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Abstract
This research explores the tensions encountered by bisexual men who are in a long-term
monogamous relationship with someone who does not identify as bisexual, in the
circumstance of their bisexuality being known to their partner. It was anticipated that
tensions and partner anxieties would arise from preconceptions of bisexual men, as described
in the literature.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with six bisexual men. The interview transcripts
were analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. The analysis uncovered three
main themes: formative experiences; fear and longing; and the relationship.
Within these themes, the participants revealed how formative experiences have left them
aware that a part of them which they experience as fundamental may be met with rejection,
stigma, denial, incomprehension, and misconceptions. The second theme revealed how the
tension between the desire to be known and live authentically on the one hand, and the
desire to be safe from rejection and stigma on the other, creates situations of living with
partial disclosure, vigilance and caution, and inauthenticity. In the third theme, romantic
relationships were shown to bring opportunities for being known and accepted; the possibility
of rejection; further restrictions to living authentically; and the onus of answering to partner
anxieties. Additionally, an incongruence was observed between participants’ averred feelings
about their relationships and implicit feelings about the terms of their acceptance.
The implications of the findings for counselling are considered from a person-centred
perspective.
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Bisexuality; bisexual men; relationships; bi-negativity; person-centred; counselling;
psychotherapy.
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0 Introduction
0.1

Context of the research

There is a tendency in Western societies to regard human sexuality in dichotomous terms of
heterosexuality and homosexuality (Eisner, 2013; Yoshino, 2000), despite the existence of
bisexuals in greater numbers than gay men and lesbians combined (Gates, 2011). Because of
this tendency to monosexism1, bisexuals as a group are subject to a social and academic
erasure not experienced by heterosexuals or homosexuals (Eisner, 2013; Kaestle & Ivory,
2012; Monro et al., 2017; Yoshino, 2000).
Due to this erasure, there is a lack of awareness of bisexuality and a lack of visible role models.
Consequently, complications arise in the development of a sexual identity (Brown, 2002;
Weinberg et al., 1994). Further difficulties come from trying to make sense of coexisting
same-sex and other-sex attractions from within the monosexist, dichotomous framework
which excludes it (Eisner, 2013; Macalister, 2003). Hence, two models of bisexual identity
development label the first developmental stages ‘Confusion’ and ‘Finding and applying the
label’ (Brown, 2002; Weinberg et al., 1994).
Also prominent in the literature is bi-negativity – a term which encompasses the common
negative attitudes and responses to bisexuals (Dodge et al., 2016; Ochs, 2005; Zivony & Lobel,
2014). Bi-negativity contrasts with homophobia in possibly unexpected ways: it has been
found to come from both heterosexual and homosexual populations (de Bruin & Arndt, 2010;
Mohr & Rochlen, 1999; Mulick & Wright, 2002; Ochs, 1996), with heterosexual populations

1

Monosexism is defined as “the privileging of sexual attraction to one sex or gender” (Roberts, Horne, & Hoyt,
2015, p.554)
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holding more intensely negative attitudes towards bisexual men than towards gay men
(Helms & Waters, 2016).
The components of bi-negativity have been found to be consistent. Under the prevailing
monosexist view, bisexuality is often seen as an expression of confusion or the denial of
homosexuality, rather than a valid sexuality (Brewster & Moradi, 2010; Callis, 2013; Dodge et
al., 2016; Eliason, 2000; Zivony & Lobel, 2014). Bisexuals are also often viewed as hypersexual
and incapable of fidelity, and are therefore seen as less desirable candidates for romantic
relationships (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014; Mohr & Rochlen, 1999). Cultural representations
promulgate these preconceptions (Bryant, 2000; Pitt, 2006), adding to those factors which
discourage many who experience bisexual attraction from identifying as bisexual (Callis, 2013;
Ochs, 2007).
Such prejudice and discrimination may contribute to the mental health of bisexuals (Meyer,
2003; Taylor, 2018), which has consistently been found to be worse than that of heterosexuals
or homosexuals (Becker et al., 2014; Bostwick et al., 2010; Brennan et al., 2010). For example,
Office for National Statistics data show bisexuals scoring lower than any other group for
happiness and life satisfaction and highest for anxiety (Lesbian, gay, and bisexual people say
they experience a lower quality of life, 2017). They have also been found to have the highest
instances of suicidal ideation (Brennan et al., 2010) and of lifetime mood and anxiety
disorders (Bostwick et al., 2010) when compared to heterosexuals and homosexuals.
Despite the prevalent belief that bisexuals are not inclined to monogamy (Dodge et al., 2016;
Knous, 2006), research shows that bisexuals often choose exclusive relationships (Anderson
et al., 2015; Edser & Shea, 2002; Hayfield et al., 2018). However, because bisexuals are more
likely to be in a relationship with someone who doesn’t identify as bisexual, and given the
2

high prevalence of bi-negativity noted above, intrapersonal and interpersonal tensions can
result within relationships on the basis of these beliefs (Hayfield et al., 2018; Vencill et al.,
2018; Vencill & Wiljamaa, 2016).
In several significant ways, the experiences of bisexual men and women differ. Firstly,
bisexual men are viewed more negatively than bisexual women (Eliason, 2000; Helms &
Waters, 2016; Herek, 2002; Mulick & Wright, 2002; Yost & Thomas, 2012). Secondly, the
attitudes of potential heterosexual partners differ towards them: heterosexual women have
expressed greater negativity and insecurity than heterosexual men towards dating bisexuals
(Armstrong & Reissing, 2014; Callis, 2013; Gleason et al., 2019). Thirdly, bisexual men have
been said to have an additional burden resulting from the conflict between prevailing male
gender roles and the same-sex attraction they experience (Brown, 2002; Potoczniak, 2007).
The anxiety around relationships with bisexual men appears primarily to be related to the
perceived instability of bisexuality and anticipated infidelity (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014;
Callis, 2013; Feinstein, Dyar, et al., 2016; Yost & Thomas, 2012). Bisexual men are most
subject to the view that their sexuality is unstable and heterosexual women have expressed
concerns regarding bisexual partners losing sexual attraction to them (Feinstein, Dyar, et al.,
2016; Yost & Thomas, 2012). While heterosexual men may have a tendency to eroticise the
supposed hypersexuality of bisexual women (Callis, 2013; Israel & Mohr, 2004; Li, Dobinson,
Scheim, & Ross, 2013), heterosexual women considering bisexual male partners have
expressed the anxiety of infidelity (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014).
Because of these disparities, this study focuses on bisexual men only, a group that has been
neglected in the studies of masculinity, sexuality and gender (Elder et al., 2015; Parent &
Bradstreet, 2017).
3

0.2

Aim of the research

The research question is: ‘What are the tensions experienced by bisexual2 men in long-term,
monogamous, mixed-orientation relationships, whose bisexuality is known to their partner?’
The rationale for this research lies, firstly, in the high mental health needs of this client group
(Brennan et al., 2010; Brewster & Moradi, 2010; Ross et al., 2014). Secondly, it is called for
by practitioners’ common lack of awareness of bisexuals’ experiences, challenges, and
relationship tensions (Feinstein & Dyar, 2017; Li et al., 2013). And thirdly, that their needs
and challenges are often mistakenly assumed to be equivalent to those of gay men and
lesbians (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2013; Diamond, 2006; Kaestle & Ivory, 2012; Worthen,
2013).
Relationships can be the spheres in which these forces collide, and so may have provided the
impetus for bisexual clients to seek therapeutic help (Niki, 2018; Vencill et al., 2018).
Romantic relationships, unarguably, constitute a significant component of people’s lives.
Misconceptions of bisexuality and lack of awareness have been shown to reduce
practitioners’ ability to work with this client group (Mohr et al., 2001).
Therefore, the aim of this research is:
•

to help the counsellor or psychotherapist to extend their appreciation of the realms
of experience of bisexual men in their relationships, informing the practitioner’s
understanding of the phenomenology of a component of their client group.

2

‘Bisexual’ denotes ‘bisexually identifying’ for the purpose of conducting this study.
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Importantly, I wanted participants to be in situations where the implications of their
bisexuality had had time to develop and emerge. Similarly, I felt that the degree of
commitment of each person in the relationship was likely to be consequential to their feelings
on the matter. For these reasons, ‘long-term’ relationships are considered (three years or
more). I believe that the inclusion of both situations of monogamy and polyamory would
involve too many additional factors, precluding a coherent and meaningful study.

0.3

Positioning statement

My own bisexuality has become relevant in the personal development aspect of the MA, and
this has caused me to think more broadly about what it means to be bisexual in my time and
place. Further, I have wondered whether counselling and psychotherapy3 sufficiently provide
for bisexual clients, if, indeed, there is much recognition of them at all.
Reflecting on my own experience, I found that, despite having had many friends in LGB
communities4, I could remember having known very few people who called themselves
bisexual. And although it is now seemingly obligatory in the formulations ‘LGB’ and ‘LGBT’, I
wasn’t sure how much I felt the ‘B’ really counted for. I remembered once feeling that we
were a minority within a minority; on reflection, bisexuality seemed an inexplicable absence.
My consequent exploration of the relevant literature has been enlightening, revealing a
surprising amount that reflects my own experience.

3

The terms counselling and psychotherapy, and counsellor and psychotherapist, will be used interchangeably.

4

By use of this term, I am referring to social and organisational contexts established by and for gay, lesbian, and
bisexual people.

5

This positioning statement gives an account of my personal experience relative to the
research and my reasons from choosing this subject. It is included for two reasons. Firstly, it
has facilitated greater reflexivity in my engagement with the work, which is essential to good
qualitative research (McLeod, 2015). Reflexivity has been described as an awareness of one’s
own “feelings, hopes, assumptions, biases… applied, through acknowledgement and
management of the impact of the researcher on the research” (Kasket, 2015, p.37). It involves
the researcher taking “account of his or her personal and subjective involvement” in the
research, and “the capacity… to reflect on his or her experience” (McLeod, 2015, p.97).
Furthermore, it is required for proper analysis of data under the chosen methodology (see
Chapter Three). Secondly, knowing the researcher’s relationship to the subject helps the
reader assess the interpretation of the data (McLeod, 2015; Smith et al., 2009).
I am a bisexual man in my mid-40s. I have been married for nine years to a woman who
doesn’t identify as bisexual, and we have three children. My academic studies to become a
counsellor have involved a component of personal development and I have, in the process,
discovered that the meaning of my bisexuality seems to have changed over time. Whereas,
in my teens and twenties, I regarded my bisexuality with an unalloyed pride, marriage and
family have indirectly brought to bear the fear of social stigma and the uncertainty associated
with bisexuality. My wife has experienced the concerns about bisexuality that are often
reported (see section 1.8.1). The recasting of my sexuality as a cause of distress and a secret
introduced a subtle shame I would never have anticipated.
On this course of study, rewarding conversations with two bisexual classmates have provided
fascinating, illuminating instances of similarity and difference of experience. Hence, in this

6

study, I don’t seek to provide affirmation of my own singular story, but proceed from those
encounters in a spirit of open investigation and reflexivity.

0.4

Structure of the dissertation

This introduction has set out the need for and aims of this study, the definition of bisexuality
for the purposes of this research, information about the researcher, and a note on
terminological choices.
Chapter One details the literature on the lives, mental health and relationships of bisexual
men felt to be relevant to the research. Chapter Two addresses the research choices made.
Chapter Three is a presentation of the findings. Chapter Four provides a discussion of the
findings in comparison to the literature. Chapter Five concludes the dissertation.

7

1 Literature Review
1.1

Literature search

Using the terms listed below, the following databases were searched:
PsycARTICLES

PsycBOOKS

PsycINFO

MEDLINE

First search:
1. Bisexual* OR “sexual minority” OR nonheterosexual
AND
2. “mental health” OR counsel* OR psychother* OR discrimination OR “minority stress” OR
erasure OR bi-erasure OR invisibility OR bi-invisibility OR disclos* OR conceal* OR community
OR fluid* OR attitudes OR develop* OR identity OR development OR violence
Second search:
1. Bisexual AND men NOT gay
AND
2. “mental health” OR counsel* OR psychother* OR discrimination OR “minority stress” OR
erasure OR bi-erasure OR invisibility OR bi-invisibility OR disclos* OR conceal* OR community
OR fluid* OR attitudes OR develop* OR identity OR development OR violence
Third search
1. internali*
AND
2. bi-negativity OR binegativity OR biphobia OR homophobia
8

Additional searches
The following terms were also used individually:
Heterosexism, monosexism, bi-negativity, binegativity, biphobia, self-stigma

1.2

Introduction

Beginning with a brief discussion of definitions and conceptualisations of bisexuality, this
literature review will examine the recovered literature addressing the lives of bisexual men
with respect to their identities, experiences of prejudice, mental health, and relationships.
Finally, the literature regarding the counselling of bisexual men will be examined.

1.3

Definitions and conceptualisations of bisexuality

Bisexuality has been called “the most controversial and least understood of sexual
orientations” (Rullo et al., 2015). Eadie (1999) wrote of the possibilities of the word:
“When I refer to bisexuality I am… gesturing towards a range of sexualpolitical phenomena: self-identifying bisexual people; people experiencing
both same-sex and opposite-sex desires or practices who choose positively
to identify as lesbian, gay or straight; people who have non-bisexual
identities which struggle to contain outlawed bisexual feelings; people who
desire both men and women, for whom the term ‘bisexual’ is anachronistic
or culturally inappropriate. Those parameters in themselves mark some of
the issues of definitional incoherence.” (p.1449)
Recognition of its complexities has raised the question of “whether we can even speak of
bisexuality as a single phenomenon” (Fairyington, 2008, p.268) and for bisexually identifying
writer and activist, Shiri Eisner (2013), to write, “let me be the first to say this: I have no idea
what bisexuality means” (p.13).

