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Abstract

Both straight (i.e., heterosexual) and gay/lesbian individuals still question and erase bisexual identities. Skeptics contend that
people adopt bisexual identities for strategic motivations, such as avoiding the stigma associated with identifying as gay, or for
attention-seeking purposes. Across two studies, self-identified gay (N ¼ 168), straight (N ¼ 237), and bisexual (N ¼ 231)
participants completed a sexual identity Implicit Association Test, a measure that can provide insight into automatic associations
and lessen the influence of impression management strategies. All three groups displayed implicit sexual identities that were
consistent with their self-ascribed identities. Gay men and lesbians implicitly identified as more gay and less bisexual than bisexual
men and women, who in turn identified as less straight and more bisexual than straight men and women. These findings show
that self-reported sexual identities converge with implicit identities and have implications for understanding the psychology of
sexual orientation.
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Bisexuality can be traced to antiquity. Yet both straight and

gay/lesbian individuals still question and erase bisexual iden-

tities (Bailey et al., 2016; Diamond et al., 2017; Maimon

et al., 2019). Skeptics claim that people identifying as bisex-

ual are experimenting or being promiscuous before settling

down in heterosexual relationships or are intentionally avoid-

ing the stigma of identifying as gay (see Rust, 2002).

Self-identified bisexual individuals, however, view bisexual-

ity as a relatively certain identity (Burke & LaFrance,

2016, 2018; but see Balsam & Mohr, 2007), and being

denied a meaningful identity has negative psychological con-

sequences (Cheryan & Monin, 2005). Inconsistent findings

about bisexual identity (see Bailey et al., 2016), particularly

on physiological reactivity to sexual stimuli, may further fuel

identity denial. In contrast to perspectives designed to show

divergence in physiological reactivity or behavior and iden-

tity, we test whether there is convergence between implicit

(automatic associations) and explicit identity, as this

approach has been central in understanding identity discre-

pancies (e.g., Weinstein et al., 2012) and has important

implications for identity denial. Specifically, we will examine

whether bisexual individuals have implicit identities reflect-

ing their self-ascribed sexual orientation or whether they

show some other pattern of implicit identity.

Components of Sexual Orientation

Multidimensional models of sexual orientation point to the

importance of several components of sexual orientation,

including behavior (e.g., physiological responses and sexual

activity), attraction, and identity (e.g., Herek, 2000; Klein

et al., 1985). Yet much of the research casting doubt on bisexu-

ality has focused narrowly on observed behavioral measures,

such as genital arousal, because they are considered more

objective indicators (Savin-Williams et al., 2013). This body

of evidence has been mixed, sometimes showing bisexual pat-

terns of genital arousal or attention (e.g., eye gaze focused on

both same and other sex sexual stimuli; Rosenthal et al.,

2011) but other times showing that self-identified bisexual

individuals have arousal and attentional patterns more
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consistent with a gay or lesbian orientation (e.g., Dawson et al.,

2017; Rieger et al., 2005). Although physiological and atten-

tional measures offer interesting insight into sexual orientation,

these mixed findings may fuel skepticism about bisexuality

(but see Jabbour et al., 2020), despite the limitations of asses-

sing arousal in artificial laboratory settings.

Self-report measures of sexual orientation, such as attraction

and sexual activity, have also fueled skepticism about bisexu-

ality, with scholars noting that some bisexual individuals do not

report regular sexual activity with or equal attraction to both

sexes (Bailey et al., 2016). The reverse is true as well—people

who are behaviorally bisexual often avoid labeling themselves

as bisexual. For example, in population prevalence studies, the

number of people reporting both same sex and other sex attrac-

tion or sexual activity across the life span is higher than the

number identifying as bisexual (i.e., behavioral bisexuality;

Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2013). Thus, relying exclu-

sively on self-reports of sexual activity or attraction would

potentially erase the identities of bisexual-identified individu-

als, but it would also erase the identities of some individuals

of other sexual orientations.

