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Definition and Scope of Bisexuality

Bisexuality is defined fundamentally as a sexual orientation characterized by romantic attraction,

sexual attraction, or sexual behavior directed toward both men and women, or to people of more

than one gender. This definition moves beyond the historical binary understanding of sex and

gender, acknowledging the complexity of human attraction. While commonly understood as

attraction to both male and female genders, contemporary psychological and sociological

frameworks often broaden this definition to include attraction to individuals across the gender

spectrum, sometimes overlapping with concepts such as pansexuality or polysexuality, though

bisexuality retains its distinct identity within the non-monosexual umbrella. It is critical to

recognize that bisexuality, like all sexual orientations, is comprised of multiple dimensions,

including self-identification, behavior, fantasy, and emotional attachment, which may not always

align perfectly in any given individual.

The conceptualization of bisexuality gained significant academic traction with the groundbreaking

work of Alfred Kinsey in the mid-20th century. Kinsey's research challenged the prevailing notion

that humanity was divided exclusively into heterosexual and homosexual categories, proposing

instead a continuum of sexual orientation. The Kinsey Scale (0 to 6) positioned bisexuality not as a

temporary phase or a conflict, but as a stable and measurable position along this spectrum (scores

2, 3, and 4), indicating varying degrees of attraction to both sexes. This development was pivotal in

establishing bisexuality as a legitimate and statistically significant orientation, rather than merely a

transitional phase or a symptom of psychopathology, which had been the dominant view in earlier

psychiatric models.

A key challenge in defining bisexuality lies in distinguishing attraction to "two" genders from

attraction to "all" genders (pansexuality). While historical definitions rooted in the gender binary

often emphasized attraction to both men and women, modern definitions often emphasize

attraction to one's own gender and other genders. Many contemporary bisexual individuals define

their orientation inclusively, recognizing attraction that is not limited by the gender of the partner.

However, regardless of the subtle variations in self-labeling, bisexuality is characterized by

multiplicity of attraction, standing in contrast to both monosexual orientations--heterosexuality

and homosexuality--which are oriented toward a single gender category. Understanding this

multiplicity is essential for accurate psychological assessment and culturally competent care.

Historical and Conceptual Evolution

The recognition of bisexuality as a social and psychological phenomenon has undergone a volatile

evolution, marked by periods of acceptance, erasure, and pathologization. Historically, in many

ancient societies, including parts of Greece and Rome, same-sex and different-sex relationships

often co-existed without the stringent sexual identity categories prevalent today, suggesting a level

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=29628
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Bisexuality: Understanding & Exploring Sexual Orientation 3

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

of behavioral flexibility that could be interpreted as bisexual behavior, if not identity. However, the

rise of monotheistic religious traditions and 19th-century medicalization increasingly imposed a

strict heterosexual/homosexual binary, largely rendering bisexuality invisible or classifying it as a

sign of confusion or degeneracy within early psychological literature.

During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, when psychoanalytic theory held sway, bisexuality

was frequently misinterpreted. Freud posited a concept of "constitutional bisexuality," suggesting

that all individuals possess inherent capacities for both same-sex and opposite-sex attraction.

However, this innate capacity was often viewed as something that must be successfully resolved

or repressed during development to achieve mature, monosexual (heterosexual) adulthood. The

failure to repress one's same-sex desires, leading to bisexual expression, was often viewed

through a lens of developmental arrest or neurosis, profoundly influencing the clinical treatment

and public perception of bisexual individuals for decades.

The shift toward recognizing bisexuality as a valid, stable orientation began in earnest with the

sexual liberation movements of the 1960s and 1970s. Activists and researchers began to

challenge the rigid binary framework imposed by both mainstream society and emerging gay and

lesbian communities, which often perpetuated the idea that bisexuality was simply a temporary

stop on the way to identifying as homosexual, or that it was inherently unstable. This period saw

the foundational efforts to establish distinct bisexual communities and advocacy groups,

demanding recognition that bisexuality is a legitimate identity deserving of respect and

independent scholarly attention, paving the way for modern, affirmative psychological research.

Theoretical Models of Bisexuality

To accurately capture the complexity of bisexuality, researchers have developed various

theoretical models that move beyond the simple binary attraction index. The most enduring model

remains the Kinsey Scale, which scores individuals from 0 (exclusively heterosexual) to 6

(exclusively homosexual), with 3 representing equal attraction to both sexes. While revolutionary

for its time, the Kinsey Scale has been criticized for being too simplistic and failing to account for

gender identity diversity and the potential for sexual fluidity over the lifespan. It primarily measures

behavior and attraction toward "male" versus "female," limiting its applicability in modern contexts.

