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Abstract We examined reports of sexual orientation identity

stability and change over a 10-year period drawing on data from

the National Survey of Midlife Development in the United

States (MIDUS I and II) and tested for three patterns: (1) het-

erosexual stability, (2) female sexual fluidity, and (3) bisexual

fluidity. Fifty-four percent of the 2,560 participants were female

and the average age was approximately 47 years. At Wave 1,

2,494 (97.42%) reported a heterosexual identity, 32 (1.25%) a

homosexual identity, and 34 (1.33%) a bisexual identity and

somewhat more than 2% reported a different sexual orientation

identity at Wave 2. Although some support for each hypothesis

was found, initial sexual orientation identity interacted with

gender to predict a more complex pattern. For the sample as a

whole, heterosexualitywas themost stable identity. Forwomen,

bisexuality and homosexuality were equally unstable and sig-

nificantly less stable than heterosexuality, suggesting that sex-

ual orientation identity fluidity is a pattern that applies more to

sexual minority women than heterosexual women. For men,

heterosexuality and homosexuality were both relatively stable

compared to bisexuality, which stood out as a particularly

unstable identity. This pattern of results was consistent with

previous findings and helps to address methodological lim-

itations of earlier research by showing the characteristics of a

population-based sample of heterosexual, homosexual, and

bisexual identified men and women over time.
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Introduction

Doessexual orientation change? Is sexualorientation more fluid

for women than it is for men? Given the controversial debate on

sexual orientation conversion therapy (Spitzer, 2003) and intri-

guing recent research on sexual fluidity among sexual minority

women (Diamond, 2008), it is surprising how little research

there has been on the patterns of stability and change of sexual

orientation identity (LeVay, 2010; Savin-Williams, 2009). The

research that has been conducted on this topic shows some

consistent themes. First, heterosexuality is by far the predomi-

nant sexual orientation identity and least likely to change over

time(Kinnish,Strassberg,&Turner,2005).Second, there isevi-

dence of greater fluidity in women’s than in men’s sexual ori-

entation identity, particularly for sexual minority (i.e., non-het-

erosexual) women (Diamond, 2008; Dickson, Paul, & Herbi-

son, 2003). Third, bisexual identity tends to be less consistently

claimed over time than other sexual identities (Kinnish et al.,

2005). However, these three major patterns are seldom exam-

ined together in the same study and few investigators have stud-

ied stability and change of sexual orientation prospectively with

national data that include men and women, heterosexuals and

sexual minorities. To help address these limitations, we draw on

national longitudinal data from a U.S. sample (Brim et al., 1996;

Ryff et al., 2006) that covers a 10-year span to assess patterns of

stability and change in heterosexual, homosexual,1 and bisexual

identity among a sample of men and women.
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Components of Sexual Orientation

Sexualorientation is typicallydefinedbythenatureofone’ssex-

ual attraction to men, women, or both (LeVay & Valente, 2006).

Beyond this basic definition, various components of sexual

orientation include sexual behavior, romantic attraction, and

sexual orientation identity (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, &

Michaels, 1994; Savin-Williams, 2009). Measures of behavior,

attraction, and identity and the overlap among these compo-

nents yield differing estimates of various kinds of sexual ori-

entation, depending on whether sexual behavior or self-reported

sexual orientation identity is the focus of the question (Savin-

Williams, 2009). For example, rates of any experience of same-

sex sexual behavior are typically higher (e.g., 4–6%) than rates

of same-sex sexual orientation identity (e.g., 1–3%) (Mosher,

Chandra, & Jones, 2005). Further, measures of behavior, attrac-

tion, and identity are not strongly correlated with each other

(Savin-Williams, 2009).