9

An extended discussion of the complexities of bisexuality as a construct are precluded by the
limited space of this dissertation. However, the following selected aspects of that discourse
are included, being relevant to the later themes of this literature review.
The term bisexual has passed through many hands. In its earliest usage, it referred to the
intersex state of organisms. Later, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it was used in
the field of human sexuality to refer to sexual attractions to both sexes (Bowes-Catton &
Hayfield, 2015), and was seen by early theorists, such as Freud and Ellis, to represent an
unresolved psychosexual development (Ellis, 1927; Freud, 1983). Following the removal of
homosexuality from the American Psychological Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders in 1973, and in the context of civil rights movements for Black
and gay/lesbian people, bisexual activists came to have something to say on the matter (Fox,
2003; Klein, 1993). So too have researchers, for whom a definition is requisite (Fox, 2003;
Savin-Williams, 2008). Two themes have emerged from the literature: how to define
bisexuality and how to conceive of it.
Three ‘axes’ are typically referenced when considering a definition and how to decide who is
and who isn’t bisexual for the purposes of research: self-identification, sexual attraction, and
sexual behaviour (Taylor, 2018; Yoshino, 2000). For the purposes of research, Savin-Williams
and Cohen (2018) wrote, “studies should match their research questions with the appropriate
dimension of sexual or romantic domain (identity, attraction, behavior)” (p.199). These
definitions have been variously applied to the question of prevalence, producing disparate
results (LeVay & Baldwin, 2012).
There is also a specific conceptual variation in the way bisexuality has been defined. Rust
(2002) argued that it was only emergence of the notions of heterosexuality and
10

homosexuality in the 19th century that made bisexuality, as the coexistence of both,
conceivable. However, because the monosexual5 forms are seen as dichotomous, bisexuality
was “therefore, simultaneously conceivable and inconceivable” (p.181). By this ‘dualistic’
view, bisexuality is not a distinct orientation, but a hybrid of heterosexuality and
homosexuality, and bisexuals are “therefore not holistically bisexual but dualistically half
heterosexual and half homosexual” (Rust, 2003, p.475).

Hence, the bisexual in a

monogamous relationship is seen as striving to suppress one of two urges. The alternative is
to view bisexuality holistically, as “a desire that does not limit itself to the eroticization of one
gender” (Klesse, 2011, p.230).
The term ‘bisexual’ has been criticised for implicit gender binarism, and so other terms (such
as ‘pansexual’ and ‘omnisexual’) have been coined (Niki, 2018). However, it remains the
umbrella term for those sexual orientations involving an attraction to more than one gender
or sex, in both research and activism (Eisner, 2013; Maliepaard, 2018).

1.4

The prevalence of bisexuality

The following presents some research conclusions for the prevalence of bisexuality (Table 1).
Table 1: A sample of diverse prevalence estimates for bisexuality

Study

Population

Epstein, McKinney, Fox and Garcia (2012)
Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin (1948)
Gates (2011)
Office for National Statistics (Sexual orientation, UK, 2017)

Adult, US
Adult, US
Adult, US
Adult, UK

5

Percentage
bisexual
92%
15%
1.8%
0.9%

Monosexuality is defined as “sexual attraction focused on only one gender: heterosexuality and
homosexuality” (van Lisdonk & Keuzenkamp, 2017, p.218).
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One reason for the range of these figures is the observed discrepancies between selfidentification – the preferred method for national surveys (Aspinall, 2009; Dharma & Bauer,
2017; Savin-Williams & Cohen, 2018) – sexual behaviour, and sexual attraction. As Epstein,
McKinney, Fox, and Garcia’s (2012) data from a survey of 17,785 participants shows,
individuals with identical sexual-orientation scores may choose to identify in different ways
(see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Mean sexual orientation (MSO) scores by self-identified sexual orientation. (Epstein, McKinney, Fox, & Garcia, 2012)

Savin-Williams and Cohen (2018) wrote that ‘mostly heterosexual’ and ‘mostly homosexual’
respondents are likely to respond to surveys with the respective monosexual category –
behaviour which “masks their bisexuality” (p.197). This is supported by the finding that
among those with bisexual attraction, it is those equally attracted to men and women, a
minority of around a third, who are more likely to identify as bisexual (Anderson &
McCormack, 2016).

The stigmatisation of bisexuality is said to discourage bisexual

12

identification (Baldwin et al., 2015; Barker et al., 2012; Ochs, 2007), and others eschew the
term for implying gender binarism (Harper & Swanson, 2019; Niki, 2018).
Hence, estimates vary widely, according to which dimensions of sexual orientation are
considered. Anderson and McCormack (2016), in their assessment of the question of
prevalence, concluded that “[it] seems safe to say that a minimum of 1.8% identify as bisexual,
but that many, many more find themselves attracted to both sexes, and sometimes engage
in same-sex behaviors” (p.44).

1.5

Bisexual erasure and invisibility

On the basis that the bisexual population is generally found to be at least as great as the
homosexual population (Gates, 2011; Rust, 2002), bisexuals and bisexuality have been said to
be underrepresented, both culturally and academically (Yoshino, 2000). This phenomenon is
referred to as bisexual erasure and is accounted for by the theorised process of bisexual
erasure (Eisner, 2013; Yoshino, 2000). Eisner (2013) defined bisexual erasure as:
“the widespread social phenomenon of erasing bisexuality from any
discussion in which it is relevant or is otherwise invoked…. [It] means,
among other things, a lack of representations, lack of communities, lack of
awareness, lack of speech, and lack of acknowledgement.” (pp.66-67)
Yoshino (2000) wrote of the existence of an ‘epistemic contract of bisexual erasure’, a product
of the vested interests of heterosexuals and homosexuals that suppresses the existence of
bisexuality. These groups, he argued, encounter bisexuality as threatening to their sexual
orientations, to the social primacy of sex and gender, and the norms of monogamy. The
process of erasure is enacted in two ways: the denial of bisexuality as a legitimate orientation,
and individual erasure, occurring on a case-by-case basis.

13

Another explanation, advanced by Macalister (2003), is that bisexuality contravenes cognitive
schema, making it difficult for individuals to accommodate its ambiguity. There is, he wrote,
a consequent discomfort that makes the monosexual orientations preferable. Whether it is
for either of these reasons, of for some other, observations of bisexual erasure have been
made in both the cultural and the academic spheres.

1.5.1

Cultural erasure

A review of scripted US television programmes for the year 2018-19 (Where we are on TV
2018-2019, 2018) found that only 7.6% of recurring LGBTQ characters were bisexual men.
Additionally, a tendency has been identified in television series, such that a character’s new
relationship involving a change of partner gender occasions a change of monosexual
orientation (Barker et al., 2008). Hence, the possibility of bisexuality is denied representation,
and erasure is enacted according to Eisner’s (2013) definition.
Erasure has been cited in the popular habit of dichotomously identifying prominent figures as
homosexual despite contrary evidence, for example, Freddie Mercury, Virginia Woolf and
Oscar Wilde (Eisner, 2013; Garber, 1995). Similarly, in the media, explicit disclosures of
bisexual attraction or behaviour have led to being referred to as gay, as in the cases of
swimmer, Tom Daly, and MP, Simon Hughes (Hughes, 2006; Jones, 2010; Kavanagh, 2006;
Magrath et al., 2017).

1.5.2

Academic invisibility and erasure

Until the mid-1980s, serious consideration of bisexuality in research was dissuaded by the
prevailing view that it was an illegitimate or immature orientation (Klesse, 2011; Rust, 2002).
14

The conflation of bisexuality with homosexuality (in ‘LGB’, ‘non-heterosexual’ or ‘sexual
minorities’ categories) has been said to have erased it academically as a distinct orientation
(Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2013; Fairyington, 2008; Worthen, 2013), obscuring the unique
experiences of bisexuals (Fox, 1993; Mereish et al., 2017; Vencill et al., 2018; Worthen, 2013).
Pallotta-Chiarolli and Martin (2009) called this ‘exclusion by inclusion’. A striking example can
apparently be seen in Hernandez, Schwenke, and Wilson’s (2011) 20-year review of MOM
research. The authors remarked on the absence of a “single theory that accounts for why
gay, bisexual, and lesbian people choose heterosexual [other-sex] spouses” (p.316).
Enumerating possible reasons, the authors omitted consideration of bisexuals’ other-sex
attraction. Here, when bisexuals have explicitly been included, their defining characteristic
seems to have been lost sight of.
Monro, Hines, and Osborne’s (2017) review of 45 years of sexualities literature revealed
“marginalisation, under-representation and invisibility… in relation to both bisexual
experience and identity” (p.663). Barker (2007) reviewed 22 contemporary undergraduate
psychology textbooks covering core topics.

Around half of those dealing with sexual

orientation failed to mention bisexuality and research presented on genetic, hormonal and
brain differences referred only to homosexual and heterosexual subjects. Barker wrote that
the omission of index entries for bisexuality from all but three of the books could be taken as
an “implied [antibisexual] statement to students” (p.122).
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1.6
1.6.1

Attitudes to bisexual men
The character and prevalence of bi-negativity

Bisexual men have been found to be subject to a prevalent, specific and consistent set of
prejudices, referred to as bi-negativity (Vencill et al., 2018). Its implications for identity
development, mental health and relationships will be considered later in this chapter.
While all non-heterosexuals are stigmatised by heterosexism (Herek, 2004; Herek et al., 2009;
Israel & Mohr, 2004), bisexuals are said to face a consistent and prevalent set of negative
characterisations. Bisexuals are seen as sexually compulsive and indiscriminate, confused,
and incapable of monogamy (Dodge et al., 2016; Eliason, 2000; Herek, 2002; Mohr & Rochlen,
1999; Zivony & Lobel, 2014).
Additionally, bisexuality’s existence and its validity as a sexual orientation are often
challenged (Brewster & Moradi, 2010; Eliason, 2000; Mohr & Rochlen, 1999). It is seen as
unstable, awaiting a monosexual resolution (Burke & LaFrance, 2015; Fox, 1993).
Consequently, Anderson and McCormack wrote, bisexual men have frequently been told that
they are, in fact, gay by an “overwhelmingly homophobic and monosexist culture” (2016, p.4).
Two large-scale studies of attitudes towards bisexuals have been conducted in the USA
(Dodge et al., 2016; Herek, 2002). The first, Herek (2002), reported extremely negative views
among heterosexuals. Asked to rate groups, including sexual orientation, ethnic, racial,
political and religious, respondents put bisexuals lowest except for ‘injecting drug users’.
Bisexual men in particular are viewed significantly more negatively than other sexual
minorities (Eliason, 2000; Helms & Waters, 2016).
Improvements in attitudes were reported in the later study (Dodge et al., 2016), though the
traditional preconceptions were seen to persist. The authors were encouraged by both the
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propensity to answer ‘neither agree nor disagree’, and that the results weren’t “more…
explicitly negative” (p.12). However, given the nature of the statements presented, the
implications of ambivalence might not be so encouraging. With the statements that people
should be afraid to have sex with bisexual men because of HIV/STD risk, 73% reported no
disagreement; that bisexual men are incapable of fidelity, 59% reported no disagreement;
that bisexual men are sexually indiscriminate, 59.5% reported no disagreement; that bisexual
men are confused, 68% had no disagreement.

1.6.2

Double discrimination

Early research on attitudes towards sexual minorities assumed that bisexuals would only
suffer homophobia (Eliason, 2000). However, it has been recognised that bisexuals encounter
discrimination from both heterosexuals and homosexuals (de Bruin & Arndt, 2010; Mohr &
Rochlen, 1999; Mulick & Wright, 2002; Ross et al., 2010). This has been called double
discrimination (Ochs, 1996).
Though, gay men’s and lesbians’ attitudes towards bisexuals have been found to be more
positive than heterosexuals’ (Dodge et al., 2016), one study found that 32% wouldn’t date a
bisexual person and 25% wouldn’t consider having a bisexual person as a best friend (Mohr
& Rochlen, 1999).

Discrimination from LGBT communities has also been a theme in

qualitative research (Callis, 2013; McLean, 2001, 2008; Weinberg et al., 1994; Welzer-Lang,
2008).
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1.6.3

The causes of bi-negativity

It has been said that “bisexuals make people uncomfortable” (Ochs, 2005, p.201) by
challenging the established order and upsetting “the dichotomies in a polarised world”
(Weiss, 2003, p.34), and many of the explanations for bi-negativity are predicated on a sense
of threat.

Bisexuality blurs the distinction on which the mutually exclusive, mutually

confirmatory monosexual identities depend (Germon, 2008; Ochs, 1996), hence threatening
the heterosexual privilege (Yoshino, 2000) and the social advances secured by gay men and
lesbians (Israel & Mohr, 2004) which depend on those identities. Its associations with
polyamory and adultery threaten the norm of monogamy (Welzer-Lang, 2008; Yoshino, 2000).
Additionally, bisexuals have been seen as traitors to the gay movement, and their perceived
ability to move between heterosexual and homosexual worlds and access to heterosexual
privilege have brought resentment (Klein, 1993; Niki, 2018; Ochs, 2005; Rust, 2002; Weiss,
2003).
However, some contrasting observations are pertinent. Although considering bisexuals to be
confused has been called a misconception (Eliason, 2000), confusion is recognised as a stage
of bisexual identity development (Brown, 2002; Eisner, 2013; Weinberg et al., 1994). A
distinction could be achieved in attitudinal studies by asking whether bisexuals are necessarily
confused. Similarly, Armstrong and Reissing (2014) commented that the secrecy often
resorted to for the avoidance of stigma (Balsam & Mohr, 2007; Hequembourg & Brallier,
2009) may, in part, explain the view that they are untrustworthy.
Scepticism towards bisexuality among gay men and lesbians may arise from their own
transitional use of bisexual identification (Mohr & Rochlen, 1999; Moreira et al., 2015; Ochs,
1996), so they may expect the same of others (Fox, 1993). Additionally, social pressure can
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cause bisexuals to allow assumptions of their monosexuality or even to assume a monosexual
identity (Balsam & Mohr, 2007; Ochs, 1996).

