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ABSTRACT 

Anderson, R. B. Becoming men: How gay and bisexual college males navigate 

masculinity on campus. MS in Education, May 2012, 70pp. (L. Ringgenberg) 

 

This study is a qualitative examination of the development of masculine gender identities 

in gay and bisexual male students enrolled at a state institution in the Midwest.  Seven 

male students volunteered to participate in the study.  Results showed participants’ ability 

to adapt gender expressions based on environment, the positive effects of coming out, 

and the importance of a positive campus climate toward sexual minorities. 

Recommendations include a call for offices and services directed at LGBT students to 

encourage students’ gender identity development, particularly in helping male students to 

understand how sexism and heterosexism work to oppress them as men as well as for 

greater collaboration among professionals to develop students’ identities holistically.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Problem Statement 

Over the last decade, the nation’s views toward lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender (LGBT) persons have changed dramatically, but not without controversy.   

Certainly, the legislation of the time reflects this.  With near-daily discussion of marriage 

equality, nondiscrimination laws, and the recent surge in anti-bullying laws, LGBT 

people have moved to the forefront of the American conscious.  The young gay and 

bisexual men in college today grew up during this time, arguably the most LGBT-

friendly era in history, and likely view their sexuality differently than older gay and 

bisexual men.  However, no comprehensive study on this population has been completed 

since the early 1990s, and there remains no theoretical framework to guide the helping 

work of student affairs professionals. 

These students face the same conflicts as their heterosexual peers, albeit 

sometimes in different ways.  However, there is little extant literature exploring gender as 

it relates to both men and women. Harper and Harris III (2010) assert current research 

has resulted in discussion of men, but not about them.   

Previous Studies and Deficiencies 

While the literature has begun to discuss the experiences of these young men, it 

remains largely incomplete.  Rhoads (1994) conducted a study exploring the experiences 
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of gay students nearly two decades ago, leaving it stale and, in some ways, irrelevant.  

Additionally, current research focuses on the experiences of all LGBT people, often 

failing to account for the differences in lived experiences of men and women (Abreu, 

2008; Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Campus Pride, 2010; Cooley, 2009; Evans, 2009; Poynter 

& Washington, 2005).   

Studies of masculinity have often been too broad, studying all college men and 

failing to account for gay and bisexual men (Bussey & Bandura, 1999; Edwards & Jones, 

2009; Eisler & Skidmore, 1987).  Those studies that have included gay and bisexual 

college men use the men as pieces of a larger model of masculinity that holds 

heterosexuality as the norm (Adams, 2011; Giles, 1999; Harris III & Struve, 2009).  

Additionally, several studies include information about gay and bisexual men, but do not 

include them as participants (Abreu, 2008; Evans, 2009; Pascoe, 2005; Theodore & 

Basow, 2000).  Existing student development theories are assumed to account for the 

experiences of men, but are not universally applicable (Harper and Harris III, 2010).   

At the institution where the study is to be conducted, attention has begun to be 

paid to this population through collaboration between the Pride Center, an office for 

LGBT students, a faculty member, and the Office of Residence Life.  A group of gay and 

bisexual students meets weekly to discuss various topics and share their experiences with 

their peers. 

Significance of Study 

Only a few studies have looked at the ways in which gay and bisexual college 

men navigate their campuses and develop unique masculine identities (Gresham, 2009; 

Holland & Holley, 2011; Rhoads, 1994, 1997).  This study will add to the growing 
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collection of literature surrounding the experiences of gay and bisexual men, specifically 

those enrolled as students at colleges and universities.  This study seeks to fill the existing 

deficits in the literature by addressing the ways in which gay and bisexual students 

experience the college setting, how gay and bisexual students perceive masculinity, and 

how gay and bisexual students create and exhibit their own masculine gender identities.  

Ignorance of this process inhibits student affairs professionals from properly helping 

students in need and from understanding students as whole persons, instead of beings 

made up of disparate, isolated identities.  This study seeks to rectify this situation, 

providing a medium to share the experiences of these students and a means to contribute 

to the literature.  This information could better inform administrators as to how gay and 

bisexual college men think and feel, which may be of asset when considering policies 

like gender-neutral housing, adding sexual orientation to a nondiscrimination statement, 

or when forming a campus resource center for men.   

Purpose Statement 

The objective of this study is to explore how gay and bisexual college men 

develop and interpret their varied masculine identities.  Through discussion with 

participants, the researcher hopes to describe and understand the experiences of these 

young men.  Data collection, analysis, and the process of research were constructed under 

a phenomenological research strategy of inquiry.  The population included all students 

enrolled at the research site who identified as men and as a non-heterosexual person.  The 

sample includes seven young men identified through key faculty and staff gatekeepers at 

the research site.  More information about each individual is included in the “Results” 

section. 
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 Research took place at a mid-sized, comprehensive, public university in the upper 

Midwest of the United States.  Roughly one-third of students live in the campus’ 

residence halls, primarily freshmen and sophomores.  The campus is known for its 

academic rigor and the fitness and wellness of its student population.  The city 

surrounding the institution is small and has been increasingly known for its excessive use 

of alcohol at an annual festival in the fall.  The study is limited only to men who openly 

identify as a non-heterosexual person, either as gay, bisexual, or another queer identity.  

