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Abstract
The Selection and Utility of Sexual Identity Labeisyouth
Ashley Molin

Adolescence is a time when individuals begin tareggout who they are and how
they fit into the world. One of the many areasdrploration during this time is sexual
identity. Adolescents’ use of self-labeling in delsing their sexual identity was
explored using a nationwide Internet survey. Pidiats were adolescents and young
adults ages 18 to 22 of diverse racial and geograpbackgrounds. Three hundred youth
participated in the study, yielding 207 completeadzsets. Quantitative data showed no
relationship existed between the types of labelglychose and their geographical
location or their self-identification of being rgious, spiritual, or neither. Additionally,
gualitative data was analyzed to determine themésw youth chose and made use of

sexual identity labels.
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Chapter 1: Nature of the Study
Introduction

How we choose to identify our sexual orientatiod gender identity is an
effortless task for those whose identities fallhivitmajority status. During adolescence,
teenagers try on many different identities in doréto figure out who they are. Erikson
(1968) believed that developing a stable identiggthe main challenge of adolescence.
In order to better understand this struggle, Maft&80) identified four different identity
statuses: diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium, acliievement. IDiffusion adolescents
have not established a firm identity and are ndtintpany progress towards doing so.
Adolescents ifForeclosurehave solidified their identity without engagingany
exploration. This often means that they have aecethteir parents’ ideas and values as
their own without questioning thenMoratoriumis a time when adolescents are actively
exploring different identities but have not madg &rm identity commitments. The end
goal isldentity Achievemenh which adolescents have made an informed decesout
the identity they wish to adopt. Adolescents dbalways move through the different
identity statuses in a particular order, nor do/thecessarily experience each status.
Furthermore, adolescents may move in and out tdréifit statuses at different times, for
example, moving from moratorium to achievement teth back to moratorium.

In addition to general identity models, there @s® specific models for the
formation of sexual identity. Early developmentaddels for sexual identity were stage
models in which individuals moved through in a the®equence. These models did not
allow for any deviation from the prescribed devehgmtal course. One of the most well-

known was developed by Cass (1979). Her modelikaasecutive stages, beginning



with ldentity Confusiorand ending withdentity SynthesisTroiden (1989) also created a
stage model for sexual identity development. Ia thodel, individuals progress through
four identity stages, beginning wigensitizatiorand ending ilCommitment Although
these are two of the most widely referenced seixealtity development models, they
have received criticism because not every indivigoas through all of the stages in the
prescribed order (Savin-Williams, 2005).

While the aforementioned models have been widébpted, more
multidimensional models of sexual identity devel@mithat allow for greater flexibility
have begun to emerge. One of these models outliredentity processes that most
sexual minority individuals move through as they develop theiuséidentity
(D'Augelli, 1994). Unlike Cass and Troiden’s ma&jehese processes do not occur in
any particular order and may not occur for evednirdual. Another model suggests that
there is a significant amount of variability withattraction, behavior, and self-
identification (Glover, Galliher, & Lamere, 2009 Each of these variables contributes to
an individual’s adoption of a sexual minority idépitand no one variable can be said to
be the most important.

Models for gender identity development have alsgubeto emerge. These
models have developed separately from sexual igedgvelopment models because
while one’s gender and sexual identity may inflleenoe another, they are separate
constructs. Many of these models focus on gertimtity development for transsexual

individuals and do not necessarily applyisgenderefiandgenderqueerindividuals.

! Sexual minority refers to individuals whose sexdehtities fall outside the majority, namely
heterosexual.
2 Cisgendered is a term for people whose gendegrassiat birth matches their gender identity.



One example of a transgender identity developmertains Transgender Emergence
(Lev, 2004). This is a stage model, although thtb@s do acknowledge that not every
individual will move sequentially through all theages.

Given the complexity of what contributes to an ndlial adopting a sexual
minority identity, no one model can accurately captall of an adolescent’s experiences
(Glover et al., 2009).. This is an important pdiatause this complexity can skew how
researchers gather data. Because there are nusnveags of defining who qualifies as a
sexual minority, there is no consistency in howjasctis are selected for research on these
populations. A sexual minority identity does nbtays mean the individual has engaged
in same-sex behavior, and vice versa, any moredhaaterosexual identity reflects
opposite sex sexual experience (Savin-Williams520@perationally defining who is or
is not a sexual minority inevitably becomes a vagfusing process.

A clear understanding of sexual and gender iderstiturther complicated by the
continual evolution of sexual and gender idengllydls. Although it is likely that
individuals with same sex desires have always exjst was not until the latter half of
the nineteenth century that individuals who engageshme sex sexual behavior began
to be identified and studied (Faderman, 1991). &early terms includedranian
(Miller, 1995) andnvert (Faderman, 1991) which referred to the presumeeramon of
the individual’'s gender. A German psychologistted the ternmomosexualityn the
late 19" century (Pickett, 2011). Around the beginninghe 20" century, individuals

began to self-identify with a same sex orientatather than being labeled in this way by

% Genderqueer is a catch-all term for individual®éil outside of the gender binary. This may méat
they identify as both genders, neither genderird tfender, or some combination of all of these.



others, although there was very little consensusuoguage use because of the lack of a
clear sexual minority community (Miller, 1995). wias during this time that the teigay
began to be more widely adopted. In the 1960s7@sdthe ternhesbiangrew to
prominence as a way to differentiate between tieel®ef gay men and gay women
(Faderman, 1991). Another common sexual idergitytbisexuality was first proposed
by Freud in 1925, but it gained popularity as aus¢identity term in the 1970s and 80s
(Miller, 1995). More recently, the terqueerhas been reclaimed by a younger
generation (Brontsema, 2004). To this day, langu@mtinues to evolve as new terms
are introduced, reclaimed, or fall out of vogue.

Further confusing our understanding of sexual artigr identities is the
possibility that adolescents are not choosing wawdabel them because they do not
want to be boxed in by labels (Jayson, 2009; Swilliams, 2005). This movement
away from established sexual identity labels mélgcethe fact that youth are endorsing
more fluid identity labels in greater numbers (Mare2004). If youth are moving away
from self-labeling their sexual and gender identityen existing models of sexual and
gender identity development may become less retendhe future. Furthermore,
without sexual identity labels, it becomes incregsi difficult to identify youth who
may be at a higher risk for harassment and riskitpBehavior. However, if youth are
not identifying themselves with established sexualority terms, they may not be at the
same risk, as they would not be a visible parhefrharginalized sexual minority
community. Additionally, if youth are moving aw&pm adopting sexual identity

labels, a visible and active sexual minority comityumay cease to exist in the future.



It has been generally agreed upon by researchatra ey subculture exists and
that it maintains its own unique language (Lea®730 This suggests that sexual identity
labels are important and hold weight, not onlytfer individuals who use them to
describe and define themselves, but also for theanity at large. Additionally, the
relationship between culture and language is nmlingctional. Culture can create and
maintain language, while language simultaneousgterss and maintains culture.
Because language has this much significancejnipsrtant that psychologists
understand how and why it is used.

Currently there is little research on how youthas®sexual identity labels, or if
they are actually using them. It is hypothesizet youth are not moving away from
established sexual identity labels, but ratherdaneeloping new and more flexible terms
that they use to better capture their unique erpesd of sexuality and gender identity at
different points in time. Context may also playiaportant role in what language youth
choose to use, with more common terms being usesideuthe Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, and Queer/Questioning (LGBTQ) commuamt more specific terms
being used with friends and within the communitiis research will explore what, if
any, language youth are currently using to deschbi sexual and gender identity, what
these words mean to them and for them, and howldreguage use may be evolving

over time.



Chapter 2: Review of theLiterature
| dentity Development

The main task of adolescence is to develop a sidéidity. This idea was
initially proposed by Erikson (1950), and it hasllaa important impact on the study of
adolescents. Erikson created a lifespan modebiltiihes the developmental tasks
individuals must face from birth until death. Eathge must be successfully resolved
before an individual can progress to the next stadee fifth stage in this modadentity
versusrole confusionis thought to occur during adolescence. Durmg period,
adolescents must determine who they are and wlyaatigenot. This can be a difficult
time as they work to integrate many different agpetthemselves. Individuals who
successfully resolve this stage will move on tortegt with a firm sense of self. Those
who are unable to fully integrate and understaed identity enter int@ole confusion,
and may cope by withdrawing from family and friermidy immersing themselves in a
crowd so they can take cues from others ratherieang their own commitments or
decisions.

During this time of exploration, adolescents mmake many decisions regarding
their identity (Erikson, 1950). Adolescents wiften try on many different identities in
order to determine which one fits best (Marcia,@98This may lead some people to
believe that adolescents are indecisive and urtabteake firm commitments. In
actuality, this experimentation may be healthy bseat allows adolescents to determine
who they are by permitting them to try on differetentities to see how they fit. By the
end of adolescence, individuals who have reacheshtihy resolution will have made

firm commitments in numerous identity categoried ®aill have discarded unfavorable



roles. Individuals who have successfully resolthesdr identity will have made decisions
and commitments in categories such as vocatiooétigal, religious, relationship,
achievement, intellectual, sexual, cultural andhethinterests, and personality.

Marcia (1980) expanded on Erikson’s idea by pogithat adolescence was not
simply about identity achievement or role confusiout rather the degree to which an
individual has explored and subsequently commiibesh identity. Marcia created four
statuses to describe the possible outcomes ofitgeletvelopment. Individuals can move
in and out of these statuses fluidly, and may mpeeence every status. The first status
is foreclosure wherein a commitment is made without any exploradf other options.
This is typically seen in adolescents who adopt {herents’ point of view without
guestioning and coming to their own conclusionsreElosure may also occur if an
adolescent assumes an identity that is in diregosition to that of their parents in order
to rebel.

The next status islentity diffusion(Marcia, 1980). Adolescents in this status
have not made any firm commitments and are noeatlgr exploring identities. For
some this may be due to a lack of interest, whei@asthers it may occur because they
are overwhelmed by the options available to thésentity diffusion is considered to be
one of the least complex and mature statuses tandfien seen in younger adolescents.
Individuals in this status typically have not expaced any type of crisis. Once a crisis
is experienced, adolescents will move intoratorium In this status, adolescents are
actively exploring their options, but have not madg firm commitments. Moratorium

is characterized by the greatest amount of anx@tye the crisis is resolvedgentity



achievemenis possible. Adolescents in this status have cetagltheir explorations and
have made firm identity commitments.
Sexual |dentity Development

Both Erikson’s and Marcia’s models describe gendemtity development. There
are also models for the development of specifiatities, such as racial or ethnic
identity, gender identity, and sexual identity. € the first sexual identity models was
developed by Cass in 1979 (See Table 1). Thistage model of homosexuality in
which each individual moves through the stagesewutss/ely, and it was the first model
to address any type of sexual identity developm#&vihen this model was proposed,
there were no sexual identity development modedggded for the development of a
heterosexual identity. This demonstrates a focusam-normative sexual identity rather
than research taking a broader view, which suggestgnificant amount of bias as all
individuals have a sexual identity. Currently,rthes still very little focus on how
heterosexual individuals develop a sexual identity.

The first stage in Cass’s modeidentity confusionin which individuals begin to
recognize that their attractions, actions, or thdsigould be labeled as homosexual
(Cass, 1979). Cass believed this stage would wevelimerous intense emotions,
including anxiety and fear, and that it could bgofeed in one of two ways. The
individual either acknowledges to him or herse#tthe or she is homosexual, leading to
identity exploration, or denies his or her feelingading to identity foreclosure. Those
who enter identity foreclosure do not progress fanher through the stages at that time.
The next stage islentity comparison In this stage, individuals begin comparing their

feelings with those of others and will begin toeumicthemselves as homosexual. When



this model was proposed, finding others to usehiercomparison would have been very
difficult. However, as the visibility of the LGBTQommunity has increased, it is likely
that comparison has become somewhat easier. Thwatithis stage, individuals will
evaluate their feelings on this development arehgtt to determine whether these
feelings are permanent, transient, or costly. liddials complete this stage when they
acknowledge their sexual identity.

