

identity from sexual behavior through the use of acronyms like

MSM, the specificmeanings individuals attach to their sexuality

are obscured and thus go unexplored (Sandfort&Dodge, 2008;

Young &Meyer, 2005). Previous work has called for a reeval-

uation of the role of sexual identity in public health efforts and a

better understanding of the variations in identity among mem-

bers of sexual minorities (Sandfort & Dodge, 2009; Young &

Meyer, 2005).

Researchon identity amongbisexualmenhasgenerallybeen

conducted on samples of men who self-identify as ‘‘bisexual,’’

often in combinedMSMsamples, and little is knownabout sex-

ualself-identificationamongbehaviorallybisexualmen.Recent

studies of behaviorally bisexual men, however, emphasize the

need to recognize the complexities of their sexual lives and

health implications in terms of both risk and resilience, calling

for individualized interventions aimed at sexual self-acceptance,

stigma reduction, and improving communication with partners

regarding condomnegotiation (Dodge et al., 2013;Hubach et al.,

2014;Malebranche,Arriola, Jenkins,Dauria,&Patel,2010).The

significance of sexual self-identity in such research and inter-

vention efforts is still relatively unclear.

In this article,wepresent the analysis of qualitative data from

interviews with 77 behaviorally bisexual men regarding their

sexual self-identification and the ways in which such identifi-

cation may be related to other health issues in their everyday

lives. A great deal of diversity exists among themen in terms of

howandwhytheyidentifyas theydo,yetseveral themesemerged

that highlight unique issues in this population compared to other

populations. The results point to new directions for HIV/STI

prevention programs, and also provide several specific chal-

lenges to the existing framework for understanding the rela-

tionship(s) between sexual identity and behavior. The term

‘‘sexual self-identification’’ is used throughout to illustrate our

findingspresentedbelow, thatmanyparticipants experienceand

express their sexual identities in ways that indicate a dynamic

process rather than a fixed label.

Method

Participants

Thedatapresentedinthisarticlewereelicitedfromalargerstudy

focused on sexual health among a diverse sample of 77 behav-

iorally bisexual men from Indianapolis, Indiana, a large urban

area of the midwestern U.S. (Table 1). Men were eligible to

participate if they reportedengaging inoral, vaginal, and/or anal

sexwith at least oneman and at least onewomanduring the past

six months, regardless of how they identified their sexuality.

Previous studies have varied in delimiting the time period that

sexualbehaviormaybeclassifiedas‘‘bisexual,’’butwechosesix

months as the duration to obtain amore accurate account of par-

ticipants who are currently behaviorally bisexual (and therefore

distinct from currently behaviorally homosexual or heterosex-

ual), as consistent with previous work investigating the sexual

lives, experiences, and health of behaviorally bisexual men

(Malebranche, 2008). Given that our larger study included the

collection of specimens for STI screening, this time frame was

important for documenting STI acquisition while ensuring the

highestaccuracyofscreeningresults.Acommunity-basedresearch

approachwasutilized inorder to recruitparticipants for in-depth

interviews and STI screening from a diverse sample. The study

wasacollaborativeeffort involvingresearchersat twocampuses

of IndianaUniversity, theMarionCountyHealthDepartment,as

well as stakeholders from the broader community of India-

napolis.

We recruited a diverse sample in terms of race/ethnicity. All

categorizationsofrace/ethnicitywerebasedonself-report.Nearly

equal numbers of non-Hispanic Black (n=24), non-Hispanic

White (n=26), and Hispanic/Latino (n=27) men took part in

our study. Interviews were conducted in English (n=60) or in

Spanish (n=17). Interviews conducted in Spanish were trans-

lated by a certified translator. For the purposes of this study, the
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term ‘‘non-Hispanic Black’’ included African-American men,

Afro-Caribbean men, and other men of African descent. The

term‘‘Hispanic/Latino’’refers to individuals of Latin American

ancestry, regardless of racial background (participants’ nation-

alities included Brazilian, Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, Sal-

vadoran, and Venezuelan). We also recruited men from a wide

age range (18years old and over) paying careful attention not to

over-sample from any particular age group. All study protocols

wereapprovedbytheInstitutionalReviewBoardoftheaffiliated

institutions.

Given the unique and relatively‘‘hidden’’nature of our study

population, participants were drawn using an array of sampling

methods. First, a small number of initial participants were

recruited from the patient population of a large sexually trans-

mitted infections (STI) clinic located in themetropolitan area of

the study. The clinic population was also multiethnic and had a

sufficiently high number of men with self-reported bisexual

behavior. Recruitment from Internet sites further diversified the

types of men we were able to recruit for this study. In an earlier

assessment of the sexual behaviors of MSM in the study area,

researchers found that approximately 30% reported using the

Internet for social and sexual purposes and that, as with other

samples,men recruited via the Internetweremore likely to self-

identify as bisexual and report engaging in bisexual behavior

duringthepreviousyear than thoserecruitedfromgay-identified

venues (Satinsky et al., 2008). Recruiting participants from a

variety of Internet sites increased the likelihood of a diverse

sample of behaviorally bisexual men. Recruitment materials

were also distributed to study participants upon completion of

each interview. Respondents who agreed to assist with recruit-

mentwere given three to fivepostcards to distribute tomembers

of his social networkwhofit the eligibility criteria. Thismethod

of recruitment was particularly important given the relatively

hidden social and sexual networks of bisexual-identified and/or

behaviorally bisexualmen (Dodge, Jeffries,&Sandfort, 2008a;

Dodge, Reece, & Gebhard, 2008b; Meyer &Wilson, 2009), as

they may not be easily recruited from traditional venues where

exclusively gay- or heterosexual-identified men congregate.

