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isexuality is a mysterious concept in today’s society. Extensive confusion and myth surrounds bisexual iden-

) tity due to a lack of research and, therefore, understanding of bisexual attraction, behaviors and feel-
' ings. Many people hold stereotypes, both negative and positive, about bisexual people. Often these
Stereotypes are derived from the media and other reflections of society without a true comprehension of what it
~ means to identify as bisexual. Homosexuality is gradually being recognized and tolerated by some members of
_SOciety, but we are still a long way from acceptance and assimilation. Consequently, bisexuality specifically is

- €ven less understood and recognized as it encompasses elements of both heterosexual and homosexual
dentities.
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@ Layer Cake

The researchers chose to study bisexu-
als based on this lack of knowledge and
research. None of us identify as bisexual
or homosexual. We wanted to educate
ourselves and clarify our preconceived
notions on a somewhat misunderstood
topic. We also hoped our research and
discussions with bisexual college students
would better inform our practice in work-
ing with this population, as well as with
other students who are questioning their
sexual identity, and with heterosexual stu-
dents in terms of awareness and educa-
tion. We feel it is our responsibility to
make the feelings and experiences of
bisexual students known in order to pro-
‘mote understanding and inclusiveness
among all students as they develop as
leaders and participate in student affairs.

In Part One, we share how we found
participants for the study, how we gath-
ered information from them and define
the layers of our model for bisexual iden-
tity development. In Part Two, which will
appear in the May 2005 Programming,
we compare the Layer Cake model to
other established models of bisexual iden-
tity development and indentify implica-
tions that are directly relevant to student
affairs programming and practice.

Extensive confusion
and myth surrounds
bisexual identity
dueto alack of
research and,
therefore, under-
standing of bisexual
attraction, behaviors
and feelings.

Participants

Our study focused on college students
who. self-identify as bisexual. To obtain
participants for our research, we spoke to
friends and colleagues, contacted the
Office of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender (LGBT) Student Services at
New York University and reached out to
other colleges and universities in the
region. As a group, we chose nine institu-
tions and contacted the LGBT or student
affairs offices, as well as the LGBT student
organizations on each campus. We creat-
ed a flyer to attract willing contributors

About the Study Participants

All self-identified as bisexual.
' Seven were female, one was male.

Ethnicities represented included white, Jewish, Chinese,

Latin Ametican and Russian.

Five were from suburban hometowns and three from

urban areas.

Five were born in the Northeast US, one in New England,
one in the Pacific Northwest and one abroad.

that was posted at these institutions.
(The flyer is available on the NACA Web
site at www.naca.org under Publications/
Current Programming Topics.) In total, we:
received 19 responses from students who
wanted their stories and experiences to be
heard.

Eight undergraduate student partici-
pants were ultimately interviewed. All
were between the ages of 19 and 21. Two
were in their first year of college, four
were sophomores and two were juniors.
See the box below for more information
on the participants.

We developed a series of open-ended
questions to ask our participants in the-
hourlong interview sessions as a way to
streamline our interview. process across
multiple interviewers. (The interview
questions are available on the NACA Web
site at www.naca.org under Publications/
Current Programming Topics.) Questions
ranged from topics about family, fiiends
and roommates to some topics regarding
sexual orientation and experiences related
to their bisexuality. We chose to leave the
questions open-ended in  order to
decrease the level of bias for both the
interviewers and the participants. We
wanted our participants to answer the
questions openly and honestly without
leading them as to what we might be
looking to gain from the interview. By

= Six attended public high schools, one attended a private
secular high school and one attended a private,

non-secular school.

= Participants attended high schools ranging in size from

280 to 4,000 students.

» Participants’ majors included biology/pre-med, child
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development, medicine/visual arts, theater/lighting and
undecided. Three of the eight reported pursuing some
aspect of theater.
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 ,sking a wide variety of questions, we
- gimed to examine many aspects of these
- students’ lives and college experiences.
we thought this to be the best way to
identify themes and develop a grounded
. theory.
It was extremely important during the
© interview process for us to maintain a safe
environment for our participants. Prior to
. their interviews, the participants were
~ issued a disclaimer stating that their
" responses would never be used in con-
' junction with their names. In addition, we
suggested to the participants that we con-
duct the interviews in a setting where they
would feel most comfortable speaking
about their bisexuality and allowed them
to select the locations. The eight students
proved to be very helpful and coopera-
tive. At the' end of each interview, all
agreed to be contacted for clarification or
further discussion.
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The Grounded Theory

After conducting our interviews and
evaluating the -information we gathered,
we discovered trends in the students’
responses. It seemed most had gone
through comparable processes when
developing their individual bisexual iden-
tities. They made similar comments about
how they felt at different points in their
lives, and many of them also had done a
great deal of reflection when considering
how they became who they are today.
Considering these similarities, we devel-
oped our grounded theory.