Stage three iglentity tolerancewherein individuals begin to determine how their
homosexual identity will impact other pieces ofrtiselves (Cass, 1979). They may
begin to reach out to other homosexuals and disclosr feelings to a few trusted
friends. The outcomes of these experiences wil determine whether they will
continue to reach out to others or begin to pubhawThis stage ends when the individual
admits his or her homosexual identity to themselids certainty, even if they have not
reached full acceptance of it. Individuals theogpess to stage foudentity acceptance
In this stage there is greater acceptance of siesal identity, and the person will begin
to develop a more positive self-image. However itldkvidual may not have fully
integrated their identity if he or she continueptesent as heterosexual. They will begin
to make more disclosures to others about theiradedantity, and the presumed
discrepancy between the reactions of their hetgt@end homosexual friends, with
heterosexual friends being more rejecting and hemea friends demonstrating more
acceptance, will propel them into stage five. Htege is calledlentity pride
Individuals in stage five divide the world into twygpes of people, those who are
homosexual and those who are not. There will geeater draw for the individual to

associate with other homosexual individuals, whwhhelp to provide a sense of pride,



and a withdrawal from heterosexual individuals vy not be affirming of this new
identity. People in this stage often proclaim itmein-heterosexual identity to the world
with great pride and work to surround themselves Vike-minded individuals. The
final stage in Cass’s modeligentity synthesisIn this stage, individuals integrate sexual
identity with the other important pieces of thelemntity. While they may still place
importance on their sexual identity, it is no longeeir defining factor. An individual in
this stage will no longer feel at war with themsshor with the world around them.
They are no longer defensive and once again bediave positive interactions with
heterosexual individuals.

Another early sexual identity development model wasated by Troiden (1989).
This is also a stage model, although Troiden altbfee more flexibility, as individuals
may move back and forth between stages and magxpetience every one (See Table
1). The first stage in this modelsensitizationwhich occurs before puberty. During
this time, the individuals focus on differencestfrothers. Typically, these differences
are centered more on gender non-conforming behavigender markers than sexual
identity. Often individuals will feel marginalizednd may be targeted by peers. The
experience of being mocked for their difference roayse individuals to begin
internalizing a negative self-concept, which mayseaproblems in later identity
development.

The second stageidentity confusiopwhich occurs during adolescence. During
this stage, individuals begin to shift their fodumm their gender identity to their sexual
identity. They may begin to recognize homosexaalifigs and start experiencing

identity conflict between who they saw themseh&bafore and who they are now
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becoming. Troiden believed that this stage occuareund age 18 for females and 17
for males. This stage is often stressful, aneggponse, one of four coping strategies is
typically employed. The first idenial,in which individuals completely ignore any
homosexual feelings they may be experiencigoidanceoccurs when individuals
recognize their homosexual feelings but avoid sibna in which they may come to light
or be bothersome. The nextépair, in which individuals attempt to become
heterosexual, by changing their behaviAcceptanc@ccurs when the homosexual
identity is acknowledged. Troiden also notes thdividuals in the identity confusion
stage must also contend with creating a cohesemtity and developing intimate
relationships with others.

The third stage in this modeligentity assumptianTroiden (1989) believed that
this stage typically occurs between 19 and 21 yebage for males and between 21 and
23 years of age for females. During this stageviddals learn how to deal with social
stigma and begin to seek out other homosexualiohais with whom they can form
relationships. Again, Troiden lays out four potsitoping strategies for this stage. The
first is when an individuatapitulatesjn which he or she accepts others’ negative view
of homosexuality while simultaneously acknowleddimigjor her membership in this
group. The second minstralization in which the individual adopts exaggerated and
stereotypical homosexual behaviors and mannerigtassingallows an individual to
hide their sexual identity by passing as heteroslexvhile still acknowledging their
homosexuality to themselves and a select few dlemads. Finally, the individual can
engage irgroup alignmentin which they become highly involved in the LGBTQ

community, often to the exclusion of forming reteships with heterosexual individuals.
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In addition to struggling with assuming a non-hesexual identity, individuals must also
somehow separate from their families in a healtiy @adaptive way. This may be
complicated by a home environment that is not aoegpf non-heterosexual sexual
identities (Troiden, 1989).

The final stage in Troiden’s modeldgemmitmentywhich occurs between 21 and
24 years of age for men and between 22 and 23 géagge for women. In this stage,
individuals begin to integrate their sexual idgniitto their overall concept of
themselves. Thus, being gay simply becomes ore pietheir identity. Individuals in
this stage have typically experienced a committedessex relationship and have begun
identifying themselves as homosexual to heterodemdaviduals. Ideally, there will be
an increase in happiness and comfort with selfi gtage. It is important to note that
stages three and four in Troiden’s model overlagomen. Troiden states that this is
because women tend to experience sexual relatigmsghthin the context of a committed
relationship, while men may experience sexualiiahips without commitment during

the identity assumption stage (Troiden, 1989).

Table 1

Sexual ldentity Development Models

Cass (1979) Troiden (1989)
Identity Confusion Sensitization
ldentity Comparison Identity Confusion
Identity Tolerance Identity Assumption

12



Identity Acceptance Commitment
Identity Pride

Identity Synthesis

Although Cass (1979) and Troiden’s (1989) modetsdiiiferent, they do have
some overlap. Both models discuss an emergingesagas of difference, confusion
about that difference, claiming a non-heteroseideitity, and eventual integration of
this sexual identity into their overall view of theelves. These aspects also line up with
Marcia’s identity statuses. For example, confugibout the perceived difference and
what it means for that individual would be similamoratorium and integration of
sexual identity would line up witldentity achievementThis overlap suggests that there
are some universal experiences that all youthvdwn developing any type of identity.

There has been a significant amount of criticisreedfual identity models from
many sources, especially as they have become roormonly used (Savin-Williams,
2005). Even though both Cass (1979) and Troid@8q)Lhave stated that their models
may not be true for all people, they have stillrbeedely adopted and employed in a
prescriptive manner in attempts to help peopleutinatheir coming out process. This
has occurred despite the fact that while stage madeexual identity development may
be intuitive, they have not been well supporteddsearch. Additionally, these stage
models do not account for differences in age, ettynior gender nor the interaction of
these factors. While they may have been repretpentat the coming out process during

the decade in which they were developed, times bhaaged and the models have not
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evolved with the times. In the past, gay men vi&edy to engage in sex with other men
before adopting a non-heterosexual identity. H@avegoday youth may be more apt to
adopt a non-heterosexual identity before engagirsgx with others. Furthermore,
cultural factors are likely to play a large rolehiow individuals develop a sexual identity,
yet there is no way of accounting for cultural éifnces in the models. One example of
this is African American men who choose to liveittié on thedown low(Denizet-
Lewis, 2003). These men do not disclose that émgage in sex with men and may
often simultaneously be involved with women. Altigh many of them have integrated
their sexual attraction to men into their identitys unlikely that they followed either of
the models presented (Savin-Williams, 2005). Aap#xample would be individuals
who must find a way to integrate their religion aekual identity or disavow one or the
other (Wagner, Serafini, Rabkin, Remien, & Willigri994). This can be a very integral
step for religious individuals and yet it is noegdately captured within the presented
models. Without acknowledgement of these and athieural impacts on identity
development, Cass and Troiden’s sexual identitelbgpment models cannot speak to
every individual's experience.

As more research has been done on sexual ides¥glopmental models that
allow for greater flexibility have begun to emergéne of these models was developed
by D’Augelli (1994) who proposed a life span moutelvhich individuals can move in
and out of categories in whichever order is mdstvent to them, even skipping some
categories all together (See Table 2). A benétihis model is that it has the potential to
capture the experiences of individuals with mokeedie racial, ethnic, and gender

experiences (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). D’Augelli®£94) model contains six identity
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processes that occur in no set order and operdépamdently. These processes include
exiting heterosexuality; developing a personal lashgay, or bisexual (LGB) identjty
developing an LGB social identjlgecoming an LGB offspring by coming out to parents
developing an LGB intimacy statiendentering an LGB communityit is important to
note that an individual may be at very differerstqas in each of these processes at any
given point in time. For example, they may havealigped an identity that includes their
non-heterosexual orientation (developing a persb@# identity) and come out to their
parents (becoming an LGB offspring) but may cuilsebé single (developing an LGB
intimacy status). Additionally, individuals mayk&asteps forward or backward in each
area. For instance, they may have previously been about their sexual identity at
work (developing an LGB social identity) but mayolse to be less open in a new work

setting.

Table 2

Sexual Identity Development Processes

D’Augelli (1994)

Exiting heterosexuality
Developing a personal LGB identity
Developing an LGB social identity

Becoming an LGB offspring
Developing an LGB intimacy status

Entering an LGB community

15



Gender | dentity Development

Models have also been created to describe anidudils gender identity
development. These models have generally focusgurbople who fall outside of the
traditional definitions of what it means to be amua a woman, also known as the
gender binaryLev, 2004). These individuals are often colleetjvidentified agrans**
because they transcend the gender binary. Sitoildwe sexual identity development
models not addressing heterosexual identity dewedop, gender identity development
models do not encompass cisgendered identity dewedot. Early models outlined the
process of transitioning from one gender to anottagher than how the individual
developed their gender identity. One of these rsoolgtlines six stages to becoming a
woman and is focused on male to female transsex8aks Table 3) (Lewins, 1995).
These stages aabiding anxietydiscovery purging and delayacceptancgsurgical
reassignmentandinvisibility. This model is only applicable to male to fem@F)
trans* identified individuals who are choosing tadergo surgery to change their
physical gender, which is only one small portiorirafse who fall under the trans*
umbrella.

Newer models have been developed to be used ndiiduals at all points of the
trans* spectrum. This spectrum includes individuaho are transitioning from one
gender to another, individuals who do not ident¥fth a gender (genderqueer), or
individuals who move between genders (genderfl({@yroll, Gilroy, & Ryan, 2002).

One of these models is Transgender Emergence @#e 3) (Lev, 2004). This model is

* The * is included at the end of trans in ordedémote the numerous endings that could followet, i
transgender, transsexual, etc., and the other f¢éismsieant to encompass such as genderqueer or
genderfluid for example.
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applicable to all gender variant individuals, frémose who choose full surgical transition
to those who identify as genderqueer and do nagsq any type of body modification.
The six stages of this model are not necessarpgmenced sequentially; individuals may
return to earlier stages as part of their natueaketbpment. The model is also meant to
outline a general trajectory, and may not captusx\eindividual’s experience.

The first stage in Transgender Emergen@iarenesglLev, 2004). During this
period, individuals begin to recognize an intefiealing of being different and may
begin to realize that they are seen as differerthbge around them. Individuals often
experience feelings of gender dysphoria, a sigmiticliscomfort with the gender they
were assigned at birth. This emerging awarenegdead individuals to seek counseling
to help them sort through this experience. Thes@stage in this model seeking
information/reaching out During this stage, individuals begin to seamhifformation
about gender identity and variance. They alsorbggcome out as gender variant or
trans* not only to themselves, but to others ad.wedkeally, this coming out process will
lead them to finding a transgender community frolhiclv they can receive support. For
some individuals, this may be an exciting time efldring themself and creating new
connections. For others, it may be overwhelminthag work to disclose their identity
to others and integrate their past into their quridentity.