Additionally, it is limited only to men at a specific institution at a specific geographic 

location.   Similarly to Rhoads (1997, p. 276), the “focus on men reflects the fact that 

lesbian and bisexual women constitute a separate student subculture at the university 

under study.” 

Research Questions 

Central question: How do gay and bisexual male students at a medium 

comprehensive institution of higher education interpret the concept of masculinity as 

applied to their own gender identities? 

Guiding secondary questions: (1) What is it like to be a gay or bisexual male 

student on the research site campus? (2) How do participants integrate sexual identities 

with gendered ones? (3) How do the masculinities of gay and bisexual male students 

differ from those of their straight peers, as described in the literature? 

Definitions 

 The definitions listed below serve as a reference for various chapters in this thesis.  

While some are included to provide context, others are informative.  It is worth noting 
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this thesis was written with a strong social constructionist perspective, relying on the 

postmodern paradigm in regards to identities. 

Bisexual – The potential to be attracted, romantically and/or sexually, to people of more 

than one sex, not necessarily at the same time, not necessarily in the same way, and not 

necessarily to the same degree (Ochs & Rowley, 2005, p. 8).  Though the term implies 

there are but two sexes, the bisexual community today includes pansexual and other fluid 

sexual orientations as well.  

Camp – Reflects an attitude about one’s sexual orientation and how that gets enacted in 

public. More specifically, camp involves acting in a flamboyant and effeminate manner 

(Rhoads, 1994, p. 125).  

Campus Climate – Simply, the current attitudes, behavior and standards, and practices of 

employees and students of an institution (Rankin and Reason, 2008, as cited in Campus 

Pride, 2010).  Additionally, Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Perderson, and Allen (1998, as 

cited in Campus Pride, 2010) defined four interrelated dimensions of the campus climate: 

an institution’s historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of various racial or ethnic 

groups; structural diversity in terms of the number of racial or ethnic groups presented on 

campus; psychological climate consisting of perceptions and attitudes between and 

among groups; and behavioral climate characterized from intergroup relations on 

campus. Though this framework refers primarily to racial and ethnic diversity, it has been 

extended to include sexual orientation and gender identity within the context of this 

thesis. 
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Coming out – Short for the phrase “coming out of the closet”; the process of openly 

acknowledging one’s same-sex attractions (Rhoads, 1994, p. 7); can be internal or shared 

externally. 

Gay – Finding a definition for this term proved difficult.  Potential sources were so dated 

they could not accurately describe the modern young gay man, and yet, contemporary 

sources assumed the reader knew just exactly what gay meant.  Relying on the voices of 

the research participants became the only adequate approach.  As participant Charles 

stated, “Gay is defined as a male who is emotionally, spiritually, and physically attracted 

to other males. It's not defined by how you dress or how you act, only your preference for 

whom you are attracted.”  Mark went on to add, “Gay, to me, also means minority.  I'm 

automatically on the fringe of most of my social groups. In today's society I identify 

being gay with trouble/difficulty ahead.” 

Gender – Refers to the societally-determined characteristics of a particular sex; these 

Characteristics are commonly referred to as “feminine” and “masculine.”  Different 

societies have different ideas about what it means to be feminine or masculine and how 

people are expected to act (Tanis, 2009). 

Gender identity – An individual’s internal sense of being male, female, or something else. 

Since gender identity is internal, one’s gender identity is not necessarily visible to others 

(“Transgender Terminology,” 2009). 

Gender expression – How a person represents or expresses one’s gender identity to 

others, often through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice or body characteristics 

(“Transgender Terminology,” 2009). 
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Hegemony – A sociological term used to describe the dominance of one group over 

another. In the case of hegemonic masculinity, traditional masculine qualities are given a 

place of honour [sic] while traditional feminine qualities are devalued (Connell, 1995, as 

cited in Brown & Alderson, 2010). 

Heterosexual/straight- A person who is emotionally, spiritually, and physically attracted 

to a person of a gender different than their own.  This definition is borrowed from 

participant Charles’ definition of “gay” (see above).  

Masculinity – The act of displaying characteristics generally associated with males.  The 

research participants listed being employed, consuming alcohol, interest in sports, 

hunting, and hiding emotions as traditional male roles.  

Queer – “Identifying as queer connotes a sense of pride and openness about one’s same-

sex desires as well as a degree of hostility toward heterosexism” (Rhoads, 1994, p. 3).  

Individuals who identify as queer do so to resist the restrictions placed on them by others.  

It is subtly political, but also fluid.   