Identity, the cognitive component of self-concept, is an

essential component of sexual orientation in its own right

(Herek, 2000; Klein et al., 1985). Identity is fundamental to the

psychological experience (Tajfel et al., 1971), and people strive

to be viewed in line with their self-ascribed identities (e.g.,

Barreto et al., 2010). Consistent with self-verification theory

(Swann, 2011), being denied an important identity can have

negative psychological consequences, eliciting feelings of

anger, threat, and defensiveness (Cheryan & Monin, 2005).

Counter to stereotypes about bisexual indecision,

self-identified bisexual individuals themselves report that their

group is similar in indecision and stability as other sexual

orientation groups (Burke & LaFrance, 2016, 2018). Even

within this research tradition, however, inconsistencies have

emerged. For example, bisexual individuals report more iden-

tity confusion than lesbian and gay individuals when reporting

about themselves instead of other bisexual individuals (Balsam

& Mohr, 2007). This increased confusion is the case for both

men and women, despite suggestions that bisexuality may be

less legitimate among men (Baumeister, 2000; Chivers et al.,

2004). These inconsistences and measurement complications

may be why some researchers have turned to the observable

behavioral measures described previously.

Implicit Identity

Implicit identity represents an alternative identity measurement

that keeps identity central but may reduce self-presentation con-

cerns. Indeed, self-presentation concerns sometimes lead people

to be less forthcoming about their attitudes or self-concept, espe-

cially for socially sensitive topics (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995).

Relative to self-report, implicit measurement can lessen the

effect of strategic or external motivations or cognitions, such

as fear of stigma, attention-seeking, or ideological motivations

(Cvencek et al., 2010; Steffens, 2004; see Gawronski et al.,

2007, for a detailed discussion of factors influencing implicit

measurement).

This is consistent with dual process models arguing that

mental processes can be divided into two distinct processes,

those that are more automatic (implicit) and those that are more

controlled (i.e., explicit; Gawronski & Creighton, 2013).

Nevertheless, implicit measurement is not a panacea, as it picks

up on both controlled and automatic components of

self-concept or attitudes, and ability to fake results increases

with test experience (e.g., Cvencek et al., 2010). Thus, implicit

measures should not be employed as lie detection tools—they

are more usefully viewed as measuring additional, but related,

dimensions of self-concept and attitudes (Nosek & Smyth,

2007), not as more accurate indicators. Accordingly, conver-

gence between implicit and explicit identities could provide

information about the existence (or lack thereof) of implicit

bisexual identity, but no single measurement tool should be

used as definitive support for the legitimacy or illegitimacy

of a particular identity or attitude.

Implicit measurement may nonetheless be helpful for

increasing understanding of bisexuality and whether it is

detectable on an automatic level. Scholars have examined a

range of questions about implicit identity using measures such

as the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald et al., 1998).

For example, a study of transgender children, whose identities

are also frequently questioned, showed that their self-reported

gender identities (which are inconsistent with their sex

assigned at birth) converged with their implicit gender identi-

ties (Olson et al., 2015). Only a limited number of IAT studies

have examined sexual orientation (e.g., Weinstein et al., 2012),

but these have also demonstrated that implicit sexual attraction

usually converges with gay and straight people’s self-reported

sexual orientation (Snowden & Gray, 2013). To our knowl-

edge, implicit measurement has not been used to understand

bisexual identities.

Present Research

Understanding the relationship between implicit and explicit

bisexual identities is important because bisexuality elicits more

external doubts compared to gay and straight identities. Stereo-

types of bisexuality suggest that self-identified bisexual men

may have implicit identities more consistent with being gay

(because they are coming to terms with a gay identity) and

bisexual women may have implicit identities consistent with

being straight (because claims of bisexuality reflect

attention-seeking or temporary experimentation; Maimon

et al., 2019). However, we instead predict that bisexual individ-

uals will show evidence of an implicit bisexual identity and

neglect to show strong implicit identification as either gay/les-

bian or straight. Specifically, they will implicitly identify as

less gay/more straight than self-identified gay participants and

more gay/less straight than straight participants, regardless of

gender (Study 1). They will also directly show stronger implicit

identification with a bisexual identity relative to both gay/les-

bian and straight identities (Studies 2a and b).
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Study 1