Observing such behaviour may further

encourage scepticism (Israel, 2018).

1.6.4

Changing attitudes

Research suggests an improving picture for bisexual men in their experiences of prejudice and
discrimination (Anderson, 2008; Anderson & McCormack, 2016; Dahlgreen & Shakespeare,
2015; McCormack et al., 2014; Ripley et al., 2011; White et al., 2018). A study of bisexuals’
feelings of acceptance in the LGBT community suggested the “positive results may reflect
historical changes in the stigmatization of bisexuality” (Price, Gesselman, & Garcia, 2019,
p.15). However, it remained that 30.8% felt rejected by the community, suggesting almost a
third of bisexual men may still be unable to benefit from a resource linked to emotional wellbeing (Cooke & Melchert, 2019).
Though diminished, the old prejudices continue to appear in the research (Armstrong &
Reissing, 2014; Burke & LaFrance, 2015; Dickerson-Amaya & Coston, 2019; Gleason et al.,
2019; Roberts et al., 2015; Souto Pereira et al., 2017). Furthermore, they remain relevant to
understanding bisexual men’s experiences as the formative context of older cohorts
(McCormack et al., 2014) and the potential current context of those with older social and
familial peer groups.

1.7

Identity development of bisexual men

After the removal of homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, models of homosexual identity development began to emerge (Cass, 1979;
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Troiden, 1979). However, from the perspective of bisexual inclusion, Cass’s model has been
seen as either failing to account for bisexuality at all (Langdridge, 2008) or viewing it as a
transitional phase on the way to homosexuality (Fox, 2003; Potoczniak, 2007). Additionally,
Smiley (1997) contended that significance placed on coming out may be “peripheral or even
detrimental to the psychological well-being of bisexual men” (p.375), being hazardous to
existing relationships.
The first bisexual-specific model of development was theorised by Weinberg, Williams, and
Pryor (1994), following research conducted in San Francisco in the late 1980s. The model
comprises four stages: Initial confusion; Finding and applying the label; Settling into the
identity; and Continuing uncertainty. The first stage represents accounts of periods of
“considerable confusion, doubt, and struggle” (p.27) which had often lasted years. This was
apparently due to the prevailing monosexist conceptual framework which, in the participants’
minds, hadn’t permitted the coexistence of same- and other-sex attractions. Also, principally
for the men, same-sex attraction had prompted an inwardly directed homophobic response,
engendering denial.
Movement to Finding and applying the label often occurred after simply learning of the
concept of bisexuality, dispelling the dichotomy. Anxiety over same-sex feelings often
persisted. Enjoyment of sexual activity with both men and women encouraged adoption of a
bisexual identity and Settling into the identity was marked by a “more complete transition in
self-labelling” (p.31) and increased self-acceptance. Often, there had been years of bisexual
attraction and behaviour before participants identified as bisexual.
Finally, Continued uncertainty was a representation of the confusion reported by the
bisexually identifying participants. Of the men, a quarter expressed current confusion related
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to their sexual orientation. Difficulty in maintaining a bisexual identity in the face of
challenges to its validity, from society in general and especially from the LG community, was
cited. Additionally, the lack of bisexual role-models, community and public recognition were
felt to be undermining. However, this stage was also conceptualised to accommodate a
confusion inferred by the authors from participants’ envisaging becoming behaviourally
heterosexual or homosexual, in the context of a monogamous relationship. This may be a
misinterpretation caused by the use of the same descriptors for behaviour and identity. The
nature of this final stage means that bisexual identity wasn’t theorised by the authors as
having a concrete resolution, as for homosexuals in corresponding theories (Cass, 1979, 1984;
Troiden, 1979).
Brown (2002) expanded on this model by differentiating for male and female experience.
Accordingly, the threat to masculinity arising from the same-sex attraction is considered for
men. Men are also said to be more likely to keep sexual experiences and social identities
separate, creating great confusion and delaying an integrated identity. Brown retitled the
final stage Identity maintenance, in response to Weinberg, Williams, and Pryor’s (1994) own
data, since 75% of participants had maintained their bisexual identity over the four years of
the study.
Other perspectives include Potoczniak’s (2007) reflections on the intersections of bisexual
identity with various US minority ethnic identities, which, sadly, space doesn’t permit here.
Dworkin (2001) considered that bisexual identity should be envisaged as involving ‘fluidity’,
allowing for fluctuation over time. If fluidity were considered in this context, it could, in the
minds of those experiencing as well as observing, reduce the need for ideas of confusion in
the latter stages of bisexual identity development theory.
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1.8

Bisexual men’s relationships

Excluding relationships with other bisexuals (which are beyond the scope of this research),
bisexual men’s romantic and sexual partners will mostly be drawn from the populations of
heterosexual women and gay men (Vencill et al., 2018). Research suggests that around 80%
of bisexual men’s relationships are with women (Herek et al., 2010; Pew, 2013; Weinberg et
al., 1994).
Klesse (2011) wrote that bisexuals’ relationships were no more prone to difficulty than
anyone else’s, but that “some issues are more specific to bisexual lives” (p.229) and that
“dualistic and heteronormative conceptualizations of sexuality inevitably leave traces and
marks in the realm of the intrapsychic and the interpersonal” (p.228). This section examines
those unique experiences, as represented in the literature.

1.8.1

Attitudes towards bisexual men as romantic partners

Given that bisexual men can be seen as morally intolerable, confused, unreliable, and
hypersexual (Callis, 2013; Dodge et al., 2016; Mohr & Rochlen, 1999), the research findings
that bisexuals are often seen as poor candidates for romantic and sexual relationships is
possibly unsurprising (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014; Callis, 2013; Eliason, 2000; Feinstein, Dyar,
et al., 2016; Gleason et al., 2019; Mohr & Rochlen, 1999). Eliason (2000), for example, found
that 52% of a student sample felt they were 'very unlikely' to have a relationship with a
bisexual person, and a further 25% 'somewhat unlikely'.
Even when bisexual stereotypes aren’t overtly endorsed, prejudicial views of bisexual men as
potential partners emerge (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014; Souto Pereira et al., 2017). Attitudes
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towards dating bisexual men or engaging in relationships with them show evidence of
mistrust and anxiety (Feinstein et al., 2014). Heterosexual women have foreseen high anxiety
attending relationships with bisexual men, due to the perceived risks of their infidelity with
another man, becoming homosexual, or carrying disease (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014; Callis,
2013; Souto Pereira et al., 2017).
Gleason, Vencill, and Sprankle (2019) presented fictitious dating profiles to participants to
measure sexual and romantic attraction; willingness to date or have sex with; and perceived
masculinity/femininity.

Profiles, with pictures, were randomly assigned a bisexual,

homosexual or heterosexual identity.

Heterosexual women reported less sexual and

romantic attraction to the ‘bisexual’ men than to the ‘heterosexual’ men, were less willing to
have sex with or date them, and perceived them to be less masculine. Homosexual men, by
contrast, reported no significant difference in any category or response to men of any
orientation.
Feinstein, Dyar, Bhatia, Latack, and Davila (2014) found that gay men had a lesser inclination
to relationships with bisexual men than to sexual activity, possibly a more reliable finding than
that of Gleason, Vencill, and Sprankle (2019). The latter’s authors cited a difference in age
between their gay male participants (mean age 40) and targets (19 to 31) in reference to their
unexpected outcome of parity for relationship and sexual willingness.
These attitudes may be prospective in nature, but they inform an understanding of the
experiences of bisexual men attempting to enter relationships, and of the responses to those
who disclose when in an established relationship.
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1.8.2

Bisexual men’s attitudes to monogamy

Rust (2003) found that bisexual respondents were half as likely as homosexuals to be in a
monogamous relationship and that only 15.4% of male bisexual participants wanted a
“lifetime committed monogamous relationship” (p.484). However, while participants were
categorised by sexual identity, the inclusion criteria meant that all the participants had
experienced attraction to, or had romantic or sexual involvement with, men and women.
Also, recruitment was carried out within LGB communities and social groups and partners
have been said to encourage bisexuals to identify monosexually (Niki, 2018; Ochs, 1996).
Therefore, the finding that gay- and lesbian-identifying respondents were more likely to be in
a relationship has an alternative interpretation: that bisexuals may tend to identify as lesbian
or gay when in a monogamous same-sex relationship.
This alternative interpretation would be supported, for example, by Weinberg, Williams, and
Pryor’s (1994) finding that 42.2% of bisexual male respondents envisaged defining themselves
as either gay or straight in the context of a future relationship.
A study which may offer more reliable findings is a survey of 5,988 bisexual, heterosexual,
and homosexual adults, which found that bisexual men viewed monogamy as more of a
sacrifice than any other group and less ‘life enhancing’ than did heterosexual or homosexual
men (Mark et al., 2014). Despite this, 78.4% of the bisexual men in the study were engaged,
married, or dating a single partner, which the authors took as evidence of bisexual men’s
preference for monogamy. However, data is not presented confirming that respondents were
asked whether they intended their engagements or marriages to be monogamous, possibly
suggesting an assumption of monogamy by the authors.
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More explicitly, Weinberg, Williams, and Pryor (1994) reported that 85% of their bisexual
male respondents could envisage foregoing sex with one gender for the sake of a close,
monogamous relationship. Similarly, in Buxton’s (2000) sample of 56 bisexual husbands of
women, only 11% reported that a desire for same-sex activity or relationships negatively
affected their marriage. Edser and Shea (2002) interviewed 20 bisexual men married to
women, asking them their reasons for marriage and monogamy. They found the men were
“overwhelmingly internally motivated” (p.25) having “married their partners overwhelmingly
because they loved them” (p.28), rather than in response to social pressures.

1.8.3

Bisexual men’s experiences of monogamous relationships

The attitudes towards bisexual men are often reflected in their accounts of relationship
experience. In research, bisexuals have repeatedly reported rejection by prospective partners
because of their sexual identity (Anderson et al., 2015; Callis, 2013; Li et al., 2013; McLean,
2008). In one study of 20 bisexual men, half said the greatest obstacle to starting a
relationship was the perception that their sexuality made them incapable of monogamy
(Elder et al., 2015).

1.8.3.1

Disclosure of bisexuality to romantic partners

Disclosure is a particular problem for bisexual men, recurring in each new relationship as a
potential source of anxiety (Li et al., 2013). Many may not recognise their bisexuality until
they are already in a committed relationship, and disclosure may precipitate a crisis (Buxton,
2000; Goetstouwers, 2006). Research suggests bisexuals anticipate rejection (Beach et al.,
2018), and are often reluctant to disclose even to their own families (Scherrer et al., 2015).
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In comparisons of bisexual, heterosexual and homosexual men and women, bisexual men
have been found least likely to disclose to family members and friends (Barringer et al., 2017;
Price et al., 2019).
Consequently, there may be an unwelcome period of concealment while the partner’s likely
response is assessed (Li et al., 2013). Fox (1993) found that among 349 bisexual men, the
predominant reason for nondisclosure was the fear of losing their partner. Disclosure was
encouraged by the desire to be accepted wholly, to integrate their sexual identity into their
lives, and to enhance the intimacy of close relationships. Similarly, Maliepaard (2018) found
participants wished to be open in their relationships and to be fully known. The deeply
personal nature of these motivations may suggest the significance of disclosure to bisexual
men.
Two recent studies reflect the disclosure habits of bisexual men. Barringer, Sumerau, and Gay
(2017) found that despite bisexual participants generally reporting a sense of improved
cultural acceptance for sexual minorities, they weren’t encouraged to disclose more freely.
The authors concluded that “mainstream recognition of bisexuality has likely not yet reached
a point where it enters the decision-making processes of bisexual people” (p.329). A cohort
study found that younger bisexual men disclosed earlier in their relationships and reported
fewer problems with rejection than has been reflected in earlier literature (Anderson et al.,
2015). However, participants had been recruited by calling audibly for bisexual men on busy
street corners.

The confidence to respond publicly may imply less experience of

discrimination, creating bias. While the in-study cohort comparisons may remain valid, crossstudy comparisons seem less reliable.

26

After disclosure or discovery, bisexual men have reported experiencing their partner’s
increased jealousy and fear of infidelity (Li et al., 2013). Buxton (2000, 2005) wrote that wives’
concerns, post disclosure, have several recurring themes. Wives of bisexual men can feel
sexually inadequate in meeting their partner’s imagined needs; deceived and short changed;
confused and fearful that the relationship may end; and fearful of others’ reactions. These
disclosure responses stay “front stage for about a year” (Buxton, 2005, p.55). Due to the
invisibility of bisexuality and, by extension, mixed-orientation relationships, these couples are
unsupported, their “unique issues [being] minimized or ignored” (Buxton, 2011, p.539).
Additionally, bisexual partners have been said to engage in a process of downplaying tensions
to minimise the appearance of bi-negativity in their partners – a “type of relationship work…
which may constitute a form of oppression unique to bisexual people” (Hayfield et al., 2018,
p.231).