A significant advancement in modeling bisexuality is Fritz Klein's Klein Sexual Orientation Grid

(K-SOG). The K-SOG is a multidimensional model that recognizes that sexual orientation is not

monolithic. It measures seven distinct variables: sexual attraction, sexual behavior, sexual

fantasies, emotional preference, social preference, lifestyle, and self-identification. Crucially, the K-

SOG also measures these variables across three time points--past, present, and ideal future--

explicitly incorporating the dimension of sexual fluidity and change over time. This model is highly

effective for researchers attempting to quantify the varying degrees of attraction and identity that

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=29628
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Bisexuality: Understanding & Exploring Sexual Orientation 4

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

characterize the bisexual experience, providing a much richer, nuanced portrait than the Kinsey

Scale.

Further theoretical work emphasizes the distinction between orientation and identity. Sexual

orientation refers to the inherent pattern of attraction, while sexual identity is the label an individual

chooses to use. For many bisexual individuals, identity negotiation is a complex process

influenced by social context, visibility, and internalized stigma. Vector models also contribute to the

understanding of bisexuality by positing separate axes for attraction to men and attraction to

women, allowing for independent measurement of these two components. For example, an

individual might score high on attraction to women and moderately high on attraction to men,

resulting in a unique bisexual profile that cannot be captured accurately by a single continuum

scale. These sophisticated models are crucial for understanding the diversity within the bisexual

community.

Prevalence and Demographic Considerations

Determining the precise prevalence of bisexuality is challenging due to definitional inconsistencies,

measurement issues, and significant non-disclosure rates driven by stigma and invisibility.

Research based purely on self-identification tends to yield lower figures, whereas research

measuring attraction or behavior (e.g., using the Kinsey scale or K-SOG) often suggests a much

higher prevalence. Surveys in Western countries often indicate that while the number of adults who

identify explicitly as bisexual hovers between 2% and 5% of the general population, the number of

individuals who report attraction to or sexual experiences with both sexes is substantially higher,

sometimes reaching 10% to 15%. This disparity highlights the phenomenon of bisexual behavior

without corresponding bisexual identity, often necessitated by social pressures or lack of

community affirmation.

Demographic studies consistently reveal significant gender differences in the reporting and

experience of bisexuality. Women are statistically more likely than men to identify as bisexual, and

research suggests greater sexual fluidity among women across the lifespan. While men who report

bisexual attraction often face intense social pressure to identify as either exclusively gay or

exclusively straight, leading to greater identity concealment, women often report a more socially

permissible, though still stigmatized, level of fluidity. These gendered patterns are critical for

understanding how societal expectations around masculinity and femininity shape the expression

and disclosure of non-monosexual identities.

Furthermore, the prevalence and visibility of bisexuality are strongly modulated by cultural context

and intersectional factors such as age, race, and socioeconomic status. Younger generations

generally report higher rates of identification across the non-monosexual spectrum, reflecting

greater social acceptance and evolving understandings of gender and sexuality. However,
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individuals from marginalized racial or ethnic groups who are bisexual often face triple minority

stress, navigating the complexities of their race, their non-monosexual identity, and the specific

biphobia present within both the dominant culture and monosexual LGBTQ+ communities.

Accurate demographic data collection must therefore employ inclusive methodologies that account

for identity, behavior, and attraction across diverse populations.

Psychological and Social Challenges: Biphobia and Stigma

Bisexual individuals face unique psychological and social challenges stemming from pervasive

biphobia, which is prejudice, aversion, or discrimination directed against bisexual people. This

stigma often manifests as the belief that bisexuality is not a genuine or stable orientation, but rather

a transitional phase, a manifestation of greed, or a failure to commit to a monosexual identity. A

key manifestation of biphobia is bisexual erasure (or invisibility), where the existence or

importance of bisexuality is denied or minimized, both in historical narratives and contemporary

media representations. This erasure contributes to a lack of community resources, limited affirming

role models, and difficulties in identity consolidation.

Crucially, bisexual individuals frequently experience discrimination from two distinct sources: the

heterosexual community and the monosexual lesbian and gay communities. Within the

heterosexual context, bisexual individuals may be stereotyped as promiscuous, unreliable, or

incapable of true monogamy. Within the lesbian and gay communities, they may be viewed with

suspicion, particularly if they are in relationships with opposite-sex partners, leading to accusations

of "straight-passing" or lacking true commitment to the LGBTQ+ cause. This double

discrimination results in profound feelings of isolation, as bisexual people may feel they lack a

safe, affirming space where their full identity is acknowledged and respected, contributing

significantly to minority stress.

The internalization of this pervasive stigma leads to internalized biphobia, where bisexual

individuals adopt negative societal stereotypes about their own identity. Internalized biphobia can

manifest as self-doubt regarding the validity of one's orientation, difficulty disclosing one's identity,

and higher rates of mental health issues. The persistent need to justify one's existence and

orientation, often through complex identity negotiation and self-monitoring, places a chronic

psychological burden on the individual. Psychological research confirms that the lack of social

validation and the experience of biphobic microaggressions are significant predictors of negative

mental health outcomes among bisexual populations.