For the present analyses, we focus on self-reported sexual

orientation identity (e.g., heterosexual, homosexual, and bisex-

ual) defined by attraction to the opposite sex, same sex, or both

(Mays & Cochran, 2001). Although our emphasis is on identity

(i.e.,heterosexual,homosexual,andbisexual), themeasureused

for the present analyses is defined by a consideration of attrac-

tion. Some studies have measured sexual orientation identity

without qualifiers related to attraction (e.g., from Diamond,

2008: ‘‘How do you currently label your sexual identity to

yourself, even if it’s different from what you might tell other

people?;’’ from Mosher et al., 2005: ‘‘Do you think of yourself

as heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, or something else?’’).

However, it is also common to define measures of identity with

attraction or behavior (e.g., from Savin-Williams & Ream,

2007:‘‘bisexual—that is, attracted to men and women equally;’’

from Rosario, Schrimshaw, Hunter, & Braun, 2006:‘‘When you

think about sex, do you think of yourself as lesbian/gay,

bisexual, or straight?’’). Thus, although the various components

of sexual orientation are not isomorphic (Savin-Williams,

2009), attraction and behavior are sometimes used to define

sexual orientation identity.

Heterosexual Stability

In survey research, reports of heterosexual identity typically

range from 90 to 98% (Dickson et al., 2003; Herbenick et al.,

2010; Mosher et al., 2005). In a retrospective study of sexual

orientation identity among a group of heterosexual, bisexual,

and homosexual men and women, heterosexuals reported less

lifetime change in sexual orientation than sexual minorities did

(Kinnish et al., 2005). There is little research specifically on

stabilityandchangeofsexualorientation identity.Thus,welook

toresearchontherelated topicsof sexualattractionandbehavior

for some suggestions regarding how consistent ratings of sexual

orientation identity might be expected to be. In a 6-year

longitudinal study of sexual attraction and behavior from

adolescence to early adulthood, Savin-Williams and Ream

(2007) found a high degree of stability for opposite-sex attrac-

tion and behavior but little consistency for same-sex attraction

and behavior.Similarly, ina 5-year study of same- and opposite-

sex attraction in a national sample of young adults (Dickson

et al., 2003), 95% of opposite-sex attracted men and 84% of

opposite-sex attracted women maintained a consistent rating of

attraction over 5 years (i.e., no change), but only 65% of the men

with same-sex attraction and 40% of the women with same-sex

attraction did so. Although these results suggest greater stability

for heterosexuality compared to sexual minority orientations,

they also suggest sexual orientation identity may be less

stable for women than men (Dickson et al., 2003).

Female Sexual Orientation Fluidity

Among women, detailed tracking of sexual orientation com-

ponents over time generally finds considerable evidence of

sexual fluidity (Diamond, 2003, 2008). For example, in a lon-

gitudinal study of women who identified as lesbian, bisexual, or

unlabeled at the first time point, 67% had changed their identity

at least once over a period of 10 years (Diamond, 2008). Dia-

mond proposed that the fluidity found in women’s sexual

identities was a reflection of their relationship experiences.

Specifically, changes from bisexual or unlabeled to heterosex-

ual or lesbian tended to be preceded by sexual involvement with

an opposite- or same-sex partner, respectively. In a study con-

ducted over a shorter period of time than Diamond’s research,

same- and opposite-sex attracted women rated their sexual ori-

entation on a 7-point Kinsey scale and over the period of 1 year

80% of these women did not change their original rating and,

when they did, it was never more than a point away from their

original rating (Pattatucci & Hamer, 1995), suggesting some-

what lessvariability insexualorientationidentity,albeitover the

period of 1 year.

Bisexual Fluidity

In addition to potential gender differences in stability of sexual

orientation identity, within sexual minority identities, bisexual

identity may be less consistently claimed over time. Studies of

sexualorientationstabilityoffer somesupport for thehypothesis

that bisexual identity may be especially unstable over time, at

least for men. For example, in a retrospective study, bisexual

men reported less stability in their sexual and romantic attrac-

tions than either heterosexual or homosexual men (Weinberg,

Williams, & Pryor, 1994). However, both bisexual and homo-

sexual women reported similarly low levels of stability in their

sexual and romantic feelings compared to heterosexual women.