1.8.3.2

Identity loss in relationships

McClellan (2006) wrote, “[to] be truly invisible is to be a bisexual person in a relationship”
(p.246). The monosexist tendency is for sexuality to be assumed from partner gender, and
bisexuals may have their identity openly challenged on that basis (Feinstein & Dyar, 2017).
Since bisexuality is frequently viewed as transitional, others may assume that the ‘phase’ is
over when a commitment is made, and express this to the individual (McClellan, 2006; Niki,
2018). External challenges may be harder to sustain if confusion and doubt are encountered,
as theorised in bisexual identity development (Brown, 2002; Potoczniak, 2007; Weinberg et
al., 1994).
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The use of ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’ or ‘straight’, to represent same- and other-sex relationships imposes
an erasure of identity on bisexuals (Anderson & McCormack, 2016; Crofford, 2018; Davids &
Lundquist, 2018; Hayfield et al., 2018). Although a ‘bisexual relationship’ has been defined as
“any relationship in which at least one of the parties is bisexual” (McClellan, 2006, p.246), it
is contrary to prevailing linguistic habits (Yoshino, 2000). Bisexuals themselves have reported
finding little meaning in the phrase, leaving them with only mono-normative terms to
describe their relationships (Hayfield et al., 2018).
Bisexuals may resist this erasure and seek to maintain their identities. However, this can be
interpreted as a lack of commitment, or difficulty forswearing sexual engagement with the
gender not represented by their partner, with tensions resulting (Niki, 2018). A study
comparing minority stress in lesbians and gay men with bisexuals found an association
between relationship and anxiety only for bisexuals, leading the authors to ascribe the link to
identity erasure (Feinstein, Latack, et al., 2016).

1.8.4

Factors contributing to successful mixed-orientation relationships

Little was uncovered in the literature search related to what contributes to a successful
monogamous relationship for bisexual men. Niki (2018) suggested a willingness for open
communication between partners would be beneficial. This was echoed by Buxton (2000),
who asked couples comprising a bisexual man and a heterosexual woman what had been the
three most helpful strategies for maintaining their relationship. In frequency order, highest
to lowest, the husbands cited: communication, honesty, peer support, reassurance of wife,
mutual

respect,

and

love

and

empathy.

The

wives

cited:

communication,

counselling/therapy, honesty, peer support, reading, talking time, and flexibility.
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This

flexibility was the willingness to reconsider their preconceptions of bisexuality. Wolf (cited in
Fox, 1993) found that early disclosure, open communication, and a continuing sexual
relationship were significant factors.

1.9
1.9.1

Mental health findings for bisexual men
The mental health discrepancy

Research into the emotional wellbeing of sexual minorities has repeatedly found that, in
comparison to heterosexuals and homosexuals, bisexuals report poorer mental health, and
higher instances of mood and anxiety disorders, suicidal ideation and substance use (Becker
et al., 2014; Bostwick et al., 2010; Brennan et al., 2010; Conron et al., 2010; Jorm et al., 2002;
La Roi et al., 2019; Meyer et al., 2008; Ross et al., 2014; Vencill et al., 2018). The broad
consensus for the disparity (see Taylor, 2018) was supported by a meta-analysis of 52 studies
(Ross et al., 2018).
Dissenting voices have alleged a pathologisation of bisexual men (Anderson & McCormack,
2016; Klesse, 2011; Savin-Williams et al., 2010; Savin-Williams & Cohen, 2018). Anderson and
McCormack (2016) cited a history of sampling from within a “unique counter-culture” (p.xv),
with a politicized conception of its own minority status, creating a negative bias
unrepresentative of bisexual men.
Savin-Williams, Cohen, Joyner, and Rieger (2010) asserted that the correct comparison group
for gay and bisexual men was heterosexual women, not men. When correctly compared, they
wrote, the prevalence of depression for non-heterosexual men is not “remarkable nor even
unexpected” (p.1215).

Meyer (2010) asserted the comparison of disorders had been

selective, and further questions logically arise. Firstly, ingroup disparities between bisexual
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and gay men were ignored (being conflated as ‘non-heterosexuals’). Secondly, if bisexual men
are depathologised by this move, where does that leave bisexual women? Since there is no
apparent comparison group for bisexual women that removes the discrepancy, the legitimacy
of this move for bisexual men might arguably be questioned.

1.9.2

Minority stress

Meyer’s (2003) minority stress model (see Figure 2) has been the foremost theoretical
framework employed in examining the bisexual mental health disparity (Feinstein & Dyar,
2017). It models the way minority stress, the “excess stress to which individuals from
stigmatized social categories are exposed” (Meyer, 2003, p.675), produces negative health
outcomes. The component minority stressors are categorised as proximal and distal.

Figure 2: Minority stress processes in lesbian, gay, and bisexual populations (Meyer, 2003)

Considering the stressors in turn, and the role of identity in the model, we will see that
research findings imply a number of disadvantages for bisexual men.
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1.9.2.1

Proximal stressors

The proximal stressors are subjective and related to the individual’s sense of identity.

1.9.2.1.1 Expectations of rejection

Research has shown that bisexuals believe others hold predominantly neutral-to-negative
preconceptions of them (Beach et al., 2018) and that bisexual men anticipate being
discriminated against as potential romantic and sexual partners (Elder et al., 2015). Bisexuals
have described the discrimination in their ongoing experience of the LGB community (Callis,
2013; McLean, 2001, 2008). Anticipating discrimination has been linked to depression (Paul
et al., 2014).

1.9.2.1.2 Concealment

Bisexuals are more likely than homosexuals to conceal their sexual orientation from close
family and friends, and this tendency is more pronounced among men than women (Barringer
et al., 2017; Herek et al., 2009). Nondisclosure of bisexuality is resorted to for the avoidance
of stigma, socially (Balsam & Mohr, 2007) and within relationships (Ochs, 2005; Schrimshaw
et al., 2018). The consequences of concealment have been found to include lower selfesteem (Herek et al., 2009), poorer mental health (Schrimshaw et al., 2013), and substance
use (Cortopassi et al., 2017). Instances of concealment have been found to spontaneously
provoke anxiety, anger, and fatigue (Mohr et al., 2019).
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1.9.2.1.3 Internalised homo/biphobia

Bisexual men are susceptible to the internalisation of both biphobia and the homophobia
pertinent to their same-sex attraction and possible behaviour (Ochs, 2005). Herek, Gillis, and
Cogan (2009), found higher levels of sexual self-stigma in bisexual men than any other
orientation and sex. Associations were found with both higher psychological distress and
lower self-esteem.

1.9.2.2

Distal stressors

1.9.2.2.1 Discrimination

Perceived discrimination has been associated with psychological distress (Brewster & Moradi,
2010) and a broad range of mental health issues (Pascoe & Richman, 2009), and
discrimination towards bisexuals within the LGB community is a theme in qualitative (Callis,
2013; McLean, 2001, 2008; Weinberg et al., 1994; Welzer-Lang, 2008) and quantitative
research (Armstrong & Reissing, 2014; Mohr & Rochlen, 1999). Discrimination has been
judged by bisexuals as contributing to poorer mental health (Ross et al., 2010).

1.9.2.2.2 Violence

Findings suggest bisexuals face greater risk than heterosexuals or homosexuals of intimatepartner violence (Turell et al., 2018). Additionally, analysis of a national crime survey
(N=18,957), found that proportionately more bisexual than homosexual or heterosexual men
had reported sexual or physical violence (Dickerson-Amaya & Coston, 2019).
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1.9.2.3

Identity

In the minority stress model, identity is multifaceted and plays multiple roles. An individual’s
acceptance of a minority sexual identity can allow them to gain the support of sexual-minority
peers (Meyer, 2003). However, as we have seen, stigmatisation of bisexuality exists within
the LGB community (Feinstein, Latack, et al., 2016; McLean, 2001, 2008; Mohr & Rochlen,
1999) and bisexuals have been found to have less connectedness to community (Kertzner et
al., 2009; Pakula et al., 2016).
In the model, sexual identity is theorised as having three moderating dimensions:
prominence, valence, and integration (Meyer, 2003).

Respectively, these denote the

importance to the individual of their sexual identity; the positivity or negativity of their
feelings towards it; and its integration with other identities in the individual’s self-concept (La
Roi et al., 2019).
Investigating these dimensions in bisexuals, La Roi, Meyer, and Frost (2019) found lower
valence and integration compared to other sexual minority individuals, and that the valence
finding accounted for higher rates of depressive symptoms. Similarly, Kertzner, Meyer, Frost,
and Stirratt (2009) found that “the disadvantage in social well-being associated with bisexual
identity was fully mediated by levels of community connectedness and identity valence”
(p.506). Pakula, Carpiano, Ratner, and Shoveller (2016) concluded that discrimination within
LGB communities is a likely reason that bisexuals cannot always derive the benefits of social
support experienced by gay and lesbian community members.
A possibly beneficial aspect of concealment was reported by in a study of behaviourally
bisexual men, where a habit of varying identity by context was observed (Baldwin et al., 2015).
The authors termed this strategic deployment of identity, and suggested that it granted
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“agency in determining who they were, and/or how they wanted to be understood” (Baldwin
et al., 2015, p.2018).
Research on the impact of romantic relationship involvement for sexual minorities has found
that while there was no association between relationship involvement and either anxiety or
depression for lesbians and gay men, for bisexuals, relationships were associated with an
increased likelihood of an anxiety disorder (Feinstein, Latack, et al., 2016).

1.10 Counselling bisexual men

Literature specifically addressing bisexual clients and their issues has been said to be scarce
(Alderson, 2004; Hayes & Hagedorn, 2001; Ross et al., 2018). Bisexuals are often subsumed
into larger groups (for example, ‘LGB’ and ‘nonhetersexual’) (Moradi et al., 2009; PallottaChiarolli & Martin, 2009) and one example is a meta-analysis commissioned by the British
Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy, from which guidelines for working with LGBT
clients were derived (King, Semlyen, Killaspy, Nazareth, & Osborn, 2007). Excluding the two
studies for which data was unobtainable, closer examination reveals that bisexuals accounted
for only 90 of the 9,688 participants, or 0.93%. (If all participants in the unobtainable studies
had been bisexual, the figure would rise only to 1.34%.) While the scarcity of data for trans
people was an acknowledged limitation, the underrepresentation of bisexuals went
unmentioned. If the authors were, then, oblivious to their omission, this indicates the depth
of bisexual erasure. These guidelines were asserted to be applicable to bisexuals, though
bisexuals’ experiences are asserted, in the literature, to be distinct from gay men’s and
lesbians’ (Fox, 1993; Mereish et al., 2017; Vencill et al., 2018; Worthen, 2013).

34

Several themes emerge from the available literature regarding therapeutic work with bisexual
men. Perhaps the most fundamental of these is the importance of a counsellor’s awareness
of their own beliefs, biases and preconceptions regarding bisexuality (Brooks & Inman, 2013;
Dworkin, 2001; Hayes & Hagedorn, 2001; Rust, 2003; Scherrer, 2013). Brewster and Moradi
(2010) wrote that it was “important for practitioners… to acknowledge and critically examine
such assumptions and consider more flexible conceptions of sexual orientation and its
relation to gender” (p.464). Unexamined stereotypes held by therapists have been found to
influence their view of the clinical significance of their clients’ bisexuality (Mohr et al., 2001;
Page, 2004).
Perhaps with ‘pathologizing’ preconceptions in mind, Matteson (1996) cautioned against
assuming that a bisexual client’s concerns will be centred on their sexuality. However,
balancing this against Page’s (2004) finding that a significant proportion (34%) of male
participants had sought help for issues solely or mainly related to their bisexuality, we find
support for Dworkin’s (2001) clinical advice that “bisexuality must not be either
overemphasized or diminished, but definitely explored” (p.674).
Religiosity has been linked with intolerance of bisexuality (Herek, 2002), and the association
has been replicated among clinicians (Brooks & Inman, 2013). However, spirituality has been
found to have a positive association with counsellor competence with LGB clients (Farmer,
2017).

1.10.1 Stability and legitimacy

The prevalence of non-accepting attitudes among practitioners is suggested by Page’s (2004)
survey of 217 self-identified bisexuals who had used mental health services in the USA. 15.7%
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believed their practitioner held their bisexuality to be part of their illness; 10% reported they
had felt unaccepted as bisexual; and 7.4% reported that their conversion to heterosexuality
had been attempted. Asked for suggestions for the improvement of services, the most
popular was the validation of bisexuality as legitimate and stable. Brooks and Inman (2013)
found that practitioners’ stability attitudes were significantly related to perceived and actual
competency and were concluded to be important for practitioner self-reflection, training and
supervision.
Brewster and Moradi (2010), surveying reports of discrimination and prejudice among
bisexual respondents, found accusations of sexual instability and sexual irresponsibility were
those most commonly faced. The authors concluded that a particular therapeutic value of
exploration may be to assist the client in separating their “views and desires regarding their
sexual orientations and behaviours from stereotypes about bisexuality” (p.464).

The

literature suggests that the exploration of experiences of anti-bisexual prejudice and
discrimination in all forms can help to reduce or prevent internalisation (Kuyper & Fokkema,
2011; Scherrer, 2013).

1.10.2 Awareness of bisexual issues

An awareness of bisexual issues, such as bi-invisibility and the prejudices comprising binegativity, is recommended in the literature (Friedman & Downey, 2010; Hayes & Hagedorn,
2001; Niki, 2018). An awareness of the complexities surrounding identification, for example,
might advisedly discourage the assumption that a client describing same- and other-sex
attraction wishes to be referred to as bisexual (Richards & Barker, 2013). Similarly, knowing
the implications for self-identity of trying to reconcile same- and other-sex attractions, the
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practitioner may be equipped to see when the client misattributes anxiety to his bisexuality
(Friedman & Downey, 2010).
The cultural invisibility of bisexuality has been linked to depression and anxiety in bisexual
individuals (Ross et al., 2018).

