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“The In-Between Spaces of Those Labels”:
Exploring the Challenges and Positives of Being
a Bisexual Woman of Color

Sarah N. Mitchell ¢, Lawrence Ganong ° & Marilyn Coleman °

Abstract- Researchers on LGBTQ+ individuals have largely
focused on lesbians or gay men; bisexual individuals often are
included in those samples, but they are seldom differentiated
in reporting. Little is known, therefore, about the lived
experience of bisexual individuals, especially women of color
who represent three marginalized groups (i.e., LGBTQ+,
women, racial/ethnic minoritized individuals). In this
phenomenological study we explored the lives of 12 self-
identified bisexual women of color aged 18 to 33. Three
phenomena described the essence of their experiences:
(a) forming sexual identity, (b) making decisions about how to
share personal information, and (c) acknowledging the
positive consequences of identities. Findings highlight the
simultaneous interpretation of experiences as challenges and
positives for bisexual women of color. The ambiguity and
ambivalence associated with being a member of multiple
minoritized groups and implications for better serving and
understanding individuals with multiple marginalized identities
are discussed.

Keywords: bisexual,
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I. INTRODUCTION

isexual individuals are the largest and fastest
39rowing sexual minoritized group (Bridges &

Moore, 2018; Laughlin, 2016). In a 2013 survey
of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
Americans, 40% of respondents were bisexual (Pew
Research Center, 2013). Similarly, a 2015 survey of
youth indicated that 35% of those aged 13-20 identified
as bisexual (Laughlin, 2016), and women identified as
bisexual more than did men (Bridges & Moore, 2018;
England et al., 2016). Increases in bisexual identity and
behavior have been reported across age cohorts of U.S.
Black and Hispanic women, a trend not evident for men
(England et al., 2016).

Growing identification of bisexuality — especially
among communities of color — does not solely justify
exploration of this group’s experiences. Individuals who
identity as bisexual women of color experience
marginalization around the intersections of their sexual
orientation, gender, and racial/ethnic identities. A better
understanding of the ways in which these identities
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influence the navigation of day-to-day experiences is
warranted, thus the purpose of this study was to explore
the challenges and positives of being a bisexual woman
of color. More specifically, this study utilizes a resilience
perspective examination of how bisexual women of
color experience the challenges of holding multiple
minoritized identities and how they manage those
challenges in their day-to-day lives.

a) Considering the Uniqueness of Bisexual Individuals’
Experiences

Although similarities exist among bisexual
individuals and other sexual minoritized groups in facing
societal homophobia and stigma and managing
uncertainty about their sexual orientations (Bates, 2010;
Fuller et al., 2009), research has indicated that
bisexual individuals’ experiences differ from those of
lesbian and gay individuals in many ways, including
sexual orientation identity formation processes,
experienced stigma, disclosure decisions and the ability
to pass as straight, and health disparities (Bates, 2010;
Brooks et al., 2008; Todd et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2018).
First, the process of forming a plurisexual attraction like
bisexuality (e.g., an attraction to more than one gender)
may be more complicated than same-sex attraction. For
example, being sexually attracted to other women may
initially as challenging to process for both lesbian and
bisexual women (Bates, 2010), but the development of a
sexual orientation identity is more complex for bisexual
women because they also are attracted to men and/or
other genders.

Second, stigma associated with plurisexual
attractions may impact an already complex process,
as others may prescribe to biphobic (i.e., aversions
toward and/or biases against bisexual individuals) or
monosexist ideologies (i.e., privileging attractions to one
gender and discriminating against those with attractions
to more than one gender; see Roberts et al., 2015).
There is evidence that straight individuals, as well as
other members of the LGBTQ+ community (i.e., lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and other groups
who are minoritized based on gender or sexual identity),
hold biases against those who identify as bisexual
(Mulick & Wright, 2002; Todd et al., 2016). Bisexual
people perceive these biases and have reported
experiencing bierasure. Bierasure happens when others
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— even within the LGBTQ+ community — misunderstand
and diminish the bisexual orientation (Brooks et al.,
2008; Kirby et al., 2021; Morgenroth et al., 2022). Often,
others do not believe bisexuality is real, see it as a
transitional phase on the path to a same-sex orientation,
or think that those who identify as bisexual are just
confused about their sexual orientation; beliefs which
may persist because of biphobia (Nutter-Pridgen, 2015).
Bierasure and biphobic attitudes may also be related to
discrimination experienced by bisexual individuals
(Matsik & Rubin, 2018; Roberts et al, 2015).
Additionally, these experiences have negative
implications for bisexual individuals’ health and their
experiences with U.S. institutional systems — where
needs and issues have been largely ignored for this
population (Elia, 2014; Marcus, 2015).

Third, the process of disclosing sexual
orientation to others is often different for bisexual
individuals because bisexuality is more complex and
ambiguous than being sexually attracted to one gender
only (Brooks et al., 2008). In fact, only 19% of bisexual
individuals report being “out” to all or most of the people
they consider the most important to them, compared
to 75% of gay men and lesbians (Brown, 2019).
Experienced stigma and biphobia can inhibit bisexual
individuals from coming out to others (Mulick & Wright,
2002; Todd et al.,, 2016). In relationships — familial,
romantic, or otherwise — bisexual individuals are faced
with decisions related to discussing their identity with
others. They also have to decide on how to present
themselves, as straight or as members of the LGBTQ+
community. Although many LGBTQ+ individuals have
the ability to pass as straight, bisexual individuals are
more likely to do so (Fuller et al., 2009; Morris et al.,
2001). Both straight and sexual minoritized groups tend
to think of orientation as a straight-gay dichotomy,
ignoring the multiple attractions of bisexuality (Fuller et
al., 2009).

Lastly, bisexual individuals may be more at
risk for sexual, physical, and mental health disparities
than straight, lesbian, and gay individuals (Farmer et al.,
2013; Ross et al, 2018). For instance, bisexual
individuals are less likely to seek out STI testing
compared to other plurisexual individuals (see Flanders,
Anderson, et al., 2019). Although bisexual individuals
may be less likely to report sexual victimization than
plurisexual individuals, this lack of reporting may be
directly connected to bisexual orientation-specific
discrimination, erasure, and few supports affirming
bisexuality (Flanders, Anderson et al., 2019).
Additionally, bisexual individuals reported greater
incidences of cardiovascular disease and obesity
(Farmer et al., 2013), depression and anxiety (Ross et
al., 2018), and they often did not disclose their sexual
orientation to mental-healthcare providers (Flanders et
al., 2015), as compared to gay men and lesbians.
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b) Understanding the Experiences of Bisexual BIPOC

For many, living as a person with multiple
marginalized identities is complicated. Lives are fraught
with challenges, but also positives and rewards. In terms
of those challenges, experiences may revolve around
the intersection of identity or a singular identity (e.g.,
barriers to sexual orientation disclosure may be lower
for White individuals overall compared to racial/ethnic
minoritized individuals; Bates, 2010; Liu & Chan, 1996;
Sanchez et al., 2017). In general, LGBTQ+ Black,
Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) at the
intersection of identity report feeling disconnected from
multiple communities, stress around simply being
themselves, and anxiety related to coming out (Ghabrial,
2017). Often, societal stigmatization of one identity leads
to further stigmatization of other identities, leading some
to hide an identity (Fuller et al., 2009).