In another retrospective study (Kinnish et al., 2005), the two

groups with the highest self-report of consistency in sexual

orientation identity were heterosexuals (97%) and homosexual

Arch Sex Behav

123



men (61%), who reported considerably more consistency than

bisexual men (34%), homosexual women (35%), and bisexual

women (23%). Prominent models of bisexual identity suggest

that bisexuals may be especially likely to remain uncertain

about their sexual orientation identity during adulthood, in

part because they receive little normative support for their sex-

ual orientation identity in either the heterosexual or homosexual

communities (Weinberg et al., 1994). Thus, these findings sug-

gest that bisexual identity may be claimed less consistently than

homosexuality, perhaps especially so for men.

Methodological Limitations of Previous Research

Despite the progress that has been made in documenting pat-

terns of stability and change in sexual orientation, many of these

studies have methodological limitations. Some previous inves-

tigations of sexual orientation stability have been cross-sec-

tional studies that relied on retrospective self-reports (e.g.,

Kinnishet al., 2005;Spitzer,2003;Weinberget al., 1994).Some

studies, although longitudinal, have sampled only men (e.g.,

Stokes, Damon, & McKirnan, 1997) or only women (e.g., Dia-

mond, 2008; Pattatucci & Hamer, 1995; Sophie, 1986), pre-

cluding gender comparisons. Many have recruited only sexual

minorities (e.g., Diamond, 2003; Rosario et al., 2006), preclud-

ing comparisons of stability with heterosexuals. Some have

covered a short time span (Pattatucci & Hamer, 1995; Rosario

et al., 2006), raising questions about how people identify over

the longer-term. Finally, many of the studies recruited con-

venience samples of sexual minorities which may have been

unrepresentative of sexual minorities in general (e.g., Diamond,

2008; Rosario et al., 2006; Spitzer, 2003). Two longitudinal

studies tracked romantic attraction and behavior over time,

but only from adolescence to young adulthood (Savin-Wil-

liams & Ream, 2007) or a brief span of young adulthood

(Dickson et al., 2003) and without longitudinal measures of

sexualorientation identity. It isunclearwhether the patterns of

sexualorientation stabilitydocumented in these studies would

generalize to later periods of the lifespan or to sexual orien-

tation identity.

Research Questions

To examine the stability and change of sexual orientation

identity over time and to help address several of the methodo-

logical limitations described above, we draw on the National

Survey of Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS I

and II; Brim et al., 1996; Ryff et al., 2006). The MIDUS is a

national longitudinal study of men and women in adulthood that

includedanassessmentof sexualorientation identityat two time

points 10 years apart. It is unlikely that the stability of a partic-

ipant’s sexual orientation was an influential factor in the deci-

sion to participate in the study since it was advertised as a study

of health and well-being during the middle years of life and

sexual orientation was not mentioned in recruitment. The MI-

DUS data can thus be used to test consistency of sexual orien-

tation identity across genders and across heterosexual, homo-

sexual, and bisexual identities.

Three broad patterns of sexual orientation stability and

change that have received some support in the existing literature

areoutlinedabove.Taking thesepatterns intoaccount,we tested

whether (1) heterosexual identity would be the most prevalent

and most stable sexual orientation identity (heterosexual sta-

bility hypothesis), (2) compared to men, women would be more

likely to change sexual orientation identity over time, particu-

larly women who claimed a sexual minority identity at the first

time point (female sexual orientation fluidity hypothesis), and

(3) bisexual identity would be the least consistently claimed

sexual orientation identity (bisexual fluidity hypothesis).