The third stage idisclosure to significant othersr which transgender
individuals begin disclosing their gender identayfamily and others (Lev, 2004). This
can be a very difficult process as families aremflow to accept the individual’'s gender
identity, if they accept it at all. Individuals Wikely experience a significant amount of

anxiety during this stage. Disclosures to partaeig spouses may be difficult, especially
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if this change in identity feels sudden to the part One of the struggles of this stage is
to find a way to manage both the relief at havioge out and the reactions of others to
this news.

Stage four igxploring identity and transitiofLev, 2004). In this stage,
individuals begin to search for a term that is ne@shfortable for them and congruent
with what they feel is their gender identity. Eogation is the hallmark of this stage, with
individuals trying on different gender roles, mansm@s, clothing, and other outward
signs of gender. Over time, individuals will dey@ltheir own unique style that best fits
who they feel they are psychologically and emotilgnarhis stage also includes an
exploration of future transition options. Indivala will begin to make decisions about
whether they wish to begin hormone therapy or staring up for surgery. On the other
hand, they may decide that they are comfortablk thieir bodies as they are, but that
there are other changes (i.e., name) that they twistake.

This naturally leads into stage fivexploring transition and possible body
modification(Lev, 2004). Although not all individuals makestbhoice to change their
body, most at least consider the possibility. Dgithis time, individuals may begin
hormones or electrolysis and may start planningtwgery. This stage can be filled with
a great deal of conflict as individuals often maisjage with clinicians in order to get
permission to move forward with their transitiorpéer & Parsons, 2006). For example,
many surgeons require a diagnosis of Gender Igdnigorder, which is found in the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disasde Forth Edition (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000), and an accompankatigr from the individual’'s

therapist or counselor before the surgeon willgrenfany type of gender reassignment
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surgery (i.e., genital reconstruction surgery, thesonstruction, or breast
augmentation). For many individuals, it can béiclit to get this permission if they do
not intend to complete a full hormonal and surgicahsition because some clinicians
will not support a non-binary identity (Carroll&t, 2002). In large part, this is due to
society viewing gender as being an either or chbeteveen male and female, rather than
a more varied and nuanced spectrum of possibilitié®vever, this perception is
beginning to change as youth are becoming moreesstied in occupying this middle
space between male and female that allows themvitohsback and forth at will.

The final stage in this modeliistegration and pridgLev, 2004). In this stage,
the individual has resolved her gender dysphorthideally has found a way to integrate
her previous presenting gender with her currentgeidentity. Some individuals will
choose to lead invisible lives in which they do disicuss their transgender identity,
while others will be more disclosing about thestbry. Regardless of the decision they
have made, individuals in this stage have becomdartable with who they are and how

they choose to present themselves to the world.

Table 3

Gender Identity Development Models

Lewins (1995) Lev (2004)
Abiding Anxiety Awareness
Discovery Seeking Information/Reaching Out
Purging and Delay Disclosure to Significant Others
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Acceptance Exploring Identity and Transition

Surgical Reassignment Exploring Transition and Pés8ody
Modification
Invisibility Integration and Pride

Another more expanded gender identity developmenteiwas proposed by
Devor (2004). This model includes 14 stages amadeiant to provide an outline for one
commonly followed path (See Table 4). Similar tany other model developers, Devor
highlights that not all individuals will move thrgh every stage and those that do may

move at different speeds.

Table 4

Gender Identity Development Models Continued

Devor (2004)

Abiding Anxiety
Identity Confusion About Originally Assigned Genderd Sex
Identity Comparisons About Originally Assigned Gendnd Sex
Discovery of Transsexualism or Transgenderism
Identity Confusion About Transsexualism or Transtgism
Identity Comparisons About Transsexualism or Transgrism

Identity Tolerance of Transsexual or Transgendentitly
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Delay Before Acceptance of Transsexual or Transgelugntity
Acceptance of Transsexual or Transgender Identity
Delay Before Transition
Transition
Acceptance of Post-Transition Gender and Sex ldesti
Integration

Pride

Sexual Identity L abel Development
through Time

Often an important piece of adopting a sexual oidge identity is choosing an
identity label. The most commonly used words todeylesbian, gay, and bisexual, but
these words have not always existed. Although likely that individuals who
experience non-heterosexual desires have beempthsaughout history, it was not
until the late 19 century that this behavior began to be labeledstindied (Faderman,
1991). Up until this time, sexual acts with indivals of the same sex in the Western
world were forbidden, though individuals who engagesexual acts with members of
the same sex were not defined by them (Foucau)190ne of the earliest terms used
for sexual identityurning, was developed by Karl Ulrichs in the laté"x@®ntury (Miller,
1995). Ulrichs believed that homosexual individuadnstituted a third sex, and he
wished to have a term that described these indasduAnother early ternmvert, was

meant to convey the idea that homosexual indiveluedre experiencing a gender that
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was the opposite of their physical body (Faderm&8,1). Many of the early terms
placed emphasis on non-heterosexual individualséggnces and presentations of
gender, suggesting that homosexual women were soals trapped in female bodies
and vice versa (Miller, 1995). During this timede labels for same sex desires focused
more on a moral or character flaw, and individwet® experienced these desires were
not to be blamed for their character defects. Uigerstanding of these desires evolved
with the language used to label them.

As terms to describe non-heterosexual identitiggbeo flourish, individuals
who shared these desires began to find each dhkgr( 1995). They formed groups
such as the Mattachine Socieand the Daughters of Bilifiswhich then became
synonyms for homosexuality (Pickett, 2011). Thentkomosexualityvas coined by
Karl Maria Kertbeny in 1869 as part of a campaigalbolish Prussian laws that forbade
sexual acts between men (Miller, 1995). As homuoakty became more widely used, it
took on a more medical meaning, leading to its latlkoption by the American
Psychiatric Association for use in the Diagnostid &tatistical Manual of Mental
Disorder (DSM-1) as a diagnostic category (Pick2i11). This change in terminology
corresponded with a change in the understandisgok sex desires to something that
could now be treated. In the first revision of D8&M (1968), homosexuality was moved
from the category of sociopathic personality digesdo other non-psychotic mental

disorders. However, it was not until 1973 that besexuality was removed as a mental

®> The name Mattachine came from a medieval-Renaiss@rench group made up of unmarried townsmen
who always performed masked. This name was chosesuse during the time when this group was
founded gays were also constantly masked people.

® The ‘Daughters of’ portion of this name is meantrimic other American social organizations (i.e.
Daughters of the American Revolution) and Bilisshe name of a fictional lesbian contemporary of
Sappho. It was chosen in part because of its oigcu
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disorder completely (Pickett, 2011). The impetusits removal came from a visible gay
rights movement that had begun to demand changes nfovement is often said to have
begun with the Stonewall Riots in 1969 (Miller, 539 The Stonewall Riots began on
the early morning of June 981969, in response to a police raid on the Stotiénrg a
gay bar located in Greenwich Village in New YorkyCi Though raids were common
during that time, on this particular night, therpas of the bar chose to fight back,
leading to six consecutive nights of riots and desti@tions. More mainstream
newspapers covered the riots and, because ohthaisy consider these riots to be the
beginning of a more visible gay rights movement.

As the gay rights movement gained greater visyhiiew language began to
emerge. People began moving away from the ternokerual because of its association
with mental disorders and began to adopt terms asghy (Weeks, 2003). During this
time same sex desires began to be seen as somethiagocially constructed and
natural. The terms gay and homosexual were otlginaed to describe both men and
women. However, as time went on, women begandaograze that their non-
heterosexual experiences were different from tlobseen and so began to develop their
own language (Faderman, 1991). Three terms wemneted around this period to
describe women who partnered with other wonsapphist, sapphisnandlesbian,
though only the final word is still common todayotB sapphist and sapphism were
derived from the name of the Greek poet Sappho,ig/believed to have written poetry
about romantic and sexual love between womenhdri®70s and 80s, individuals who
were attracted to others of the same and oppositdey began to adopt the term

bisexua] first proposed by Freud in 1905 (Miller, 1995).
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Recently there has been an explosion of languagewdhk are developing new,
more flexible terms to describe their gender anaigeidentities (Marech, 2004). There
has not yet been any empirical research to deterhmom widespread these new terms
are, so it is difficult to say whether this denceshift away from more traditional sexual
identity labels. Some of the new terms incluai®bisextrou§ demisexud]
genderfluid, homoflexiblé®, heteroflexiblé', androsexudf, gynosexuaf, and
pansexudf* (Highleyman, 1997; Queers United, 2011). The teumer which was
originally used as a derogatory term for non-hetexaal individuals, has also been
reclaimed by the current generation (Miller, 199%hese are only a few examples of the
many terms that are now used by youth to deschibie $exual identity. It is also
interesting to note that society’s view on samedesires has in some ways come full
circle, back to many individuals viewing these desias a moral issue.

Understanding the language individuals use to |Himt sexual identity is
important because language and culture share aisyoibfluence on each other
(McDaniel, Samovar, & Porter, 2011). Specificaligxual minority subculture is shaped
by the way that language is used to describe ¥pegences and sexual identity (Leap,
2007). Unfortunately, we often do not have a ctéfmition of what these identity

words mean (Christina, 1997). A good example f #hbisexuality, which is generally

’ Attracted to both women and men

8 An individual who only experiences sexual attraetafter they form a strong emotional attachment
® Individuals who move between genders

1% An individual who primarily experiences sexualattion to members of the same sex, but may
occasionally be attracted to individuals of the agife sex

™ An individual who primarily experiences sexualattion to members of the opposite sex, but may
occasionally be attracted to individuals of the sam®x

12 |ndividuals who are primarily attracted to men

13 Individuals who are primarily attracted to women

4 Individuals who experience attraction to othegardless of gender
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defined as “sexually attracted to individuals ofthsexes” (Oxford English Dictionary,
1989, p. 222). Even though this may appear to simple definition, how individuals
live out their sexual identities is rarely simpBifferent individuals who identify as
bisexual may have significantly discrepant defoms of whabisexualmeans, with no
one definition being the correct one (Christind® 20 Although language is clearly
important to the creation and maintenance of antityg it is also exceedingly difficult to
accurately define.
Utility of Sexual Identity L abels

It is also important to consider the utility of sk identity labels. For some itis a
politically necessary choice that is influencedanyindividual’s personal politics and
society’s response (Dobinson, 1999). One exaniple®is thewoman-identified-
womanof the early feminist movement (Faderman, 1991)ese women chose to
partner with other women despite being primarityaated to men because having a
relationship with a man was seen as desertingahsec For these women, sexual
identity became a political statement, rather thiamply an attraction. ldentities are also
strategic because an individual inevitably disowmstradictory pieces of his or her self
by claiming an identity label and must thereforease which pieces of his or her self to
honor and which to exclude (Dobinson, 1999). A vaanwho identifies as a lesbian but
sometimes finds herself attracted to men choosds&vow that piece of her identity by
choosing “lesbian” as her label. Additionally, miiéies are historically situated
(Foucault, 1990); that is, they are informed byagahhistorical circumstances and
personal history. When the gay rights movemest began, being a lesbian was not yet

a choice, as no one had created that term ye&t.ottly with the continual evolution of
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society and language together that current idelaiigls exist today. Claiming a
minority sexual identity label is much more thamgly identifying with whom an
individual prefers to partner; it is also an intiba to become part of a particular
subculture (Leap, 2007). In this way, placingl@leon an individual’'s non-heterosexual
identity may provide access to social support.
Summary

Given how complex labeling one’s sexual identity b, it is easy to see how
difficult it can become to study sexuality. Foraexple, how sexuality is defined
influences how it is studied (Savin-Williams, 2008)hree potential definitions of sexual
orientation have been suggested: sexual or romatttarction, sexual behavior, and
sexual identity.Sexual or romantic attractiois defined as one’s attraction toward a
particular sex or the desire to be in a loving,usg¢xelationship with one or both sexes.
Sexual behaviois defined as mutually voluntary sexual contad¢tveen two or more
individuals in which arousal is experienced eventércourse or orgasm is not. Finally,
sexual identitys “personally selected, socially and historicddbund labels attached to
the perceptions and meanings individuals have abeutsexuality” (Savin-Williams,
2006, p. 41). Because of the differences in dadimiof sexual orientation, if sexuality is
to be one of the exclusion criteria for a studw, definition that is chosen greatly
influences the sample that is acquired. For exangsl individual who experiences
romantic attraction to both sexes but has not eedyagany sexual activity and identifies
as a lesbian could be either included or excludeadstudy on homosexuality depending
on the definition employed by the researcher. Gaiby, sexual or romantic attraction as

the criterion for inclusion elicits the greatesther of non-heterosexual individuals,
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whereas sexual identity will generally lead to actnamaller sample. This is because not
all individuals who experience sexual or romanttcagtion to individuals of the same
gender would endorse a non-heterosexual sexudityleiihese differing definitions

also become important when individuals are chootheg own identity labels, and how
much each of these factors influences their choidabels may vary greatly from one
person to the next.