Bisexual BIPOC may also be more cautious
about coming out to family members because of fear of
losing support of kin, who are important resources of
support in a society characterized by systematic racism.
Flander, Shuler, and colleagues (2019) found that
without social support, bisexual individuals of color were
more likely to report that they experienced binegativity,
anxiety and depression. Although connecting to the
broader LGBTQ+ community may provide opportunities
to affirm one’s bisexual identity, it appears to also be
linked to increased negative identity experiences (e.g.,
increased feelings of illegitimacy, anticipated and
internalized binegativity; Flanders, Shuler, et al., 2019).

Invisibility at the intersection of identity can also
be a source of stress. Skin tone and/or ethnic ambiguity
and gender non-conforming presentation coupled with
bisexual identity can further contribute to erasure of
personhood and identity by others (Ghabrial, 2019). This
lack of understanding of problems and specific issues
faced by members of this population — especially by
straight white men — can lead to some feeling that they
are not “enough” of any identity. Furthermore, very little
is known about how these experiences of discrimination
and erasure relate to the mental health of bisexual
BIPOC. Ghabrial and Ross (2018) reported that only 7%
of 324 studies on bisexual individual and mental health
reported on bisexual POC specifically and separately
from White bisexual individuals.

Some studies report on these challenges as
they exist for bisexual women of color in particular. For
example, Calabrese and colleagues (2015) found that
Black sexually minoritized women were likely to
experience challenges and stressors related to identity
formation, disclosure decisions, and health due to
racism, discrimination, and stereotype threat. In a
qualitative study of bisexual women of color, Brooks and
colleagues (2008) identified challenges in how these
women negotiated their multiple identity development
(e.g., oppression of religious and racial/ethnic identities,
lack of acceptance of bisexuality from racial/ethnic



communities, partners not understanding multiple
identities). Stereotypes about hypersexuality regarding
women of color and bisexuality may make bisexual
women of color hesitant to come out to others for fear of
being typecast as oversexed and sexually promiscuous
(Chmielewski, 2017).

Life at the intersection of minoritized identity is
not solely negative, however. Some LGBTQ+ BIPOC felt
that societal acceptance of one marginalized identity
may lead to the acceptance of another (Ghabrial, 2017).
Additionally, Bowleg (2012) described the ways in
which gay and bisexual men of color discussed the
positives in identifying as LGBTQ+, men, and Black.
They felt these identities allowed them opportunities for
psychological growth and to explore new experiences.
and felt freedom from traditional expectations regarding
masculinity (Bowleg, 2012).

As discussed, previous research has
highlighted the challenges faced by bisexual BIPOC
specifically. However, recent research has begun to
explore the strengths and positives perceived by
members of this intersectional community. Bisexual
women and gender diverse individuals in Ghabrial's
(2019) study discussed invisibility, and how at times, this
invisibility allowed them to occupy different aspects of
and spaces related to their identities, that the ability to
pass can also be seen as a form of safety, and that they
felt able to advocate for others. Other research
highlights positives including feeling unique because of
minoritized identities, having varied and multiple
experiences and community connections, freedom of
expression and from labels, and being able to
understand privilege and oppression (Galupo et al,,
2019; Rostosky et al., 2010). Ultimately, the reality for
individuals from multiple marginalized groups is the
experience of both challenges and positives related to
the intersection of those identities — especially for those
with an often-misunderstood bisexual identity.

c) The Current Study Rationale

In doing the work to understand more about
the lived experience of bisexual people at the
intersection of identity, it is important that researchers
carefully delimit and define samples. While many studies
discussed previously include bisexual women of color in
their sample, not many solely explore the experiences of
individuals who self-identity as such (see Brooks et al.,
2008 as an exception). Brooks and colleagues found
that several factors influenced identity development
(e.g., self-concept, disclosure decisions, romantic and

family relationship issues). They also identified
challenges in how these women negotiated their
multiple identity development (e.g., oppression of

religious and racial/ethnic identities, lack of acceptance
of bisexuality from racial/ethnic communities, partners
not understanding multiple identities). This 2008 study
provided important information  about identity

development and related experiences but did not
address how bisexual women of color experience and
enact their day-to-day lives, nor was there an
examination of both the challenges and positives of
being. It was likely not the purpose of this study to
address those particular aspects of being. Not doing so
is not a shortcoming of the study but is instead an
inspiration to build upon. This current study builds upon
previous research on bisexual women of color by
focusing on the day-to-day lived experiences of both
challenges and positives experienced by this
population, given the lack of research in this area.

d) Theoretical Frameworks

Intersectionality frameworks (Adames et al.,
2018; Crenshaw, 1989), Minority Stress Theory (Meyer,
2003), and Resiliency Theory (Greene, 2002) offer
lenses to view the lived experiences of bisexual
women of color. Intersectionality is the multiplicative
connections among identities in the life and social
context of an individual and the understanding of how
those connections affect the individual, especially
considering the impact of power and marginalization
(Davis, 2008). One of the benefits to using an
intersectional approach is that it allows for an in-depth
exploration of the ways in which people enact their
relationships among family and others and within
societal systems and institutions (Few-Demo, 2014).

For this study, intersectionality is considered
within the context of the multiple identities of bisexual
women of color. Utilizing an intersectional approach
allows for the examination of how these women’s three
minoritized identities may be interconnected and how
those emmeshed identities are related to their
intentions, experiences, and contexts. How are the ways
that being a woman of color differ from being a
“‘woman” or a “person of color” with other non-
marginalized identities, for example? Crenshaw (1989)
argued that understanding the experiences of
individuals with multiple identities would not be possible
if researchers failed to consider the unique influence of
the intersection of identities; this was especially true for
marginalized populations. Others’ reactions to bisexual
women of color are likely to be influenced by the
women’s multiple identities - how do those reactions
impact women’s experiences and decisions to share
information? We understand that an intersectionality-
focused examination of intentions and experiences of
a population cannot be complete without an
understanding of the societal and cultural expectations
and reactions to that population. In our examination of
participant perceptions and experiences, we do not
intend to weakly utilize intersectionality (see Adames et
al., 2018). We understand that the examination of the
societal context of participants experiences will allow for
a more in-depth understanding of the larger influence on
participants’ experiences. We also acknowledge that
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although participants entangled identities underlie their
experiences, that salience and importance of identity
can differ for many (see Bowleg, 2012 for participants’
discussions of being Black men first, bisexual second).
We will examine the intersectionality of their identities,
while allowing participants to elaborate on identities that
are the most meaningful to them in any given situation.

Minority Stress Theory also guided the methods
— particularly in the exploration of the challenging
aspects of the bisexual women of color's lived
experiences. In Meyer’'s (2003) examination of minority
stress as it pertains to sexual minoritized individuals,
minority stress is defined as the stress experienced
because of discrimination and stigma aimed at one’s
marginalized and minoritized identities. The theory
highlights the events that lead to this additional and
unique stress, the feelings and behaviors that result
from stress, coping methods, and health implications
(see also Cyrus, 2017 for the examination of LGBTQ+
BIPOC in particular).