All participants provided written informed consent to the

study procedures, including digital audio recording. Interviews

were conductedat locations thatwerebothconvenient andcom-

fortable to the participant. Most interviews were conducted at a

private office at an academic medical center or at the offices of

one of our partner community-based organizations. Other loca-

tions included public settings that offered a reasonable level of

privacy and were conducive to digital audio recording.

Measures

Allparticipantscompleted90-minute, in-depth, semi-structured

interviewswitha trained researchassociate.Wealsousedabrief

questionnaire to acquire participants’ demographic data (Table1).

In order to gain a deeper understanding of participants’ experi-

ences and expressions of sexual identity, questions in this

domain of the interviewwere designed to elicit narratives from

participants regarding use or nonuse of sexual identity labels,

patterns andmeanings of sexual identity labels in various times

and contexts, as well as sexual identification among other indi-

viduals in the participants’ social networks. Table 2 provides an

overview of the primary questions and specific probes guiding

this section of the interview.

Table 1 Participant characteristics (N=77)

n %

Age

19–24 22 28.6

25–29 14 18.2

30–39 13 16.9

40–49 22 28.6

50? 6 7.8

Ethnicity

Black 24 31.2

Latino 27 35.1

White 26 33.8

Living situation

Living alone 18 23.4

Living with someone 59 76.6

Marital status

Divorced/separated 8 10.4

Married 12 15.6

Single 57 74

Children

None 41 53.2

One 16 20.8

Two 11 14.3

Three or more 9 11.7

Education

Bachelor degree 14 18.2

Graduate/professional school 7 9.1

High school/GED 23 29.9

Less than high school 18 23.4

Some college/associate degree 15 19.5

Employment

No 13 16.9

Yes 64 83.1

Monthly income (USD)

\1,000 36 46.8

1,000–1,999 20 26.0

2,000–2,999 13 16.9

3,000? 8 10.4
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Data Analysis

The interviews were digitally audio-recorded, transcribed ver-

batim, and double-checked for accuracy against the recordings.

Complete interview transcripts were analyzed for participants’

sexual self-identification utilizing NVivo (Version 10) qualita-

tivesoftware.Theleadauthor, incollaborationwiththeprincipal

investigator and two graduate research assistants, collabora-

tively coded the identity domainof the transcripts to ensure con-

sistency. The principles of grounded theorywere used to induc-

tively identify and interpret concepts and themes that emerged

from interview transcripts (Creswell, 2003). Open coding

involved assigning conceptual codes to small sections ofwords,

phrases,andsentencesin thetranscripts(Corbin&Strauss,2008).

This was followed by axial coding, whereby we identified rela-

tionships among like concepts and combined them into themes.

Integration, the process of linking core themes, resulted in our

final conceptual model. The conceptual model was constructed

togainadeeperunderstandingofsexualself-identificationamong

ourparticipants, particularly regardinghowandwhy they identify

as they do. To ensure credibility of findings and analyses, ana-

lytic triangulation was completed by engaging a peer debriefer

withknowledgeofthephenomenonunderstudyaswellasknowl-

edgeofqualitativemethodology(Charmaz,2006).Discrepancies

in codes were discussed between the investigators and the peer

debriefer, until consensus was reached.

Results

Threemajor themes related to sexual self-identificationemerged:

(1) theutilizationofmultiple,concurrentsexual identities,andthe

strategic deployment of identity labels; (2) a resistance to, or

rejection of, sexual identity labels; and (3) a diversity of identity

trajectories used to narrate the arrival at the sexualities presently

identified. To place the themes within the context of the afore-

mentioned issues, we have organized the following subsections

to highlight identification processes among our participants.

Verbatim exemplars from data are presented to highlight and

expound on connections. Participants’ identification numbers

are used to maintain participant confidentiality.

Multiple Identities/Identifications

When asked what words or signals were used to discuss their

sexual identities, participants described a process of multiple

identifications. Not only did participants use different identities

across time (n=33), indicating that they engage/d in processes

ofcomingout,questioning,andthe like,butparticipantsalsouti-

lized multiple concurrent identities (n=30), and did so strate-

gically. We use ‘‘strategic deployment of identity’’ and similar

terms to describe how participants’ sexual self-identification

entailed decision-making processes related to specific social

contexts. Identification was based multiple factors. Some fac-

tors, forexample,stigma,constrainedparticipants in their identi-

fications. However, these multiple identifications also allowed

participants to exercise agency in determining who they were,

and/or how they wanted to be understood.