Identity Formation and Fluidity

The process of identity formation for bisexual individuals is often non-linear and characterized by

significant periods of exploration and fluidity. Unlike the traditionally linear "coming out" narrative
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often associated with monosexual identities, the bisexual identity journey may involve multiple

"comings out," depending on the gender of the partner or the social context. A bisexual person

partnered with someone of the opposite sex may be assumed to be heterosexual and thus face

erasure, necessitating a specific disclosure to correct that assumption. Conversely, if partnered

with a same-sex partner, they may be assumed to be homosexual, requiring clarification of their

broader identity.

Sexual fluidity, defined as changes in sexual identity, attraction, or behavior over time, is a well-

documented phenomenon that is particularly relevant to the bisexual experience. While fluidity

exists across all orientations, it is often reported at higher rates among bisexual individuals,

particularly women, who may find their patterns of attraction shifting based on relational context,

life stage, or personal reflection. This fluidity challenges rigid psychological frameworks and

highlights the dynamic nature of sexuality. It is essential that psychological professionals recognize

that fluidity is a normal and valid aspect of the bisexual experience, and not a sign of

confusion or instability requiring therapeutic intervention to "fix."

Identity negotiation is a critical component of the bisexual experience. This involves managing the

disclosure of one's identity, navigating relationships with partners of different genders, and finding

community belonging. Because bisexuality is often misunderstood, individuals must frequently

educate others about their identity, which can be emotionally taxing. Successful identity formation

is often linked to finding affirming communities, whether online or in person, that validate the

multiplicity of attraction. Research suggests that high levels of identity integration--the feeling that

one's sexual identity is cohesive with other aspects of self--are protective factors against the

negative mental health impacts of internalized biphobia.

Health Disparities and Clinical Implications

Bisexual individuals experience significant health disparities compared to both heterosexual and

monosexual lesbian and gay populations. Studies consistently show elevated rates of mental

health concerns, including generalized anxiety, major depressive disorder, and suicidal ideation

and attempts. These disparities are not inherent to the orientation itself but are directly attributable

to the chronic exposure to minority stress, specifically biphobia, erasure, and the lack of social

support. The unique position of experiencing double discrimination contributes to elevated stress

levels that compromise psychological well-being.

In addition to mental health challenges, bisexual people often face barriers to accessing competent

healthcare. Healthcare providers may lack cultural competence regarding bisexuality, leading to

inappropriate assumptions, invalidating questioning, or a failure to screen for relevant health risks.

For example, a bisexual woman partnered with a man may not be adequately screened for

LGBTQ-specific health concerns, while a bisexual man partnered with a woman may face similar
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diagnostic oversights. This lack of visibility in clinical settings further exacerbates feelings of

isolation and distrust in the medical system, leading to delayed care and poorer health outcomes.

Clinical interventions must be specifically tailored to address the unique needs of bisexual clients.

Therapeutic approaches should be affirming, explicitly challenging assumptions of monosexuality

and validating the client's experiences of fluidity and erasure. Key therapeutic goals often involve

strengthening identity integration, developing coping mechanisms for managing biphobia, and

facilitating connection with affirming social networks. Furthermore, public health initiatives must

move beyond the binary framing of sexual orientation to ensure that prevention and education

programs accurately reflect the behaviors and identities of bisexual individuals, especially

concerning sexual health and substance use, where risk factors are often elevated due to social

marginalization.

Contemporary Research Directions

Contemporary research on bisexuality is moving toward highly nuanced and intersectional

approaches, seeking to overcome the limitations of earlier binary models. A primary focus is on

intersectionality, examining how bisexuality interacts with race, class, disability, and gender identity

(particularly transgender and non-binary identities). This research highlights that the experience of

biphobia and the resources available for coping differ vastly depending on one's position within

multiple marginalized groups, necessitating targeted interventions. For instance, a bisexual Black

woman faces distinct forms of discrimination compared to a bisexual white man, requiring research

to disaggregate these experiences.

Another burgeoning area of research involves the neurological and physiological correlates of

sexual attraction, attempting to understand potential biological underpinnings of multiple-gender

attraction. While still nascent, studies using physiological measures (e.g., genital response

monitoring) have sometimes suggested different patterns of arousal in bisexual individuals

compared to monosexual individuals, particularly noting that bisexual men often show less

congruent arousal patterns than gay or straight men. However, these findings remain complex and

are heavily debated, underscoring the need for careful interpretation that avoids essentializing or

pathologizing the bisexual experience.

Future research must prioritize methodologies that actively combat bisexual erasure and invisibility.

This includes using standardized, inclusive language in surveys, employing multidimensional

scales like the K-SOG, and ensuring that research samples adequately represent the diversity of

the bisexual population, including those who identify as pansexual or fluid. The overarching goal of

current scholarship is to provide robust, evidence-based data that supports the legitimacy and

stability of bisexuality, informing public policy, clinical practice, and social advocacy to reduce the

disparities faced by this often-overlooked population. The validation of non-monosexual
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identities remains a critical frontier in modern psychological science.
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