Despite the stress and challenges of having
multiple minoritized identities, racial/ethnic minoritized
individuals and families can show amazing and varied
resiliency in response to adversity (McCubbin et al.,
1998). Resiliency involves an interactive process of the
interpretation of, response to, and coping with ones
experiences, and is influenced by the relationships,
institutions, and power dynamics that form the context
of an individual's experience (Greene, 2002). Bisexual
women of color must navigate the stresses, but also
the positives inherent in being themselves and in
existing in the larger society. In this study, we consider
intersectionality, minority stress, and resiliency in
exploring the intentions and experiences of bisexual
women of color in their day-to-day lives.

[I.  METHODS

This study was conducted using Porter’s (1998)
interpretation of Husserlian descriptive phenomenology
with the purpose of describing the essence of
individuals’ lived experience (Husserl, 1962; Porter,
1998; Porter & Cohen, 2012). Phenomenology describes
the commonalities in experiences of a particular group
(Creswell, 2013), while allowing for the examination of
counter cases (i.e., experiences that are dissimilar to
most individuals in the sample) to the phenomenon
(Husserl, 1962; Porter 1998).

Porter's  (1998) approach to descriptive
phenomenology involves  reviewing  participants’
descriptions of their life experiences and creating a
taxonomy or nested classification scheme for the
experience. Participants’ intentions form the most basic
units of data and involve actions and behaviors.
Essentially, an intention is what a participant was doing
or trying to do in and with their experiences. Related
intentions  group together to form component
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phenomena, which in turn comprise the subcomponents
of the main phenomena — in this case, describing the
experience of being a bisexual woman of color (Porter,
1998; Porter & Cohen, 2012). Porter's method also
allows for the analysis of the context of experience or life
world (i.e., element, descriptor, and feature; Porter,
1998; Porter & Cohen, 2012). Although other qualitative
methods may have been appropriate, Porter's
descriptive phenomenology approach was particularly
well suited for this study since the purpose was to
describe the experiences and intentions of being a
bisexual woman of color.

As part of the Husserlian descriptive
phenomenology method, we bracketed or set aside our
expectations, presumptions, and feelings so that we
were more open to interviewees’ expressions of their
experiences (Porter, 1998; Tufford & Newman, 2012).
We bracketed before and throughout the interviewing
process, during data analyses, and while reflecting on
the results (Porter, 1998). We endeavored to set aside
our personal perspectives and not project them into the
participants’ narratives (Tufford & Newman, 2012).

a) Author Positionality

The coauthors are individuals of different races,
ages, sexual orientations, and genders. The first author
identifies as a bisexual Black cisgender woman who is
in her 30’'s. She has had mostly had positive
experiences in life in general as a bisexual woman of
color but has experienced negativity in the form of
discrimination and differential treatment related to her
minoritized identities. At the societal level, she is aware
of the stereotypes about Black women (e.g., loud,
bossy, angry), and about bisexual people (e.g.,
confused, indiscriminate when it come to their
attractions to others or willingness to engage in sexual
activity with others). She acknowledges that it is unlikely
that she recognizes all the ways in which she may be
disadvantaged, especially the ways in which the
intersectionality of her identities impacts her
opportunities and interactions with others. She is also
sure that she fails to fully appreciate and recognize
privileges that she does have related to ability, social
class, language, etc. This transparency is necessary, in
part, because her experiences (and wondering about
others’ experiences) have partially inspired this study.
Her experiences and upbringing may not be the same
as other bisexual women of color, and in reflecting, she
attempted to recognize her own biases and experiences
with identity formation, sexual orientation disclosure, and
the ways her status as a bisexual woman of color has
affected her day to day. She did her utmost to let
participants speak their truths in interviews and respect
their voices in the analyses.

The co-authors are a cisgender male and a
cisgender female who are older adults. Neither are
LGBTQ+ individuals and both are White. They have



close friends, former students, and acquaintances who
are members of the LGBTQ+ communities, including
bisexual women of color. As a team, we were aware that
our experiences and perceptions may differ from those
of the participants.

b) Sample and Recruitment

A purposive sample of self-identified bisexual
racial/ethnic minority women was sought. Inclusion
criteria  consisted of identifying as: (1) a woman,
(2) a person of color, (3) having a bisexual orientation,
and (4) being between the ages of 18 and 35. Women
of these ages were selected because they had likely
self-identified as bisexual and disclosed their sexual
orientation to others (Pew Research Center, 2013). We
posted announcements seeking “racial/ethnic minority
women who identified as bisexual and were between the
ages of 18 and 35” through university online listservs
and student organizations. Interested persons were
instructed to email the first author, and of the 20 who

responded, 12 were interviewed. The others did not
respond to follow up emails (n = 4), declined after
receiving more information (n = 1), could not be
scheduled for an interview (n = 1), and volunteered after
data analysis was completed (n = 2). All were unknown
to research team members. All participants identified as
cisgender women and used the label bisexual to
describe their sexual orientation and gender attraction.
Participants received a $10 gift code for each interview.

The final sample of 12 bisexual women of color
ranged in ages from 18 to 33 (M = 23.17). Four
participants were Black, four were multiracial, and four
were Asian Americans. Five participants were employed,
six were undergraduate students, and one was a
graduate student. At the time of data collection, all had
come out to one friend or more, and five had come out
to at least one family member. Participants were from
various religious backgrounds (see Table 1).

Table 1: Sample Description

Name Age Race/Ethnicity iﬁ::gﬁg; SSt;J;csgt Out to Family*  Out to Others
Emma 28 Biracial (Black, White) Raised Christian N-S v v
Felicia 33 Biracial (Black, White) Raised Christian N-S v v
Cassie 20 Black Christian UGS v
Tara' 21 Biracial (Black, White) Christian UGS v
Sue 20 Indian American Raised Hindu UGS v
Tori o5 Black Raised Christian N-S v v
Yvonne 26 Black Raised Christian GS v
Amy 23 Chinese American Never Religious N-S v
Ashley 22 Indian American Muslim UGS v
Julie 23 Chinese American Never Religious N-S v
Nina 19 Black Raised Christian UGS v v
Jackie 18 Multi—raci;a\;i(aBrl]?E:k, White, Raised Catholic UGS v v

Note. N-S = Non-Student, UGS = Undergraduate Student, and GS = Graduate Student.

*Category indicates being out to at least one family member.

TAt the time of data collection this woman was not out to family, but during perception checking (interview 3) mentioned that she
had come out to family after our data collection interviews had been completed.