Niki (2018) wrote that practitioners who lack “an

understanding of biphobia and bisexual invisibility [run] the risk of reinforcing a bisexual
client’s invisibility” (p.45) in the therapeutic relationship. Counsellors who are aware of
bisexual invisibility and the ways in which bisexual identity is challenged in romantic
relationships may be better able to assess the impact of these phenomena within that context
(Crofford, 2018).
It has been observed that bisexual clients often “lack a supportive network of like-minded
individuals” (Hayes & Hagedorn, 2001, p.19). The benefits for bisexuals of greater connection
to the LGB community have been asserted elsewhere in the literature (Balsam & Mohr, 2007;
Kertzner et al., 2009; Scherrer, 2013) and loneliness has been found to mediate minority
stressors to anxiety and depression (Mereish et al., 2017). However, given the potential for
the LGB community to be a source of discrimination for bisexual men (Callis, 2013; McLean,
2008; Mulick & Wright, 2002), perhaps the recommendation of increasing bisexual men’s
connection to it and disclosing identity within it (Balsam & Mohr, 2007) should be
implemented judiciously. It seems probable that only a counsellor with knowledge of bisexual
issues would be aware of double discrimination, and, consequently, take an approach
consistent with Schrimshaw, Siegel, Downing, and Parsons (2013), who advocated the
facilitation of increased self-acceptance before approaching LGB communities. Alternatively,
with this knowledge, the practitioner may suggest bisexual-specific or -supportive online
communities (Brewster & Moradi, 2010).
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1.10.3 Disclosure

The literature suggests that the question of disclosure is likely to be encountered in working
with bisexual men (Li et al., 2013). It has been stressed that, whereas influential models of
homosexual development have seen ‘coming out’ as an important step (Cass, 1979; Troiden,
1979), replicating clinical encouragement with bisexual men may be harmful to their existing
relationships (Smiley, 1997).
The authors of one study of behaviourally bisexual men found that disclosure wasn’t linked
to mental health, and concluded that “interventions addressing concerns about concealment,
emotional support, and internalized homophobia may be more beneficial for increasing the
health of bisexual men” (Schrimshaw et al., 2013, p.141). However, as the participants were,
by selection, all in relationships with women and secretly having sex with men, ‘disclosure’
was also therefore simultaneously disclosure of infidelity. The extension to bisexual men and
disclosure in general has required ignoring this fact.
Li, Dobinson, Scheim, and Ross (2013) suggested that practitioners might role-play
conversations with those considering coming out to their partners, and discuss the possible
implications for self and relationship with those choosing not to. For those who have, the
authors suggested facilitating couples’ discussions, to address such issues as anxieties around
faithfulness and stability.

1.10.4 Practitioner self-disclosure

Some authors have written of the value of providing a role model for sexual minority clients
by openly presenting as a self-accepting bisexual (Coolhart, 2005; Matteson, 1996). Since the
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visibility of positive bisexual representatives has traditionally been scarce, the argument is
persuasive. However, it might be argued the absence of a common minority identification
would allow the experience of acceptance from the counsellor to be extended, encouraging
a belief in the possibility of wider social acceptance. Indeed, Evans and Barker (2010)
reported some participants had “found it particularly powerful to engage with a heterosexual
counsellor who affirmed their identity” (p.22).

1.11 Summary

Beginning with a discussion of definitions, this chapter has examined the literature relevant
to the research. Although there are dissenting voices, there is much evidence for bisexual
men being at a disadvantage with regard to their mental health. Simultaneously, the
invisibility of bisexuality and common negative preconceptions appear to impact their mental
health, identity development, and relationships. These factors may also affect the way they
are responded to by counsellors and psychotherapists.
The following chapter will set out the research choices made in conducting this study.
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2 Research Choices
2.1

Overview

This chapter describes the recruitment strategies, ethical commitments and undertakings,
and method of interview.

It concludes with a description of the methodology of

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).

2.2

Recruitment of participants

To be consistent with IPA, sampling should be purposive: the approach is idiographic, seeking
access to specific experience, and so probability methods are not called for (Smith et al.,
2009). Given the reported difficulty of recruiting bisexual research participants (Hartman,
2011; Maliepaard, 2017), the research advert (see Appendix 1) was distributed by four
separate methods. By these various methods, being mindful of Anderson and McCormack
(2016), I hoped to access experience not influenced by containment within a ‘subculture’.
Firstly, the advert was circulated among academic and counselling contacts with a request to
forward it to potential participants. One response was received by this means, leading to the
recruitment of a participant.
Secondly, following Hartman’s (2011) recommendations for recruiting bisexual participants, I
distributed flyers of the adverts in Birmingham and Manchester, (my two nearest large cities)
in both LGBT social venues and in a variety of venues, including bookshops, clothing shops,
bars and art galleries, that did not specifically cater for non-heterosexual groups. No
responses to the flyers were received.
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Thirdly, I sent the advert to bisexual and LGBT support and networking groups. From these
efforts, one response was received, leading to recruitment.
Fourthly, I circulated the advert on the social media platform Twitter, said to be a powerful
means of research recruitment (Glover, 2016; Slowe, 2017). The method, following Glover
(2016), was to ask selected high-profile Twitter users to ‘retweet’ a post containing the advert
which would then be seen by their followers (see Appendix 4). I targeted politicians,
journalists, writers, comedians, and mental health and LGBT advocacy groups, aiming for a
diversity of social background, education, and political views among the resulting audience.
Thirteen men responded, five of whom met the criteria, one later withdrawing before
interview.
Hence, recruitment produced six participants.

2.3

Ethical considerations

This research was conducted with reference to the BACP’s Ethical Guidelines for Research in
the Counselling Professions (Mitchels, 2018) and the University of Chester’s Research
Governance Handbook (2018).
Prospective participants were sent an information letter (Appendix 2) and consent form
(Appendix 3). After interview, the participants were sent their interview transcript by email,
before the cut-off date for withdrawal of consent. As outlined in the information letter, this
was to allow participants to check the accuracy of the transcript and to volunteer any further
comments. The participants were offered the details of local and online support, paid and
free of charge.
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Application for approval was made to the Research Ethics Committee of the Department of
Social and Political Science at the University of Chester. The board granted approval for the
research.

2.4

Interviews

The interviews were semi-structured and the questions and were set out in the participants’
information letter (Appendix 2). Five interviews were conducted using Skype and lasted
about one hour. One participant (‘Steve’) asked to submit written responses, being unable
to ensure sufficient privacy. He agreed to a written exchange so that his material could be
developed by further questioning, as in a live interview. As with the interview transcripts, his
compiled data were submitted to him.

2.5

Data analysis

The interview transcripts were analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA). IPA is a method of qualitative investigation which seeks to “examine and comprehend
lived experience” and to do so “on its own terms” (Smith et al., 2009, pp.11–12). It is
idiographic and is not concerned with the derivation of general rules aspired to in nomothetic
research. The objective of IPA is “detailed, nuanced analyses of particular instances of lived
experience” (Smith et al., 2009, p.37).
The method acknowledges and welcomes the subjectivity of the researcher, which can bring
insight to the analysis. At the same time, however, the ‘fore-structures’ of the researcher’s
assumptions and personal experience must be identified and ‘bracketed’ in a continual
process of reflexivity (Smith et al., 2009).
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The approach is philosophically underpinned by phenomenology and hermeneutics. It sees
humans as sense-making beings, and the endeavour of analysis to be the accessing of the
sense people try to make of their lived experience. Taking a phenomenological attitude allows
the researcher to get closer to the meaning participants attribute to their experience (Smith
et al., 2009). To be achieved, it requires the researcher to dispense, as far as possible, with
his or her natural attitude, the presuppositions, personal experience, and beliefs, that
ordinarily colour understanding. This requires self-reflexivity and the practice of ‘bracketing’
one’s own meanings (Smith et al., 2009).
Hermeneutics calls for further reflexivity and requires that the method is iterative. Firstly,
there must be repeated movement between the entire text and each component part under
analysis, as each continues to inform the meaning of the other. Secondly, the researcher
must repeatedly re-examine his or her ‘fore-structures’ of accepted meaning as they undergo
continual alteration by engagement with the data, or are thereby brought to light (Smith et
al., 2009).
Flexibility and creativity are encouraged in the undertaking of analysis. It is performed, in the
attitudes required by hermeneutics and phenomenology, by a close reading of the data and
the identification of emergent themes. At this point, the researcher should attend to
everything of interest in the text. Gradually, through the iterative hermeneutic process, these
observations will be codified according to meaning and translated into the subordinate
themes of the analysis. The researcher should then be selective of the themes, according to
the aims of the research.
Stages of the process of analysis are illustrated in Appendix 5.
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Once the subordinate themes have been identified and selected, related themes are grouped
and a superordinate theme developed for each set. Once a meaningful thematic structure
has been achieved, the findings are presented in a narrative form that preserves the rich lived
experience of the participants.

2.6

Trustworthiness and validity

Yardley (2015, 2017) identified four core principles for establishing the validity of qualitative
research. Firstly, sensitivity must be shown to the data, by not “imposing pre-conceived
categories on the data but carefully considering the meanings generated by the participants”
(Yardley, 2015, p.295). My training as a counsellor has required from the outset the
development of a sensitive and phenomenological approach. This was the attitude with
which I conducted both interviewing and analysis of the data.
Secondly, commitment and rigour must be demonstrated.

This calls for “personal

commitment, whether to attaining methodological skills or theoretical depth, or to engaging
extensively and thoughtfully with participants or data” (Yardley, 2015, p.267). I have
researched the methodology of IPA to achieve the theoretical understanding necessary to
making use of the flexibility of the approach while staying within the bounds that preserve
validity.
Thirdly, the research must be presented so that the interpretations can be linked to the data.
Therefore, I have undertaken to justify my interpretations and provide sufficient supporting
quotes from the data.
Fourthly and finally, the research should have impact and importance. It is hoped that the
implications for counselling will indicate the validity of research (see section 5.2).
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2.7

Summary

This chapter has set out the research choices made. In the following chapter, the research
findings will be presented.
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3 Research Findings
3.1

Overview

The rich data is presented in this chapter, within the themes and structure that emerged from
the analysis (see Table 2). All names are pseudonyms.
Table 2: Superordinate and subordinate themes of the analysis

Superordinate 1. Formative
themes: Experiences
Subordinate 1.1 Incomprehension
themes: and dismissal
1.2 Pressures

2. Fear and Longing

3. The Relationship

2.1 Significance of
bisexuality

3.1 Rejection

2.2 Authenticity
versus safety

3.2 Disclosure

2.2.1 Chris

3.3 Partner attitudes

2.2.2 David

3.4 Anxiety and
reassurance

2.2.3 Robert
2.2.4 Steve

3.5 Monogamy

2.2.5 Neil

3.5.1 Motivations

2.2.6 Daniel

3.5.2 Bisexuality and
monogamy

3.2

The participants

The following table summarises some contextual participant information.

Approx.
age

Sex of
partner

No. of
children

Together
(years)

Bisexuality
known to
partner
(years)

Chris

46-50

Female

3

14

14

David

51-55

Female

2

21

21

Neil

31-35

Male

0

6

6

Steve

46-50

Female

2

12

6

Participant
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Approx.
age

Sex of
partner

No. of
children

Together
(years)

Bisexuality
known to
partner
(years)

Daniel

26-30

Male

0

3

3

Robert

46-50

Female

0

7

7

Participant

3.3

Superordinate theme 1: Formative experiences

The analysis suggested the following were events experienced as formative by the
participants, contributing to their expectations and understandings of the world as it exists in
relation to their bisexuality.

3.3.1

Subordinate theme 1.1: Incomprehension and dismissal

Three of the participants described an inability in others to understand bisexuality. As Chris
put it, “it can throw a spanner in the works” and they “struggle to get their heads around it”.
Neil said, “people really struggle to grapple with, no, you fit in box A or B, and that’s it. And
that’s my experience. It’s more a confusion than any type of prejudice, I feel”.
Robert also felt that incomprehension had led people to reject his bisexuality:
“You have to say, well, no, that’s not the case. It’s not straight or gay, you
can be bisexual. And it seems to be a little bit fluid as well. And they just
don’t get it.”
David had also encountered challenges to both his bisexuality and the existence of bisexuality.
He felt that…
“…there is a strand of the gay community that feels that if you’re bisexual
you’re just hedging your bets or, come on, mate, come over, don’t be
ridiculous, there’s no such thing…. I remember one guy saying to me at a
party, ‘Yeah, but have you ever been truly fucked? ‘Cause once you’ve been
fucked, you’ll really know.’”
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Neil’s experiences of denial from gay men had come as a surprise to him:
“…a lot of the, ‘Well, aren’t you just gay?’ comments are from gay guys.
Which I never really expected before. I guess the more I’ve learned about
the community, it’s clearer to me now.”
Chris had also experienced the denial of his bisexuality as a young man: “I kept all the time
saying I wasn’t gay, ‘cause I still fancied women and they were telling me, ‘Oh no, no, no, you
are gay, you just don’t know it yet’”.
Daniel felt that “a lot of gay people [say] that bi people are just gays who are pretending”.

3.3.2

Subordinate theme 1.2: Pressures

Chris had experienced “a lot of pressure from the groups that I was with, you know, ‘You must
come out, you must be gay’”. As a result, he would “say I was gay or say I was bi or say I was
straight, just to appease the people around me”.
Neil experienced conflicting messages from his mother when he was in his first same-sex
relationship. He felt “the external messages to me and to him were quite positive. She was
very accommodating and supportive in that way but then there would be random comments
every now and again around I was hoping for grandchildren”. He said, “whenever I was with
a man then she would feel that there was a black cloud following her”. Consequently, Neil
had felt “low and down and then thinking… I shouldn’t be attracted to men and therefore I
should be feeling bad”. He came to feel “should I just be doing what they want rather than
what I want” and linked this to his entering into a long-term relationship with a woman. Neil
had also experienced gay men “pushing [him] to shift identity, just to say, ‘Oh, yeah, I’m gay’”.
Steve felt that “not [growing up] in an environment that would accept the expression of samesex attraction… I must have decided to… push the other side of me into the background”.
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3.4

Superordinate theme 2: Fear and longing

This theme contains the data related to the participants’ desire, in various ways, for their
bisexuality to be better known as a part of themselves. This desire was found to be opposed
by the fear of rejection. The first sub-theme, ‘Significance of bisexuality’, contextualises the
second, ‘The desire for authenticity’.