Sex – Refers to the designation of the biological differences between females and males 

(Tanis, 2009). 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Idealized Masculinity 

Heterosexual Expectations 

An understanding of the development of masculine identities in males is necessary prior 

to beginning to evaluate similar processes in gay and bisexual men.  Men, specifically 

those who are heterosexual, face stricter gender confines than do women.  They are 

expected to be competitive, in control of their emotions or unemotional all together, 

aggressive, responsible, in a position of authority, rational, strong, successful, tough, 

prone to breaking rules, and the primary breadwinner in their relationships with women 

(Edwards & Jones, 2009).  A heterosexual male identity is assumed to develop naturally, 

yet men are still expected to prove that this development has occurred.  This is done by 

drinking excessively, having lots of sex with women to prove they are heterosexual, 

refraining from physically expressing emotion, using anti-homosexual epithets, and 

challenging established laws, among other things (Pascoe, 2005; Peralta, 2007.  Men’s 

sexual identities interact with cultural pressures to produce stress over their gendered 

selves (Brown & Alderson, 2010).  If at any time a man views himself as less masculine 

than what he perceives to be the societal norm, he has to work hard to overcome that 

either by altering the gender role to fit his needs or by exaggerating those aspects of his 

personality that more easily conform to that norm (Brown & Alderson, 2010).  It should 
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be noted that gender norms are constantly changing for both men and women, and 

emerging liberal and inclusive forms of masculinity are leading to great acceptance of 

gay and bisexual men.  Much of this is due to changes in organized sports, a backbone of 

the masculine ideal (Adams, 2011; Harris III & Struve, 2009; Stewart, 2008). 

Alcohol as a Gender Construct and Enforcer 

Throughout the history of higher education, alcohol has consistently played a role 

in the social lives of college students.  The general public holds an image of university 

campuses as havens for wild, party-crazed students, especially those who live near these 

institutions.  For many students, alcohol helps to spur conversations with potential friends 

and intimate partners, but has different meanings for men and women.  When viewed as a 

social phenomenon, alcohol reinforces the gender constructs of both masculinity and 

femininity.  According to Landrine, Bardwell, and Dean (1988), drunkenness may be an 

aspect of the concept of masculinity. College men use alcohol as a means of maintaining 

their masculine identity and sense of power.  This identity can be characterized as wild, 

tough, popular, youthful, aggressive, competitive, confident, and anti-feminine (Schacht, 

as cited in Peralta, 2007). This perception is important if the presentation of masculinity 

is to be accepted as valid by the male’s peer group. Because masculinity needs to be 

reproduced through social settings, men can prove their toughness through telling stories 

of drunken experiences and behaviors (Giles, 1999).  

Peralta (2007) found both men and women, regardless of sexual orientation, 

believe that heavy drinking is indicative of masculinity accomplishment. For gay and 

bisexual college men, attempting to maintain this level of masculinity can be difficult 

because they are already perceived to be more feminine and of less social status by their 
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peers.  In an interview with an openly gay, European American student, Peralta (2007) 

shares that the student was labeled a “fruit” among those in his residence hall because he 

did not engage in heavy drinking.  Conversely, David, also gay and European American, 

drank to excess when interacting with heterosexual peers in order to compensate for his 

lack of athletic ability.  He achieved social status by proving he could “party with the 

boys” (Peralta, 2007).  For one student, the expectation to drink was simply too much, 

causing him to avoid social interactions with other male students and form connections 

with females, thus altering his personal definition of masculinity.  This raises interesting 

concerns about the student’s ability to create his own masculine gender identity within 

dominantly male spaces.  Despite the awareness of the harmful consequences of viewing 

frequent intoxication as a symbol of their maleness, the homosexual students, including 

lesbians, interviewed in Peralta’s study were no less likely to agree with gendered 

statements about alcohol than their heterosexual peers.  

Language as a Means to Degrade Femininity 

Another way in which heterosexual men can prove their heterosexuality to their 

peers is by using language that demeans and degrades femininity.  This includes not only 

women, but gay and bisexual men as well.  Femininity is widely regarded as a passive 

gender, and in terms of sexual roles, women traditionally have adopted a passive, 

penetrated role.  Since some gay and bisexual men may choose to engage in receptive 

anal intercourse, it becomes easy to categorize them as feminine and treat them with the 

same degrading behaviors usually reserved for women.  Gay men, and to some extent 

bisexual men as well, represent a masculinity that is devoid of power, which posits them 

in contradiction to traditional heterosexual masculinity (Pascoe, 2005).  In order to 
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alleviate the stress that performing the gendered tasks expected by society, heterosexual 

men can use epithets against gay and bisexual men as a way to show their personal 

commitment to the patriarchal system that supports their own hegemonic masculinity 

(Brown & Alderson, 2010).  Indeed, the word “faggot” is one of the worst things a man 

can be called (Pascoe, 2005).  Whereas heterosexual men are expected to frequently 

engage in sexual intercourse with other women in order to affirm their own sexual 

identities (Peralta, 2007), and those that do adopt traditional constructions of masculinity 

are more likely to engage in risky sexual behavior (Hamilton & Mahalik, 2009), some 

insults against gay and bisexual men may be a response by heterosexual men to 

demonstrate their knowledge of hegemonic masculinity with the intent of appearing 

sexually attractive to heterosexual women (Brown & Alderson, 2010).  Additionally, 

heterosexual men may use anti-queer insults to gain and secure access to the power and 

privileges associated with hegemonic masculinity and to avoid being labeled feminine 

themselves (Brown & Alderson).  It is important to note that, while the use of anti-queer 

insults is certainly homophobic, they are specifically of a gendered homophobia.  