The stigma associatedwith non-heterosexuality, particularly

bisexuality, certainly factored into the use of multiple identities

for a few participants (n=7). Participants noted that at work, or

among certain friends or family members, they identified as

either straightorgay. In theirplacesofemployment,participants

mentioned not discussing their sexual identity or activities,

either because they felt it was not their colleagues’ business, or

Table 2 Measures of Sexual Self-Identity

Introduction:Nowwearegoingtotalkabitabouthowyoudescribeyoursexuality.Somepeopleusedifferent labelstodescribethemselvessexuallysoIwould

like to ask you about what words and labels you use.

1.Sowehave talkedaboutyoursexualbehaviorswithbothwomenandmen.Howwouldyoudescribeyoursexuality? Is thereaspecific label (wordorsignal)

that you would use to describe your sexuality?

Example probe (used only if participant does not speak or does not cover topics):

a. Some people use words including bisexual, heterosexual/straight, homosexual/gay, and other. Do you use any of those words or words like that?

2. Can you tell memore about when you started to use that specific word or label to describe your sexuality?

Example probes:

a.When did you first start describing yourself as [identity label]?Were there certain experiences that led you to use that word?

b. Have you ever identified as anything other than [identity label]?Why did you use those other labels?

3. Do you currently use different words or labels at different times or places or with other people to describe your sexuality?

Example probe:

a.What labels do you use at what times?

b. How does it feel to use these different labels at different times?

4.Amongyour friendsandpeers and thepeopleyouhangoutwith, doanyof themdescribe themselves as [identity label], or that theyhave sexwithbothmen

and women, like you?

5. Howmany people in your social network that know that you identify as [identity label]—or that you have sex with both men and women?
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because they feared that such informationmighthaveanegative

impact on their work life:

Interviewer: And really, theonly reasonyoudo that atwork is

just so you’re not looked down upon; you don’t

want people to treat you different?

Participant: Or get demoted, or moved… (Participant 46,

41years old, White).

Beyondidentifyingasstraightasaprotectionfromworkplace

discrimination, many participants (n=18) strategically affili-

atedwithestablishedsexual identitycategoriesdependingonthe

social contexts:

When I amwithmy friend from church, straight people, I

just say that I am straight. When I’m with work with my

co-worker, Iuse theword that I’mstraight.WhenI’mwith

my gay friends, I say that I’m gay. When I’m with my

friends who know me, I say I’m bisexual so I can use

different labels (Participant 28, 34years old, Latino).

For some participants (n=6) strategic identification was also

deployed for ease of communicating with peer groups and

current or potential sexual and/or romantic partners: ‘‘I don’t

have thesameanswer foreverything, it dependson theperson. If

it is awomanandIwant somethingwithher I amnotgoing to tell

her that I am gay, truthfully’’ (Participant 29, 22 years old,

Latino). Similarly, Participant 10 (45years old, Black) noted:

‘‘When I’mwith—like if I’m in the group, andwe’re discussing

stuff, I might say‘‘bisexual.’’But if I’m at a club, or if we’re out

somewhere, and there’s men and women there, sometimes I

might just talk to that person as a person, and I won’t introduce

myself as a bisexual. I don’t get into the words.’’

These multiple identifications did not appear to trouble or

upset our participants. Rather than revealing a complication in

participants’ understanding of self, this points to their desire to

complicate an understanding of sexuality:

Participant: WhenI’mwithothergaymen, theyallassumeor

they say that I’m gay.

Interviewer: Do you put that label on yourself or—

Participant: No theyput that label onme. I never correct any-

body. I let you believewhat youwant to believe

until you get to knowme.

Interviewer: How does it make you feel when your family

assumesthatyou’restraightoragaymanassumes

that you’re gay, how does that make you feel?

Participant: I don’t. It doesn’t botherme one bit. (Participant

48, 30years old, Black)

Resistance to, and Rejection of, Sexual Identity Labels

Many participants resisted using sexual identity labels or posi-

tioning themselves within sexual identity categories. Approxi-

mately one-third of participants (n=26), when asked how they

identify their sexuality (‘‘Is there aword or signal that you use to

describeyoursexuality?’’) replied that theydidnotuselabels,did

not like labels, or communicated that the common framework

for classifying sexualities (heterosexual/bisexual/homosexual)

didnot accurately reflect their subjectiveunderstandingsof their

sexualities.

Participants who took part in this resistance voiced a desire

not to label their sexuality, or a dislike of identity labels. While

some participants (n=6) ultimately self-identified using com-

mon terms, they simultaneously noted that the label was for the

convenience of others, rather than for describing themselves:

Interviewer: How would you describe your sexuality?

Participant: Personal, a person, period. I hate ‘‘bisexual’’; I

hate ‘‘homosexual’’; I hate all those words. I’m

just a person that likes other people. I don’t like

labels; I never have. I explained this way to my

parents, too. I don’t like labels. I just—

Interviewer: So, you don’t describe yourself as bisexual,

nothing?

Participant: I really don’t [describe myself as anything] but

for society’s sake, I’m bisexual.

Interviewer: Right, for the sake of society.

Participant: But in my brain, I’m just a person who likes

people (Participant 10, 45 Years old, Black).