3.4.1

Subordinate theme 2.1: Significance of bisexuality

The participants revealed the significance they placed on their bisexuality. David experienced
his bisexuality as “very fundamental to who I am”. For Neil, not disclosing his bisexuality had
been experienced as not “being true to myself”. He felt his bisexuality was “a big part of who
I am”.
Daniel hinted at something ineffable and profound, saying, “I can’t quite phrase this properly,
it’s always just been a truth, if you get what I mean?”.
Robert was ambivalent about its importance:
“It just is. This is something that I like. I don’t feel it defines me.”
Researcher: For someone to truly know you, would they have to know that?
“I believe so, yeah.”
Two participants expressed dissatisfaction with the term ‘bisexual’. Chris felt that “any form
of label… limits you in some way”. Steve said, “I’ve never really identified myself with the
word ‘bisexual’. It's about being categorised I guess.”
However, both Steve and Chris used the term in relation to their sexual orientation (“my
bisexuality” (Steve), and “I think they know I’m bi” (Chris)). Furthermore, Chris somewhat
romanticised his bisexuality as a “weakness to the aesthetic” and considered it “the way his
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mind works”. Steve said he volunteered for the research to “stand up and be counted” as a
bisexual, possibly suggesting a sense of bisexual identity. Additionally, they had responded
to adverts addressed to ‘bisexual men’ (Appendix 1).

3.4.2

Subordinate theme 2.2: Authenticity versus safety

Five of the participants discussed the tensions that influenced the degree to which they felt
able to be known as bisexual. The desire to be authentic and the fear of stigma were
experienced as opposing forces. Other circumstantial complications to disclosure were
described.

3.4.2.1

Sub-subordinate theme 2.2.1: Chris

Chris recalled an early “fear of being judged, fear of rejection, fear of ridicule, abuse. Fear of
attack.” He felt that what he “figured out from quite a young age was, it’s about certain
people, certain groups. Who I can and can’t tell…. I suppose it was a form of self-protection.
About not being on the end of judgement”. He expressed a sense of caution, saying he had
learned that “you choose your friends wisely and your groups wisely”.
Chris described his current attitude to disclosure in less fearful, more pragmatic, terms:
“There was that decision for me, well, I’m not going to put myself in that
position, because it could go pear-shaped or from what you’re telling me,
you’re not going to accept me, or you’re going to give me shit anyway, so
I’ll choose not to tell you.”
Regarding the consequences for authenticity, Chris felt, “I’m still authentic, but I’m selectively
authentic”. He felt these decisions didn’t reflect on him: “it’s about them, it’s not about me”.
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For Chris, further restrictions came from having a family. He felt that “when you have
children, you move into a small-town mentality and you feel you have to mould yourself into
that”. Consequently, “in those cliques or those groups, [bisexuality] goes underground”.

3.4.2.2

Sub-subordinate theme 2.2.2: David

David described with excitement and fondness times when he had been accepted as a
bisexual man. A friendship with one confidant was experienced as “very beautiful”, and he
had “wonderful conversations” with “another person who was just incredibly accepting”.
Of his current situation, he experienced “that feeling where friendships have got very strong
and yet there’s actually something about me these people don’t know. And it’s very
fundamental to who I am”. David expressed a sense of urgency accompanying his desire to
extend his bisexuality freely into his life:
“[It’s] alive in me again, this thing about who knows and who doesn’t know,
because I’m 53 and I’m getting to the point of, well, if not now, when? And
that’s true in terms of my work, and true of parenting, for god’s sake, you
know, fifteen-year old – in three years’ time she’ll be gone.”
In relation to his daughters, David expressed both his desire to be authentic and
considerations preventing disclosure. He said, “my current view is, they have enough, ooh,
icky, yuck, at the thought of their mum and I being sexual beings”. (The restrictive feeling
that to speak of one’s bisexuality is to talk about sex, and not identity or the self, was a
sentiment echoed by Neil and Steve.) The use of ‘current’ implied the consolation that time
will bring the opportunity to disclose. Another seeming consolation is contained in the
experiencing of their implicit knowledge and acceptance:
“They say, “Oh Dad, look at him.” And if I think he’s beautiful, I say, “Yeah,
what a gorgeous guy. What a beautiful man.” Say that very naturally and
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neither of them have ever done a kind of, “That’s weird.” So in that sense,
I’m as myself as I can be.”
As with Steve, below, David felt that consideration for his wife restricted his ability to be more
authentic: “it’s a kind of implicit courtesy and etiquette for her benefit” due to his wife “being
married to a bisexual man”.

3.4.2.3

Sub-subordinate theme 2.2.3: Robert

Describing his degree of disclosure, Robert said, “I’m not out to parents, I’m not out generally
to any work colleagues. There’s a few friends that I’m out to but generally I don’t say
anything. It just usually gives people ammunition”. He felt a lesson learned had been “just be
fucking cautious whenever you’re talking to somebody”. In social situations, he felt if people
knew he was bisexual, “we wouldn’t be here in this pub talking or at this football match”.
Similarly, if his parents-in-law knew, they “wouldn’t be so happy about me being with your
daughter”.
However, Robert felt his relationship with his wife helped him to cope with this. Of his
parents-in-law, he said, “we were having a giggle about it, saying, Jesus Christ, if only your
dad knew”. His bisexuality being generally unknown is also seemingly compensated for within
the relationship:
“I’m able to discuss it with my wife and we can kind of have banter about it.
And that’s enough for me. That is enough for me. To be able to be honest
with her. That’s enough. I don’t need to shout it from the rooftops.”
Additionally, he felt no need to “wave a flag and stamp and say I’m bi”. However, satirising
greater outness in these terms might be construed, along with the triple use of ‘enough’, as
self-dissuasion of any merit in it, which might raise the question of its need.
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Robert said that he would disclose his bisexuality on being asked if “I can discuss that without
being judged”.

3.4.2.4

Sub-subordinate theme 2.2.4: Steve

Steve conveyed isolation with to respect to his bisexuality, saying “My wife’s friend knows but
we don’t have much social contact with her. My wife’s sister knows and is okay with it. My
parents know and are okay with it although we never really discuss it”. Otherwise, he said,
“I've never actually had a conversation with anyone about it “, and he felt “unsupported”.
Regarding disclosure, Steve said, “I've promised myself though that if anyone genuinely asks
me and I feel I'm not betraying my wife's confidence then I'll answer honestly”. Despite the
commitment implied by ‘promise’, ‘genuinely’ offers a get out, perhaps suggesting anxiety
around disclosure. Additionally, disclosure is experienced as potential betrayal of his wife,
and is therefore restricted.
Steve said he wasn’t more out because “people don’t discuss their sexual preferences much
in everyday life anyway and I’m not different”.

3.4.2.5

Sub-subordinate theme 2.2.5: Neil

Neil was out to friends and colleagues, but related experiencing frustration when he is
assumed to be gay because his partner is male. Neil said of the impact, “I definitely spot it….
I recognise it all the time”, and “I feel a bit cross”. He described the ensuing dilemma: “if it’s
like a party or an evening meal or whatever, I feel that I’d be saying to make a point, which is
odd because there’s lots of things in my life and about me that I would just correct”. He said,
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“it’s so hard just to say, well, actually no, I’m bi”. Neil seemed to be averse to being
experienced as inappropriately ‘making a point’ in a social situation.
Additionally, in a previous long-term relationship, Neil had apparently experienced difficulty
in extricating bisexual identity from sex: “it was never appropriate to say to my at-the-time
girlfriend’s parent or family about my sexuality… because I wouldn’t ever say in front of them,
‘Oh, that guy’s really hot’”.

3.4.2.6

Sub-subordinate theme 2.2.6: Daniel

Daniel reported no discomfort with his current level of outness and authenticity. He enjoyed
the freedom of having a friendship group comprising “a lot of liberal, queer allies or fellow
queer people” and being self-employed. He was concerned, however, that this might
constitute an “echo chamber”.

3.5
3.5.1

Superordinate theme 3: The relationship
Subordinate theme 3.1: Rejection

Three of the participants spoke of experiencing attitudes discouraging others from
relationships with bisexual men. David felt disclosing his bisexuality to women had changed
their attitudes towards him in a way he regretted and which appears to have become familiar:
“not quite ‘You’re faghag material,’ but women would say, ‘Oh, it’s so lovely spending time
with you because you’re so unthreatening’. Which is that classic thing often that happens”.
He experienced their attitudes as “You can’t possibly be a sexual being in relation to women
if you’re claiming to be bisexual”.
Neil’s online-dating experiences with gay men included instances he felt were discriminatory:
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“a couple of them when I said I’m bi – and we could have been chatting for
quite a while – would then just say, oh, I’m not into bi guys, sorry. And that
would be the end of the conversation and I’d never speak to them again.”
These experiences added to the impression Neil already had of negative attitudes towards
bisexual men: “I always thought before that the biggest issues were with girls dating bi guys”.
Robert had had negative experiences of disclosure to female past partners:
“to be honest with you, there’s two relationships that I’ve had that have
been cool about it, the rest have of them, it’s always been kind of
problematic. And I would say two of them, it’s probably the reason why we
ended.”
Robert showed a despondent familiarity, describing his emotional response as “oh right, okay,
this how we’re going to go as well”. He said such experiences had made him feel “pretty bad,
if I’m honest with you, it made me feel like, why am I this way? Why is this making my life
harder?”.
He described a policy of caution around disclosure:
“there’s been some relationships that you’re in and you know they’re never
going to last long, and you just think, well, I don’t need to tell that person
this. I’m not sure how they’ll react, so I don’t need to tell this person this
information.”

3.5.2

Subordinate theme 3.2: Disclosure

Four of the participants had disclosed their bisexuality to their current partners in the very
early stages of their relationships. David had felt it imperative to disclose to his now wife
before any intimacy. The experience was clearly difficult and very significant:
“The night came where we got it together.... I was very obviously not
progressing it any further. It was very late at night, and she said, “What’s
up? What’s up?” and I couldn’t say and I couldn’t say and I couldn’t say. And
then we went out, I remember it was a full moon, and we went outside and
we were looking at the moon. And she just put her arms around me and she
said, “I don’t think there’s anything you could tell me that I would mind or
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that would shock me, other perhaps than murder.” So I said, “I don’t want
to go any further with you until I tell you that I’m bisexual. I want you to
know that I’m bisexual.” And that didn’t deter her in any way.”
Researcher: It sounds like it was very important for you to tell her.
“I’d known pretty much from the minute I saw her that this was going to be
serious, at least on my part. And that introduced into me something I’d
never encountered before, which was an absolute requirement for honesty.
It was like, what would be the point of starting this with a lie or with an
omission.”
Neil conveyed a similar sense of anxiety and that disclosure was imperative, saying, “when
we first met I thought, right, I’m going to have to get it out in the open”. He added:
“I knew I really liked [him] and I thought, I want to say it to his face, first
time I see him, but I don’t want to say it on the app because it might go like
how the other ones had gone. And he was the one that I connected with
the best by far and it was actually the most meaningful conversations. I’d
never really thought about, well, I don’t want to risk it [before].”
Neil found his future fiancé…
“…knew anyway and I was really pleased because I thought, goodness, if I
try to create a web of lies, or not even that, not just stating exactly who I
was seeing before, then that could have gone really badly.”
Daniel had also wanted to avoid beginning a relationship with an omission regarding his
bisexuality and told his partner on “pretty much [the] third date”. However, Daniel did not
describe anxiety:
“It’s not something that I felt was weighing me down or anything, it’s just,
‘Oh, by the way, here’s something about me.’ Because otherwise he
probably would have just assumed that I was gay. And that would have been
something that I would have had to carry around. So it’s much easier just to
say it at the outset.”
Robert related his early disclosure to his now wife, with an apparent ease:
“We’d had a great night and we were kind of getting on and I was thinking,
yeah, yeah, okay, she seems pretty open minded, I’ll just kind of say it….
And I just kind went, well, actually, I’ve done this [laughs]. That’s how it
came out.”
However, recalling that Robert had experienced several instances of rejection by women for
being bisexual, and noting that he established at the beginning of this account that he had
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something to lose, that is, a promising beginning with this woman, the laughter might reveal
the anxiety of that moment and his sense of having taken a significant risk. Indeed, he
described a policy of only disclosing to potential partners “that I’ve been serious with”.