Females rarely use insults that refer to another women’s sexuality, but men use such 

words amongst each other at rates up to eight times as often (Pascoe, 2005).  When 

labeled a “faggot” themselves, men can pass that identity on to other men by labeling 

them as such, and showing their commitment to the system. They are often unknowingly 

perpetuating the use of such language under the guise of fun or jest (Pascoe, 2005). 

Gay and Bisexual Men as Gender Deviants 

Gay and bisexual men are often assumed to be feminine and this perceived 

deviancy from gender expectations can cause stress on them as men (Eisler & Skidmore, 
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1987; Theodore & Bassow, 2000).  Heterosexual masculinity requires men to have sex 

with women in order to maintain their male identity (Johnson, 2005) and failure to do so 

by gay and bisexual men compromises their attempts at developing a masculine identity 

of their own.  Additional expectations of men include acting wild, tough, popular, 

youthful, aggressive, competitive, confident, and anti-feminine (Peralta, 2007).  

Hegemony is a sociological term used to describe the dominance of one group over 

another (Brown & Alderson, 2010).  Hegemonic masculinity is the configuration of male 

gender practices that serves to legitimize patriarchy and heterosexuality, guaranteeing the 

dominant position of men and heterosexuals and the subordination of women and non-

heterosexuals (Johnson, 2005; Brown & Alderson, 2010).  Since hegemonic masculinity 

excludes gay and bisexual men from accessing power in society, and all men, regardless 

of sexual orientation, are expected to support this setup, gay and bisexual men find 

themselves in a position directly opposed to it.  On this subject, “Robert,” a white, gay 

and transgender student stated “being gay just completely disqualifies you . . . you just 

have to kind of make it [gay masculinity] up on your own. And so it is kind of inter-self 

defined” (Edwards & Jones, 2009).  Although gay and bisexual men challenge the power 

structure of hegemonic masculinity, their existence is required to sustain it through their 

own social subordination (Johnson, 2005). 

Gay and Bisexual Masculinity 

Campus Climate 

Rhoads’ (1997) explorative account of GB college men exposed an unfriendly 

climate toward nonheterosexual people.  One student stated he would be embarrassed to 

walk with another student who was wearing clothing indicating his sexuality because it 
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represented weakness.  College campuses have traditionally not been very welcoming to 

nonheterosexual students, who are more likely than their heterosexual peers to notice this 

(Brown, Clarke, Gortmaker, & Robinson-Keilig, 2004; Stevens, 2004; Rankin, 2006).  

For much of the 20
th

 century, administrators used various strategies to restrict the 

activities and identities of its gay students.  Dilley (2002) traced the change in approach 

of university officials from student surveillance and expulsions, to psychological 

counseling, ending with the legal and legislative battles of the 1990s.  This evolution is 

best summarized as one from “exclusion to integration” but calls for universities to 

commit more fully to the success of their nonheterosexual students (Dilley, 2002).  Less 

than eight percent of the more than four thousand accredited institutions of higher 

education in the United States offer protection against discrimination for LGBTQ 

students (Messinger, 2009).  Additionally, most schools with inclusive policies are 

secular, predominantly white, and located on the West Coast or in the Northeast.  At 

schools where students were able to effectively advocate for change, approaches differed 

depending on the size and structure of the institution.  Messinger (2009) stated that at the 

few historically black colleges and universities that had instituted inclusive policies, 

decisions were made informally and adopted quietly.  This resulted in little to no change 

in the overall perception of the campus’s climate toward LGBTQ persons.  A change in 

administration, adoption of inclusive policies by neighboring or competing institutions, 

grantors or local government regulations, and faculty leaving the institution with large 

research grants for more friendly workplaces can all spur a university to change current 

policies (Messinger, 2009).  While students may feel it is the role of professors to 
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confront homophobic behavior and to create an inclusive classroom setting, this often 

fails to occur (Lopez & Chism, 1993, as cited in Stevens, 2004). 