“Participant’s mother identified as Black, father identified as White and Asian. In reporting her identity, the participant says,
“preferably | do mixed or other, but | guess mainly | go by African American”

c) Data Collection

The first author conducted all semi-structured
face-to-face interviews, including two perception-
checking interviews (i.e., post-data collection interviews
where we shared results and asked for feedback). One
participant was interviewed four times, one was
interviewed three times, and the rest were interviewed

twice. Multiple interviews allowed for increased rapport,
a deeper exploration of topics, and greater clarity.
During the first interview, a genogram was generated to
describe who was in their family as they defined it. After
genogram construction, several questions were asked
about their experiences as a bisexual woman of color.
The primary interview question was, “Can you describe,
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as detailed as possible, your experience of being a
bisexual woman of color?” The first author developed
sub-questions related to identity development and
formation (e.g., “Tell me about questioning/discovering
your sexual orientation”), disclosure decisions (e.g., “Tell
be about how you decided who to tell and why”), and
day-to-day experiences (e.g., “How does being a
bisexual woman of color impact your experiences with
your family?”). The research team discussed these sub-
questions and potential follow-up questions until the
team reached consensus. During interviews, if
participants answered a question that warranted follow
up or needed clarification, additional probing questions
were asked. Interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim.

d) Data Analysis

Data analysis started after the first interview was
transcribed. The first author carefully read each
transcript and wrote a memo (i.e., reactions, thoughts,
and feelings about the interview process, including
ideas about intentions and context expressed by the
participant). After memoing, transcripts were read line
by line and coded for data analysis units (Porter, 1994),
which were (a) experiences and intentions, (b) context of
their experiences, or (c) data irrelevant to the study
purpose (e.g., “I'm going to a wedding this weekend”).
Memos and codes were constructed in Microsoft Word
2016 and 2019. Coauthors read all transcripts and
memos. In regular team meetings, they raised questions
about the codes, code definitions, and the developing
taxonomy. Disagreements were discussed until
consensus was reached. The research team created
questions specifically for the subsequent interviews of
each participant as we sought to uncover their
intentions, the component phenomena, and the
phenomena of their lived experience as bisexual women
of color.

Data relevant to this study were lived
experiences, which were comprised of intentions and
actions (e.g., dating a girl would be an intention/action
that comprised a woman'’s experiences). In identifying
intentions after re-reading transcripts and listening to
audio recordings, we asked, “what are these women
trying to do in this experience?” (Porter, 1994; 1998).
This resulted in creating the component phenomena.
For example, the intentions/action of dating a girl and
exploring that relationship with my friend grouped
together into the component phenomenon of testing the
waters. Other component phenomena, such as
becoming aware of multiple attractions, were identified
from similar intentions. The first author then examined
how component phenomena were related or
interconnected to other component phenomena,
resulting in the construction of the main phenomenon.
For example, testing the waters and becoming aware of
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multiple  attractions ~ were  separate  component
phenomena that fit under a larger phenomenon of
forming sexual identity.

e) Validity and Reliability

The process of synthesizing the data involved
several iterations. Analyses included regular and
frequent discussions with co-investigators and other
colleagues to help with validation. To improve reliability,
interview protocols were consistent. The questions
became more focused as more participants were
interviewed, but the content of responses was similar,
allowing for the construction of phenomena.

Memoing allowed for the practice of bracketing
during data analyses, as it was imperative that personal
biases and experiences did not influence how data were
interpreted. We continued to bracket while synthesizing
the phenomena through each iteration, and we
practiced bracketing in reporting and discussing results
in this manuscript (Porter, 1998). In addition to writing
memos and reviewing data in research team
discussions, we shared our findings with two
participants in perception checking interviews and
asked for feedback.

I11. RESULTS

The lived experience of bisexual women of color
comprised several phenomena, characterized by
perceived challenges and positives in their intentions.
First, they determined how their sexual orientation
identities fit in the context of their lives and relationships,
a sometimes-confusing process aided by self-reflection
and often by leaving home environments. Secondly,
interactions with others were frequently tempered by
decisions about how to share personal information;
typically, the women wanted to avoid awkwardness and
threats to their safety, worried about what would happen
if they were to be their true selves. Third, despite living
with challenges often present in the first two
phenomena, some women acknowledged positives of
membership in a multiple-stigmatized group. For
example, they felt positively about their uniqueness, their
ability to educate others about marginalization, and
about being more empathetic to other marginalized
groups. The three primary phenomena describing
the lived experience were: (a) forming sexual identity,
(b) making decisions about how to share personal
information, and (c) acknowledging the positive
consequences of identities. Each of these primary
phenomena consisted of component phenomena and
intentions (see Table 2).



Table 2: Results: Taxonomy of Phenomena, Component Phenomena, and Examples of Intentions

Phenomena

Component Phenomena

Example Intentions

(@) Forming sexual identity

(b) Making decisions about how
to share personal information

(c) Acknowledging the positive

becoming aware of multiple
attractions

testing the waters

reconciling religion/religious
beliefs with bisexuality

avoiding the consequences of
sharing personal information

sharing in the face of
uncertainty

reveling in the uniqueness of

liking women even if others did not
figuring out that | like men and women
dating a girl

exploring that relationship with my friend
doing research on bisexual Muslims

not going to church

not coming out because they would be
disappointed

not looking forward to a weird conversation
living what | feel and being authentic

being able to be around people like me

feeling fulfilled

consequences of identities being

(i) educating others

(i) understanding others’
marginalized positions

e being a POC and bisexual woman is making
me stronger

e providing my experience as someone who
has felt racism

e speaking for a broader community

e seeing other people who are marginalized

e feeling for a lot of sides more than other
people

a) Phenomena 1 - Forming Sexual Identity

The formation of sexual identity was a distinct
process for these women. This process involved years
of developing an understanding of themselves and their
identities, exploring their relationships with others in the
context of identity formation, and deciding how their
identities fit with other aspects of their lives. This
process was sometimes messy and confusing but was
necessary for them to form their sexual identities. In
forming their sexual identities, they were: (i) becoming
aware of multiple attractions, (ii) testing the waters, and
(iii) reconciling religion/religious beliefs with bisexuality.

i. Becoming Aware of Multiple Attractions
The first step in the self-discovery happened
internally. Many had not been in relationships while
forming their sexual identities, but they were realizing
that they were attracted to more than one gender. Some
identified as straight or as lesbian and in recognizing
their attractions to more than one gender, figured that
there was more to their sexual orientations than
previously thought. Several participants cited early
experiences as being influential in their identity
exploration; many reported that this process of self-
discovery only came to the forefront after leaving home.
In exploring multiple attractions, Emma (biracial,
age 28) described that she misunderstood her feelings
about women in this way:
It was like | really gravitated towards certain females, and |
just thought certain females were really pretty, or | just really
enjoyed being around them even though we weren’t always

close friends. And so, in retrospect, | know what it
[my attraction to women] was

Others, like Cassie (Black, age 20), thought that
maybe they identified as lesbians. It took longer for
Cassie to discover her attraction to men than to women:

| didn’t really see myself with any of the guys at my school.
There are so many pretty girls, but there’s not one attractive
guy in here. And so that was my moment where | [thought],
maybe I'm not bisexual, maybe I'm attracted to girls.