Study 1 used an IAT comparing identification with gay relative

to straight categories to ascertain whether a monosexual iden-

tity (gay/lesbian or straight) can sufficiently characterize bisex-

ual individuals’ implicit identification. This approach allowed

us to (a) compare all three sexual orientation groups within the

same IAT (which can only compare two categories within a

single test) and (b) directly compare implicit and explicit iden-

tity using the sexual orientation continuum that has been used

in a large portion of the sexual orientation literature (Kinsey

et al., 1948). We predicted that bisexual participants’ implicit

identities would fall in between that of gay and straight partici-

pants. In other words, bisexual individuals would implicitly

identify as less gay/more straight than self-identified gay parti-

cipants and more gay/less straight than straight participants,

regardless of gender. Materials and data files for both studies

are available at https://osf.io/u68tv/.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited via lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-

der, and queer (LGBTQ) listservs, social networking sites,

online hobby groups, and introductory psychology courses in

2010 to participate in an online study (“Cognition and Social

Groups”) in exchange for extra psychology course credit or

entry into a US$50 raffle. Of the 425 participants who consented

to participate, 302 completed the study. We excluded five

because 10% or more of their IAT trials were faster than 300

ms (recommended by Greenwald et al., 2003) and another nine

because they did not identify as male or female. The final sample

had 79 gay (23 self-identified females), 82 bisexual (59

females), and 127 straight participants (85 females) with a mean

age of 28.62 years (standard deviation [SD] ¼ 13.54).

Sexual minority participants came disproportionately from

LGBTQ listservs. These differing recruitment strategies—

comparable to those used by Savin-Williams (2014) to solicit

a range of sexual orientations—were necessary to ensure suffi-

cient numbers of sexual minorities in the sample. However, the

recruitment strategy may have contributed to significant differ-

ences in age, F(2, 285) ¼ 53.44, p < .001, and racial composi-

tion, w2(286) ¼ 31.48, p ¼ .002, across sexual orientation

groups (see Table 1). Straight participants were younger than

bisexual participants, p < .001, who in turn were younger than

gay participants, p < .001. The statistical significance of the

analyses reported below does not change when controlling for

age and racial group (ps < .001 for main effects of sexual iden-

tity)—full results are reported in the Online Supplemental

Material.

We recruited as many participants as possible in the limited

time frame of one academic quarter. In order to detect a main

effect of self-reported sexual orientation (gay, bisexual, and

straight) with a medium effect size (f ¼ .25) and power of

1 � b ¼ .80 on implicit identity, we needed 158 participants

(G*Power Version 3.1.5; Faul et al., 2009).

Procedure

After learning that the study examined people’s preferences,

attitudes, and performance on cognitive tasks, participants

completed explicit measures, followed by the implicit measure.

Explicit sexual orientation
Sexual orientation. Participants described their sexual orienta-

tion in an open-ended question (“What is your sexual

orientation?”). To obtain a categorical measure for analysis,

we classified participants into straight, gay, or bisexual cate-

gories, unless they did not fall into any of these categories

(e.g., asexual). In this study, like Galupo et al. (2017), we used

bisexual as an umbrella term for various plurisexual identities,

such as bisexual and pansexual (see Table 1 for a break-

down)—we also classified participants as bisexual if they

expressed any interest in both the same and other sex. This

strategy, which created more variability and potentially worked

against our hypotheses, allowed us to maximize our sample

size. However, results were parallel when limiting analyses

specifically to those who used the term bisexual (n¼ 33)—fur-

ther details are in the Online Supplemental Material.

Sexual attraction, behavior, fantasies, and identity. We used

four Kinsey Scales (Kinsey et al., 1948; Miller et al., 2008) as

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics by Sexual Orientation.