Similarly, Participant 7 (21years old,Black) said that hewas

just ‘‘a sexual person,’’ continuing, ‘‘I don’t really like labels, I

guess. I just like what I like.’’When probed further, he added

‘‘dictionary-wiseI’mbi,becauseIhadsexwithmenandwomen,

butme I just look atwhat I like, and if I’m attracted to you and it

worksout then itworksout.’’Bothparticipantsaboveemphasize

that sexual self-identification was not related to a subjective

senseof identity,but tohowotherpeoplewouldunderstand their

sexuality.

Similar to the way that Participant 7 (21years old, Black),

‘‘just likeswhathe likes,’’otherparticipantsconceptualized their

sexualities in unconventional ways, defined by their overall

enjoyment of sexual experiences, or a sense of themselves as

sexual people, rather than by partner gender:

Interviewer: How would you describe your sexuality?

Participant: I don’t like the label, I just love sex and if there is

something I like, then I will go for it.

Interviewer: Is there a specific label (or labels) that youwould

use to describe your sexuality?

Participant: No. I don’t describe or classify myself to

people…I have used these words but I never

define myself with these words; for example,

gay, joto and others. I started using these words

three years ago but I don’t identify myself with

thesewords. Sometimes,when people insist and

ask me further, then I say I am gay (Participant

52, 24years old, Latino).
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Dissatisfaction with identity categories and labels in general

was also a reason for resistance:

Interviewer: We’ve talked about sexual behavior with both

men and women, howwould you describe your

sexuality?

Participant: I guess bisexual, even though I don’t like the

term.

Interviewer: Canyoutellmeaboutwhenyoustarted touse the

word bisexual to describe your sexuality?

Participant: I actually don’t use it (Participant 40, 48years

old, White).

Further, the double stigmatization experienced from both

heteronormative society and from gay/lesbian communities

(even those thatmaynominally identify themselvesas‘‘LGBT’’)

deterred participants from self-identifying as bisexual:

Participant: I’moneof thosepeople, I don’t like a label; I just

feel like I–you know, I kind of–I flow, and it’s

never a constant thing for me, and I feel that to

say that you’re bisexual, because you sleepwith

both guys and girls kind of carries a negative

weight to it. If you tell aguy thatyou’rebisexual,

you know, in the gay community that’s kind of

like,‘‘Uh,’’you know, frommy experience, and

you tell a woman that, and there’s kind of like–

youknow?– it’s just, but Idon’t really feel like–I

just feel like I’m sexual.

Interviewer: So, do you ever use it? You know, some people

use words like ‘‘bisexual,’’ ‘‘heterosexual,’’

‘‘straight,’’ ‘‘homosexual,’’ ‘‘gay,’’ and others.

Do you ever use any of those words, or words

like that?

Participant: Not really. Imean,when I’masked I just say that

you can call me bisexual, because I sleep with

both, but it just depends on the day (Participant

63, 27years old, White).

Moreover, this participant also notes that any identification

seems too permanent to characterize his sexuality, emphasizing

the temporalityassociatedwithhissexual identity, saying‘‘it just

depends on the day.’’

For some participants (n= 9), resisting sexual self-iden-

tification never gave way to reluctant or ambivalent identi-

fication; theseparticipants usedno labels or signals, and inno

way engaged in processes of sexual self-identification. For

example, Participant 12 (44 years old, Black) said that his

sexuality was ‘‘personal’’ and elaborated no further than to

say that he did not use any labels or signals to define his

sexuality. Two other participants, 36 and 71 (53 years old,

Black and 22 years old, White, respectively), refused to

identify in similar ways, answering that there were no spe-

cific labels that described their sexuality, neither upon ini-

tially being asked, nor upon being probed.

Other participants who refused to self-identify expounded

upon this issue. Refusal to self-identify was linked to a feeling

that their sexuality was unique to themselves and could not be

adequately described by an existing category:

Interviewer: How would you describe your sexuality?

Participant: Well, I don’t call it bisexuality. I don’t call it gay

and I don’t call it straight. I like to call it me. It’s

me putting out there who I am; you know what

I’msaying? It’s not necessarily something that’s

astandardoralabel thatsomeonehasalreadyset.

It’s just me.

Interviewer: Haveyou ever used any label before, to describe

your sexuality?

Participant: People tried togetme tosayoh, I’mgayorpeople

try to say oh, say you’re straight or say you’re

bisexual and I’m like I don’t like any of those

terms (Participant 5, 27years old,White).

Another participant refused to self-identify, noting that his

sexualitywasunique:‘‘I reallyfallagainstbeinglabeledasgayor

bisexual. I’m just [name]. My sexuality is mine. It’s fluid’’

(Participant 20, 41years old, Black).

Manyof the reasonsgivenbyparticipants for refusing to self-

identify echoed the reasons for resisting self-identification.

Similar to a theme that emerged from those who resisted, self-

identifying for the ease of others also cameupamong thosewho

refused identification. Participant 72 (41years old, Black) uti-

lized the term‘‘bisexual’’in terms of how others would classify

him, but repeatedly rejected using the label for himself and

differentiated between what he did, and who he was:

Interviewer: How would you describe your sexuality?