Assuming that bisexual students never
leave behind a part of their original iden-
tity, we developed a model to symbolize
that retention. We like to think of our
model as a layer cake, where each subse-
quent layer builds upon the previous lay-
ers, yet each layer is equal in size. The
layers of a cake are all eaten at the same
time and no layer has any more impor-
tance than another. We developed five
layers that signify the components of
bisexual identity development for our

participants. The process begins at birth
and continues to the point at which the
participants fully identify as bisexual.

Layer 1: Development of a
Heterosexual ldentity

The first layer of our bisexual identity
model takes place from birth up until the
point of a first encounter or experience
with homosexuality. During this layer, stu-
dents develop an assumed heterosexual
identity. It is an uncontested fact that our
culture is inherently heteronormative. For
the majority of our society, a person is the
product of a heterosexual relationship
and is raised in a mostly heterosexual
environment. This world usually includes
a mother and a father; aunts and uncles,
brothers and/or sisters and grandparents,
most of whom are also products of a het-
erosexual relationship and identify as het-
erosexual.

All of our participants-had traditional
nuclear families; all-parents were still mar-
ried and most had at least one sibling. As
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one participant said, “I have a very
nuclear family-—mom, dad, sister and
dog.” To these students it was under-
stood, starting from a young age, that the
life process includes birth, childhood,
marriage, birth of children and grandchil-
dren, and eventually death. This cycle will
then repeat itself, promoting socialization
into a heterosexual world. One partici-
pant noted, “My mom said that as long as
I have a husband and a child she doesn't
care what I do.”

The media also helps perpetuate the
stereotype of a nuclear or “normal” fami-
ly through film, TV and written publica-
tions. These media portray a family as a
mother, a father, 2.5 children and a fami-
ly pet. Students often derive their concep-
tions of self and identity through their
families and through the media. As
another participant said, “I look like a
straight girl.”

For many of our participants, being
exposed to different sexual orientations
was uncommon. “I wasn’t exposed first-
hand to many homosexual people grow-
ing up,” explained a participant. This can
lead to misinformation about sexual iden-
tities. Another participant noted that “a
popular idea is that bisexual women are
straight but having fun.” Labels such as
gay, lesbian or bisexual foster the notion
that any sort of homosexual relationship
is not the norm and therefore in need of
a label. Other participants who grew up

"in “conservative religious or cultural
households. believed that homosexzuality

was wrong, bad or a sin. They were often -

fearful of the idea of different sexual ori-
entations. As one participant noted, “I
thought it was a curse.” This too, lends
itself to reinforcing the heterosexual iden-
tity norm that all of our participants were

exposed to in the early part of their lives. .

Layer 2: Experience of
Homosexual Thoughts, Feelings

and/or Behaviors

In this layer, a student’s original con-
ception of their heterosexual self is ques-
tioned. They may find themselves attract-
ed to members of the same sex, they may
have a homosexual experience, or they
may simply accept or legitimize their
homosexual thoughts and feelings. One
female participant shared, “I began to
realize my-attraction to girls in the seventh
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grade.” Another female student reported,

“I was making a dance in response to a
lesbian friend and realized that I was in
love with another female dancer.” Often,
this is the first time students realize that
they may not be heterosexual as they had
originally thought. Although they may
have had homosexual feelings all along,
this is the first time they consciously rec-
ognize and affirm them.

For some students, this layer is a reve-
lation or an aha moment where they con-
firm the homosexual feelings and

thoughts they may have had for a long

time. One student noted that “it just made
sense” when she consciously acknowl-
edged her homosexual feelings. This layer
may answer many questions or uncertain-
ties that have been lingering for some

Wefeelitis our
responsibility to
make the feelings
and experiences of
bisexual students
known in order
to promote
understanding
and inclusiveness
among all students
as they develop
as leaders.

time for students. It can also be a time of
significant reflection. Looking back, stu-
dents begin to realize that they may have
been attracted to members of the same
sex all along. “When I reflected on it, I
can remember being attracted to girls
back in kindergarten and throughout my
life, although I dated guys,” explained
one participant. Another female partici-
pant admitted, “I think I always had an
attraction to girls.”

For other students, this layer may be a

‘time of great uncertainty, fear or repres-

sion. Especially those students who were
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raised with culturally or religiously con-
servative backgrounds may find them-
selves uncomfortable or unsure of their
feelings. One participant said, “I knew
about my sexuality in high school, but I
didn't believe in bisexuality because it
was not accepted by others.” Students
who do not readily recognize and affirm
their homosexual thoughts tend to spend
more time in this layer.

Layer two is generally characterized by
a realization and a growing understanding
of a student’s homosexual feelings. This is
a time when students may seek clarity for
the meanings of their feelings and
thoughts. It may also be a time of same-
sex experimentation in order to further
solidify homosexual thoughts and attrac-
tion.