Characteristic Straight Bisexual Gay

Orientation description
Explicit 25 20 53
Description 9 10 4
Pansexual 0 2 0
Queer 0 6 0
Questioning 0 2 0
Reject labels 0 3 0
Unspecified 17 39 22

Race
Asian 43 13 10
Black 1 1 4
Latino/a/x 5 1 2
Native American 2 1 0
White 58 57 58
Other 3 2 2
Multiracial 14 7 2

Gender
Female 85 59 23
Male 42 23 56

Age in years
Mean 21.54 29.90 38.66
Standard deviation 5.81 12.72 16.34

Note. Explicit refers to participants who explicitly used one of the sexual orien-
tation labels above (straight/heterosexual, bisexual, or homosexual/gay/les-
bian). Description refers to participants who described their orientation in a
way that mapped onto that grouping (e.g., “attracted to women”). Some parti-
cipants did not specify their sexual orientation, so we classified them on the
basis of responses to the Sexual Identification Scale. Specifically, we classified
those responding at the extremes of the scale as straight and gay (“exclusively
straight” and “exclusively gay,” respectively) and everyone in between as bisex-
ual, in line with other research (e.g., Rieger et al., 2005).
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an alternative way of understanding sexual orientation and how it

relates to implicit sexual identity. Participants rated their sexual

attraction (“Which sex/es are you attracted to?”), sexual fantasies

(“Whether they occur in fantasies, daydreams or in dreams, which

sex/es are in your fantasies?”), and sexual behavior (e.g., “with

whom do you engage in sexual activity [not just intercourse]?”)

on a 7-point scale where�3¼ other sex,�2¼ other sex mostly,

�1¼ other sex somewhat more, 0¼ both sexes equally, 1¼ same

sex somewhat more, 2¼ same sex mostly, and 3¼ same sex only.

They also responded to “How do you label/identify yourself?” on

a 7-point scale from�3¼ exclusively straight to 3¼ exclusively

gay. These items were highly correlated, rs > .85 (see Table 2 for

correlations), but they represent conceptually distinct aspects of

sexual orientation (see Bailey et al., 2016).

Implicit sexual identity. We used the IAT (Greenwald et al., 1998)

to measure whether participants associated themselves more

strongly with being gay as compared to straight. Across two

block types in a counterbalanced order, participants classified

images of couples holding hands or kissing into the target cate-

gories “straight” or “gay” and word stimuli into the target

categories “self” (e.g., me, mine) or “other” (e.g., other, them).

In one block type, they pressed the right key when gay or self tar-

get words appeared in the center of the screen (and the left key

for straight and other); in the other block type, they pressed the

right key for straight or self target words. In line with

Brinsmead-Stockham et al. (2008), we matched the “gay” sti-

muli to participants’ self-reported gender. Specifically, male

participants viewed images of two men holding hands or kissing,

while female participants viewed equivalent images of two

women.

Participants classifying gay and self words together more

quickly than straight and self words were considered to have

a stronger gay than straight identity. The IAT was scored using

the D measure (Greenwald et al., 2003), so that positive values

corresponded to stronger gay identity.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

We first examined the distributions of implicit and explicit

sexual identity separately for men and women (see Figure 1)

to understand whether the implicit and explicit distributions

were comparable. Women’s explicit sexual identity had a posi-

tively skewed distribution (skewness ¼ .87, standard error

[SE] ¼ .19, p < .001), such that most women identified as

exclusively straight. Men’s explicit sexual identity was not sig-

nificantly skewed (skewness ¼ �.26, SE ¼ .22, p ¼ .12), but

visual inspection showed a bimodal distribution, with most

participants identifying as exclusively straight or gay. Indeed,

Hartigan’s dip test (Hartigan & Hartigan, 1985) rejected unim-

odality for men (dip ¼ .16, p < .001) and women (dip ¼ .08,

p < .001).

Implicit sexual identity did not match these patterns. The

distributions were unimodal for women (dip ¼ .02, p ¼ .85)

and men (dip ¼ .04, p ¼ .24) and not significantly skewed for

women (skewness ¼ .28, SE ¼ .19, p ¼ .14) or men

(skewness ¼ �.28, SE ¼ .22, p ¼ .31). These normal distribu-

tions give an initial suggestion that implicit sexual orientation

shows less of a binary distribution than do self-reports of sexual

orientation.We next examined correlations between implicit

identity and explicit measures of sexual orientation in Table 2.