Participant: They say bisexual. I guess that’s what I…they

saybisexual. I don’t like the labels on it but I just

like having sex with men and women. So they

say you’re bisexual so ok, I’m bisexual then.

Interviewer: That’s what people say. So how would you

describe yourself?

Participant: Iwouldn’tdescribe it as that. I just likehavingsex

with men and women. I don’t know. I wouldn’t

put a label on it. Iwould say that’s justwhat I like

to do (Participant 72, 41years old, Black).

Much like Participant 63 (quoted above), who resisted

identification in part because of the temporality he associated

with his sexuality, Participant 27 (29years old, Latino) refused

sexual self-identification because such a process did not reflect

how his sexuality was tied to being‘‘in the moment’’:

Interviewer: How do you describe your sexuality?

Participant: Well, nothing, I like to feel pleasurewithmen as

much as women.

Interviewer: Is thereawordor signal thatyouused todescribe

your sexuality?
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Participant: The truth, no. I, like, enjoy the moment and if I

feel comfortable, as much with a man as with a

woman, I go by that. I do not look for it like that

like so many explanations about how I feel.

There was a time that I felt restrained, I did not

want to understand that I liked men, then like, I

do not think a lot. I live in themoment, if I like it

and itgivesmepleasures, then Ido it (Participant

27, 29years old, Latino).

In addition to those who resisted or refused sexual self-iden-

tification, still other participants (n=11) used words or phrases

apart from our current sexual categorization system. Among

these participants, sexual self-identity labels included: ‘‘cool,’’

‘‘freaky,’’ ‘‘crazy,’’ ‘‘wild,’’ ‘‘a man,’’ and ‘‘macho.’’ The term

‘‘macho’’was utilized by Latino participants to denote the ‘‘ac-

tivo’’ or insertive role they take in their same-gender sexual

events, related to the activo/passivo dichotomy in which inser-

tion is associated with masculinity (Almaguer, 1993; Thing,

2010). Use of this terminology underscores the diverse rela-

tionships between gender and sexuality across cultural contexts,

in this case the United States and Latin America (Thing, 2010).

Variation in Identity Trajectories

The third theme to emerge fromour analysiswas related to how

participants came to identify their sexualities as they did, and

concerned divergent pathways to identification. Contrary to the

stereotype that bisexuality is a transitional identity and thatmen

who identify as bisexual are actually closeted gay men (Cass,

1979), only one of our 77 participants discussed experiencing

bisexual identification as transitional in this way, noting that he

initially identified as bisexual, but later identified as gay. His

identification as gay, however, did not occur because hewas no

longer attracted to women, but rather the intensity of his

attraction to men was far stronger:

WhenIfirstcameout, Iactually–IdidsayIwasbi,because

itwaseasier forme.The transitionwaseasier. Iknewthat I

liked guys, you know? That was the main thing, like I

knewI likedguys themost. I can’tevenreally–Ican’teven

really compare the two, because I mean, if girls–guys

would be like–there’s no comparison. My attraction to

women can’t hold a candle to my attraction for men, but

when I started saying that I was gay was shortly after I

came out (Participant 43, 27years old, White).

Another participant experienced the converse: initially identi-

fying as gay, and then later as bisexual. Rather than resulting

from differences in levels of attraction to men and women,

Participant 38 (53years old,White) locates his identification as

gay and then bisexual as a community-specific response: ‘‘It’s

just everybody thought Iwas gay and that’s [when] I lived in the

Village, and I lived in New York, so…’’(Participant 38).

Sexual Self-Identification via Sexual Events

For some of our participants (n=15), regardless of how they

identified, their sexual self-identification was related to sexual

experiences. For Participant 73 (21years old, Latino), who

identifiesasbisexual, his identification is related toa sexual event,

‘‘because I had sex the first timewith a guy just for play withmy

friends and then I did but not just for play, just because I was

looking for pleasure or because I want it’’ (Participant 73).

Another participantfirst identifiedasbisexual after an experience

with a girlfriend that involved her anally penetrating him with a

dildo (a practice often called ‘‘pegging’’); the anal eroticism

piqued his interest in exploring a sexual experience with a man:

It was probably a number of years ago, four or five years

ago.Thewholepegging thingand then,myfirst encounter

with a guy while I was with the first girlfriend. It was just

really enjoyable and sexual labels never really meant a

whole lot to me. It is what it is—pleasure (Participant 62,

24years old, White).

Similarly,anotherparticipantbegan identifyingasbisexualafter

attempting to pursue a group sexual experience with man and a

woman simultaneously:

I was pursuing being with a couple and I found out it

wasn’tacouple. Itwas justaguyandhesaid,well, thewife

really doesn’t anymore. And I’m going well, ok, he said

but I’d still like to get together with you and I went why.

And he said, well, guys can have fun together aswell. I’m

going, never really considered it. He said why don’t you

just try it and so I did (Participant 66, 57years old,White).

Sexual Self-Identification via Knowledge of Identity Label

For a small number of participants (n=2), sexual self-identifi-

cation was related to learning about the concept of bisexuality.