Gay and Bisexual Student Experiences 

  If gay and bisexual college men find themselves in supportive and welcoming 

college environments, their sexual and gender identities may flourish.  Existing research 

show that involvement in leadership roles pertaining to students’ identities helps them to 

further develop that identity (Renn & Bilodeau, 2005).  As such, Rhoads’ (1997) 

ethnographic study of gay and bisexual college men involved in an LGBTQ activism 

organization  at a research University in the Midwest provides insight into this 

population.  Some students were in the process of disclosing their sexuality to close 

friends and family, while others had been “out” for years and were dealing with mixed 

reactions.  The men studied frequently hung out in bars if they were old enough or at a 

local diner.  Only those places where the men felt comfortable were used as spaces for 

social interactions.  Most of the gay and bisexual men avoided potentially hostile 

environments or people.  One participant stated “the subjects of conversation [were] 

definitely different” when he hung out with his straight friends compared to the 

conversations he had with fellow gay and bisexual friends.  For several of the men in 

Rhoads’ study, the use of “camp” helped give them their own unique style, set apart from 

their heterosexual peers.  For the students, “camp is a source of identity to which straights 

do not have access” (Rhoads, 1997).  Camp involves acting in a flamboyant and often 

effeminate behavior, often used in a satirical manner to poke fun at stereotypes about gay 

and bisexual men. For the students interviewed, camp gave them something that they 

could claim as their own.  Ironically, this hyper-feminine portrayal was an important 
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aspect of their constructions of masculinity.  It should also be noted that several other 

men indicated their disdain for camp culture, as they felt it only served to perpetuate 

stereotypes and stigmas (Rhoads, 1997).  Stevens (2004) conducted a grounded theory 

study involving 11 gay male students at a mid-sized University on the East Coast.  

Students in the study stated coming out was difficult, as they struggled with letting go of 

heterosexual privilege, acknowledging their sexual identities as more than a phase, and 

figuring out how the rest of their identity would then change.  Disclosure of a sexual 

identity encouraged empowerment and solidified these students’ identities as gay men. 

Similar to other studies, the participants of color felt excluded from the activities of their 

White peers and felt isolated from the gay subculture on campus.  Several participants 

indicated experience with mental health issues including depression and suicide.  

Experiences in Communities of Color 

While there is existing literature on gay and bisexual college men, it focuses 

primarily on white or European American men.  Where the experiences of students of 

color are discussed, only the voices of black men are heard.  Because gay and bisexual 

students of color have both a sexual and racial identity, they face the challenges of both 

heterosexism and racism.  Homophobia is pervasive within the black community as 

homosexuality – and bisexuality – is seen as a threat to the existence of the black family 

structure.  Gresham (2009) points out that the gay community reflects the same attitudes 

concerning race as the dominant heterosexual community.  Indeed, racial differences in 

gay and bisexual organizations can serve to challenge the solidarity of the group (Rhoads, 

1997).  Levels of homophobia toward gay men in the black community vary depending 

on certain demographic data, but only for women.  Lemelle and Battle’s (2004) analysis 
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of nationally collected data found that an increase in age, income, and education among 

black women resulted in more favorable attitudes toward gay men.  This was not true, 

however, for black men, whose attitudes toward gay men were affected only by their 

frequency of attendance at a place of worship.  Abreu (2008) found similar results.   

Theoretical Frameworks 

Masculinity Theories 

The second half of the twentieth century saw a boom in gender studies in 

America, fueled by the entry of women into the workforce, the subsequent second wave 

of the feminist movement, and increasing atmosphere of tolerance following the Civil 

Rights Movement.  Because this interest was encouraged by women, the great majority of 

the existing research focuses on the experiences of women.  Harper and Harris III (2010) 

assert “gender” has now become synonymous with “women.”  This is due, in part, to the 

assumption that earlier research used predominantly male samples and therefore was 

reflective of male experiences. This view is problematic in that it overlooks the fact that 

these samples were composed primarily of White, heterosexual, young, and middle-class 

men, rendering the scope of these studies and theories limited to those populations.  

Additionally, to assume contemporary student affairs practitioners have learned all they 

can about college men is foolish.  The men enrolled in institutions of higher education in 

the 1960s and 70s are quite different than those currently finding their way to campus.  

Harper and Harris III (2010) continue to posit “classic studies” were not concerned with 

men as gendered beings, and thus cannot speak to the participants’ experiences as men.  

They present the “Model Gender Majority Myth” and five assumptions commonly held 

about men: 
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(1) Every male student benefits similarly from gender privilege; (2) gender 

initiatives need not include men unless they are focused on reducing violence and 

sexual assault against women; (3) undergraduate men do not encounter harmful 

stereotypes, social and academic challenges, and differential treatment in college 

environments because of their gender; (4) male students do not require gender-

specific resources and support; and (5) historical dominance and structural 

determinism ensure success for the overwhelming majority of contemporary 

college men. (p. 8). 

 

These assumptions can prove troubling for college men, particularly those with other 

“minority” identities, such as disabled, gay or bisexual, or working class men.  Their 

male privilege obscures their other identities, although they often have lesser access to it.  