As participants implicitly identified as more gay (as compared

to straight), they reported a stronger gay orientation on all

explicit sexual orientation measures (rs > .68, ps < .001). These

strong relationships are comparable to other research measur-

ing implicit and explicit identities (Hofmann et al., 2005),

which suggests strong implicit–explicit consistency despite

sexual orientation being socially sensitive.

Differences in Implicit Sexual Identity by Orientation

Analytic strategy. To determine whether self-identified gay,

bisexual, and straight participants differed on implicit sexual

identity, we conducted two sets of 3 (sexual orientation:

straight, bisexual, gay) � 2 (gender) analyses of variance

(ANOVAs). In the first analysis, we used sexual orientation

as classified by the open-ended self-report measure. For the

second analysis, we determined sexual orientation through a

hierarchical cluster analysis that separated men and women

into three sexual orientation categories (straight n¼ 131, bisex-

ual n ¼ 40, and gay/lesbian n ¼ 111) based on the combination

of responses they gave on continuous measures of self-reported

sexual attraction, behavior, fantasies, and identity. The analysis

used squared Euclidean distances with Ward’s linkage.

Sexual orientation classified by open-ended self-report. As

expected, we found a main effect of sexual orientation on impli-

cit sexual identity, F(2, 282) ¼ 152.92, p < .001, with no mod-

eration by gender, F(2, 282) ¼ 0.89, p ¼ .41. Self-identified

gay participants implicitly identified as more gay than bisexual

participants, d ¼ 1.17, 95% confidence interval [CI] ¼ [0.41,

0.77], p < .001, who in turn identified as more gay (and less

straight) than straight participants, d ¼ 1.30, 95% CI [1.11,

1.44], p < .001, in a Tukey–Kramer post hoc comparison test

(see Figure 2). These results suggest consistency between impli-

cit sexual identity and self-reported orientation. It is also incon-

sistent with lay stereotypes of bisexual-identified men avoiding

Table 2. Bivariate Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations
(SDs) for All Measures.

Measure 2 3 4 5 Mean (SD)

1. Implicit sexual Id .73** .73** .68** .79** .04 (0.72)
2. Sexual attraction — .94** .93** .91** �.31 (2.53)
3. Sexual behavior — .85** .87** �.46 (2.70)
4. Sexual fantasies — .86** �.25 (2.45)
5. Explicit sexual Id — �.55 (2.52)

Note. Ns range from 254 to 288.
*p � .01. **p � .001.
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a gay identity or straight women identifying as bisexual for

attention-seeking purposes.

Sexual orientation based on cluster analysis of attraction, behavior,
fantasies, and identity. We also examined implicit sexual identity

using an alternative measure of sexual orientation. We first

conducted a cluster analysis that separated men and women

into three sexual orientation categories (straight n¼ 131, bisex-

ual n ¼ 40, and gay/lesbian n ¼ 111) based on their

self-reported sexual attraction, behavior, fantasies, and identity

on a continuum (analysis details are in the Online Supplemen-

tal Material).

We conducted the same 3 (sexual orientation: straight,

bisexual, gay) � 2 (gender) ANOVA and found a main effect

of sexual orientation on implicit sexual identity, F(2,

276) ¼ 147.00, p < .001 (see Figure 3). Gay participants impli-

citly identified as more gay than bisexual participants, p < .001,

95% CI [0.41, 0.78], d ¼ 1.10, who in turn identified as more

gay than straight participants, p < .001, 95% CI [0.34, 0.71],

d ¼ 1.24, in Tukey–Kramer post hoc comparison tests (see

Figure 3).