Participant 37 (29years old, Black), for example, who self-

identifies as bisexual, began identifying as such after learning

about the identity label from a former partner:

I mean because at first, I didn’t knownothing about being

bisexual because I thought basically, I thought that you

were instantly gaywhenyouhave sexwith amanbut then

like, you know, the guywas like so youmust be bisexual.

I’m like damn, bisexual and he’s like yeah, because you

can have sex with–I mean I was kind of young too so I

didn’t know the difference but somebody told me about

being bisexual (Participant 37).

Sexual Self-Identification via Attraction

Another subtheme to emerge out of our participant’s responses

to when or why they began identifying as they currently dowas
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attraction. Identification based on attraction and sexual events

emerged independently of one another for almost all of our

participants. Many participants (n=11), for whom identifica-

tionwas primarily related to attraction, discussed noticing these

feelings between the ages of 15-18. Participant 50 (22years old,

Latino), who identifies as both gay and bisexual, describes his

path to identification in terms of discovering his attraction:

I realized at a very young age; perhaps at like 15years old

because I discovered that I liked both types, men and

women.Butwhen Iwas inMexico, Iwould tellmyself‘‘It

has to be a woman, it has to be a woman,’’because I was

afraid ofmy family, I was afraid to tell them and that they

would find out and I had to do what everyone else was

doing; or perhaps, repress a part of me for another part.

You talk about terms, I would say ‘‘bicycle’’ because I

pedal both ways (Participant 50).

Similarly, Participant 14 (25years old, White) began noticing

hisattractionsaroundthesameage,andpoints toattractionas the

reason he identifies as bisexual:

Well, I mean at the beginning like back in high school, I

started noticing that Iwas interested inmen. For awhile, I

thought that I was confused and the like most of the time,

like itwould feel likemoreattracted to someguysbut then

I also felt that some ofmy female friends were like some-

how attractive, so somehow like in connection with other

friends that I just happened tomeet later on in the Internet

(Participant 14).

Sexual Self-Identification via Place

Sexual identification was related primarily to place for a few of

our participants, all but one of whomwere Latino (n=6). Sev-

eral of our Latino participants immigrated to the US, and their

identification shifted after arriving. One participant, a native of

Cuba, says he began identifying as bisexual after moving to the

U.S.:

When I camehere. InCuba I onlydid it one timeand Iwas

scared mymom and my dad would find out…but I knew

sinceCubathat I likedbothsexes.HerewaswhereIstarted

havingmore relationswithmen; I hadmore freedomhere

and I feel safer (Participant 19, 24years old, Latino).

Similarly, another participant began identifying as bisexual

after immigrating to the U.S.:

I would say like two years agowhen Imoved toAmerica,

to the United States, before I used to say straight even

thoughthat Iknewthat I feelattraction formenbut Iwould

never ever use the word gay in my home country, never.

When I moved here, I was really afraid of this and part of

the reason that Imoved toAmericawas inorder to livemy

own life and see what’s going on and two years ago was

when I understood that I was bisexual and I felt attraction

for men (Participant 28, 34years old, Latino).

A participant from El Salvador, who identifies as bisexual,

began using the term when he arrived in the U.S.: ‘‘It was like

10years ago,when I arrived.Well, over there inElSalvadorone

does not think of that. I started identifying myself as bisexual

when I arrived here’’ (Participant 55, 40years old, Latino).

AnotherSalvadoran immigrant, Participant 51, identifies simul-

taneously as bisexual, gay, and liberated. He began utilizing

these identities upon arrival in the U.S., citing, as other partici-

pants did, ideas of the United States as more liberal than their

countries of origin:

Likeayear ago.When Iwas inElSalvador Inever felt like

I was gay. I never had a male partner, just sex. When I

arrived here it was more liberal, I tried to have a rela-

tionshipwith aman, and this is very gay. It has beena year

that I started using the word gay (Participant 51, 21years

old, Latino).

Another participant,who emigrated fromMexico, explained

that his current sexual self-identities were related to his belief

that the U.S. is more accepting of non-heterosexual identities,

and thereforeuponhis arrival felt able to identifyasboth straight

and bisexual:

Everything happenedwhen Imoved to this country. I feel

like this country is more‘‘open,’’ like if you have an idea

andyouexpress it and like…yesyouget scaredbut it isnot

like inMexico. InMexico they assault youmore verbally.

In the farmtownsit isworse, Iamfromasmall townwhere

there was not light or anything…but they do know if you

are with a gay, they almost kill you, because they say it is

something‘‘satanic,’’that it is not normal (Participant 59,

38years old, Latino).

Discussion

Thebehaviorally bisexualmen in our sample are heterogeneous

in terms of sexual self-identification; they are diverse in how,

when,where, and towhom they identify, and howandwhy they

arrived at their identities. Many researchers have interrogated

the relationships between attraction, behavior, and sexual iden-

tity,especiallyforsexualminorities (e.g.,Diamond,2003;Ham-

mack, 2005; Hammack, Thompson, & Pilecki, 2009), and we

have presented evidence highlighting the complexity of these

relationships foronegroupof sexualminoritymen.Althoughall

of our participants were behaviorally bisexual, their bisexual

behaviorwas not the only reason for identification, nor themost

important.For somemen, itwas sexual experiences, forothers it

was attraction (not just physical), for still others it was a process

of negotiating identity within different sexual systems in
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different cultural contexts (e.g., moving from Latin America to

the U.S.).