Tori realized that she was attracted only to
women and non-gender binary individuals, but still
identified as bisexual because, “bisexuality just means
two genders, whatever they may be, and that is my two.”
Like Tori, Felicia felt that it took her some time to figure
out her attractions. She self-identified as (and tells
others that she is) bisexual, but more specifically she is
attracted to an androgynous identity which, “tends to be
men who are assumed to be gay because of how they
present their gender or, | guess males, then females
who present as males.”

Some women reflected on specific early
experiences as being integral to their lengthy and
confusing identity formation processes. Tara (biracial,
age 21) needed to process some early abuse before
she could acknowledge her attraction to women. She
explained, “You don’t wanna think, did my trauma make
me this way? So, that's why it took me so long to think
about it, and . . . so this is a more recent-ish discovery.”
Sue felt that cultural practices around gender, impacted
the way she thought about men and women. She said,
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I think | found myself uncomfortable around men and boys. |
think it's cultural, partially, because when | was growing [up]
| didn’t have that many guy friends. If | sat next to [a boy] my
mom would make such a big deal out of it.

For many, being away from home for the first
time allowed them the mental space to explore identity
and the opportunity to meet others like them. Julie
(Chinese American, age 23) said:

| didn’t really think | was bisexual until | got into college
because I've always had crushes on girls before, but usually
my relationships are with guys, and | didn’t really know that
liking girls was a thing that | could have an opportunity to
have.

Yvonne (Black, age 26) began acknowledging
her sexual identity in high school but:

It wasn't ‘til graduate school that | started to explore it, and
think about it ... and how does that fit into who | am? Before
it was just ignore, ignore, ignore. What changed for me was
meeting another graduate student who also identified as
bisexual. That helped me get to the point where | was like
okay, I'm bisexual, and that’s okay.

Ashley (Indian American, age 22) felt getting
away from her family allowed her to have

...my thoughts to myself. It was like a huge thing, and |
honestly think that’s what really made me think about self-
discovery and who | am. All the things that actually interest
me and what am | doing that | don’t really like.

In coming to college Ashley encountered “so
many different types of people, so | found my place.
That’s when | could identify and define who | am ‘cause
| can find people that are similar to me.”

ii. Testing the Waters

In addition to recognizing attractions to certain
genders, the women noted experiencing sexual and
romantic relationships with others as being integral to
their sexual identity formation. For some this was
needed to confirm their attraction to more than one
gender. For example, Emma (biracial, age 28)
explained:

| think wanting to explore that with my friend was confirming
whether or not | was gay or bisexual, because there was
attraction, but he also had some feminine qualities...| felt
like | needed to create that space in order to explore, to
understand myself better.

Felicia (biracial, age 33) said, “... and then my
senior year of high school | met my first androgynous
woman (laughs) and, yeah, you know, she was my first |
love you’ and everything.” She had “other experiences
through the years” that shaped and confirmed her
bisexual identity. Amy (Chinese American, age 23) also
described her first relationship with a woman and the
ways in which it was formative in discovering her sexual
orientation: “I've probably known this about myself for a
very long time, but | don’t think | really solidified that part
of my identity until | actually dated a girl last year.”
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Many women discussed the racial/ethnic- and
gender-related challenges associated with being able to
date and explore relationships as bisexual women of
color. This revolved around both identities for Cassie
(Black, age 20), who explained:

Most Black girls didn’t date White guys and | didn't have any
Black guys in my class. Even Black girls, | had like one,
which was my best friend, so | didn’t see her like that. | just
didn’t have that many people in high school who | saw as a
potential partner.

Emma (biracial, age 28) felt that her dating
choices tied into preferences around gender
expectations and skin tone. She noted that “Black men
being primarily attracted to light skinned [women]” was
one observation that made her reflect on who she saw
as a potential partner. She went on to explain, “I've tried
to consciously not like feed into those biases. Ill
consciously date women that | otherwise wouldn’t be
typically attracted to because | realize that's my
conditioning happening.” Lastly, Sue (Indian American,
age 20), discussed the limitations to dating at all and
said, “So | have never been in one [a relationship]
because I'm technically not allowed to, so culturally
we’re not supposed to date. My mom said not until med
school. I'm gonna be so old.”

ii. Reconciling Religion and Religious Beliefs with
Bisexuality
Many women struggled with identifying as
members of both the LGBTQ+ and religious
communities. Many were aware that their feelings for
women went against what they had been taught was
appropriate. Felicia (biracial, age 33) had difficulty fitting
her bisexual orientation into her Black Southern Baptist
religion:
My family was ultra-religious, like as much as you can get. |
was a minister's daughter, ...so in their minds it's [non-
heterosexual attraction] linked with every single bad sexual
thing that could be out there — sexual abuse, pedophilia,
anything. | spent hours every day sometimes just praying to
God, please stop making me look at women. Looking back,
| think it is kind of hilarious but, yeah, it was pretty
distressing then.

Eventually,
together and explained how her
relationship precipitated that rejection:

[It] involved a lot of shame. | felt like wow, this is an
amazing, intelligent, kind person, and people in my religion
looked at her and thought disgusting, worthless. And |
thought, if they really knew me, they would think | was that
too, and so that was part of the shift to not being religious.

Similarly, Emma (biracial, age 28) tried to
reconcile religious beliefs, but she eventually rejected
her Black Southern Baptist upbringing:

Why does me having feelings for a woman make me a sin or

a shame? It feels in my heart like it's pure, and Jesus said
love everyone, so why are you condemning me? So, there

Felicia abandoned
first

religion all
significant



was these conflicts. | had to just step away from it [church]
because there was just a lot of hypocrisy that didn’t feel
right.

After some reflection, Emma embraced parts of
other religions/spiritual beliefs that allowed for varieties
of expressions and identifications: “| still loosely hold to
Christianity, and | also loosely hold to Islam, and |
loosely hold to Daocism and Buddhism.”

Ashley (Indian American, age 22) was the rare
woman who, despite messages from other Muslims and
from tenets of the faith, attempted to fully embrace Islam
in its entirety and her bisexuality in conjunction. In
seeing examples from others, including news about a
gay Muslim couple who married, Ashley was
encouraged to study her religion and follow its teaching
while also accepting her bisexuality:

| was really just trying to come to terms with everything
because | was a Muslim, but I'm also bisexual, so how does
that work? | did a lot of research on blogs and things that
are run by bisexual Muslims, and it was just really
comforting to see how people kind of balance it, how they
come to terms with it.

b) Phenomena 2 — Making Decisions About Sharing
Personal Information

These women also were making decisions
about how to share parts of themselves with others.
They wondered if certain contexts/spaces were safe for
them to share about themselves or to simply exist as
bisexual women of color. In terms of their sexual
orientation specifically, many grappled with whether they
should come out to their family members, friends, and
others. All had come out to at least one person, but only
five had come out to family members, the process either
initiated by themselves or another. The women often felt
that they simultaneously wanted, and did not want, to
disclose, and having both intentions at the same time
was taxing. Concerns about sharing information
primarily related to the invisible identity of bisexuality, but
the context of gender and race/ethnicity often influenced
how they grappled with disclosure decisions. Overall, it
was a difficult process to weigh negative consequences
(e.g., being rejected if they disclosed, having to exert
additional energy to keep information private if they did
not disclose) against the positives (e.g., being free to be
themselves if they disclosed, potentially experiencing
less conflict if they did not disclose). They were
(i) avoiding the consequences of sharing personal
information, and (i) sharing in the face of uncertainty,
and factors such as their own mental health, and their
perceptions of how others (family or otherwise) might
react to them heavily influenced their decisions.