In contrast to the previous analysis, gender moderated the

effect of sexual orientation, F(2, 276)¼ 3.24, p¼ .04. Examin-

ing simple effects by gender showed the same pattern of findings

for men and women. For both men, F(2, 276)¼ 76.08, p < .001,

and women, F(2, 276)¼ 80.70, p < .001, self-identified gay par-

ticipants implicitly identified as more gay than bisexual men,

d ¼ 1.90, 95% CI [0.54, 1.12], p < .001, and women,

d ¼ 0.63, 95% CI [0.12, 0.58], p ¼ .003, who in turn identified

as more gay than straight men, d ¼ 0.64, 95% CI [0.03, 0.64],

Figure 1. Histogram of implicit and explicit sexual identity for all participants.
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Figure 2. Implicit sexual identity by open-ended sexual orientation
and gender. Values greater than 0 indicate a stronger gay/self-
association.
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p¼ .03, and women, d¼ 1.59, 95% CI [0.50, 0.92], p < .001, in a

Tukey–Kramer post hoc comparison test.

When decomposing by sexual orientation to examine gender

differences, self-identified gay men implicitly identified as

more gay/lesbian than did lesbians, F(1, 276) ¼ 4.30, p ¼ .04,

d ¼ 0.39, 95% CI [0.01, 0.38]. There was no gender difference

for straight, F(1, 276)¼ 1.03, p¼ .31, d¼ .20, 95% CI [�0.09,

0.27], or bisexual participants, F(1, 276) ¼ 3.04, p ¼ .08,

d ¼ 0.57, 95% CI [�0.04, 0.61]. These findings also suggest

consistency between implicit sexual identity and self-reported

sexual orientation.

Discussion

Comparing the implicit identities of bisexual, gay, and straight

individuals within the same IAT required using an identity

spectrum from gay to straight. Albeit useful for comparison,

this approach prevented us from directly assessing implicit

bisexuality. It also relegated bisexual individuals to an inter-

mediate identity rather than acknowledging their bisexuality

as a unique identity in its own right. In Study 2, we used IATs

that directly assessed implicit bisexual identities, as opposed to

treating identity as a continuum (with bisexuality as an inter-

mediate category).

Study 2

In Study 2a, bisexual and straight participants completed an

IAT measuring identification with bisexual as compared to

straight categories. In Study 2b, bisexual and gay/lesbian parti-

cipants completed an IAT measuring identification with bisex-

ual as compared to gay/lesbian categories.

Method

Participants. Participants were recruited in 2019 via Prolific

Academic, an online participant recruitment platform, to par-

ticipate in a study (“Word Classification Task”) in exchange

for £1.00 (GBP). Because the IAT involves rapid classification

of words, we restricted the study to native English speakers.

We also restricted to bisexual, straight, and gay/lesbian sexual

orientation and to male or female sex and gender identity.

A G*Power analysis for an ANOVA with main effects and

interactions suggested that 128 participants would be needed

for each study to detect a medium effect (f ¼ 0.25) at

a ¼ .05 and power ¼ .8. We instead preregistered (https://

osf.io/7kfvr) and recruited a higher sample size of 50 partici-

pants per group (i.e., 50 each of lesbians, gay men, bisexual

women and men, and straight women and men) for a total of

200 participants in Study 2a and 200 in Study 2b. We excluded

one participant in Study 2a and six in 2b because 10% or more

of their IAT trials were faster than 300 ms, as well as 15 in

Study 2a and 30 in Study 2b who did not identify as straight,

gay/lesbian, or bisexual. We excluded four participants in

Study 2a because English was not their first language, leaving

a final sample of 180 participants in Study 2a and 164 in Study

2b.

In Study 2a, the sample comprised 74 bisexual (39 females)

and 110 straight (54 females) participants (Mage ¼ 33.54,

SD ¼ 12.60), of whom 90% were White (with the remaining

2% Black, 3% Multiracial, 2% Latinx, and 3% Asian). Study

2b comprised 75 bisexual (40 females) and 89 gay participants

(43 females; Mage ¼ 31.52, SD ¼ 11.14), of whom 90% were

White (with the remaining 4% Black, 3 % Multiracial, 3%
Latinx, and 1% Asian).