Identity, as understood by our participants, does not neces-

sarily reflect an authentic,monolithic, interior sexuality.Rather,

identificationoften resultedfromparticipants’ strategicdecision

making related to navigating the expectations of those in their

social networks, expressing agency in the face of multiple fac-

tors, not all of themconstraining.This aspectofourparticipants’

identification is congruent with social identity theory, which

understands identity as related to wider social forces (Cox &

Gallois, 1996). Participants in our study who resisted identifi-

cation voiced their dissatisfaction with identity categories or

labels, or their desire not to label their sexuality, andpointedback

to external forces insisting they identify, insisting they make

themselves legible. The resistance to sexual identity labels, as

well as the feeling that the current sexual identity categories are

restrictive or ill-fitting among our participants is consistentwith

previous researchonwomen(Diamond,2005), but thishas rarely

been acknowledged as valid for men. Our study participants’

resistance to sexual identity labelspoints to the inadequacyofany

set of mutually exclusive sexual identity categories. Participants

often used common identity labels, but justified this usage as

helpfulforotherpeople,unrelatedtoasubjectivesenseofidentity.

Assuch, identificationservedasabridgebetweenparticipantsand

their socialworlds, but not necessarily a reflection of their sexual

selves.

Many participants conceived of their sexuality inways nota-

bly different from those that inform the heterosexual-bisexual-

homosexual paradigm—sometimes refusing to identify, other

timesadapting theexistingframework tocreatesomethingmore

representative—for example, utilizing multiple identities con-

currently without acknowledging the existence of one‘‘authen-

tic’’or true sexual self. It is not surprising that participants who

deployed multiple concurrent sexual identities strategically

identifiedas‘‘straight’’due to the stigmaassociatedwithgayand

bisexual identityandbehavior, especially in theworkplace.This

is to be expected, as there is little to no protection against dis-

crimination for employees who are not heterosexual and work-

place discrimination is, in many places, tolerated. But it is per-

hapsmore surprising thatmostofourparticipantswhodeployed

multiple identities did sowithout references to shameor stigma.

We contend that simply because our participants identified as

‘‘straight’’in certain situations, or didnot challenge certainpeers

when they were assumed to be heterosexual, that they were not

hiding, or‘‘failing to disclose’’an authentic sexual identity. Fear

of disclosing a stigmatized sexual identity does not imply one

authentic identity. Similarly, some of our participants did not

challenge their peers when theywere assumed to be gay, a stig-

matized sexual identity in its own right, due to experienceswith

the invasive intolerance of bisexuality among some lesbian and

gay individuals.

Theconceptof‘‘passing’’is familiar tomanyindividuals from

marginalized groups who may seek to be read as members of a

dominant group. Passing is not necessarily about denial and

secrecy; it can also entail the creation of alternative narratives

from which to make meaning of personal experience (Sánchez

& Schlossberg, 2001). The ways participants ‘‘passed,’’ partic-

ularly through the use of strategic identification, highlights the

multiply-stigmatized position behaviorally bisexual peoplefind

themselves in. Deploying multiple sexual identities is a legiti-

mate strategy for navigating a social world in which sexual

classification systems are ill-fitting, but omnipresent.

Previous researchhas found that sexual identitydevelopment

maybest be seen as bidirectional,with identity developing from

behavior, but identity also leading to behavior (Savin-Williams

& Ream, 2007). For participants in our sample, identification

was related to a number of factors in addition to behavior.Addi-

tionally, themultiplicity of identities that characterizesmany of

our participants echoes the findings of other research on sexual

identity and gender identity (Diamond & Butterworth, 2008;

Rust,2000).Further,while sexualfluidityhasprimarilybeen the

domain of women’s sexuality and very rarely applied tomen’s,

ourfindingsprovidesupport to the idea thatmen’ssexuality, too,

mustbeconceivedofasfluid,markedby theoverlapandchange

of identities, attractions, and behaviors (Diamond, 2008; Rust,

1992).

Despite an intentionally multiethnic sample of participants,

aside from Latino participants discussing their sexualities in

terms of living in the U.S., we did not observe dramatic differ-

ences in terms of sexual self-identification among participants

along the lines of race or ethnicity. This is an interesting finding

inandof itself asmassmediahas recently sensationalized (if not

demonized)someexpressionsofbisexuality,namely‘‘theDown

Low,’’ as being specific to ethnic minority men (Dodge et al.,

2008a, 2008b; Sandfort & Dodge, 2008). We did not find any

major differences among behaviorally bisexual men’s sexual

self-identificationacross racial/ethnic lines inour samplemen in

the Midwestern United States.

The intersections of racism and homophobiamay determine

whysomeparticipantsofcolortochoosenot toself-label(Bérubé,

2001; Bowleg, 2012; Choi, Han, Paul, & Ayala, 2011; Diaz,

Ayala, Bein,Henne,&Marin, 2001).Aswedid not directly ask

about relationships between sexuality and race/ethnicity, we do

not have adequate data to fully compare potential differences

betweenandwithinracial/ethnicgroupsrelatedtothe issue.This

warrants further investigation in other multiethnic samples of

behaviorally bisexual men in future research.