i. Avoiding the Consequences of Sharing Personal
Information

The women who decided not to widely disclose

their orientation or simply be themselves around others,

whether family or not, were avoiding the consequences
of sharing personal information (e.g., conflict, rejection,

confusion,  disapproval, disbelief, awkwardness,
uncertainty, job loss). Because they were not out, they
were unsure how others would react, and this
uncertainty often was scary. They felt it was better to
prevent potential negative consequences than to come
out and be proven right about their fears that they would
be rejected or subjected to negative reactions.
Embedded in within the fear of coming out, was just not
knowing if an environment was safe or not. Concerns
about potentially negative or ambiguous reactions,
worries about having someone doubt them, or even just
having to work a little harder to explain themselves,
provided much of the reasoning behind not disclosing; it
was not worth the risk of revealing parts of themselves.
Not Being Forthcoming with Family Members.
Seven women were not out to any family members, and
those who were out were selective about which family
members to tell. They were primarily attempting to
prevent conflict within their families by not coming out to
them, but they also were concerned about losing
contact and support if they disclosed. Cassie’s (Black,
age 20) sister came out to their family as bisexual, and
while her family was generally supportive, Cassie felt
they did not entirely approve:
| haven't dated a girl, and | figured until | date a girl there’s
no need to bring up something that may not ever be a topic
in the future. Especially since my parents... they are very
open, and they get it, but | think they were slightly
disappointed [with my sister].

Cassie felt close to her parents, but she did not
want to reveal her sexual orientation unless it was
necessary. Tara (biracial, age 21) echoed that
sentiment: “...| just don’t know what they [her family]
would say. | mean, | used to be aggressively straight...
so | think everyone would be like what the heck is going
on, so | just don’t think they would understand.”

Wanting to avoid an awkward discussion also
kept Julie (Chinese American, age 23) from coming out
to her family. She said, “It would definitely be a really
weird conversation so I'm not looking forward to it. |
don’t know if that's even a thing that | might do ... until it
becomes ‘a thing | have to do.” She goes on to say, ‘I
guess | would like them to know everything about me,
but also, I'm just kind of scared of dealing with that sort
of confrontation. . . it's not a huge part of my life right
now.”

Ashley (Indian American, age 22) was afraid of
losing contact with her family if she were to come out.
She said, “If | got into a serious relationship with a girl,
then | can't hide it. If that were to happen, | would accept
the fact that my dad wouldn’t talk to me again.” Yvonne
(Black, age 25) reflected on potential loss of support
and said:

My family is a really strong support for me, so if | was in a
secure relationship with someone of the same sex, and we

were dating for a long time, and it was committed, and | felt
like they [my partner] would support me, I'd feel more
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comfortable jeopardizing my other support system [my
family].

Tara (biracial, age 21) similarly felt that in
disclosing, she would have to cut ties with some family
members. She did not know if that was what she
wanted, saying “I've gone back and forth; do | want
to ... do it now and cut my family off, but generally
most people want to have their family in their life.”
Sue (Indian American, age 20) said of potentially
disclosing, “Well, | think they wouldn’t believe me. . . |
would probably be thrown out of the house.”

Sue also talked about how stressful it was to
keep her sexual orientation from her family, and she
described having to be careful when texting her queer
friends while at home:

I’'m definitely anxious all the time when I'm home because
my dad likes to take my phone and read through my texts.
So, | have to go back and delete everything or hide my
phone, or if | have [a] pretty girl on my phone, like a photo
or something, | have to delete all of them. . . | would rather
them not read my texts, but | can’t seem to avoid that, so |
just have to delete everything. | think I'm more worried that
they'll find out.

Despite having to be extremely cautious in her
communications with queer friends, Sue still decided not
to come out to her family because the consequences of
coming out were perceived to be worse than the taxing
effort she exerted in hiding her identity.

Some women expressed the sentiment that as
long as they could be themselves with somebody they
cared about, then they did not have to be out to others,
including specific family members. Tori (Black, age 25)
discussed her decision not to come out to her
grandfather, “I just don’t want to be disappointed cause
| know what the conversation’s gonna be like, and |
know he’s not gonna understand, ... as long as my
mom supports me, then | really don't care. Like | love
my grandpa just fine, but I'm not worried about it.

Not Being Forthcoming with Friends and Others.
Although all of the women had told at least one friend,
they were cautious about coming out to friends and
acquaintances. The environment mattered too, for how
they would present themselves overall. There was a
sense of not knowing how others would react if they
knew; would they treat them differently or be
invalidating? Tori discussed her challenges around
wondering how to present herself at work. She said:

So | feel like there’s a lot of times | just want to use a lot of
queer language at work...but it's harder cause | feel like if
you're a Black woman in a professional setting everyone’s
looking at you way more than they look at everyone else and
the things that | have to do... it's very easy for someone to
be like, “If you're doing bad, well, you know, you're a Black
woman so you'’re probably lazy.”

Tara (biracial, age 21) explained her hesitation
with telling others about her orientation:
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| told a select few people, who | already knew were queer
themselves . . . I'm only going to gently tell people that |
already know will respond well, because | don't have time at
this moment in my life to deal with someone not being
supportive.

Felicia (biracial, age 33) was selective about
who she came out to because she wanted to protect her
son. In a state where it was legal at the time to
discriminate based on sexual orientation, coming out at
work was risky. She explained:

| have a kid to take care of, and | would love to be an activist
on the front, but | don’t have any financial support from my
family and not very much from his father. We've been
homeless before, so not being out to everyone is part of
taking care of my son.

Emma (biracial, age 28) was also hesitant to tell
others about her bisexuality because people will make
their own assumptions. For her it was, “not necessarily
[being] ashamed or trying to hide anything, but...I just
don’t really want them to assume something that they'd
go and talk to their friends or talk to whomever.” Not
only was there a concern about people making
assumptions, but there was discomfort in making others
uncomfortable. Cassie (Black, age 20) explained: “I'm
just going to be approaching the situation to make sure |
don’t do anything that could be offensive ‘il | really know
the person.” Amy’s (Chinese American, age 23) first
time telling anyone about her bisexuality was to her best
friend, who thought she was just going through a
“phase.” “It was just a little bit invalidating, so | actually
just didn’t talk about it for a while after that.”

ii. Sharing in the Face of Uncertainty

This subtheme largely revolved around the
women’s sexual orientation identity. Although a few of
these women felt comfortable sharing their sexual
orientations with other individuals, for most of them
tough decisions had to be made before they shared this
information. Sometimes fear of consequences was still
present, although the benefits of being open seemingly
outweighed potential negative reactions. Some women
decided that sharing in the face of uncertainty was better
for them than hiding this part of themselves.