Currently there are conflicting views as to how @ngbuth are choosing labels
for their sexual identities. On the one hand, somde&/iduals are arguing that adolescents
are beginning to endorse more fluid sexual idegjtwhich may be leading to their
moving away from traditional sexual identity labéls., lesbian, gay, bisexual) (Jayson,
2009; Savin-Williams, 2005). On the other hanansaesearch is suggesting that these
traditional labels are still relevant to youth (Rel, Clarke, & Clary, 2009). For
example, a study from 2009 found that the leslgag, and bisexual identities are still
relevant to youth today. The authors used data ffbe Preventing School Harassment
survey, which included a forced choice self-rebgexual identity with an option to
write in a sexual identity label. The majorityrain-heterosexual youth (71%) endorsed
traditional sexual identity labels, with 13% wrijiin questioning 5% writing inqueer
and 9% providing some other label.

Given the paucity of research currently availaliles, difficult to hypothesize how
youth may be choosing and using language to deteramd describe their sexual and
gender identities or if they are at all. Neverisgl it is unlikely that youth are
completely abandoning identity labels. History Baswn that language evolves over

time, with terms falling in and out of vogue astatg evolves (Faderman, 1991). Rather
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than operating without labels, youth may simplyckeating their own new language to
better capture their experiences (Cohler & HammaeR,7; Thompson & Morgan,
2008). Identity labels have also previously alloviredividuals access to sexual minority
subculture, and it is unclear how youth now idgntiith and connect to this. Language
use may also evolve for the individual over timénar she becomes more completely
aware of his or her own sexual and gender idestitie

In summary, the only statement that can be madeaeittainty is that there is not
much clarity around how youth select and employakidentity labels, or if they are
using labels at all. There appears to be a bilsgfsexual identity language and how it is
used is changing, but there is no body of resetarshipport or refute this idea. In order
to begin the process of addressing these questluastudy explores how youth select
their sexual identity labels, how their use of Iabmay evolve over time, and how it may
change in different contexts. Additionally, whatkdemographic factors including
geographical location and religious or spirituantty influence the type of labels youth

choose were also investigated.
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Method
Participants

This study recruited young adults ages 18 to 22flect on their adoption of
sexual identity labels throughout their adolescerféar the purpose of this research,
adolescence is defined as roughly the second detdifie, beginning around
approximately age 10 and ending in the early 20%ile there are many different
definitions for the start and end points of adade®e, including biological, emotional,
cognitive, educational, legal, and chronologicdimdtons (Steinberg, 2005), this
particular definition was chosen because it offeesgreatest possible range of
experience. The age range of 18 and 22 was chosatsparticipants potentially have
had enough past identity development on whichflesg while still being within the
general definition of adolescence. Furthermoréividuals must have questioned their
sexual identity at some point in time. This waseased by asking participants whether
they have ever questioned their sexual identityhil&\guestioning is required, they did
not have to have settled on a non-heterosexualitgemor did they have to have their
sexual identity completely defined. The purposéhd criterion was to assure that the
participants had given some thought to their sexdeaitity and its label.

Demographic information was collected from alltg@pants, including age, race,
geographic location, socioeconomic status, jolchosl status, religious affiliation,
gender identity, sexual identity, and whether theg in a rural or urban area. Race was
defined using the United States Census Bureaul igatiegories for the 2010 census.
These categories are White, Black or African AmaaricAmerican Indian or Alaskan

Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacifialstler, and Some Other Race. The
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country was divided into four geographical regitmslenote geographical location. This
division was based on the U.S. Census Bureau’sidiviof the U.S. into the following
regions: North East Midwest®, SoutH’, and Wesf (United States Census Bureau,
2010). Individuals were asked to denote their égglevel of education. Respondents
were also asked whether they consider themseligstes, spiritual, or neither. Finally,
they were asked if they live in a rural or urbassaas defined by the U.S. Census Bureau
(United States Census Bureau, 2011). This infdonavas gathered to help determine
whether there is any relationship between eachadé categories of demographic
information and the type of sexual identity labelth choose.

Individuals were recruited electronically throudinee sources: college and
university LGBTQ groups, Parents and Friends oblaass and Gays (PFLAG) groups,
and Division 44 of the American Psychological Asaton (APA). These three groups
were chosen in an attempt to recruit a diverse pbsubjects. College and university
LGBTQ groups and PFLAG groups were selected bedieseare likely to have
members who have questioned their sexual idemtityfall within the required age
range. Both groups were utilized in an attempeep from biasing the participant pool
by only recruiting college students. Division 44lee APA was contacted because its
members have connections to other relevant indalgdand groups that the researcher

would not know. College and university LGBTQ gps were selected using the

15 Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New HampsNiee Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode
Island, Vermont

'8 llinois, Indiana, lowa, Kansas, Michigan, MinnésoMissouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio,
Wisconsin, South Dakota

7 Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, District of Columibitnrida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland,
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South CaraliTennessee, Texas, Virginia, West Virginia

18 Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, ltg Montana, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Nevada,
Washington, Wyoming
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Human Rights Campaign’s (HRC) LGBTQ Campus Groug@ory. All groups that
provided email addresses were contacfeBLAG groups were also contacted by email
using the email addresses provided for each grauphePFLAG website.

A request for participants was also sent out thhoivision 44, the Society for
the Psychological Study of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexaatl Transgender Issues. In addition
to asking the members to participate, the reseasdied the members to pass along the
link to any potentially interested parties, thudizihg snowball sampling. Again, all
individuals who participated in the study were ast@pass along the link to others who
may have been interested in participating.

Procedure

This research was conducted over the Internet ¢irausecure online survey site
(www.surveymonkey.com). Participants receivedieflatescription of the survey and
what it hoped to capture. If they were interesteplarticipating and met the criteria, they
were asked to click a link to take them to the syrvAs an incentive, participants were
also informed that participation in the survey wbeahter them in a drawing for a gift
card. This provided some encouragement to paatieip

When the participants reached the website, theyaaanformed consent that
outlined who was conducting the research, whabiela to find, and potential risks and
benefits of participating. The individual was thesked to electronically give his or her
consent to participate. Individuals then went tigto a brief screening in which they
were asked their age and whether they had evetigoed their sexuality. If they met
the criteria outlined above, they were then coretttd the survey (See Appendix C).

Demographic information was then collected. Agmgraphical location, rural or urban
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setting, and whether they are religious, spiritaaheither were all forced choice
guestions. This method was utilized to streandia analysis. The questions asking for
the label the participants use for their sexuatiitfe and gender identity labels were
open-ended questions so that participants hadekddm to identify as they chose. If
they did not meet both of the criteria to partitgyahey were thanked for their time and
directed away from the survey website. After cogtiph the survey, participants were
thanked for their participation and asked to preveth email address in order to be
entered in the drawing. This information was kegtarate from their survey answers in
order to protect subjects’ identities. At the ahgsof the data collection period, all emalil
addresses collected were entered into a drawidgtermine the winners of the gift
cards. Winners were chosen using a random nundmargtor and were then contacted
by the email address they provided.
Data Analysis

Quantitative analysis. In order to perform quantitative analysis, datarfrine
guestion “What word (or words) would you use toelaypur sexual identity? If you
prefer to remain unlabeled, please leave this guebtank,” was divided into two
categories: traditional sexual identity labels (dagbian, bisexual, homosexual,
heterosexual, and straight) and non-traditionaligkexientity labels (any other reported
label or no label). These two categories were #ralyzed using a Chi-squared analysis
to determine if there were significant differenbetween each group based on region,
spirituality, and whether they live in a rural aban area.

Qualitative analysis. Qualitative data was obtained from the open-ended

guestions of the survey and analyzed using thecinduthematic analysis procedure put
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forth by Boyatzis (1998). Each set of responsesngad and mined for potential themes.
After themes were identified, the responses weread to confirm their existence. The
themes were then condensed as much as possibiestilimaintaining their meaning
and distinctiveness. Once condensed, themes wdeglc Each code included a label, a
definition for the theme, a description to helpntiy when the theme occurs, any

specific requirements or exclusions, and examfBegdtzis, 1998).
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Chapter 4: Results

A total of 300 responses were collected beforestiveey was closed.
Unqualified responses, including those who didmeet the selection criteria and
participants who did not complete the survey, weraoved before data analysis
occurred.
Demographic Characteristics

A total of 207 completed responses were obtair@@idthis number 164 (79.2%)
identified themselves as White, 13 (6.3%) as Bla€k(4.8%) as Asian, 8 (3.9%) as
American Indian, and 12 (5.8%) as Other. All gapéants were between the ages of 18
and 22 years old: 29 (14%) were 18 years old, S%{lwere 19 years old, 50 (24.2%)
were 20 years old, 55 (26.6%) were 21 years old 421 (20.3%) were 22 years old.
Geographically, most participants were locatechenMidwest or Western United States.
Specifically, 67 (32.4%) lived in the Midwest, 4D9(3%) lived in the North East, 30
(14.5%) lived in the South, and 70 (33.8%) livedha West. Regardless of geographical
location, most participants, 176 (85%), respondied they lived in an urban area, with
31 (15%) living in a rural area. A total of 183(8%) participants were currently
enrolled in school and 24 (11.6%) were not studanhtle time. Ninety-one (44%)
participants identified as neither religious nairiggal, with 32 (15.5%) stating they were
religious and 84 (40.6%) identifying as spiritual.

There was a wide range of responses for both sexdagender identity. For a
complete listing of all responses, see Appendixd Appendix B. One hundred
seventeen (56.5%) participants identified as fep¥g22.7%) identified as male, 12

(5.8%) identified as somewhere in the trans* speatrand 31 (15%) used some other
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label or no label for their gender identity. Fexsal identity, 17 (8.2%) of the sample
identified as heterosexual, 170 (82.1%) identifischon-heterosexual, and 20 (9.7%)
were unlabeled. In terms of how they labeled tliantity, 135 (65.2%) used a

traditional® label, 53 (25.1%) used a non-traditional labet| 2@ (9.7%) used no label.