Procedure. Participants completed an IAT (IatGen for Qualtrics;

Carpenter et al., in press) and explicit measures in a counterba-

lanced order. The IAT measured whether participants associ-

ated themselves more strongly with bisexual as compared to

straight identities in Study 2a and bisexual as compared to gay

in Study 2b. In both studies, participants classified the same

word stimuli from Study 1 into the attribute categories “self”

or “other.” They also classified words into the target categories

of “bisexual” (e.g., bisexuality, bi), “straight” (heterosexual,

heterosexuality), “gay” (e.g., homosexual, homosexuality), or

“lesbian” (e.g., homosexual, homosexuality), depending on the

study. Participants classifying bisexual and self words together

more quickly than straight or gay/lesbian and self words were

considered to have a stronger bisexual than straight or gay/les-

bian identity. All IATs were scored using the D measure, so

that positive values corresponded to stronger bisexual identity.

Afterward, participants reported their sexual orientation

(“Please choose the option that best describes your sexual

orientation)” with the options gay/lesbian, straight, bisexual,

pansexual, asexual, and queer. As described above, we

removed any participants who did not select straight, bisexual,

or gay/lesbian. Participants also responded to the same explicit

identity, attraction, fantasy, and behavior measures from

Study 1. These measures were exploratory (see preregistration)

and are only described in the Online Supplemental Material.

Study 2a Results

Differences in implicit sexual identity by self-reported sexual
orientation. To determine whether self-identified bisexual and
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Figure 3. Implicit sexual identity by sexual orientation clusters and
gender. Values greater than 0 indicate a stronger gay/self-association.
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straight participants differed on implicit sexual identity, we

conducted a 2 (explicit sexual identity: bisexual vs. straight)

� 2 (gender: male vs. female) ANOVA. As expected, we found

a main effect of explicit sexual identity on implicit sexual iden-

tity, F(1, 176)¼ 20.03, p < .001, with no moderation by gender,

F(1, 176) ¼ 1.66, p ¼ .20. Self-identified bisexual participants

implicitly identified as more bisexual than straight participants,

d ¼ 0.68, 95% CI [�0.80, �0.55], p < .001.

In addition, we conducted a one-sample t test to determine

whether each group significantly identified with their

self-ascribed identity on an implicit level (as demonstrated

by a significant difference from the IAT neutral point of 0).

Indeed, both bisexual, t(73) ¼ 3.76, p < .001, d ¼ 0.43, and

straight individuals, t(105) ¼ �12.40, p < .001, d ¼ 1.20,

showed implicit identities consistent with their respective

self-ascribed identities.

Study 2b Results

Differences in implicit sexual identity by self-reported sexual
orientation. To determine whether self-identified bisexual and

gay participants differed on implicit sexual identity, we

conducted a 2 (explicit sexual identity: bisexual vs. gay) � 2

(gender: male vs. female) ANOVA. As expected, we found a

main effect of explicit sexual identity on implicit sexual iden-

tity, F(1, 160) ¼ 135.03, p < .001, with no moderation by gen-

der, F(1, 160) ¼ 0.004, p ¼ .95. Self-identified bisexual

participants implicitly identified as more bisexual than gay and

lesbian participants, d ¼ 0.73, 95% CI [�0.86, �0.61],

p < .001.

In one-sample t tests, bisexual individuals also significantly

associated themselves with bisexuality, t(74) ¼ 3.92, p < .001,

d ¼ 0.45, and gay/lesbian individuals associated themselves

with gay/lesbian, t(88) ¼ �13.23, p < .001, d ¼ 1.41. These

results suggest consistency between implicit sexual identity

and self-reported identity.

General Discussion

Bisexual erasure persists in Western society. Nevertheless,

self-reported sexual orientation converges with implicit identity

among bisexual, straight, and gay men and women. Specifically,

self-identified gay men and women implicitly identify as more

gay and less bisexual than bisexual men and women, who in turn

identify as more bisexual and less straight than straight men and

women. Bisexual individuals also identify as more bisexual than

gay or straight. Implicit sexual identity maps onto explicit sexual

orientation when measured not only through self-reported orien-

tation but also when determined through a combination of iden-

tity, attraction, sexual behavior, and fantasies.