Coming QOut to Family. Of the five women with at
least one family member aware they were bisexual, four
chose to disclose on their own. The fifth revealed her
bisexuality after being questioned by her mother. The
four who autonomously came out felt that explicitly
sharing this part of themselves with family was important
to them, despite being nervous or hesitant. Tori (Black,
age 25) was fairly certain that her mom knew that she
might not be straight, but they had not had a
conversation about her sexual orientation since she had
become an adult. Tori described revisiting that
conversation with her mother: “She was like, ‘I didn’t
think we had to, it was fine,” and | was like, ‘Good to
know.!” So yeah, it was pretty chill.”



Emma (biracial, age 28) was nervous to come
out to her parents. In the past they had assured her of
their unconditional support. Perhaps because of this
support, she felt less risk in disclosing, despite their
religiosity. Felicia (biracial, age 33) and Jackie (multi-
racial, age 18) also were purposeful in telling their
closest family member. Both said that this family
member expressed love to them no matter what. They
were hesitant, but their need to be honest within these
specific relationships ultimately led them to disclose
their sexual orientation.

Coming Out to Friends. All the women were out
to at least one friend/acquaintance. Emma (biracial, age
28) said that in telling others that she was bisexual, she
felt she was “living what | feel and being authentic.” After
an initial disappointing coming out experience, Amy
(Chinese American, age 23) chose to tell another friend,
‘| casually brought it up in conversation and she was
like, ‘Great, cool,’. . . and then after that she encouraged
me to tell everyone else.” Amy described the response
as “wonderful,” and was happy to reveal her sexual
orientation to those “I was close to.”

For many, making other LGBTQ+ friends
allowed them to feel safe in coming out. For Tori (Black,
age 25) coming out was something she chose to do in
college, as she felt that she could not do so in her
hometown. She explained, “I joined the Gay/Straight
Alliance as soon as | got there...there were no chances
to do that in [hometown]. It was really exciting for me,
being able to be around people like me.” Sue (Indian
American, age 20) similarly expressed, ‘I think the only
other people who know are people who are also
LGBTQ...because obviously they’ll understand and
there won't be any judgment...”

c) Phenomena 3 - Acknowledging the Positive
Consequences of Identities

Most of these bisexual women perceived
positive aspects of their multiple identities, highlighted in
three ways. They felt proud of who they were as unique
intersectional individuals, felt it a positive to be able to
educate others about the realities of being a
marginalized individual, and benefited from having an
expanded worldview because of that marginalization. In
discussing the positive aspects of their lives related
to their identities, the women were (i) reveling in
the uniqueness of being, (i) educating others, and
(iii) understanding others’ marginalized positions.

i. Reveling in the Uniqueness of Being

In reflecting on how the positives related to
being impacted them, the women often discussed
loving who they were as unique individuals. Tori (Black,
age 25) said, ‘I feel kind of fulfilled, but I'm not doing
anything...to be a bisexual woman of color. | just,
existing. | just feel like ‘cause everyone hates it so much
| kind of get a sense of fulfillment from it.” Jackie

expressed a similar sentiment, “It makes me feel like
somewhat special in a way...that | am multiracial,
there’s a little something different about me than other
people.”

Emma (biracial, age 28) discussed a sense of
resiliency she felt and explained that “being a person of
color and being a bisexual woman has helped to make
me stronger or it is through my strength that allowed me
to embrace that.” Tara (Biracial, age 21) felt similarly
and said:

It gives me a lot of like strength and power to be bizarre. The
identities that aren’t getting discussed or they aren’t
valued...guess what, they're all in one person, so isn't that
convenient for you to listen to me right now?

Among the participants, several discussed the
sense of community and resiliency gained by being a
unigue person among a community of other unique
individuals.

ii. Educating Others

Several women felt they could use their
experiences and knowledge to help others understand
what it means to be a member of a marginalized group.
In  educating others, whether family, friends,
acquaintances, or strangers, these women perceived
their hardships were not in vain. They felt it was
necessary to explain to others why certain assumptions
about them — or women like them — were false.

The women reported that kin sometimes made
derogatory or incorrect statements about LGBTQ+
people. For example, during holidays, Tori (Black, age
25) would often confront her extended family who would
make “problematic” statements about LGBTQ+ people:
“Usually when | get aggressive enough, they stop. |
don’t know why they even bring it up, because every
Christmas, I'm not gonna stop. . . But | still get
Christmas presents (laughs).” Tara (biracial, age 21) felt
that it was a lot to juggle, always correcting her family on
issues of race, gender, and sexual orientation, but she
thought it was more important to deal with correcting
family instead of strangers. She said, ‘| really don’t care
what Bill from down the street says.”

Some found educating non-family members to
be an easier feat. Ashley (Indian American, age 22) was
not out to her parents, and she did not feel comfortable
correcting their misunderstandings about LGBTQ+
issues. They might wonder why she was confronting
them, and the risk of them guessing her LGBTQ+
identity was too high. If she noticed others making
offensive comments about anyone who shared her
identities, however, she did not hesitate to address it.
She said, “There’s no reason to hide it . . . I'm just
gonna speak up for what | think’s right.” Other women
simply felt it important to try to educate anyone about
their experiences. Emma (biracial, age 28) said, “When
there are assumptions being made about Black people,
| can ... at least provide my experience as someone
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who has felt some brunt of racism and who's seen the
brunt of homophobia.”

ii. Understanding Others’ Marginalized Positions
Another benefit was that bisexual women of
color felt more understanding of others, especially those
from marginalized groups. They felt their “expanded
world view” made them less critical and more
knowledgeable of and open to others’ experiences. For
example, Cassie (Black, age 20) stated: “I'm not sure if
| was straight that | would feel the same way about rights
that people should have. The reason why I'm so liberal, |
think, is because of these experiences I've had
collectively that shaped my view.” Nina (Black, age 19)
similarly expressed that her identities better allowed her
to see the perspectives of others. She explained,
I'm more aware of people’s problems because | have
friends who are ... struggling with their sexuality or identity
and having all those friends is because | am who | am. It
helps [with] understanding people, [with] empathy. [AlsO]
seeing the world differently, having the ability to not be so
blinded by privilege that | can't see the world in both sides.
Tori (Black, age 25) expressed that, “bi people
of color are just so intelligent about themselves and the
things that we have to know,” and in that knowledge she
was better able to understand where others were
coming from. She expanded,
When you talk about intersectionality and respectability
politics and then all of the things like that, | just feel like |
have a lot of vocabulary for ...being bi and for being a

person of color, for being a woman... I'm just experiencing
this, and this is just my life.