 Although the field of men’s studies is certainly not new, it became popular in the 

1980s and is currently emerging as a credible area of study, particularly among student 

affairs practitioners. NASPA currently has a Men and Masculinities Knowledge 

Community and ACPA hosts the Standing Committee for Men, working collaboratively 

to host the National Conference on College Men since 2007.  While gender has long been 

viewed through the social constructivist lens, along with race and sexual orientation, 

higher education scholars have only recently begun to view men in this way.  In his 

pioneering article, Kimmel (1994) links masculinity to homophobia, demonstrating how 

masculine gender identities are developed through men’s performance of masculinity to 

other men.  Asserting masculinity is a homosocial action, one confined specifically to 

men, Kimmel states homophobia is necessary to men’s identities.  They hold gay and 

bisexual men as the “other,” in order to cast themselves as strong, fearless, and cool. In 

order to subjugate gay and bisexual men – as well as men of color and other 

disenfranchised men, and certainly women – these “gender police” have built up systems 

to maintain their images of masculinity.  Indeed, this is how hegemonic masculinity is 

institutionalized.  
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Queer Theories 

Because gay and bisexual men exist and live their lives within the framework of 

the majority heterosexual culture, their own masculinities can often come into conflict 

with those of the men around them.  The past two decades have seen an enormous surge 

in the number of scholars working with nonheterosexual identity development models.  

There are two main types, with stage models being the more traditional style.  These 

models focus primarily on the “coming out” process, the period in which a queer person 

begins to identify as such.  They hold clear divisions among the steps, but assert that 

individuals progress erratically through them, moving both forward and backward. The 

most famous model in this category is Vivienne Cass’s 1979 Homosexual Identity 

Model.  Newer developmental models have strayed from the linear path and have instead 

focused on development over the course of the individual’s entire life.  These “lifespan” 

models acknowledge the social and cultural environment in which a person lives and the 

impact they may have on his or her development (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005).  While the 

majority of theories have focused on development in lesbians and gay men, attention has 

begun to be paid to bisexual individuals.  These people develop differently in that their 

identities may or may not develop in clear, orderly ways and often develop later in life 

(Renn & Bilodeau, 2005).  Recent research has centered on the intersection of sexual 

orientation with race and ethnicity and comparable theories have been identified for 

African Americans, Latinos, Asian Americans, and Native Americans, while other 

studies have begun to explore how socioeconomic status, spirituality, and physical ability 

affect the formation of a queer identity (Renn & Bilodeau, 2005). 
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CHAPTER III  

METHODOLOGY 

 This study was designed to further the understanding of gay and bisexual male 

students’ experiences.  Specifically, the study examined how these students develop and 

perceive their individual masculine gender identities.  This was a qualitative study relying 

on the phenomenological research strategy of inquiry.  Primary data was collected 

through focus groups. 

Research Design 

 The purpose of this study was not to formulate a new theory grounded in 

participants’ views.  Nor was it intended to continue over a long period of time or to 

explore a particular issue in depth.  However, the purpose of this study was to “identify 

the essence of human experiences about a phenomenon as described by [the] 

participants” (Creswell, 2009, p. 13).  This study was carried out using a 

phenomenological research strategy of inquiry.  In particular, the phenomenon of 

masculine gender identity among gay and bisexual college males was explored.  

Phenomenological research is appropriate when studying a small number of subjects 

through extensive and prolonged engagement to develop patterns and relationships of 

meaning (Moustakas, 1994, as cited in Creswell, 2009).   
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Research Site 

 All research was conducted at a mid-sized, comprehensive, public university in 

the upper Midwest of the United States.  Creswell (2009) states: 

Qualitative researchers tend to collect data in the field at the site where 

participants experience the issue or problem under study.  They do not bring 

participants into a lab (a contrived situation), nor do they typically send out 

instruments for individuals to complete.  This up close information gathered by 

actually talking directly to people and seeing them behave and act within their 

context is a major characteristic of qualitative research.  In the natural setting, the 

researchers have face-to-face interaction over time. (p. 175) 

It was important to interview the participants on the campus where they were enrolled as 

students.  This familiarity with the environment encouraged an informal tone to the focus 

groups and elicited greater feedback.  Highlighting the participant as an individual is a 

hallmark of qualitative research. 

Participant Sampling 

 Participants were limited to those students attending the research site institution at 

the time of data collection, with the exception of one recent alumnus.  A support and 

conversation group for gay and bisexual men exists on the campus of the research site.  

An advisor to this group agreed to send an email out to these students.  Additionally, the 

researcher solicited participants through the social networking website Facebook by way 

of posts in groups for the campus LGBT resource center and student organization.  When 

initial participation numbers were low, the researcher individually contacted students of 
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whom he knew were openly gay or bisexual and had previous contact with.  This resulted 

in a total of seven student participants.  

Procedures 

In qualitative research, the process is emergent.  This means that a research plan is 

often drafted, but it must remain flexible in order to accommodate the needs of the 

participants.  In fact, all phases of the process may change or shift after the researcher 

enters the field and begins to collect data (Creswell, 2009).  Research began with an 

initial set of questions and participants’ responses guided the creation of the second set of 

questions, used to further explore themes that arose during the first focus group.  Both 

sets of questions can be found in the Appendices section, titled Question Set 1 and 

Question Set 2, respectively. 