3.5.3

Subordinate theme 3.3: Partner attitudes

The following excerpts show the participants’ experiences of initial and current responses to
their bisexuality. Four described experiences of acceptance.
David recalled disclosure to his partner “didn’t deter her in any way”. He found the reaction…
“…so liberating and so lovely, and one of the things that happened was that
she, I think, really felt this sense of, “Well, that’s true about you and you’re
choosing me.” And that felt very powerful for her and, I think, very powerful
for me as well.”
Of the current situation, David expressed regret at what remains unsaid between them on
the subject of his bisexuality:
“‘If everybody we know knew that about me, how would you feel about
that?’ I’ve never had that conversation, and that space, or that gap, or that
reticence on my part, my sense is that’s matched in her with a kind of, ‘Well,
there’s a bit of [David] that I’m never ever going to quite understand or
know’. That is what it is. She may choose not to want to go there as well.
I’m not absolving myself of blame for not having had that conversation, but
I also think in couples, silence is created and wished for in both directions.”
Robert received a positive response from his future wife:
“Initially, she was kind of like, oh, cool, cool. And she was like, thank you for
telling me. And then she was like, well, okay, let me have a think about it,
and I think she spent less than a day and I got a call from her saying, hey, do
you know what, it’s fine. It’s not a problem. That strengthened this
relationship a lot, her reaction.”
Robert described the current situation as one of a relaxed openness with appreciation:
“An article [relevant to bisexuality] will come up and she’ll share it with me
or I’ll share it with her, and it’s open, it’s nice, it’s frank. Which I think is
testament to her, to be honest with you, she’s never made it a problem, do
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you know what I mean? She’s never shied away from it, she’s never given
the disgusted look or anything.”
Robert described his wife as “very tolerant” and illustrated her support with her question:
“Why do [people] need to label [themselves] one way or the other?”. However, this might be
seen as a ‘minimising’, as opposed to supportive, response. This comment also provides a
stark insight into Robert’s experience. It seems that all the individual instances have drawn
together to form a single, feared, and independent phenomenon: “the disgusted look”.
Neil’s account is more nuanced: “he responded to it, like, fine but there’s these comments
every now and again”. He felt that although the “random and out of the blue [comments
are]… far less than when we started dating”, currently “it seems that at some level, be it an
issue or something he just thinks about, I would say that it is still there”. Neil’s comments
appear to represent an unease on his part, a monitoring of his partner’s level of acceptance,
despite their open communication and his partner’s explicit acceptance.

Neil further

described his fiancé’s attitude to his bisexuality:
“It’s almost like the flip of what my parents said. With him it’s like, well,
you’re attracted to men and men are sexy, so just be with men [laughs].
Yeah, so, it’s the reverse of what my parents said, basically.”
It’s worth noting that he felt the negative messages from his parents were “biphobic”, and
said they left him feeling “low and down and… thinking I shouldn’t be… feeling this way”. He
related his partner’s attitude with apparent levity, but bound it fore and aft with the memory
of his parents’ harmful behaviour. Despite this, Neil still felt “fortunate [because bisexuality]
could be quite a big thing for quite a few people” and said, “he doesn’t ever make me feel
that I have to hide that part of myself or ever make me feel uncomfortable”.
Daniel said of telling his partner, “he was accepting of it but, I guess you’d say, gently
surprised. Just sort of, ‘Oh, right. Okay’”. He felt that his partner saw it “like an attribute I
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possess, rather than a thing I am, like having brown hair, or something” and that “there’s
nothing really invasive about it to the relationship”.
Because they were friends before they were married, Chris did not have to disclose his
bisexuality to his wife. Of its current place in their relationship, he said, “it doesn't come into
the equation at all really. Never talk about it”.
Steve said his wife discovered his bisexuality (“I think she had seen a conversation I’d had with
someone online”) and was “devastated”. He said, “I think she hates that I’m this way and
that it makes her feel insecure”. He added, “She was very upset. We nearly split up over it.
Things were really difficult for a long time.
Steve felt…
“…upset that I was causing her pain. Also confused as to how I could have
done things differently. Over time I've realised that I should have been
more honest earlier on in the relationship. I regret not doing that.”
He also felt “punished for how I am” and said his bisexuality was “always there in the
background but not often talked about”. Steve described the compromise of his situation:
“we mostly agree to put [it] in a box and not dwell on [it]. I'm ok with that mostly as it's a
choice I've made to be with my wife”. He also felt that his wife “can’t help how she feels and
we mostly have a great life together”.

3.5.4

Subordinate theme 3.4: Anxiety and reassurance

Four of the participants described partner anxieties related to their bisexuality and five talked
about the way they communicated with partners about their bisexuality. Anxieties centred
on the ability to be monogamous, the stability of their sexuality, and whether they needed
both male and female sexual partners.
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Neil felt his partner’s anxiety about possible infidelity “in part stems from me being bisexual”.
Additionally, he felt, “there’s that extra dimension of, well, you may shift and no longer be
attracted to men full stop”. Neil reported that reassuring his partner “make[s] him feel a bit
calmer”, implying some disquiet.
Neil’s demonstrated a commitment to being honest and a patient desire to reassure:
“I say, yeah, I’m still bisexual but, and it’s a big but, is that I’m with you and
that’s it regardless, so if we have difficulties in this relationship broadly, I
just name it, I say you know if either of us fell out of love with the other one
and that was that then I’d think about at some point a future relationship
but the reality is that I love you.”
Neil felt the key was “giving that person the time, responding to that person appropriately
and helping them to understand how it is from my perspective”. He felt the importance of:
“not rushing anything as well, in the sense that it’s never been, well, I am
so get over it, you need to be okay with it, it’s been, well, I am, and it’ll come
up again and again and again, but each time he’s learning more and more
about it and then the impact of it is less and less and less.”
This suggests that he had been called on to repeat this at intervals over the six years of their
relationship.
David recalled an occasion when his wife…
“…got very tearful and she said, ‘I wonder whether I can ever be the person
who gives you everything you want, and need, sexually.’ And she wasn’t
meaning, ‘Am I the only woman?’ She was meaning, ‘Is there something you
could only get and be met from sexual contact with a man, intimacy with a
man, that I can never give you? And that that’s always going to be there?’”
Referring to this as “the last time she articulated it” suggests David felt this was an
undercurrent to their relationship.
David recalled responding to his wife’s distress by saying:
“Well, all I can do is tell you that, yes, sometimes, if I’m having a wank I do
fantasise that there is man involved as well, or I’m involved with a man and
a woman, but that I’m not suppressing, to my conscious knowledge, you
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know, I haven’t fallen in love with any man since I’ve been with you. I
haven’t felt drawn to be sexual with anyone else, male or female.”
David’s tone is devoid of defensiveness, and demonstrates candour and a willingness to open
his internal world to his wife.
Steve’s account implied that he had experienced his wife losing trust in him and his
commitment to her after discovering his bisexuality: “Things were really difficult for a long
time. We’re ok now and I think the trust has come back”. He also commented, “I’ve shown
her over the last few years I meant what I said about being committed to her. She can see
now that I meant that”. It would seem from Steve’s language that he was expressing a belief
in his wife’s change of heart, an interpretation reinforced by his apparent bolstering of the
assertion with ‘she can see now’. No direct communication is referred to, which corresponds
with the feeling that his bisexuality is something they “mostly agree to put in a box”.
Robert recalled only one discussion with his wife that might examined for concern, when they
“had a conversation at the beginning, she was like, is something that you want to do regularly
or something?” Robert’s casual phrasing portrays the exchange as an unemotional request
for information. With past partners, however, he said that “arguments start off as something
small and then you get to what the real reason for the argument is”, which he felt to be his
bisexuality. Anxieties would include “do you look at other men?” and “I’m never going to be
enough”.
Robert related the frustrations of his efforts to reassure:
“I would try and reason with them ‘cause I kind of understood it, you know,
going back 20 years when I first started seeing girls, it really wasn’t a known
thing. I mean generally people would be just like, well, you’re just gay.”
Daniel reported positively the benefit of his being…
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“…open and honest with my answers and I allow him to ask any question
possible. So to that end, we got all that out of the way in the first week or
so, and now he’s just perfectly happy with me.”
Hence, Daniel felt that honesty was the best course in responding to his partner’s questions
about his bisexuality.

3.5.5

Subordinate theme 3.5: Monogamy

The theme of monogamy arose with five of the participants, without being introduced by the
researcher. It came up within accounts of partners’ anxieties and of the misconceptions of
others.

3.5.5.1

Sub-subordinate theme 3.5.1: Motivations

Chris stated that “I’m very happy to be monogamous with her, I don’t feel the need to sleep
around. I don’t want to sleep around”. Chris felt the value he placed on the relationship
outweighed anything to be gained from sex with others:
“All it’s done, being in that long-term relationship, is just confirm to me that
I don’t want to be with anyone else. I look around and think, I wouldn’t mind
having sex with you, or whatever, but that’s just a lust thing. It’s just looking
for excitement, you’re looking to get off, or whatever, kind of thing.
Something different, you know. Excitement. But that’s never acted upon
because I see it for what it is.”
For Steve, the importance of his relationship had also outweighed any attraction to others.
He said, “It's never happened that I've felt such a strong attraction to a person that I've
considered giving up what I've got now”. Additionally, he conveyed a moral aspect to his
commitment, saying, “Who you're attracted to can't be wrong as it's not something you can
control. What you do about that attraction can be wrong if you’re already committed to
someone”.
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David recounted his response to his wife’s anxieties about his need for same-sex activity,
revealing monogamy as fundamental to his idea of a relationship:
“I haven’t felt drawn to be sexual with anyone else, male or female. That’s
not how I view the world and I just don’t do that. I’m sexual with you, and
that’s kind of the end of the conversation for me.”
Neil expressed similar motivations, saying:
“I’ve never cheated on anyone and I never will ‘cause my approach is if we
fall out of love then I’d leave you and wouldn’t ever cheat on you and then
be like oh, sorry, I’ve cheated on you now I’m off. And that’s just whoever
I’m with, that’s just my approach really.”
Researcher: It sounds like being monogamous is important to you.
“Yeah, definitely. Definitely. To the point that, and this is something I’ve
really had to work on, I’ve really struggled to understand people if they’re
not in a monogamous relationship.”
Robert’s account of a conversation with his wife also implied an unequivocal position: “she
was like, is something that you want to do regularly or something? And I was like, no, no, if
I’m with you, I’m with you”. However, another comment perhaps suggests something more
contractual: “When you’re monogamous with somebody, you want to be monogamous with
them, or they want you to be monogamous”.
For both Chris and David, being a parent was cited as an additional factor in their commitment
to monogamy. Chris said, “I don’t want to sleep around. I’ve got kids now as well so it’s not
really part of it, you know. You grow up, you go to different stages of your life.” David felt
that parenthood was “the thing I feel most in service to in my life. And I love that. And so,
bound up in that is the commitment to this relationship”.
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3.5.5.2

Sub-subordinate theme 3.5.2: Bisexuality and monogamy

Four of the participants challenged the idea that bisexuality was a challenge to monogamy.
Chris said, “it’s not about the sexuality, it’s just about being with her”. On having been told
that, as a bisexual, monogamy would result in unmet needs, he said:
“It’s not about, I need to satisfy a male side of me, or I need to be with a
man. It’s about the person I’m with and the person I’ve fallen in love with,
and who I choose to have that monogamous relationship with.”
David satirised the notion of separate, gendered sexual drives, saying that any desire he
experienced for “more” was not “‘Oh God, I really, really want to get it on with Joe down the
road’ or whatever”. In fact, David did not experience monogamy as limiting; he felt “our
relationship is about, well, how much of this banquet are we both prepared to eat? That, it
seems to me, is about her and me, it’s not about me feeling I’ve got to cut off half my
sexuality”.
Neil had experienced the suggestion that, as a bisexual man, he was more likely to be
unfaithful and found it nonsensical: “I just thought, well, how silly is that, because if you’re a
faithful person, you’re a faithful person”.
Steve commented that his bisexuality was accepted by others “so long as it doesn’t hurt my
wife” suggesting belief in a conflict between his bisexuality and monogamy in the minds of
others. He felt a sense of injustice at the experienced inequality in his marriage and the
assumptions made about him:
“It might be easier if my wife was bisexual because it might make things
more equal and maybe then she would find it easier to understand that
being bisexual doesn’t mean you constantly have to suppress half of your
nature. It’s just the same as a heterosexual man making a commitment to a
woman; you’re choosing to be with that person and not to be with anyone
else. The gender isn’t really relevant.”
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3.6

Summary

In this chapter, the themes produced by the analysis have been set out and considered, with
a commentary that phenomenologically interprets the data. The following chapter contains
the discussion of these findings.
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4 Discussion
4.1

Formative experiences

The data suggest that formative experiences have left the participants aware that a part of
them which feels fundamental may be met with rejection, stigma, denial, incomprehension,
and misconceptions (Chris, David, Neil, Steve, Daniel, Robert). These experiences are
reflected in the discrimination represented in the literature (Callis, 2013; Dodge et al., 2016;
Helms & Waters, 2016), and in the obstacles they present to benefitting from the support of
LGB communities (Pakula et al., 2016; Weinberg et al., 1994). No current LGB community
connection was indicated by those in relationships with women. Of those with male partners,
while Neil talked of gay friends who he felt exhibited bi-negativity, Daniel spoke of a social
sphere comprising gay men, bisexuals, pansexuals, and “a lot of liberal, queer allies or fellow
queer people”, in which he had experienced no direct bi-negativity. Daniel was also the
youngest participant. If younger cohorts are developing more diverse communities and more
diverse understandings of sexuality, it may transpire that older ‘hegemonies’, and the
discrimination they have brought, are being unseated.
Chris’s response to bi-negativity was strategic identification. This was experienced as granting
the agency described in the literature (Baldwin et al., 2015) and enabling the avoidance of
judgement and stigma. However, Chris’s strategic identification may be linked to his
ambivalence towards labels: the negative consequences of permitting advantageous
assumptions and concealing sexual identity (Herek et al., 2009; Mohr et al., 2019) might be
mitigated if the identity is not wholeheartedly endorsed.

Recalling bisexual identity

development models (Brown, 2002; Weinberg et al., 1994), a question then arises about the
consequences for self-acceptance implied by attainment of the third stage (‘Settling into the
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identity’) seemingly being forestalled by this thinking. By Chris’s account, however, it is
precisely self-acceptance that has allowed him to situate the responsibility for stigma with
those who apportion it, leaving him free to conceal as he sees fit.
The participants had experienced pressure to live as heterosexual men from their families and
from society (Steve, Chris, Neil), and homonormative pressure from gay men to identify as
gay (Chris, Neil, David). The heterosexist stigmatisation of bisexuality is represented in the
literature (Israel & Mohr, 2004) as are monosexist social pressures within LGB communities
(Balsam & Mohr, 2007; Callis, 2013; McLean, 2008; Ochs, 1996).
There had been periods of self-stigmatisation and consequent anxiety for several participants
(Robert, Neil, Daniel, David), as noted in the literature (Herek et al., 2009; Ochs, 2005) .