Table 5

Gender and Sexual ldentity

Gender Identity Sexual Identity Type of Label
Female 117 (56.5%) Heterosexual 17 (8.2%) Traditional (652%)
Male 47 (22.7%) Non- 170 (82.1%) Non- 53 (25.1%)

Heterosexual Traditional
Trans* 12 (5.8%) Unlabeled 20 (9.7%) No Label 20 (9.7%)

Other/ 31 (15%)

No Label

Quantitative Analysis

A Chi-squared analysis of the available data veesiuo determine whether a
relationship existed between where participantevarated regionally within the United
States, whether they lived in a rural or urban amdeether they identified themselves as

religious, spiritual, or neither, and if they ch@staditional or non-traditional label. For

9 Gay, lesbian, bisexual, homosexual, heterosestraight
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the purposes of this analysis, a traditional lates defined as the following words: gay,
lesbian, bisexual, homosexual, heterosexual, andjst. Any other sexual identity label
or the use of no label at all was considered atrexfitional label.

Figure 1 shows the comparison between youth wattiitional and non-traditional
labels by geographic location. For each geogralpkition, youth more frequently
chose traditional sexual identity labels. A PeassGhi-Square analysis of this data
found no significant relationship between geograpdcation and the type of label youth
usey? (3, N=207) = 1.635, p=0.651. This indicated thgouth’s geographic location

does not have a significant impact on whether thepose a traditional or non-traditional

label.
Figure 1
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Figure 1.Geographic location. This figure compares the nurobearticipants choosing

traditional versus non-traditional labels in fo@ographic regions.
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Youth were also found to choose traditional lalmetse frequently than non-
traditional labels regardless of whether they wecated in a rural or urban area, as
demonstrated in Figure 2. The Pearsons Chi-Squrelgsis once again shows no
significant relationship between these two varigigie(1, N=207) = 1.295, p=0.255,
suggesting that living in a rural or urban geograjpinea does not have a significant

impact on youth’s selection of sexual identity lisbe

Figure 2
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Figure 2.Rural vs. urban. This figure compares the numbeadicipants choosing

traditional versus non-traditional labels in rwalsus urban locations.

Finally, Figure 3 displays the relationship betwége type of label youth use and
whether they self-identify as religious, spirituad,neither. Once again, no significant
relationship was found when the Pearsons Chi-Scaraabysis was rury? (2, N=207) =

5.656, p=0.059. This indicates that a youth’s-ghdhtity as being religious, spiritual, or
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neither does not significantly impact the type eXwsal identity label that they choose to

employ.
Figure 3
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Figure 3.Religious identification. This figure comparestmapants choosing traditional

versus non-traditional labels in three categorfeglgyious identification.

Qualitative Analysis

A qualitative, thematic analysis was performedlmnarrative responses
participants provided for each of the short ansyusrstions. The primary researcher and
a research assistant independently completednhigsas to allow for greater validity of
the themes that were discovered. Each questiont@ndrresponding themes will be
reported below.

Choosing a sexual identity label. Three main themes emerged from the thematic

analysis for this question: (a) This is the wordttfits best, (b) This is the word that
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society places upon me, and (c) | need more fluithdn words allow. Many of the
participants stated that they chose a particubanaadentity label because it felt as
though it was the best fit for how they were feglirfFor example:

| went to a queer conference and | was introduodtis new term [pansexual]
and it just fit.

| chose the label of ‘lesbian’ after strugglinglwiny sexuality most of high
school, shortly after | started dating my firstfgiend. | felt strong feelings
toward a female for the first time and felt comédate with using the label. 1 just
knew it was right for me.
Each of these individuals referred to the word tblegse as “just fitting” or somehow
knowing it was “right.” Many individuals express#tit the label they had chosen in
some way just perfectly matched the way that thegevieeling. Within this particular
theme, two distinct subthemes emerged: (1) Havmegxgerience of exploration and
arrival at their chosen label, and (2) Using thaawvithout exploration because it is the
word for how | feel. In addition to participantdking about the rightness of a particular
word, they also described a period of exploringpbethey found the word that was right

for them.

After | figured out that | was attracted to womesweell as men, | spent a while
on the internet researching nomenclature, andldimied myself as bisexual.

As | came into college and learned more and mooetaihe queer community |
was able to choose from an extremely wide seledfdabels to give myself; the
more exposure to the subject | got, the easiead fwr me to find a label closest
to what | identify as.
After several years of thinking about the way Enaict with people around me
and about the people I've been attracted to irpst, | decided that bisexual
described me better than heterosexual, lesbigmmsexual.

The second sub theme that emergedWsing this word without exploration because it

is the word for how | feelParticipants whose responses fell within thestle described
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their sexual identity label as a foregone conclusibor these individuals, the word they
chose was inevitable because it was the obvioud feothow they feel. However, it is
important to note that, unlike the second themesehrespondents did not express any
dismay or frustration with the label they had bgemn.

| am attracted to both males and females. The terithat is Bisexual. So | feel
it's easier to identify myself by giving it the nam

It simply fits my sexuality: lesbian is the commpopular label used for women
who are sexually attracted to other women. Omrealized my sexual
preferences | began using this label.

| realized in high school that | was attractedittsgthen in college, | realized that
| am way more fulfilled when I'm in a relationshipth a girl rather than with a
boy, so | chose the label ‘lesbian’ to express mypbsexuality.

| am a woman and | am attracted to other womenrg Ir@timate relationships with
other women, and do not feel or want attractionai@s men. [Lesbian]

Each of these individuals expresses the naturabfdbgir sexual identity label, with
some even going so far as to point out that how tbel is the definition of that term.

A smaller portion of the participants fell undeetsecond theme, stating that the
sexual identity label they use is the one thatefgdias put upon them, rather than a label
they chose for themselves. For these individubhése was also a feeling of inevitability,
but some expressed frustration at being forcedthblabel or any label at all.

| strongly believe that | was socially constructeddentify as a heterosexual

woman. Therefore it's impossible to name a paldicway | chose to be

heterosexual.

| didn’t really choose the label, society chositme. I'm gay and | openly

identify as gay. I've always been gay. When &fiy opened and said | was

attracted to men, that’s the label | knew societyild give me. It makes me
easier to understand, it binds me to a communitygaves me an extra identifier.

In a perfect world, | wouldn’t have a label. Buat matter what | do, society will
always give me one.
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Society labels females who are sexually and emallipattracted to only females
as lesbians. It's a label by definition and itide$ who | proudly am.

Didn’t choose the label. | am male [and] like mdverefore, society classifies me
as ‘gay.’

Despite the option to not identify any sexual idgriabel, these youth expressed the idea
that they must have a label. There is no oppdstuaireject a label, nor are they able to
choose an appropriate or comfortable label for geves. Rather, society hands down a
word that is defined by the sexual and romanticabalrs in which they engage.

The final theme to emerge from this question &sfdeling that the participant
requires more fluidity than words allow. Withinghmain theme, two subthemes
occurred: (1) | have not decided what word is f@sie, and (2) | do not use a label
because my identity is too fluid or cannot be cod by language. For both of these
groups of participants, the language of which tweye currently aware could not
encompass their sexual identity. Some examples frne first subtheme include:

It [not straight] is my current label and allows togfeel more freedom with the
guestioning process without the extent of uncetyaimat ‘questioning’ gives me.

| have never been with a woman but | find them aélyuattractive — until | have
and know ‘for sure’ | [choose] not to use a labledm definitely attracted to men.

For most of my life | just simply identified as bebsexual because, well, that’s
how society is. But as I've gotten older, and esdly in recent years, I've come
to question my sexuality. I've never had a sigaifit other, so | always figured
that was why | had no interest whatsoever in $¢awever, as | got to know
more and more people in college, that began to riesseand less sense to me.
Even people like me who, in their 20s, have stli lmad a first kiss, are interested
in sex, porn, masturbation, etc. But none of #mdeals to me, whatsoever.
Although I have trouble picturing myself with anetlperson in any context,
when | do, what | want is not sex but just an eoral partner. And | could
honestly see that happening with either a man anavo While | am generally
more attracted to men, if it really came down tbr&ally don’t think it would
matter. | don’t know if I do even label myself &sexual at this point, since I've
never really been in a position to find out, ifth@akes sense, but | suppose it's
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the closest to how | feel. That or maybe at maanhiBexual, but that term tends
to garner a lot of hate and misunderstanding.

Some examples from the second subtheme include:

| still have a hard time connecting with any labél$ike the idea of being ‘open.’
| believe that sexuality [is] definitely a slidirsgale. Although I find both men
and women attractive physically, | find people matstactive based on their
[personalities] and | tend to connect more with if@ne personalities. There is
too much stigma attached to the label ‘lesbianmferto fully identify with it.

But | do not consider myself bisexual either beedusm dating a woman who is
the love of my life and | know that | would modtdly not date a man again even
if something happened between her and |.

| prefer not to use a sexual identity label becddsel like | don’t want to be
constrained by it. Every label carries with itte@n stereotypes and connotations,
and | would prefer that people got to know me | @bsence of such stereotypes.
| also feel like my sexuality is subject to chanige, if | choose a label then | will
subconsciously try to make my behavior fit thaelab
| don’t use a label because popular sexual idelatiigls (eg [sic], gay, lesbian)
are definitive of both the sex that you're attracte and your own sex. Because |
identify as genderqueer, I'm not comfortable witling those terms.
It [queer] allows for the most fluidity. My attraons/interests change all the time
(I usually talk about being x% gay at any givend)nso | go with queer because |
get to stay part of the sexual minority communityg get recognized as such, but
| don’t have to stress about the word every timepancentage fluctuates.
As is evident by the length of the quotes, manthee participants used a greater
number of words to describe their sexual idenstyel choice than the participants who
fell within the other themes for this question. o$k participants whose answers fell
under this theme employed more nuance in theirrgie®mns so as to communicate their

sexual identity and attraction with the greatestam of clarity possible.
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Table 6

Choosing a Sexual Identity Label

Themes

1. This is the word that fits best
Having an experience of exploration amilal at their chosen label
Using this word without exploration bese it is the word for how | feel
2. This is the word that society places upon me
3. I need more fluidity than words allow
| have not decided what word is bestiie
| do not use a label because my idergitoo fluid or cannot be contained by

language

Using a different sexual identity label in thepast. The second open-ended
guestion asked participants to discuss whetherhbdyever used a different sexual
identity label in the past, and if so, what is wasl why they used it. Five main themes
were found during the thematic analysis of thesvegrs: (a) No, | have never used
another label, (b) Bisexuality was used as a ttiamsil label, (c) | found a better or more
accurate word for how | feel, (d) My sexual identit the way | viewed my sexual
identity changed, and (e) Though | used a labtia@past, | have moved away from
using a label currently. Approximately 22% of te@mnple stated that they had never
used another identity label in the past. Mosheke participants responded to the

guestion with a simple no; however, some did pre\ddit more explanation.
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Not really. | expected to become attracted tooghigosite sex, since that was
‘normal’ but when that never happened (when | thtle develop any sexual
attraction to any type of body even many years g@itderty) | claimed the label
Asexual and have kept it since.

| personally have not used a different label, altifopeople have tried to label me
differently. I'm currently married to my spousedathey identify as genderqueer,
though they are often read as a woman. So | haggaople label me as a
lesbian because they perceive me to be in a refdtip with a woman. | have
also had people tell me that | am actually pandeb@@ause my spouse is
genderqueer. But | personally never altered mgllab

Because most participants declined to provide nmdogmation, it is impossible to

speculate on their reason for never considerinfferent label.

The second theme that emerged was that many indiladdentified as bisexual

for a period of time, and then categorized it &masitional label retrospectively. Even

though bisexual was a temporary label for thesgqgyaaints, some of them were sure to

articulate their belief that bisexuality can bdabte sexual identity label for others.

| originally thought | was bisexual as the trammsitfrom straight to lesbian
occurred.