Method

Participants

Data were drawn from the two waves of the National Survey of

Midlife Development in the United States (MIDUS I and II;

Brim et al., 1996; Ryff et al., 2006). Wave 1 consisted of a

nationally representative,multistageprobability sampleofcom-

munity dwelling adult English speakers (main sample; n =

3,487), oversamples of older adults from five urban areas (urban

oversample; n = 757), a sample of siblings of main-sample

respondents (sibling sample; n = 950), and an additional twin

sample (twin sample; n = 1,914). Approximately 70% of Wave

1 participants took part in Wave 2 and, of those who did not

participate in Wave 2, 842 refused to participate at Wave 2, and

the remainder (n = 1,334) were not successfully contacted

either due to informant refusal (i.e., refusal by household

member who was not the participant), confirmed or uncon-

firmed mortality, or inability to contact (Ryff et al., 2006).

Although sexual orientation is seldom assessed in popula-

tion-based studies, when it is, the percentage of sexual minori-

ties in most studies is typically very low (i.e., 1–3%; Mosher

et al., 2005). Thus, to maximize the number of sexual minorities

for statistical analyses, we included the urban over sample and

first-listed twin from the twin sample. The sibling sample and

half the twin sample were excluded in order to maintain the

independence of responses. The urban oversample may be par-

ticularly helpful for enhancing the number of sexual minority

individuals, found in census data to be more likely to reside in

urban areas rather than rural areas (Smith & Gates, 2001).

Restricting the sample to Wave 1 and Wave 2 participants from

the main sample, the urban oversample and half of the twin
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sample (first-listed twin from each pair) yielded a sample size of

2,950 and we further limited the sample to those with complete

information on sexual orientation at Wave 1 and Wave 2.

Approximately 13% had missing or incomplete responses

for sexual orientation at Wave 1 and Wave 2, yielding a final

sample size of 2,560,2 consisting primarily of main sample

respondents (64%), with the remainder drawn from the urban

oversample (14%) and the twin sample (22%). In supplemental

analyses (not shown), controlling for sample source (i.e., urban

oversample, twin sample) with the main sample as the reference

group did not change the pattern of findings reported in this

article and the probability of changing sexual orientation iden-

tity did not differ by sample source.

Procedure

Wave 1 data were collected by the MacArthur Midlife Research

Network from 1994 to 1995 and recruitment focused on adults

between the ages of 25 and 74 living in the continental United

States (Brim et al., 1996). The purpose of the study was to

investigate behavioral, psychological, and social factors related

to physical and mental health in adulthood. Using a random

digit dialing telephone sampling method, one randomly selec-

ted individual from each household who met the age criterion

was interviewed over the phone and then mailed a survey for

self-administration. Taking into account the response rate for

the phone interview and self-administered mailed survey, the

over all response rate was approximately 61%. Oversampling of

older adults (age 65–74) from five urban areas (Atlanta, Boston,

Chicago, Phoenix, and San Francisco) was carried out in a

similar manner as the recruitment for the main sample. Data for

the twin sample were collected by screening 50,000 nationally

representative U.S. households for the presence of a twin. Of the

approximately 15% of households who reported the presence of

a twin, 60% agreed to participate. Wave 2 data were collected

between 2004 and 2006 by the Institute on Aging at the Uni-

versity of Wisconsin-Madison supported by the National Insti-

tute on Aging (Ryff et al., 2006). Wave 2 was a longitudinal

follow-up of all the Wave 1 samples using a telephone inter-

view and self-administered questionnaire to assess many of the

same behavioral, psychological, and social factors assessed in

Wave 1.

Measures

Sexual orientation identity was measured at both Wave 1 and

Wave 2 with responses of yes (1) or no (0) to the options for the

following question: ‘‘How would you describe your sexual

orientation? Would you say you are heterosexual (sexually

attracted only to the opposite sex), homosexual (sexually

attracted only to your own sex), or bisexual (sexually attracted

to both men and women)?’’ As discussed above, we restricted

the sample to participants with complete information for sexual

orientation identity. Previous research has found that refusals

and non-response for the questions on sexual orientation in

population-based surveys is more a reflection of low coopera-

tiveness with the survey than a reflection of attitudes toward

homosexuality (Smith, 1992).