4.2

The relationship

The data suggests the participants had been faced with the anxieties of their partners, either
currently or in the past (David, Neil, Steve, Robert) and they reported responding to concerns
and questions, typically, with openness, honesty, and patience, which they felt had been
beneficial to their partners (David, Neil, Robert, Daniel). The marked exception, Steve, spoke
little with his wife on the subject, their having put it “in a box and not dwel[t]” on it. Steve’s
was the picture of greatest distress and tension with regard to bisexuality, his wife having
been “devastated”, hating his bisexuality, and their having come close to splitting up. These
experiences chime with the literature in support of early disclosure, open communication,
honesty, and taking time, for successful mixed-orientation relationships (Buxton, 2000; Niki,
2018).
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For three of the participants, their bisexuality seemed to ‘hang in the air’ between themselves
and their partners. In the case of two, this was despite their intentions to be open and honest.
Neil felt that, for his partner, “at some level, be it an issue or something he just thinks about,
I would say that it is still there”. David referred to a conversation with his wife as being the
“last time she articulated it”, suggesting a belief that it also goes unarticulated. He also felt
that “silence is created and wished for in both directions”. Steve felt his bisexuality was
“always there in the background” of his relationship.

4.2.1

Disclosure to partner

Romantic rejection on the grounds of bisexuality, as in the literature (Anderson et al., 2015;
Callis, 2013; Li et al., 2013; McLean, 2008), had been experienced by participants. Neil had
experienced rejection by gay men and Robert experienced problems in most of his
relationships with women, which they both imputed to their bisexuality. David felt that, after
disclosure to heterosexual women, they found him “so unthreatening”, and consequently
thought he couldn’t “possibly be a sexual being in relation to women”. These experiences
resonate with Gleason, Vencill, and Sprankle’s (2019) finding that heterosexual women see
bisexual men as less masculine. They also found women find bisexual men ‘less sexually
attractive’; if, as David felt, the men were seen as less sexual, this could arguably produce the
same result.
Hence, the participants had an awareness of the potential for romantic rejection and of
rejection in general (Chris, David, Neil, Robert). It may be because of this, rather than in spite
of it, that disclosure had been made early in most of their current relationships (David, Neil,
Daniel, Robert). David described, on realising it was “serious”, an “absolute requirement for
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honesty. It was like, what would be the point of starting this with a lie or an omission”. His
disclosure was attended by difficulty and anxiety. After several rejections from gay men, Neil
chose to disclose in person, hoping for a better outcome. He didn’t choose to conceal his
identity, wanting to avoid a “web of lies” from tainting the relationship.

4.2.2

Relationship work and incongruence

Examples of a form of ‘relationship work’ that bisexuals are said to perform – the
minimisation of a partner’s bi-negativity (Hayfield et al., 2018) – appears to be evident in the
participants’ accounts. Steve felt that his wife “hates” his bisexuality and he felt “punished”
by her. However, he added that she couldn’t “help it” and, in any case, the situation was his
choice. Additionally, he acknowledged “causing her pain”, suggesting the acceptance of
blame, which stands at odds with his feeling of “being punished for how I am” and the defence
of “who you’re attracted to can’t be wrong”. Furthermore, his belief that her trust in him was
finally reinstated was supported not by any words of hers, but by the apparent assertion of
faith, that “she can see [my commitment] now”. Neil seemed to uneasily monitor potential
signs of rejection (“random, out of the blue” comments) and felt his partner had expressed a
preference for him to be gay. Despite this, he maintained his partner never made him feel he
had to “hide that part of myself” or “feel uncomfortable”, and that he felt “fortunate”.
Robert’s example of his wife’s ostensible supportiveness seemed, instead, to diminish his
bisexuality and was dissonant with his own views, a fact he glossed over:
“She says I don’t see why people have a problem with it, why do you need
to label yourself one way or the other. And I’ve been having this argument
with people for as long as I’ve felt this way.”
Researcher: What do you say in that argument?
“It’s not straight or gay, you can be bisexual.”
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These examples appear to represent what Hayfield, Campbell, and Reed (2018) argued was a
“process of protecting their current partners from anticipated accusations of bi-negativity and
actively working to present their ongoing relationship as positive” (p.231). Knowledge of the
stigma of bisexuality made Neil and Robert feel fortunate and grateful for not being
discriminated against or responded to with “disgust” (Robert).
Hence, I argue that Steve’s, Neil’s, and Robert’s accounts evidence an incongruence between
their purported feelings about their partners’ attitudes and unacknowledged feelings of
discomfort, lying nearer the edge of awareness (Rogers, 1959).

4.2.3

Monogamy

Five of the participants asserted their ability to be monogamous, unprompted by the
interviewer, suggesting the reverse was an accusation they had encountered.

This

preconception is noted in the literature as prevalent (Dodge et al., 2016; Knous, 2006).
Participants (Chris, David, Neil, Steve) were internally motivated to be monogamous, citing
love and personal preference, in concert with the findings of Edser and Shea (2002). Only one
suggested his monogamy might be due to partner expectation, saying, “you want to be
monogamous with them, or they want you to be” (Robert). None suggested that being
monogamous in the context of their current relationship was a cause of tension within the
relationship, in contrast to the implications of Mark, Rosencrantz, and Kerner’s (2014) finding
of bisexual men viewing monogamy as a sacrifice more than other groups. The participants’
feelings were more aligned with the findings of Buxton (2000): that only 11% of bisexual
husbands of women reported desire for same-sex activity negatively affected their
relationships.
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The purported incompatibility of bisexuality and monogamy comes from the dualistic
conceptualisation of bisexuality as a composite of homosexual and heterosexual drives (Rust,
2003). Explicit renunciations of this view were presented by the participants and a holistic
conceptualisation was argued, in which gender/sex were irrelevant (Chris, David, Neil, Steve).
Hence, the idea of ‘volitionality’ (Edser & Shea, 2002) was implicitly supported – namely, that
bisexuality confers a choice by eliminating gender/sex as a constraint and doesn’t impose a
compulsion to ‘have both’ (Chris, David, Neil, Steve). To be clear, while this small study
doesn’t draw any statistical conclusions about the prevalence of such attitudes in populations
of bisexual men, it does demonstrate that there are bisexual men who experience monogamy
as central to their relationships, and who are personally committed to it and internally
motivated.

4.3

Authenticity

The significance of questions of authenticity and concealment, and the experience of these
existential tensions, unexpectedly, seemed to play a larger role in the participants’ discourse
than tensions in their current relationships (with the exception of Steve). While the available
quantitative research indicates the negative outcomes of the concealment of identity
(Cortopassi et al., 2017; Herek et al., 2009; Mohr et al., 2019; Schrimshaw et al., 2013), the
value of qualitative research is to put flesh to the bones. The participants’ data showed that
the struggle between authenticity and safety from stigma had visited them all to some degree
and at some point in their lives. Daniel had felt “broken” and was “consumed” by anxiety
about coming out; Steve had chosen to live a ‘heterosexual life’; Chris became a chameleon;
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Robert was vigilant and fearful; Neil had, at one time, felt his bisexuality was contained within
a cracking box.
David and Neil placed great importance in their bisexuality and seemed to draw strength and
meaning from it. However, to read their accounts, it seems the more significance it is charged
with, the more difficulty is encountered when it is contained. Steve reported relative ease
with concealment, but his account of his bisexuality in his life seemed unhappy and isolated.
An added complication to disclosure was experienced by the participants, in that talking about
bisexuality could be experienced as inappropriately talking about sex (Steve, Neil, David).
Experiencing this made it harder to disclose to children, parents, and friends. It seems that
while their bisexual identities were meaningful to them, they didn’t expect others to attribute
similar meaning to them. It may be bisexual invisibility (Yoshino, 2000) which implies that this
is not experienced as talking about identity or the self.
Additionally, Neil felt uncomfortable about correcting assumptions that he was gay, a
dilemma he faced frequently. Steve and David were also dissuaded from disclosing by
anticipated negative social implications for their wives.

4.4

Summary

This chapter has reviewed the findings and compared them to the literature reviewed in
Chapter 1. Many themes of the literature were represented in the data, but the analysis has
provided phenomenological insight that, while informative, the quantitative research cannot
provide.
The following chapter concludes this dissertation.
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5 Conclusion
5.1

Limitations and future research

The racial and class homogeneity of the participants might be identified as a limitation of this
study. However, while neither aspect was stipulated in the study’s design, the homogeneity
of this participant group is conducive to small-scale projects using IPA (Smith et al., 2009).
Indeed, to avoid an alternative form of ‘exclusion by inclusion’ (Pallotta-Chiarolli & Martin,
2009), a study of this size would be more revealing of the experiences of Black bisexual men,
for example, if it focused on them exclusively, since IPA involves the selection of themes, in
part, according to their frequency. The intersection between bisexuality and Black and
Minority Ethic (BME) identities has received little focus (Hayfield et al., 2018), and this would
be a useful direction for future research.
This group was not entirely homogenous, and differences were noted in the experiences of
Daniel and Neil as compared to Chris, Robert, and David. These subgroups were delineated
by both sex of partner (male and female, respectively) and cohort (25-35 and 45-55,
respectively). The differences have not been presented or discussed in the findings, but
further research could isolate either aspect, or any combination of cohort and same-/othersex partner.
Other recruitment strategies might have uncovered the more problematic implications of
bisexuality in mixed-orientation relationships. For example, a campaign directed towards
relationship counsellors and organisations, requesting the posting of adverts in waiting
rooms, to achieve a purposely clinical sample.
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5.2

Implications for counselling

Proceeding from a person-centred standpoint (Rogers, 1961), the objective of this study has
not been to derive techniques for use with bisexual clients. The aim and hope have been that
it might reveal something new and unanticipated in the experiences of these men’s lives to
those who seek to extend in their practice the conditions of prizing, empathy and congruence
(Rogers, 2007).
As has been discussed, the anxieties and prejudices surrounding bisexuality are common,
deep-seated, and often unconscious (Dodge et al., 2016; Macalister, 2003; Yoshino, 2000;
Zivony & Lobel, 2014). Additionally, they are familiar to and anticipated by bisexual people
(Beach et al., 2018). ‘Minority’ clients have been said to be “likely to be highly attuned and
sensitive to (dominant group) therapist behaviours and responses” (Lago & Smith, 2010,
p.17).

The potential consequences of a client’s exposure to unexamined therapist

preconceptions were considered by Lago and Smith (2010):
“Impediments to the construction of good working relationships in
counselling and psychotherapy emanating from practitioners towards their
clients (e.g. negative attitudes, pejorative stereotypes, fear, anxiety, etc.)
will therefore significantly impact upon the potential for good relationship
building and thus satisfactory outcomes for the client.” (p.17)
Hence, to congruently prize bisexual clients, the practitioner is likely to benefit from prior
reflection on their preconceptions and attitudes.
Additionally, it has been observed that:
“Again and again, studies of marginalised groups show that they do want
therapists to know about the specific challenges and issues that they face
and, more than that, they do not want to be the ones who have to school
them in this.” (Cooper, 2010, p.xiii)
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This implies that an open and accepting attitude may not be enough, and that it would be
advantageous for the practitioner to have an awareness of the possible implications of
bisexuality in the lives of their clients.
It is hoped that this study might attune the ear of the phenomenologically committed
practitioner to some of the experiences contained within it and to impart an appreciation of
a greater range of experience. Arising from this study, the following are questions that
counsellors might ask themselves when working with bisexual clients, to achieve more
empathic engagement:
•

How truly content does the client feel with the balance of known-ness and
concealment they are describing?

•

What feelings lie deeper than the experience of gratitude for being accepted? Is there
discomfort at a sense of inequality? If gratitude is expressed, what does that say about
how the client feels about his bisexuality?

Though the person-centred approach is non-directive, it is within the remit of person-centred
practitioners to highlight incongruence by observing the copresence of two sets of feelings –
for example, gratitude for acceptance and an attendant discomfort, as found in this study.
Doing so could be therapeutic, facilitating clients to symbolise their feelings more accurately
in awareness, moving towards greater congruence, and thereby reducing anxiety (Rogers,
1959).
I hope, therefore, that this study has helped the reader to extend their appreciation of the
experiences of this group, and to identify and consider their own preconceptions.
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5.3

Reflective statement

Conducting this research has, from the beginning, brought to light many things of which I was
only dimly aware. The literature themes of identity development, mental health, and
relationships spoke to my own experience, informing my understanding of periods of isolation
and depression in my adolescence. The participants’ contributions have underlined my
personal belief in the importance of open communication in relationships, especially for
bisexual men. Hearing experiences of not being fully known, and how uneasy that can sit in
the soul, resonated deeply.
In the process of analysis, a point of reflexion for me arose around the theme of monogamy.
I had to consider whether any desire for the data to support my own claim to being capable
of fidelity was influencing my interpretation. However, I am confident that my analysis
represents the participants’ feelings, accurately and proportionately. I find it sad to observe
that so many of us are doubted.
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Appendix 1: Research advert
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Appendix 2: Participant information letter
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Appendix 3: Participant consent form
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Appendix 4: Using Twitter for recruitment
1. A primary ‘tweet’ was posted,
requesting readers to volunteer
and/or share. The research advert
was included.

2.

The primary tweet was targeted

at Twitter users who had high numbers
of followers and who were felt likely to
‘re-tweet’.

On

re-tweeting, the

primary tweet would become visible to
their followers.
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Appendix 5: Illustrations of the method
1. Grouping selected quotes from one participant, attempting to identify subordinate
themes:
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2. Using Excel pivot tables to organise emerging themes into subordinate themes:
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