Before | came to identify as a lesbian, bisexuad W closest thing to identify
with myself. While | do believe bisexuality to bBecompletely legitimate sexual
identity, | used it more as a transitional stageaming to terms with my own
sexuality.

Yes. Like most people | considered myself to befesexual like a majority of
people | knew. When | realized that | liked girlabeled myself as bisexual
since | [assumed] | was still attracted to men. ewhrealized | was only
attracted to women | relabeled myself as a lesbian.

Yes, | initially thought of myself as bisexual, e#hough any encounter | had
with women felt forced. | experimented a bit befoealizing | was only lying to
myself about being attracted to women, in orddraee some chance of
complying to societal norms in the future. Oné@méw this would be impossible,
| labeled myself as homosexual.
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Many of the participants whose responses fell withis theme also described a sense of
recognizing their attraction to the same gendeorgethey realized they did not actually
experience attraction to the other gender. Inwlag, bisexuality became a stepping
stone because the individual would notice her @itra to women while still operating
under the default assumption of heterosexualigm thfter some time and exploration,
she would observe that her attraction to men waaysd an assumption rather than
reality.

For a portion of the participants, their label mpad because they eventually
found a label that was a better fit for how theyavieeling. The participants within this
theme did not generally experience a change im ithentity. Instead, they used a
different, less fitting label until they discoveradnore appropriate choice, typically
through research.

| used to use bisexual as my label until | learaledut pansexuality.

| used to think | was straight, then gay, therabd finally demisexual. Like |

said before, my sexual attractions are few antbéaween, so it took a long time

to sort out what | actually liked. | also wasnitare that there were more labels
than gay/straight/bi for [a while], and none ofg¢kaeally seemed right.

| first thought | was Bisexual because I've beetirdpguys for as long as | can

remember but noticed that | have had tendenciéso&fng at girls too, but after

reading a lot of articles and watching a lot ofeoad, | found ‘Pansexual’ the most
accurate of how | felt.
Within this theme many participants also talkedutlinying on different language to see
if it fit before moving back to their previous lamgpe.
Yes. |identified as ‘queer’ for [a while] becaus#ated a transman and did not

feel the label ‘lesbian’ was fitting. But it isakky a lot easier to say ‘lesbian’ than
have to explain what ‘queer’ means and why it isietogatory every time.
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As | said before, | identified as lesbian for a Mhil really like the label queer,
and used to use it a lot, but am more reluctadbteo after | took a few queer
theory courses. | like the vagueness of queelog@s not imply 50/50 attraction to
men/women), and love the politically active conmiotas of queer, but | am a
strong supporter of gay marriage, so I'm not sheg it is really the right term for
me.

| began dating a transgender man (transman) 7 rmagih. Everyone responded
to the news by saying they didn’'t know | was a l@shbisexual. It confused them
that | identify as neither. My boyfriend is no rear less a man than any
cisgendered man | have dated. However, becausétbe questions of my
sexuality | temporarily considered if | could benpaxual. Ultimately | decided |
think pansexuality is the most beautiful sexudlityave heard of, but that it does
not apply to me. | was simply giving in to the ggares to fit into labels with
which | did not identify.

Often these individuals appear to feel uncertamuathe language they were using or
had felt pressure from others or the communityaegd to adopt a different sexual
identity label.

While some individuals changed their sexual idgréibel because they found a
better word, others changed because their view@in $exual identity changed or
evolved. For these participants, their previousdsdecame less accurate or untrue, so
they adopted new language to match their changiegtity.

| first came out as a ‘Lesbian’ before | knew what that | was Trans* because |

felt it fitted the fact that | was sexually attradtto Females. But after | came out

as Trans*, | have come to realize that even thaigtt now | am in a ‘straight
relationship,” | am still attracted to Males and/@alecided to take on the

‘Bisexual’ label now.

Yes, earlier in my life when | was in differentditircumstances and situations.
My identity has changed as | have changed as amers

Used to use the term queer back in high schoolusechquestioned my
homosexuality and thought | was either bisexuddiourious. Then people would
ask if | dated men as well, and | would finally feemfortable stating that I'm
just a lesbian.
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More specifically, many of these participants hdehtified as straight before coming to
realize their non-heterosexual identities. Untike participants who used bisexual as a
stepping-stone, these individuals moved more sesstylérom heterosexual to non-
heterosexual.

Straight, it changed because | only identified nfyse straight because it was

what | [was] brought up to believe. | didn't eMemow what gay/lesbian was until

a certain age. By the time | reached middle schiawhs obvious to me that | was

attracted to girls and not guys.

Growing up | just assumed | was straight, becaligestthe way everyone was.

It changed when | realized | wasn'’t interestedlahanen, and instead was

interested in women.

| considered myself straight until | was 18. Whenet girls living the gay

lifestyle they showed me that it is possible tol dgth your feelings for girls and

lead a happy life. This gave me the courage ttotdo the same, deviating from

my ‘straight’ label.
Many of these individuals discussed never havingstjaned their heterosexual identity
because everyone around them was heterosexuah@ngdds the expectation. Indeed, it
was not until they had the opportunity to meetnderact with other non-heterosexual
individuals that they began to recognize the pa#silof identifying in a different way.

Finally, a much smaller portion of the participmadtscussed moving away from
their previous labels to no label at all. Thes#imuals often stated they felt confined
by the words they had previously used and beingts@emain unlabeled felt more
comfortable for them.

| used to consider myself straight. Still, mostle# people | am attracted to are

male, but | have found myself attracted to womepoatts. When | found myself

attracted to women and | told people about it, theyld say things like, ‘Wait,

but | thought you were straight?’ It's that kinfitbing | want to avoid. As |

became more educated about queer issues | debiateit was [all right] for me
to not want to label myself.
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When | was in the process of coming out to mysedf ‘diguring it out,’ | found
that the other LGBTQ people around me were as atisbas perhaps a general
heteronormative society and their sentiments. Wete either [gay] or straight.
There is really so much [discrimination] within tbemmunity itself. | first
would identify myself as ‘liking women,’ to keephtief in the meanwhile of
figuring out my sexuality. | just wouldn’t settteown with the term ‘lesbian.’ |
knew | was also attracted to men, though women ntoartel think | was afraid of
coming to that acceptance because of the inforudlying’ from the LGBTQ
[community] in ‘making up your mind,’ etc.

| have switched between bisexual and lesbian, bogstly | don't fit perfectly
into either. Labels are there so society can iflagsu as something. Just live
life, you don’t need to label something for it te keal.

These respondents often used many more words thangarticipants to explain why

they had moved away from a label and why it wasoirtgnt for them to remain

unlabeled at this time in their lives.

Table 7

Using a Different Sexual Identity Label in the Past

Themes

1. No, | have never used another label

2. Bisexuality was used as a transitional label

3. I found a better or more accurate word for hdeel

4. My sexual identity or the way | viewed my sexigntity changed

5. Though | used a label in the past, | have mawealy from using a label currently
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Using a different sexual identity label in certain circumstances. Participants
were asked to discuss if they ever used a diffdadra in certain circumstances, and if
they did, why they made that choice. Four maimi&e were uncovered during the
thematic analysis of this section: (a) No, | newse a different label, (b) | sometimes use
another label for convenience or simplicity, (spmetimes use another label to avoid
potential risk, and (d) | use a different labeldese | consider these words to be
interchangeable. Approximately a third of the mggents (33%) reported that they
never used a different sexual identity label irtaiarcircumstances. One again, although
many respondents simply replied no to this quesadiew went on to explain their
reasoning further.

No. Ever since | came out to my parents, | ha@nlopen about my sexuality.

Open, meaning | don't flaunt it and push it intmpke’s faces, but as in if | was

asked the question, ‘Are you gay?’ | wouldn't dény

No, that seems hypocritical to me.

No. | don’t think | should have to hide who | amtiat others will not feel
uncomfortable.

Nope. Even amongst other Igbt individuals | dwse labels. The term gay
feminizes you. While | have no problem with queand fully support them,
that’s not me, and not what | want people to viea/as.
Only a few participants decided to provide addiicnformation, so no subthemes could
be identified.
The second theme to emerge was that some partisipaed a different label in
certain circumstances for convenience or simplicityithin this theme, two subthemes

appeared: (1) the demographics of the audiencedragavhether the individual used a

different term, and (2) the individual did not waothave to explain his or her chosen
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identity label. For the first subtheme, particifzaoften referred to the age of the
individual with whom they were speaking as a reasamse a different word, though
other demographics had an impact as well.
It depends on the age of the people | am sharingdamtity with. 1 think if and
when | come out to my parents, | will NOT refemiyself as ‘queer—to them it
is pejorative speech, to me it is empowerment.
Yes. Sometimes | use Q&A or QPOC for queer&assar] or Queer person of
color if I'm talking to someone who knows thosenterbecause it is more in line
with how | see myself while maintaining an umbreéam.
With older generations (like my grandparents’ dgeill more frequently say gay
or lesbian because those are terms they can telatel that they understand
slightly better.
Often these participants made a firm distinctiotwieen speaking with others who are
also part of the LGBTQ community and speaking wople outside of the community,
with more traditional sexual identity terms suclygayg, bisexual, and lesbian being used
with those outside of the community.
The second subtheme of not wanting to have to exfile chosen label often

referred to wanting to make communication with d¢kiger easier.

Sometimes I'll just say I'm bisexual because ntitaf people know what
pansexuality is. If | have to explain, | do.

Sometimes, around people who | know are not totaipfortable with
homosexuality, | refer to myself as ‘gay’ ratheatilesbian.” While they are
essentially synonymous, gay is shorter, easieaypand easier to hear, perhaps
because it is more widely used in popular cultutesbian’ on the other hand has
some very specific, sometimes negative, connotstion

Sometimes | refer to myself as straight if | domént to confuse people or have
to explain why | don't like choosing a sexual idgnt | also choose
‘straight/heterosexual’ on surveys if they don’vean option for not identifying
with a sexual identity label.
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For some of these individuals, they chose othedwbecause they did not have the
desire to more fully explain their chosen idenlatyel; for others, using a different label
came from a place of wanting to make communicat@msier. Participants from all
identities, from the more traditional to the lesglitional, stated that they do sometimes
use different labels for convenience, suggestiagtths is not only applicable to those
individuals who use less common terms.

Many participants also discussed using differahbels in certain circumstances in
order to avoid potential risks, which was the thivrdme uncovered. Two subthemes
emerged: (1) the individual was not out in all @n$ or spaces, and (2) he or she felt a
lack of comfort with his or her surroundings andasmuld avoid saying anything at all
about his or her sexual identity. Those who fethua the first theme often discussed not
being out to some or all of their family or choagimot to be out at work.

At home | identify as straight, because I'm not tmuimy family. And | [don’t]

plan on coming out for a while. Both of my parecdsne from very religious

backgrounds and have been taught that being gasoisg, disgusting and a sin.

At work | identify as straight for the most parmnse of my co-workers know that

I’'m gay but not many. I'm employed at a grocemyretand a lot of my family

comes in to shop and my paranoia of them findirigkeeps me from being

[more] open. That and you can be fired for beiay ip [my state].

| almost always identify as straight, I'm out tayéew people, and almost never
challenge presumptions that I'm straight.

Sometimes | am not as open about my sexuality muithmore conservative
family members, some of whom I'm not yet out tal grefer they not know
because they are very strong-minded/opinionatedrandd be rude or mean to
me.