An important subtheme to emerge for Latino participants,

specifically,was the influenceofplaceonsexuality.Participants

who immigrated to the United States discussed how their iden-

tities were shaped by immigration, reflecting the cultural spec-

ificity of sexual identities and the different‘‘sexual systems’’ in

the U.S. and Latin America. These systems include different

familial structures, social classes, gender conventions, orga-

nizing theories of sexual identity, as well as the social prioriti-

zation of these factors. The interactions between gender
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conventions and sexual identity among Latino participants in

our sample (e.g., the‘‘activo’’role in the activo/passivo dynamic

informing a‘‘macho’’ sexual identity) echoes previous qualita-

tive work on sexual identity among Latino sexual minority

immigrants (Thing, 2010; Muñoz-Laboy & Dodge, 2007). It

would be interesting to explore the role of place in othermigrant

and immigrant populations to determine how theymay compare

and contrast with Latino men.

Much of the limited literature on the sexual identity of bisex-

ual men is concerned with the disclosure or lack thereof of an

assumedbisexual identity tofamily, friends,andsexualpartners.

Our findings suggest that disclosure of a singular identity does

not reflect thewayourparticipants’ understood their sexualities.

The idea that disclosure of one’s sexual identity (and therefore

behavior) is good, and that non-disclosure is risky, problemati-

cally assumes a singular sexual identity and a circumscribed set

of behaviors. But when behavior and identity are assumed to be

discrete anddiscordant then,what, precisely, areweasking such

individuals todisclose?Rather thanassumethatbehaviorshould

determine identity, we gave participants space to narrate their

identities and in doing so found that disclosure and concordance

were not effective ways of understanding the sexualities of our

participants.

Our findings suggest that sexuality scholars, bothwithin and

outside of public health, must be more aware of the inherent

limitations of sexual identity categories as they are currently

used. Indeed, we must be cautious with assumptions regarding

the explanatory capacity of socially constructed sexual identity

labels in public health research and practice.Our results point to

the value of addressing the diversity in sexual identifications,

rather than operating strictly inside of a heterosexual-bisexual-

homosexual framework. Current interventions targeted toward

bisexual-identified men may not adequately address behavior-

ally bisexual men and their specific health needs. While our

participants did identify with the terms ‘‘straight,’’‘‘bisexual,’’

and ‘‘gay,’’ their resistance to and rejection of these terms, and

their use of multiple labels, can help guide the use of sexual

identity and behavior terminology for broader and more inno-

vative recruitment strategies.

For HIV researchers and interventionists, awareness of the

limitations of sexual identity categories allows for the devel-

opment of better frameworks for understanding the sexual

identities present within at-risk populations. Such frameworks,

especially those that focus on the social features of the identities

andidentitypracticespresent in thesepopulations,canbeusedto

design and tailor more effective interventions. Future research

investigating the role that identification processes play in

accessing and utilizing health care and public health interven-

tions will benefit health promotion efforts, not only among

behaviorally bisexual men. More research is needed in general

on how identity can function as a health determinant, and what

this looks like for populations whose identities are not singular,

not simply in terms of sexuality, but also for race and ethnicity

(Sangaramoorthy, 2014).

Publichealthprofessionals should take intoconsideration the

multiple communities with which behaviorally bisexual men

can and do concurrently affiliate. As diffusion of health infor-

mation has traditionally been used to develop social norms

around health behavior, it may prove challenging for changing

risk behavior among bisexual men given the lack of visible

social networks on the basis of a common sexual identity (Berk-

man & Glass, 2000; DiMatteo, 2004; Dodge et al., 2012; Fer-

lander, 2007). Although identity served as an important com-

ponent inmany of thesemen’s lives, the experience and expres-

sion of identitymay not be as central to the sexual risk and other

behaviors in which they may engage with their sexual partners,

bothmen andwomen.These issues should be explored in future

research.

Our study was not without limitations. While our sampling

strategy was multifaceted, it is improbable that all ‘‘types’’ of

behaviorally bisexual men (e.g., men who engage in ‘‘situa-

tional’’bisexual behavior while incarcerated, men who engage

in bisexual behavior solely as a transaction for money or drugs,

etc.) were recruited. This limited the extent to which these

findings are applicable beyond those participants who were

recruited through the methodologies employed. In several

instances, as self-identification was not the sole focus of our

study, discussions of identity could have been more deeply

probed but, due to time constraints, were not.

Nevertheless, the findings from this study may enhance

researchonHIV/STIpreventionandpublichealth interventions.

Our participants’ experiences show the need for expanding how

researchers think about sexual identities and identity develop-

ment to include an understanding of dynamic processes not

focusedon resolutionor arrival at a singular stable identity.Addi-

tionally, these findings suggest that we should focus on identi-

fying other salient features of sexual self-identification, beyond

attraction and behavior, and incorporate these into future sexual

health promotion efforts.
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