Drawing on this sexual orientation identity measure, sexual

orientation identity change was constructed as a dichotomous

variable to assess change in self-reported sexual orientation

identity (e.g., heterosexual Wave 1 to homosexual Wave 2;

homosexual Wave 1 to bisexual Wave 2) compared to con-

sistency in sexual orientation identity from Wave 1 to Wave

2 (e.g., heterosexual Wave 1 and heterosexual Wave 2)

(change = 1, consistency = 0).

Demographic factors used in the analyses were measured at

Wave 1 and included gender (0 = male, 1 = female), age, a

dichotomous measure of visible minority status (0 = white;

1 = Black, Asian, Hispanic, Native American, and Mixed Race

combined), and education (from 1 = less than a high school

diploma to 6 = Ph.D. or professional degree). To more fully

describe the nature of the sample, marital status was reported in

the results, but not used in statistical analyses, since, at the time

of data collection, state-recognized marriage was not an option

for most sexual minorities in the United States and would only

have hadan influenceonheterosexuals or sexualminoritieswho

were most likely in heterosexual relationships, not sexual min-

orities who were in same-sex relationships. Marital status was

coded such that married = 1 and unmarried = 0 (i.e., separated,

divorced, widowed, and never married).

2 To assess the comparability of the final sample used for the present

analysis with the characteristics of Wave 1 MIDUS participants not

included in the present analyses, the gender, age, and sexual orientation

identity of the 2,560 participants included in the present analyses were

compared with the 3,591 participants in Wave 1 of the MIDUS (core

sample, urban oversample, and first-listed twin of the twin sample) who

were not included in the presentanalyseseitherdue to attrition fromWave1

to Wave 2 or incomplete sexual orientation identity information at Wave 1

or Wave 2. The sample used for the present analyses had a significantly

higherpercentageofwomen(53.51%)comparedtoWave1participantsnot

included in the analyses (49.31%) (v2 = 10.45, p\.01), consistent with

researchanalyzingsurvey response ratesbygender (e.g.,Eaker,Bergström,

Bergström,Adami,& Nyren,1998; Green,1996).There wasa significantly

lower percentage of visible minorities in the analyzed sample (6.89%)

compared to those not in the analyses (12.52%) consistent with previous

findings regarding survey research response rates (Green, 1996). There

were no significant differences found between those included in the

analyses and those not in the analyses in terms of age or likelihood of

heterosexual identity, homosexual identity, or bisexual identity. Although

only 26 participants refused to answer the question about sexual orientation

identity at Wave 1 or had missing values for this question, compared to

those who reported a sexual orientation identity, those who refused to

respond or had missing values were significantly more likely to be male,

v2(1) = 5.83, p\.05,hada visibleminority raceorethnicity,v2(1) = 69.99,

p\.001, and had a significantly lower level of education (M = 2.04,

SD = 1.06 vs. M = 3.54, SD = 1.64; t(2864) = 4.58, p\.001) but were not

significantly different in terms of age.
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Analysis Plan

Analysesbeganwith thecalculationofdescriptive statisticsofall

study variables. Next, frequencies and percentages for change

of sexual orientation identity from Wave 1 to Wave 2 were

examined by gender. To examine potential differences in the

likelihood of sexual orientation identity change, we conducted 3

(sexual orientation identity) by 2 (change: yes vs. no) chi-square

analyses for women and then for men. Since sexual minority

identity is seldom claimed (i.e., 1–3% of most population-based

samples) and some cell sizes would be too small for statisti-

cal methods designed for large samples (Greenland, Schwartz-

baum, & Finkle, 2000) Yates’ chi-square procedure was used

when some cells were expected to be less than five (e.g., sexual

minority identities) and other cell sizes in the same com-

parison would be large (e.g., heterosexual identity) (Preacher,

2001; Yates, 1934). Then, if a significant overall chi-square was

found, patterns of sexual orientation identity stability and

change were investigated with 2 9 2 analyses (i.e., heterosexual

vs. homosexual, heterosexual vs. bisexual, homosexual vs.