Focus groups were used to provide an introductory understanding of the gay and 

bisexual male collegiate experience.  This setting allowed participants to share in each 

other’s’ experiences and to effectively build upon each other’s words.  In accordance 

with the qualitative approach, participants were asked open-ended questions initially 

guided by the existing literature, but additional questions were asked as prompted by the 

discussion.  When scheduling conflicts arose for two participants during the second focus 

group, they were emailed the questions, including the unscripted questions, and asked for 

their feedback. 

Each focus group took place on campus.  The same room was used both times, 

despite the presence of both a window and vents in the door.  Because of this, 

confidentiality could not be guaranteed.  Participants were informed as such, and all were 

still willing to continue their involvement.  Each focus group lasted between 45 minutes 



22 

to an hour, both ending with a period for participants to ask questions of the researcher 

and each other. 

Data Analysis 

 Both focus groups were recorded digitally with a handheld device.  Following the 

first focus group, the researcher transcribed the recording and read through it, looking for 

key themes.  This transcription was used to refine questions for the second focus group, 

which was then also transcribed.  Later, each transcript was carefully read and analyzed.  

Each participant’s sentences were broken down into codes, which were then sorted into 

overall themes and helped to inform the researcher of the central phenomenon. 

Participant Confidentiality 

Initial solicitation of participation encouraged individuals to contact the 

researcher directly, so as not to disclose their identity prior to being properly informed of 

the purpose and risks of the study.  Once the participants were identified, the researcher 

sent a blind carbon copy email to each of them.  Prior to meeting for the first focus group, 

participants were notified their consent was assumed unless otherwise stated.  Each 

participant later signed an Informed Consent Form. After each focus group, the recording 

device was stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office, along with the 

consent forms and Demographic Data Forms.  All electronic files were stored on the 

researcher’s personal, password-protected laptop computer.  No additional safeguards 

were taken to protect email correspondence potentially identifying the participants other 

than those provided by the institution’s email provider. 
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Trustworthiness Strategies 

 According to Lincoln & Guba (1985), congruence and consistency are impacted 

by how researchers establish confidence in the research findings (as cited in Jones, 

Torres, & Arminio, 2006).  Several strategies were employed to gain and build trust with 

the participants.  Initially, the researcher had interacted with several of the participants 

prior to the study through on-campus social and professional activities.  Participants were 

emailed copies of the focus group transcripts to verify the accuracy and intended 

meanings of their words.  Jones, et al. (2006) asserts member checks are the most critical 

aspect of congruence, as they provide participants with “the opportunity to react to the 

findings and interpretations that emerged as a result of his or her participation” (p. 99).  

Allowing this review to occur deepens the trust between the researcher and the 

participants and helps to enrich the data.  

 In an effort to provide Jones et al.’s (2006) Elements of Goodness regarding 

trustworthiness, it is important to disclose here I am an openly gay man, interested in this 

topic for professional and societal reasons, as well as personal ones.  Similarly, I carry 

personal biases and assumptions about what it means to be a gay or bisexual male 

student.  I have done my best to be objective; however, it is imperative to qualitative 

research to acknowledge one’s subjectivity.   

Participant Characteristics 

 For the purpose of this research, all participants were (a) self-identified as gay, 

bisexual, or queer; (b) male; (c) between the ages of 18 and 25; and (d) identified as a 

man or as a masculine person.  There has been significant attention paid to LGBT 

students as a population in the last decade, but little of this research has focused on men 
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within this group.  This study was conducted through a social constructivist lens; only 

those individuals who self-identified as gay, bisexual, or queer were allowed to 

participate.  It was important to explore a population of students with a particular 

sociopolitical identity with a particular meaning.  To allow individuals outside of this 

category to participate would have broadened the scope of the study and potentially 

weakened the other participants’ trust.  Traditionally aged students were chosen to 

provide consistency and to help narrow the focus of the study.  Finally, as the study 

focused on masculine identity, it was important to select only those individuals with this 

particular gender identity.  

 The goal of this study was to describe the ways in which gay and bisexual male 

students interpret masculinity; it is the experiences of the participants that are most 

important, and not how many of them there are. Data collection resulted in a total of 

seven participants.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

The seven participants in this study represent a wide spectrum of ages and 

socioeconomic statuses (SES), as seen in Table 1, below.  All participants were 

upperclassmen, with no freshmen present.  One participant was a recent graduate who 

was able to provide a perspective the other students could not.  In regards to SES, one 

participant was of a lower class background; two were of a lower-middle class; and four 

were from upper-middle class backgrounds.  Despite an effort to include young men of 

color, all of the participants identified as racially White and none identified as ethnically 

Hispanic.  Demographic data are more fully detailed in Table 1.  More information about 

each participant is included below in the “Participant Overview” section. 