Understanding bisexuality is important because bisexual

people are especially susceptible to having their self-professed

identity denied, by both sexual majority and minority perceivers

alike. This identity denial is linked with negative outcomes

(Cheryan & Monin, 2005), such as reduced motivation and

self-esteem (Townsend et al., 2009), which may be one reason

that bisexual individuals face disproportionally poor health

outcomes even relative to gay and lesbian individuals (Dodge

et al., 2016).

Because much of the psychological literature has focused on

those at the end points of identity spectrums (see Burke &

LaFrance, 2016), research with bisexual, biracial, nonbinary

gender, and other “intermediate” identities has been neglected.

Although they sometimes show identity patterns in between

that of group members at the end points, this is not always the

case. For example, bisexual individuals perceive themselves as

more similar to straight people in terms of masculinity versus

femininity, not as in between gay and straight people (Burke

& LaFrance, 2016). Yet, in the present research, they showed

a pattern that was distinct from both gay and straight individu-

als on implicit measures, speaking to the psychological impor-

tance of acknowledging their distinct identities. It is essential to

gain a more complex understanding of the self-concepts of

sexual minorities using a variety of methodological

approaches.

Despite the current findings, implicit and explicit sexual

identity may not always align for bisexual individuals because

people cope with stigmatized identities in complex ways. For

example, people may identify as bisexual but not consider it cen-

tral to their self-concept, which could inhibit the development of

bisexuality on an implicit level. Similarly, people may view sex-

ual orientation as a behavioral pattern or a personal identity

rather than a social identity. Indeed, some sexual minorities

attempt to blend in with straight individuals and do not see their

sexual orientation as relevant to other aspects of their lives (Cox

& Gallois, 1996). Bisexual individuals in particular come to

their identity at a later age (Rust, 1993) and do not always feel

a sense of belonging with the LGBTQ community (Hayfield

et al., 2014). Finally, bisexual individuals might feel that the

bisexual label does not fully match their self-concept—indeed,

many sexual minorities find sexuality labels suboptimal or reject

them entirely (Galupo et al., 2017).

Thus, it is important to avoid strong conclusions about an

identity based solely on convergence between implicit and

explicit identity measures (or lack thereof) in a single set of

studies. A wider range of measurement approaches and sam-

pling strategies are needed to fully understand the

self-concepts of sexual minority groups.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our categorizations of sexual orientation did not fully reflect

the diversity of identities, especially because many people view

sexuality as a continuum (Kinsey et al., 1948) or as fluid (see

Galupo et al., 2017, for a discussion of limitations of monosex-

ual continuums). In Study 1 in particular, some participants

explicitly rejected orientation labels or viewed their orientation

as fluid (see Diamond et al., 2017). When restricting more

narrowly to bisexual-identified participants in Study 2, our con-

clusions about implicit identity were the same. Nonetheless, the

distinctions across these groups (which may not generalize out-

side of Western contexts) should be explored in future research.
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Finally, our cross-sectional design precludes drawing any

conclusions as to whether bisexuality is a transitory state.

Although longitudinal research on implicit sexual identity

would help address this limitation, longitudinal research on

explicit sexual identity has already demonstrated little support

for bisexuality as a transitional stage for bisexual women

(Diamond, 2008).

Conclusion

Although negative attitudes toward the gay and lesbian com-

munity have declined in recent years, attitudes toward bisexual

individuals have not followed suit, perhaps due to questions

around the legitimacy of their identity (Dodge et al., 2016).

Rather than confirming stereotypes that bisexual individuals

are merely experimenting, avoiding the stigma of identifying

as gay, or looking for attention, this research showed that their

self-concepts were distinct from gay and straight individuals on

implicit measures and reflected a distinct bisexual identity.

Demonstrating that both bisexual men and women show a pat-

tern of implicit identity separate from that of straight and gay

individuals is an important step toward understanding bisexual

self-concept and reducing the unique stigma associated with

bisexuality.
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