bisexual). For the homosexual vs. bisexual comparisons we

used Fischer’s Exact Test, an analytic method considered to be a

conservativeandaccurate test forcomparisonofcellswithsmall

sample sizes (Agresti, 2001; Preacher & Biggs, 2001).

Next, the likelihood of changing sexual orientation identity

wasexaminedwith three logistic regressionmodelswithchange

of sexual orientation identity as the dichotomous dependent

variable. In thefirst model, thepredictors included demographic

variables of age, gender (female with male as the reference

group), visible minority status, and level of education. The

inclusion of gender in the first model allowed us to test the

female sexual fluidity hypothesis. In the next model, homo-

sexual identity and bisexual identity were added as predictors

with heterosexual identity as the comparison group. In the third

model, gender by sexual minority status interactions tested for

potential differences by gender and sexual minority status.

The logistic regression models were structured in such a way

as to show the statistical significance and direction of likelihood

of change for both genders and all sexual orientation identities.

According to Jaccard (2001), the coefficients for the constant,

main effects and interactions can be used additively to show the

contribution of main effects and proposed interactions to prob-

ability of change. Using the third model outlined above as an

example, the constant represented heterosexual men. A main

effect for gender (female vs. male) would suggest heterosexual

women were significantly different in likelihood of change than

heterosexualmenandanymaineffects forhomosexualorbisex-

ual identity would suggest homosexual or bisexual status was

significantly associated with likelihood of change. In addition,

significant results for the proposed female by homosexual and

female by bisexual interactions would suggest that homosexual

or bisexual women were significantly different in likelihood of

change than what might be suggested by any previous findings

for the main effects.

Results

Means, SDs, and frequencies for demographics and key study

variables are shown by sex in Table 1. A detailed overview of

sexual orientation identity frequencies by gender and the pat-

terns of change in reports of sexual orientation identity from

Wave 1 to Wave 2 is shown in Table 2. Overall, 55 (2.15%) par-

ticipants reported a different sexual orientation identity at Wave

2 compared to Wave 1. Among women, 1.36% with a het-

erosexual identity changed, 63.63% with a homosexual identity

changed, and 64.71% with a bisexual identity changed. Among

men, 0.78% with a heterosexual identity changed, 9.52% with a

homosexual identity changed, and 47.06% with a bisexual iden-

tity changed.

Likelihood of Change Comparisons

Among women, therewasa significantoverall differenceacross

the sexual orientation identity groups in likelihood of change,

Yates’ v2(2) = 382.76, p\.001. Specifically, heterosexual

identity was less likely to change than homosexual identity,

Yates’ v2(1) = 200.38, p\.001, or bisexual identity, Yates’

v2(1) = 293.12, p\.001. Fisher’s Exact Test results showed

that the likelihood of change was not significantly different

between homosexual women and bisexual women.

Among men, there was a significant overall difference across

sexual orientation identity groups in likelihood of change,

Yates’ v2(2) = 204.11, p\.001. Men with a heterosexual iden-

tity at Wave 1 were significantly less likely to report a change

Table 1 Means and frequencies of demographics, sexual orientation

identity, and sexual orientation identity change from Wave 1 to Wave 2

by sex

Variables Women (n = 1,370) Men (n = 1,190)