These individuals chose to identify as heterosegadhey could protect their identity

from others who they did not feel would understantie welcoming. Responses in the
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second subtheme more often made reference todasilisafe in their surroundings and
so avoiding discussing their sexual identity at all

| sometimes simply won’'t comment or use any gerdieEreguage to mask my
sexuality if | don’t feel comfortable, and will juket people assume what they
wish.

| have never falsely identified as straight sinoeg out, although | do find
myself avoiding situations where people talk alvelationships and sexual
identity. | will go out of my way to not out mys$eéspecially in the workplace. |
fear what co-workers or upper management wouldktbfrme, so | avoid the
subject. But, the older | get, the more comfordiddecome with talking about
sexual identity and same-sex relationships withuasgances and classmates. |
feel if those people have a negative reaction, todibn’t have to talk to them
anymore, whereas at work, | can’t avoid the persoaiterwards.

| choose not to mention my sexual orientation untigectly asked, due to a
climate of hostility where | live. In case some@sked me about my orientation
and | considered it prudent to hide my sexualitypuld claim to be heterosexual.
If | feel safe, | do not change the label | userfor sexuality.

Straight...because | don’'t want to get beat up @téa differently or
discriminated against.

Though only a few participants specifically mengdmphysical confrontations, many
discussed a general feeling of not being safeair #urroundings. For these individuals,
it was safer to avoid using any label at all.

The final theme to emerge in this question wasshme participants used other
words in some circumstances because they beliéeddrds to be interchangeable.
These individuals did not refer to any particukeison for using other labels.

| technically identify as bisexual, but | can gdrejate to queer, straight, gay, or
lesbian as well.

| will often throw around terms like ‘queer’ andag in conversation, but | use
them synonymous with ‘lesbian’. To me, queer is@y an umbrella term for
‘not-straight’ sexualities and gay is an umbretiadgay and lesbian.

I'll say I’'m homosexual sometimes, but rarely. Mason why, just happens.
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Participants who had responses that fell withia theme suggested that for them there
was more fluidity in the language that they usBather than choosing one identity label
as the only way they were comfortable identifyitiggse individuals found two or more

words that could encompass their sexual identity.

Table 8

Using a Different Sexual Identity Label in Cert&@ircumstances

Themes

1. No, I never used a different label
2. | sometimes use another label for conveniensenaplicity
The demographics of the audience ingzhethether the individual used a
different term
The individual did not want to haveetxplain his or her chosen identity label
3. | sometimes use another label to avoid potenskl
The individual was not out in all caxteor spaces
The individual felt a lack of comforitiv his or her surroundings and would avoid
saying anything about his or her séxdentity

4. | use a different label because | consider thases to be interchangeable
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Chapter 5: Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Context and Label Choice

It was hypothesized that context would have aiggmt impact on the labels that
youth chose to describe their sexual identity. cBpally, that youth would be more
likely to choose traditional labels if they lived certain geographic areas of the country,
if they lived in rural areas, and/or if they idémtd as religious. If they lived in urban
areas and/or if they identified as spiritual onagher spiritual nor religious, they would
be more likely to choose non-traditional labelhe3e hypotheses were not supported by
the data collected in this study. No significaglationship was found between the type
of label chosen and geographic location, ruralrban location, or spiritual or religious
identification. This suggests that none of thedegories significantly impact the type of
label that youth currently choose. However, theeg be some important interactions
between these contexts that could influence yauthe label choices. For example, a
youth living in a rural Southern area of the counlrat identifies as religious may be
more likely to use a traditional label, while a yfoliving in an urban area on the West
Coast may be drawn to a more non-traditional labeice versa. The sample obtained
for this study was not large enough to be ablexfboge these possibilities, but it is an
area that may benefit from further research.

One potential explanation for these findings &t the Internet has allowed youth
from all areas of the country to have similar asdesinformation about different sexual
identity labels. Some participants specificallgtetl that they spent time online
researching potential labels. In the past, LGBEQpte had to leave their homes to find

gathering places, often bars, in order to meetrstivbo identified in similar ways
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(Miller, 1995). Because of this, gay culture aadduage were able to remain stable and
localized. With the advent of the Internet, indivals are now able to a find community
online without ever leaving the comfort of theirmWwome. A simple search on Google
of the word “gay” yields over 980,000,000 resultouth can now easily find

information on everything from how to figure outwcsexual identity, to how to come
out, to how to find someone to date. On some wehsdihere are entire discussion
boards dedicated to sexual identity labels and draghey are needed at all (Experience
Project, 2012).

The Internet has also provided a significant iaseein the visibility of individuals
from all areas of the LGBTQ community. This hasr@ased awareness of sexual and
gender minorities who typically employ traditiors@xual identity labels and has also
opened up the possibility of more varied languager example, on the British television
showSkins Franky identifies as genderqueer, and when a$lsbe is gay or straight,
replies, “I like people” (Riese, 2011). AdditiohalCaptain Jack Harkness froboctor
Whois openly referred to as omnisexual throughoustrees (Jensen, 2009). An
American example is Samantha Jones f&ew and the Citwho refers to herself both as
trisexual and pansexual throughout the coursee$ttow (Henry, 2004). All of these
characters open up the possibility of a wider ramfggexual identity labels for their
viewing audience. As more characters like thegeapon television shows, the number
of individuals using non-traditional labels may tione to grow.

Relevance of Traditional L abels
Subjects chose traditional labels at a higheriragach of the proposed

categories, suggesting that these identities dreettvant to youth today. Though it is
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clear that youth continue to use traditional laple current data does not indicate
whether or not they are moving away from them dwee. The speculation that sexual
identity labels may be becoming less appealingtaly overall may also be accurate
(Jayson, 2009; Savin-Williams, 2005). Over a tlofdhe participants chose something
other than a traditional label, with 9.7% choosnuglabel at all. Longitudinal data is
needed to determine the continuing trends in labeice.

The current study found that youth choose diffetalmels for very different
reasons. Some participants chose their labelfaausense of inevitability. This was the
only label for the way they felt, and thereforevas the label they were expected to use.
Many of the youth who expressed this sense ofmestitheir word choice chose
traditional labels. It is possible that the con&d popularity of these specific words has
less to do with their relevance, and more to ddwieir continuity and long standing
nature. Because these are the words that haveulsedrwith the greatest frequency over
the greatest period of time, they begin to feelaghmonolithic, as though no other word
could take their place. Perhaps, as newer monecedavords gain popularity, the older
standard labels will be treated less like the aroe only choice to label a particular
sexual identity.

| dentity Development M odels and Sexual
I dentity Label Choice

Given the age restriction on participation, thbjsats in this study are all likely
engaged in Erikson’s (1950) fifth stage of develepinidentityversusrole confusionor
have recently completed it. As previously mentahridarcia (1980) expanded this stage

to include space for exploration. Marcia develofad identity statusegoreclosure,
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identity diffusionmoratorium andidentity achievementParallels to three of these can
be found in the themes that emerged from thedsistion on how participants chose a
sexual identity label. By definition, individuatsirrently in identity diffusion were not
included in this study because they would havenmde any commitments and were not
currently engaging in exploration and having questd one’s sexual identity was part of
the exclusion criteria.

Participants who are currentlyfioreclosuremost likely fell into either the second
subtheme of the first themehis is the word that fits best — using this worthaut
exploration because it is the word for how | fe®lthe second themehis is the word
society places upon m@-or a table of the themes see Appendix D). viddals in both
of these themes talked about using their chosed wiahout first engaging in any
exploration, which is a hallmark of foreclosure.aidia (1980) stated that individuals in
foreclosure typically make a commitment based aemal opinion, rather than on their
own exploration. For individuals exhibiting a folesed sexual identity status, the label
they are using appears to come from a differentcgoof authority, specifically society
rather than a parent. Participants in the secahtheme of the first theme may have
picked up their label from the culture that surrdsithem, while those in the second
theme feel that society has forced this label upem without their consent.

Those who fell in the first subtheme of the titlidme,| need more fluidity than
words allow — | have not decided what word is lbestne most closely line up with
moratorium In Marcia’s (1980) modemoratoriumis a time of exploration where
adolescents are actively testing out different fpigges without making any firm

commitments. Participants whose answers fell withis theme discussed uncertainty
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about what their sexual identity might be and whbel may be most appropriate for
them. Some labeled it a “questioning processatked about exploring their attractions.
While many patrticipants chose to use a label treeggived to be the least constricting
(i.e., not straight, queer), others eschewed |ladd&dgether. If these youth continue along
Marcia’s developmental model, they will eventuabmplete their exploration and make
a firm commitment to an identity, leading them irdentity achievement.

The ultimate goal of Marcia’s (1980) model is ¢achidentity achievement
which occurs once an adolescent has completed hisre@xploration and has made a
firm identity commitment. The two themes that madstely align with this status are the
first subtheme of the first themehis is the word that fits best — having an expergeof
exploration and arrival at their chosen labaind the second subtheme of the third theme,
| need more fluidity than words allow — | do noéuslabel because my identity is too
fluid or cannot be contained by languagdividuals in these two subthemes generally
mentioned a period of exploration or trying on tier labels before landing on their
chosen label. Additionally, these participantsregped at least some finality in their
decision to use their particular label.

Given the ease with which these themes correspthdViarcia’s (1980) identity
statuses, it may be that youth move through segeality labeling in a parallel process
to committing to occupation or ideology in Marcia®del. However, because this data
is a snapshot of the participant’s current outlonkis or her sexual identity labels rather
than a longitudinal exploration of the labeling ggssing, it is difficult to say that

Marcia’s model is the correct or ideal parallelesRarching the potential overlap between
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this model and the sexual identity labeling progeay be a fruitful area for further
inquiry.
Fluidity of Sexual Identity

Participants discussed the fluidity of their séxdantities in each open-ended
guestion. For some of these individuals, fluidityabels was needed because their
identity had changed over time, while for othensats because their understanding of
their identity had evolved. In the first questitim theme need more fluidity than
words allowemerged. Within this main theme, two subthemesrged:l have not
decided what word is best for raadl do not use a label because my identity is toiol flu
or cannot be contained by languag€outh whose responses fell within the first
subtheme expressed uncertainty not only about lel but also about their identity.
For them, remaining unlabeled allowed them the spacenore fully explore to whom
they were attracted and how they experienced thracton. As society has begun to
move towards a more fluid understanding of sexdexiity, these youth appear to have
used that to their advantage by using that fluitbtygreater exploration. If this move
toward a fluid understanding of sexuality continugsith may choose to remain
unlabeled longer as they come to better undergtedown sexual identity or may not
adopt a label at all.

Youth who fell into the second subtheme discussedg unable or unwilling to
capture their sexual identity in a single word. nyiaf these participants specifically
addressed concerns about the negative stereotypesiated with more traditional labels.
For them, choosing one of these labels would mieatnathers might make assumptions

about how they enacted their sexual identity, whwoluld be untrue or misleading. Part
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of the desire to adopt or create new labels mayecmom a wish to distance oneself from
the baggage that comes along with more establisioedss. By creating or adopting new
language, individuals then have the opportunitgresent their unique identity in the
manner that feels most authentic to them.

The need for fluidity also emerged in the secomestjon through the themigly
sexual identity or the way | view my sexual idgrtiieis changedFor these youth, their
identities shifted and so the language they usdddahange as well to accommodate
that shift. Many of the youth whose responsesiiiédl this theme stated that they
previously identified as heterosexual before haangxperience that led them to
guestion that identity. This suggests that noyailith are necessarily aware of their
sexual identity from a very young age; some mayhawe that particular realization until
their teenage or young adult years. Additiondahys may suggest that an individual’s
sexual identity may change and evolve over tim#&haut the previous identity
necessarily being invalidated.