V. DI1sCUSSION

In forming sexual identity, making decisions
about how to share personal information, and
acknowledging the positive consequences of identities
these women were navigating the world as people with
multiple minoritized identities. Their experiences around
intersectionality and minority stress were characterized
by ambiguity and ambivalence. The ambiguous
processes they experienced related to their sexual
identity formation and disclosure decisions were not
easy to navigate. Many of these women struggled to
gain clarity about who they were and to share
information about themselves to family and friends, not
knowing if  their social network would remain as
supportive as before they disclosed. Ambivalence,
simultaneously experiencing positive and negative
thoughts and feelings, was also pervasive in these
women’s lives. The consequences of grappling with
disconnections between what their religions taught and
their bisexual identities, disclosing their sexual
orientation, educating others, and being feminine in their
bisexuality, have both benefits and costs.

These women'’s stories offer an example of what
life is like for someone with multiple minoritized
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identities. It can be difficult to understand yourself, be
yourself, and share yourself, when the identities related
to that self-discovery are steeped in ambiguity. In a
world that seems to prefer dichotomies (e.g., that a
person can be either one thing or another, but not both),
bisexuality does not easily fit. Bisexual women wonder,
am | a lesbian or am | straight? The women in this study
ultimately decided that they were, in a sense, both —
attracted to more than one gender. Coming to this
realization was often a stressful and confusing process
in which they confronted both their own and others’
preconceived notions of sexual attraction, dating, and
spirituality. When it came to questions about faith and
religion, many wondered, am | a sinner or not, will my
God still love me or not, can | experience happiness
continuing in my church or not? Because of these
questions, some felt ambivalence regarding their
decisions around faith, experiencing and anticipating
both costs and benefits. In leaving a religious
organization, one may lose community but gain freedom
from marginalization by that community. That sense of
community, which may be even more important for an
ethnic/racially minoritized individual, may have to be
sacrificed to be true to oneself. However, hiding a part
of oneself may be preferable to that loss.

The intersection of race/ethnicity, sexual
orientation, gender, and religiosity results in
compounded experiences of ambiguity related to

identity formation and disclosure decisions, that clearly
differ from those who are straight and may differ from
women who are attracted to women only. The women
needed to discover their sexual orientation identities for
themselves, and to position themselves in their
relationships and interactions under extremely unclear
contexts. For these intersectional individuals, sometimes
one identity was more salient than another. The invisible
identities (sexual orientation) versus visible identities
(race/ethnicity and gender) influenced this saliency, but
ultimately how others reacted to them and the decisions
they made revolved around their having multiple
minoritized identities. The power of and limitations
placed on them by others influenced their decisions. It
was others’ potential and actual reactions that informed
much of how they navigated their worlds.

Some of the challenges experienced (e.g.,
identity formation, disclosure decisions, encountering
stereotypes) match findings from previous research and
highlight the experience of minority stress related to
having a minoritized sexual orientation and race/ethnicity
(Calabrese et al., 2015; Brooks et al., 2008; Meyer,
2003). However, these women also experienced
resiliency and positives in reflecting on uniqueness, and
in contributing to and having a better understanding of
one’s world (Greene, 2002; McCubbin et al., 1998).

We might not have understood the extent of
these experiences without incorporating a feminist



approach to better tell the stories of those who are
marginalized. Feminist methods encourage researchers
to acknowledge and potentially use @ “the
interdependence between researcher and research
participant” (Leslie & Sollie, 1994). We worked together
to create space (multiple interviews) to allow the women
to reflect on their experiences. In this environment,
where bracketing was practiced by the researchers,
these women were able to give authentic voice to the
multi-faceted challenges and positives associated with
being who they were. Using an intersectional
perspective and treating individuals as members of
discrete, yet interconnected groups help disentangle
unique processes and experiences. For example, we
better understand the nuance of sexual orientation
identity formation and disclosure decisions by
considering ethnicity and religion. For Ashley, the
cultural expectations regarding gender for Muslim and
Indian women meant she had a different identity
formation and disclosure journey than did Emma, who
grew up as a biracial Black Christian woman.

These findings may inform practitioners and
interventionists of the experiences of this population,
iluminating areas of concern and potential supports for
them. Ultimately, the women’s intentions and
experiences are reactionary. They are in response to the
world around them. To better understand the ambiguity,
ambivalence, and identity salience that bisexual women
of color experience, we must know more about the
context of the society in which these women are
situated. An examination of the cultural and societal
world is likely to provide some insight into why the
women have the intentions and experiences that they
do. An understanding of their experiences coupled with
the knowledge of the contextual background underlying
these experiences can allow family scientists to uncover
what must be done at the individual, familial, and
societal level to improve the lives of marginalized
populations.

V. LIMITATIONS, RESEARCH [MPLICATIONS,
AND CONCLUSIONS

These findings and the discussion underscore
the importance of better understanding the experiences
of bisexual women of color; however, there were some
study limitations. They are outlined here along with
suggestions for future research. First, although there
were several ethnic/racial groups represented in this
study, some groups were not. A phenomenological
study of Native American, Latine, Hispanic, and other
racial/ethnic minoritized women could provide valuable
information about their experiences. Racial stereotypes
and cultural expectations may differ among other
groups whose experiences may be qualitatively
different. Additionally, most women in this study had
similar educational backgrounds. Attending to factors

such as privilege, education, and socioeconomic
standing may provide varied information about
intentions and experiences. The women in this study
reported positives and resiliency along with their noted
challenges, but perhaps their relatively privileged
positions impacted their narratives.

Secondly, this study did not focus on identity
salience, and more in-depth investigations of the
importance of specific identities for women’s day-to-day
lives are needed. The ways in which the women
experience the world has much to do with the
intersectionality of their identities, however, at times, one
identity might be more at the forefront. The salience of a
particular identity in any given context might be related
to how visible that identity is to others (e.g., “others can
see that I'm a person of color”), or to which identity is
most misunderstood (e.g., “people are wrong about
who | am as a bisexual person”). Studies exploring
identity salience in different contexts would help expand
understanding of lived experiences related to singular
identities and the intersections of identities.

Third, based on our own use of the term
“bisexual” to describe sexual orientation in our
recruitment, we recommend that researchers be mindful
of language used in recruiting — to ensure that the
population  of interest is reached. People’s
understandings and definitions of bisexuality have
changed over time. Younger individuals who feel
attracted to more than one gender may feel that bisexual
is too limiting a descriptor for their sexuality (Rust, 2001).
We may have missed talking to someone who is
attracted to more than one gender but did not reply to
our advertisement because they do not use the label of
bisexual. Related to recruiting language, we suggest
intention with terms around gender in addition to sexual
orientation. We advertised for “women.” Whereas all
those who were interviewed identified as cisgender
women, the authors understand that individuals with
various gender identify formation processes can identify
as “women.” Bisexual individuals with other identities
are absolutely worthy of better understanding (e.g.,
transwomen, non-gender conforming individuals, men,
etc.), but recruitment language must be intentional in its
specificity and/or inclusivity. These groups are worthy of
better understanding as distinctly identified individuals —
and recruitment language must properly describe the
groups who are being recruited.

Despite these constraints and limitations, there
is value in the use of intersectional, feminist, and
resilience perspectives in the future study of minoritized
groups. In better understanding both the challenges and
positives of being a person with intersecting identities,
researchers will be better positioned to capture the
nuances of being in multiple minoritized groups and the
complexity of those lives.
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