M or % SD M or % SD

Demographics

Age Wave 1 46.41 12.31 47.59 12.48

Age Wave 2 55.55 12.27 56.69 12.43

Visible minority Wave 1 8.61 – 6.47 –

Education Wave 1 3.41 1.59 3.84 1.68

Married Wave 1 65.90 – 75.00 –

Sexual orientation identity

Heterosexual Wave 1 97.96 – 96.81 –

Homosexual Wave 1 0.80 – 1.76 –

Bisexual Wave 1 1.24 – 1.43 –

SOI change Wave 1–Wave 2 2.63 – 1.60 –
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than those with a homosexual, Yates’ v2(1) = 8.86, p\.01, or a

bisexual identity, Yates’ v2(1) = 219.10, p\.001. A Fisher’s

Exact Test analysis showed that Wave 1 homosexual men were

less likely to report a different sexual orientation identity at

Wave 2 compared to Wave 1 bisexual men (p\.05).

To summarize, consistent with the heterosexual stability

hypothesis, among both women and men, those who identified

as heterosexual at Wave 1 were less likely to report a change in

sexual orientation identity at Wave 2 compared to those who

reported a sexual minority identity. Among women, heterosex-

ual identified women were less likely to change than women

who reported either sexual minority identity, suggesting that the

female sexual fluidity hypothesis applies to sexual minority

women but not necessarily to heterosexual women. The bisex-

ual fluidity hypothesis was supported only among men since

men who reported a bisexual identity were significantly more

likely tochangesexualorientation identity thanmenwhoinitially

reported a homosexual identity whereas bisexual and homosex-

ual women at Wave 1 did not significantly differ in their likeli-

hood of changing sexual orientation identity.

Logistic Regression Analyses

Logistic regression analyses were used to examine the associ-

ations of gender and sexual orientation identity at Wave 1 with

change in sexual orientation identity controlling for demo-

graphicvariables (Table 3).Age,gender,visibleminoritystatus,

and level of education were not significantly associated with

sexual orientation identity change3 (Table 3, Model 1). Those

who identified as homosexual or bisexual at Wave 1 were sig-

nificantly more likely to change sexual orientation identity than

those who identified as heterosexual at Wave 1 (Table 3, Model

2). Of the two interactions tested, the homosexual Wave 1 by

female interaction was statistically significant, but the bisexual

Wave 1 by female interaction was not (Table 3, Model 3).

In sum, the logistic regression analyses showed that those

who identified as homosexual or bisexual at Wave 1 were sig-

nificantly more likely to report a change in sexual orientation

identity, in keeping with the heterosexual stability hypothesis

(Table 3,Model2).Therewasnomaineffectofgender (Table 3,

Model 1), contrary to the female sexual fluidity hypothesis.

Finally, the significant gender by homosexual interaction sug-

gested that the likelihood of change forhomosexual women was

significantly greater than what was accounted for by the main

effects for gender and homosexual identity. This finding sug-

gests homosexual women are more likely to change than homo-

sexual men, consistent with the substantially different per-

centages for change reported above for homosexual women

(63.63%) and homosexual men (9.52%). Added to the findings

that bisexual men were more likely to change than homosexual

men, and bisexual and homosexual women do not differ in

likelihood of change, the bisexual fluidity hypothesis applied

better to men than it did to women.

Discussion

We tested three general patterns of sexual orientation identity

stability and change, namely, heterosexual stability, female

sexual orientation fluidity, and bisexual fluidity. Some support

was found for each of these patterns and since we were able to

make gender and sexual orientation identity comparisons, we

can identify qualifications that need to be applied to these gen-

eral patterns.

First, for both men and women heterosexuality was signifi-

cantly more stable than homosexuality or bisexuality. This

pattern was consistent with the hypothesis that heterosexuality is

a more stable sexual orientation identity, perhaps because of its

normative status. However, male homosexual identity,

although less stable than heterosexual identity, was relatively

stable compared to the other sexual minority identities.