Finally, the need for fluidity, at least in langé#a also emerged in the third
guestion through the thenheonsider these words to be interchangeablbese
participants easily used alternative words in défe situations, without any identified
reason for the change. While they may have a pyisexual identity label that they
would typically use, they were also able to retatether identity labels. Though their
identity may feel stable and unchanging, the laggiutaat they employ in order to

describe it was more malleable.
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Sexual Desire on a Spectrum

Another important finding is the possibility ob@el desire existing on a
spectrum. Some participants, in addition to idgimg the gender or genders of the
people to whom they typically experience attractaiso identified the level of sexual
desire they commonly experienced by using words digexuaf and demisexudl. It is
generally assumed that all individuals experieroeial attraction as a normal and
healthy part of their identity. However, for thesdividuals, sexual attraction is not
always an important part of the equation. For sparéicipants, their level of
experienced sexual attraction was their entire @agentity (i.e., identifying solely as
asexual or demisexual). For others, they diffeadmtetween their romantic and sexual
attractions (i.e., biromantic demisexual or panmticaasexual). One participant
described himself as a biromantic homosexual, siggethat he experiences sexual
attraction only towards other men but romanticaation towards both men and women.

An individual’'s level of sexual attraction or desis an important piece of sexual
identity that is not generally considered or diseas(Prause & Graham, 2007). When
sexual attraction is studied, it is typically idatgon to the object of an individual's
desire, rather than the degree to which they egpeei that desire. In fact, experiencing
no or low sexual attraction is considered a diaghtesdisorder (American Psychiatric
Association, 2000). Because of this, youth whongop without experiencing any type
of sexual attraction may believe that there is 4bimg wrong with them. With increased

access to information on the Internet, youth maipdtéer able to find others who feel the

? |ndividuals who identify as asexual do not expeciesexual attraction. Asexuals still experience
romantic or emotional attraction and often stilside to find and form close relationships with othe

% Demisexuals do not experience sexual attractidessrthey have formed a strong emotional connection
with someone. They are sometimes said to existdsat sexual and asexual individuals.
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same way they do and may then be able to build ithentities around these feelings. As
more research is conducted on youth’s experiensexfind sexuality, degree of sexual
desire will be an important piece of the puzzlentude.

Application of Results

This research showed that while some youth aresthg not to use sexual
identity labels or are employing newer more nuariabdls, traditional sexual identity
labels remain relevant to today’s youth. It isaclthat youth are adopting a wider range
of more diverse labels rather than movergmasséowards or away from a particular
way of labeling. As more and more programs arebged to target sexual and gender
minority youth, it is important that those implenieg these programs are aware of the
wide range of labels they are likely to see.

Over time the list of letters employed to représaxual and gender minority
individuals continues to grow and become more rfadéted. In order to respect
everyone'’s identities, the standard acronym of L&Bifitinues to expand to the point of
being unwieldy (i.e., LGBTQQIAATS). As identity labels become more and more
nuanced, it becomes increasingly difficult to stiéfintly honor every individual’'s chosen
identity label. The results of this research sgggeat this will become even more
complex and with this complexity psychologists enallenged to find language that is
inclusive, respectful, and practical when workinighvthis community. One attempt at
capturing this complexity is the phrase sexual gerader minorities, which has begun to
gain some traction in the literature, but has gdi¢ widely adopted by the general

public.

22 esbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans*, Queer, Questioninrsex, Asexual, Ally, Two Spirit
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This study also demonstrated that the evolutiolamjuage does not appear to be
limited by any particular geographic or demograpdtaracteristics. It is an important
finding because there is often an assumption tittiduals from a particular area or
cultural background may be more or less likelyadoel their identity in a particular way.
In reality, these findings reinforce the fact ttiegrapists, and all individuals who work
with this community, need to remain open to theegigmces and identities of those with
whom they work. Without this openness, clients rieg} denied or rejected which can
have a significant negative impact on the therapeelationship.

Limitations of the Study

One significant limitation of this study is thendegraphic composition of the
participants. Though efforts were made the olta@nmost diverse sample possible, this
sample is not representative of the general papulatf 18 to 22 year olds in the United
States. For example, the racial makeup of thigptmskewed heavily towards
individuals who identified as White. Because a$tinacial minority voices may not be
accurately or completely represented in the obthinformation. Most of the study
participants (85%) stated that they lived in aranrbrea. Larger cities may provide more
support for LGBTQ individuals, regardless of otfastors like geographic location.
Because of this, youth may feel more supporteckpdoee their sexual identity and try on
more non-traditional labels. Additionally, withmaore readily identifiable community,
youth may be able to use no label and still recap@ropriate support.

Furthermore, 88% of the participants stated they wwere currently students.
While there is no further information available abwhether they are high school or

college students, and whether they are attendimgramity college or four year
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universities, this is another significant skewhe tlata. Though efforts were made to
recruit participants who were not currently enrdlie school, primarily through the use
of PFLAG, a good portion of the survey distributigt was for college and university
LGBTQ student groups. Youth who participate insthgroups may have greater access
to information and support from other likeminde@rse They may also be more
motivated to conduct their own research on potelaisel choices as demonstrated by
their motivation to participate in this type of gm Without a more representative
sample these findings cannot be assumed to reprihsegeneral population.

A good portion of the bias in the demographicthefsample may be due to the
fact that the survey was distributed via the InteriVhile this method allowed for
greater ease in data collection and a greater dedrgeographic variability, it may have
also created some limiters on the data. Previessarch on the demographic patterns of
Internet-based research has shown that participamdsto be predominantly young, well-
educated, White males with middle to upper socinendc status living in metropolitan
areas (Siah, 2005). Many of these patterns ar@dstnated in the demographics
collected for this study. More research with diéfiet sampling methods will be required
before these findings can be said to be represemiaithow youth choose and use sexual
identity labels in the United States today.

Suggestionsfor Future Resear ch

Previous research in this area has focused mamgexual identity development,
with little attention given to the process of chiogsand using labels. Though this study
has illuminated some areas of sexual identity ldlegklopment, there is still a great deal

more to be examined. As youth continue to comeeatlier and employ a wider range of
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sexual identity labels, information on how theseices impact their lives will be
important in influencing how services are advediaad provided.

There are several key areas of this study thatanafurther investigation. For
example, a smaller sample of in-depth interviewth widividuals may be able to expand
upon how labels are chosen, what that process ldaksand how it impacts an
individual's sexual identity. Additionally, furth@xploration of the experience of having
no label will be important. Unfortunately, thisidyy was not able to recruit a large
enough number of individuals with no label to b&edb say anything specific about this
group. Since youth are choosing to remain unlabéienay be important to explore
their reasons and reactions to this experienceéhe@ag information on how youth use
labels to protect or define themselves may alsp imelinderstanding the experience of
youth who question their sexual identity.

In addition to more focused, in-depth researcbaber research with more robust
demographics may also be informative. While therimtt does allow for an easily
obtainable data pool, it does not generally prodyeseeralizable results. Data collection
that focuses on recruiting more individuals in haneas, people of color, and youth who
are not currently students may produce a more septative sample. Longitudinal
research would also allow for better informatioatithe development over time of
youths’ sexual identity labels. Furthermore, agi@nmcluding younger participants who
may still be working through choosing their sexidaintity labels may also be
informative. This approach could also be usedkage how youth choose and use
gender identity labels, which may be especiallgvaht as more and more youth begin to

identify outside of the gender binary.
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Finally, research on characteristics that may igadh toward certain labels
could also be helpful in targeting interventions articular sexual and gender minority
populations. This research did not effectivelylespwhat influences youth to choose
one particular label or one type of label over beat It may be that certain personality
or temperament characteristics influence youth tdwaoosing more traditional, non-
traditional, or no label. Knowing how these thimgieract may assist in directing

resources and support to the youth who need it.most
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Appendix A: Sexual Identity L abels

» Asexual

» Asexual (Panromantic)

» Asexual. Anything beyond that can
fluctuate, but | typically identify gay or pan
outside of that

» Between straight and bi

* Bi

* Bi-sexual

» Biromantic demisexual

» Biromantic homosexual

* Bisexual

* Bisexual, preference toward women

» Demisexual

» Demisexual, bisexual

* Female

* Fluid

* Gay

» Gay — 5 Kinsey scale

» Gay (Lesiban [sic])

* Gay or Queer

» Gay, bisexual, bent

» Heterosexual

» Homoflexible

* Homosexual

* Homosexual (gay)

* | don't really know at this point

* Lesbian

« Lesbian/gay female

» Lesbian/homosexual

 Lesbian/queer

» Mostly gay

* Not straight

* Open/gay

» Panromantic pan-demisexual

* Panromantic/demisexual

» Pansexual

* Queer

* Queer or bisexual

¢ Queer or woman that loves women

* Queer, fluid, bisexual, polysexual

* Questioning/gay

* Straight

« Straight female

» Transgender FtM with an attraction to
females

» Usually Queer. But I really don't like
labels. | prefer Queer based on it's
[sic] more umbrella implication of
non-heteronormativity, and rather a
more fluid and non-specific term, as
well as its historical activist
implications in the term
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Appendix B: Gender Identity Labels

* (Female to) Male Male (cisgender)

* Bigender; genderqueer * Male (FtM)

 Cis female » Male-to-female transsexual

» Cis male * Male/man

» Cisgender(ed) female * Man

 Cisgender(ed) male * Masculine Female

» Cisgender * Non-binary. Beyond that, unknown; too

« Definitely not transgender, but also not  fluid to find a label I'm fully comfortable
exactly cisgendered, but rather somewhatwith outside non-binary.
genderqueer in gender identity. But * Pangender

mostly female identity » Sex identity: Female; Gender identity:
* Female Cute badass
» Female to male transsexual e Trans guy
* Female with trans* experience * Trans*
* Female/femme » Transgender
* Female/neutral » Transgender (MtF)
* Female/woman * Transmale
* Femme * Transmasucline
» Gender fluid/gender variant * Unsure
» Gender fluid/non-conforming female < When asked: genderqueer. When given
* Genderqueer/fluid the 2 common labels: woman
» Gender questioning * Woman
» Genderqueer ciswoym * Woman/womyn
* I'm a guy. But kind of like a femme-boy * Womyn
* Male
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Appendix C: Survey
What is your age?
What is your race?
What is your geographic location?
What is your highest level of completed education?
Are you currently employed?
Are you currently a student?
Do you consider yourself religious, spiritual, @ither?
Do you live in a rural or urban area?

What is your sexual identity? (Please leave thiestjan blank if you do not use a sexual
identity label.)

What is your gender identity? (Please leave thestion blank if you do not use a gender
identity label.)

What is your sexual identity and how did you chotbse label?

Have you ever used a different label for your séxdentity? If so, what was it and why
did it change?

Do you ever use a different sexual identity labetértain circumstances? If so, why?
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Appendix D: Themes

Choosing a sexual identity label

1. Thisis the word that fits best
a. Having an experience of exploration and arrivahair chosen label
b. Using this word without exploration because iths tvord for how | feel
2. This is the word that society places upon me
3. | need more fluidity than words allow
a. | have not decided what word is best for me
b. I do not use a label because my identity is toml ftr cannot be contained
by language

Using a different sexual identity label in the past

No, | have never used another label

Bisexuality was used as a transitional label

| found a better or more accurate word for howel fe

My sexual identity or the way | viewed my sexuantity changed

Though | used a label in the past, | have movedydvean using a label currently

agrwnE

Using a different sexual identity label in certaircumstances

1. No, | never use a different label
2. | sometimes use another label for conveniencenoplgity
a. The demographics of the audience impacted whelileeintividual used a
different term
b. The individual did not want to have to explain drsher chosen identity
label
3. | sometimes use another label to avoid potensél ri
a. The individual was not out in all contexts or sgace
b. The individual felt a lack of comfort with his oehsurroundings and
would avoid saying anything about his or her sexiehtity
4. | use a different label because | consider theselsvim be interchangeable
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