Layer 3: Acceptance of
Homosexual Attraction While
Maintaining Heterosexual Identity

In layer three, an acceptance of homo-
sexual feelings, thoughts and behaviors
occurs, yet individuals continue to identi-
fy as heterosexual. For many students, it
seems that since they are socialized into a
heterosexual world and still have an
attraction to the opposite sex, it is not
only uncomfortable but also viewed as
unnecessary to openly recognize their
sexual identification. One participant said,.
“I didn’t call myself bi or lesbian at the
time despite this experience because I
guess I didnt see anything long-term
coming out of it.”

Many individuals are raised in environ-
ments that are not conducive to coming
out, and others do not believe that bisex-
uality even exists. They continue to main-
tain a straight identity due to lack of per-
ceived choice in the matter. Because het-
erosexuality is the norm in our society,
and these students do experience hetero-
sexual attraction at least some of the time,
they may not feel the pressure to come
out in comparison to the coming out
processes of gay or lesbian individuals.
These students can remain attracted to
both sexes without the stress of having to
come out to others because a public het-
erosexual identity is maintained. Many
students in this layer may feel that both
the homosexual and heterosexual com-
munities may not accept their sexual iden-
tity. This concern may encourage them to
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identify with only one community.
Another participant elaborated, “I am
unsure of the whole LGBT group scene.
Maybe due to some distrust in myself of
the bi thing.” For many individuals, the
heterosexual community is the easiest to
identify with because it is congruent with
the status quo:

Layer 4: Integration and
Assimilation of Heterosexual and

Homosexual Identities

In this layer of development, students
do not see themselves as gay or straight,
but as being attracted to both sexes. Many
times students see their sexuality as a con-
tinuum; some days they are more attract-
ed to persons of the same sex and other
days to persons of the opposite sex. One
student said, “My friends and I use num-
bers instead of words to describe how we
are feeling, like one through 10—one
being queer and 10 being straight.” For
most students, this layer involves a fusing
of their identities. They are no longer a
straight person with homosexual experi-
ences, but realize that each component is
a fairly equal part of themselves and their
sexual identity.

Students in this layer commonly experi--
ence feelings of anger and frustration due
to the constant labeling and categoriza-
tion by those who are uninformed about
bisexuality. One participant lamented, “I
hate that bisexual people are labeled as
confused.” Another reported, “A lot of
people don't believe that bisexuality
exists. I hate labels of anything and I try
to avoid using them in my life.” Often,
-students in this layer explore and examine
labels such as bisexual, lesbian or gay.
They may seek out definitions of what
these terms actually mean for others as
well as for themselves. Students are often
unsure of labeling themselves, as they fre-
quently do not see themselves specifical-
ly falling into one category or another.
While in this layer, students may seek out
people they view as similar fo them to
help clarify their new identity. They may
also turn to various mentors, support
groups or to an LGBT office on campus
for support or reassurance.

Finally, students in this layer may start
the coming out process, usually begin-
ning with close friends or family mem-
bers. The reaction of these people might 2 e i ' S it

,.
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encourage students to continue coming

out or, conversely, push them back into
the closet. One participant recounted, “I
came out to my friends at 16, They all said
it 'was obvious and that they always
thought I was a lesbian. This prompted

- me to tell my parents.” Another partici-

pant elaborated, “Everyone here is open.
I came out (at this campus) in my first
year, which helped me gain more confi-
dence and I'm more able to express myself.”

Layer #5: ldentification as
Bisexual

In this final layer, students find them-
selves comfortable with identifying as
bisexual. Following the search for an
appropriate label, they finally develop
their own definition of bisexuality that
most clearly illustrates their sexual identi-
ty. One participant noted that, “Bisexual
means different things to different peo-
ple.” Students use their own definition to
express their particular understanding and
representation of their sexuality.

Many students in this layer see beyond
the limits of societal constructions of sex
and gender. They find themselves attract-
ed to people on a case-by-case basis, not
just because they are a man or a woman.
One participant explained, “I'm open-
minded, I accept all sexuality and sexes
and accept new éxperiences. If you are
attracted to all different kinds of people,

why not think about them sexually? They. -

are just a person.” Another participant
noted, “If [ marry a man, it doesn't mean
that I'm straight, it just means that I love
that man.”

The five layers of the Layer Cake Model
of Bisexual Identity Development encom-
pass the formation process of a bisexual
identity. Students will continue to experi-
ence the feelings, lessons and realizations
they have had in previous layers. Like a
layer cake, each layer both supports and
is connected to the next. Each layer rep-
resents the establishment of an important
part of bisexual identity.
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Comparisons to Other Models

In Part Two of this article, which will
appear in the May 2005 issue of Campus
Activities Programming, we will explore
how the Layer Cake Model compares to
other models of bisexual identity devel-
opment. We will also share our percep-
tions on how a study such as ours can
impact student affairs professionals as
they strive to promote inclusiveness
among all students.
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