Second, the results suggested that the female sexual orien-

tation fluidity hypothesis applied to sexual minority women

(Diamond, 2008), but the results did not support the notion that

women’s sexual orientation identity is generally less stable than

Table 2 Self-report of sexual orientation identity from Wave 1 to Wave 2 by gender

SOI Wave 1 SOI Wave 2

Women (n = 1,370) Men (n = 1,190)

Heterosexual Homosexual Bisexual Heterosexual Homosexual Bisexual

Heterosexual 1,324a 8 10 1,143a 3 6

Homosexual 3 4a 4 1 19a 1

Bisexual 7 4 6a 4 4 9a

SOI sexual orientation identity
a Consistent SOI Wave 1 to Wave 2

3 To explore the possibility that the dichotomous race measure concealed a

more complex pattern, additional analyses were conducted (not shown)

comparing likelihood of sexual orientation identity change for African

American, Hispanic, Asian, Native American, and‘‘other’’(includes multi-

racial) groups to white as the reference group, but no statistically significant

associations were found.
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men’s sexual orientation identity. Indeed, we did not find a main

effect for participant gender on sexual orientation identity

change. Rather, gender interacted with initial sexual identity to

predict identity change. Homosexual identity was less stable for

womenthan itwas formen,but therewerenogenderdifferences

in the stability of either heterosexual identity or bisexual iden-

tity. Nearly half of the women who claimed a bisexual or a

homosexual identity at Wave 1 claimed a different sexual iden-

tity label 10 years later. Research shows that women’s sexuality

tends to be more responsive to normative influences than men’s

sexuality (Baumeister, 2000) and this may be one explanation

for why sexual minority women showed a pattern of sexual

orientation identity fluidity.

Finally, there was evidence of bisexual fluidity, but it is

important to note that the nature of this instability differed by

gender. Specifically, for women, bisexuality was no less stable

than homosexuality. In contrast, men’s sexual identity showed

more stability for both of the exclusive categories (i.e., hetero-

sexual and homosexual) than for the bisexual category. The cat-

egorical nature of men’s sexual arousal patterns (Chivers, Rie-

ger, Latty, & Bailey, 2004) or low levels of support for bisexual

identity in either the heterosexual or homosexual communities

(Weinberg et al., 1994) may be potential reasons why bisexu-

ality was a particularly fluid sexual orientation identity for

men.

Although we had no specific predictions for the other demo-

graphic characteristics, it is perhaps surprising that there was no

main effect for age. However, research on attitude stability and

change suggests most change occurs in adolescence and young

adulthood (Alwin & Krosnick, 1991; Krosnick & Alwin, 1989),

which could explain the diminished impact of age after that

point. Also, research on sexual orientation identity milestones

among sexual minorities shows that age of self-identification

as homosexual or bisexual tends to be in late adolescence and

early adulthood (Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Savin-Williams &

Diamond, 2000). Thus, age may also play less of a role in sexual

orientation identity stability and change among a midlife

sample.

There were some limitations to the present analyses worth

noting. Some key aspects of sexual orientation were not mea-

sured as distinct constructs in the MIDUS, including romantic

attraction and the gender of a person’s sexual partner or partners

over time. Sexual identity, behavior, and attraction are not iso-

morphic and ideally each of these components of sexual ori-

entation should be measured separately in the same study

(Laumann et al., 1994; Savin-Williams, 2006). Also, an exam-

ination of stability and change of sexual identity would benefit

from data collection at multiple time points (Diamond, 2008) as

well as a broader range of sexual identity options (Diamond,

2003; Thompson & Morgan, 2008). A larger sample size would

allow more detailed statistical analysis of potential explanatory

factors or analysis of the potential direction of sexual orientation

identity change rather than just presence or absence of change.

Finally, in order to maximize the number of sexual minorities in

thesample,welimited thenationallyrepresentativenatureof the

data by adding the urban oversample and half of the twin

sample. Despite these limitations, the results of our analyses

of heterosexual and sexual minority men and women over a

10-year period with national data suggest some important mod-

ifications to previous understandings of sexual identity stability

and change.
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