Participant Overview 

 Mark is a gay junior majoring in sociology.  He has only recently come out to his 

peers, finding no strong opposition from his friends.  Mark arrived to the first focus group 

with his nails painted, fresh from an evening recently spent with females in his residence 

hall.  Despite his outwardly flamboyant personality, Mark has a reserved, stoic side he 

keeps to himself.  He comes from a family with a strong hunting and angling background, 

and he participates in such activities, but in his own way.  During the focus groups, Mark 

stated, “I’m more or less out there to enjoy the scenery.” 
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 Scott is a gay senior, out to his immediate family and friends since the age of 14.  

A junior majoring in community health education, Scott has learned to conceal his sexual 

orientation as he traverses multiple environments on campus, saying, “I am very careful  

Table 1. Demographic Data of Study Participants 

Name* Age Academic Class 
Socioeconomic 

Status** 
Race*** 

Jamal 22 Alumnus Upper-Middle Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian 

Mark 21 Junior Lower-Middle Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian 

Scott 21 Junior Upper-Middle Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian 

Jay 25 Graduate Lower Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian 

Charles 20 Junior Upper-Middle Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian 

Nick 19 Sophomore Upper-Middle Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian 

Ryan 22 5
th

 Year Senior Lower-Middle Non-Hispanic White or  

Caucasian 

*Participant names were changed for reasons of confidentiality 

**SES categories are defined as such: Lower Class: <$15,000; Working Class: $15,000-$29,999; Lower-

Middle Class: $30,000-$49,999; Upper-Middle Class: $50,000-$99,999; Upper Class: $100,000+ 

***Category options included American Indian or Alaska Native; Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander; 

Asian or Asian American; Black or African American; Hispanic or Latino; Non-Hispanic White or 

Caucasian; and Other 

 

with how I look, act, and am portrayed.”  Somewhere between reflective and charismatic, 

Scott was not able to participate in the first focus group, opting to contribute to the 

second via email. 

 Jamal is a recent graduate of the university, having completed a degree in 

broadcast management the previous spring.  Identifying as a young, queer man, Jamal is 

stereotypically masculine, with strong interests in sports and competition, helping him to 
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connect with his male peers. In his words, he’s “totally one of the guys.”  He is out to his 

immediate family and friends, as well as some of his new coworkers.  

 Jay is a gay graduate student, new to the campus.  He was active in promoting 

LGBT causes at his undergraduate institution, but feels isolated as the only queer person 

in his academic program.  Jay has been out to his entire extended family for the last six 

years.  Growing up in a small town, he learned to act more masculine because he did not 

“want to draw any type of attention” to himself.  

 Charles is a gay male student in his junior year of college.  Studying in the field of 

biology, he rarely discusses LGBT issues in the classroom, because he is “a science 

person so we don’t talk about them, ‘cause we don’t need to.”  A current member of the 

student LGBT organization’s executive board, Charles has seen his involvement in 

campus activism increase during the last three years.   

 Sophomore Nick is the youngest of the participants.  He comes across as shy at 

times, and is open about his sexual orientation to only a few people.  His sister is the only 

family member he has come out to, and he has only been out to anyone for about one 

year.  He is a member of a fraternity on campus and previously was involved with a 

campus Evangelical Christian organization.  

 Ryan is the only bisexual participant, having come out the summer after his junior 

year.  Finishing his fifth year at the institution, Ryan has quickly become involved in the 

LGBT student culture following his coming out and serves as a Peer Educator to other 

students.  A future teacher, Ryan considers himself to be very masculine, and relates to 

other men better than to women. 
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Masculinity as Defined by Participants 

 When initially asked to describe what being masculine meant to them, the 

participants struggled to express themselves at first, with Charles simply saying, “I wear 

typical male clothing.”  They eventually gave several varied answers, but included 

common themes.  Jamal’s definition of the “typical man role where you work your job 9-

5 and you come home and sit down in front of the tv, drink a beer or whatever and watch 

sports and all that other manly stuff” describes two main themes – consumption of 

alcohol and participation in or interest in sports.  These were supported by the other men, 

adding things like hunting and not crying.  For Jay, masculinity is “how you carry 

yourself.  Not crying, but I think there’s just kind of an air that you have about yourself 

that portrays masculinity.”  For Ryan, masculinity is carried out through what he sees as 

chivalry – “Just doing stuff for other people, whether it’s for other ladies, or for, uh, other 

guys.  Just being the bigger, stronger, you know, type of person that’s willing to do stuff 

for other people.”  Jamal followed this statement with “[Masculinity is] standing up for 

what you’re sure of and always being able to show it and demand to be respected.”  In 

addition to those already mentioned, common themes shared by the men were hiding 

emotion, personal confidence, physical strength, and control.  

 The participants expressed their masculinity in ways similar to heterosexual men, 

with Jay sharing, “I feel the most masculine when I’m eating chicken wings and drinking 

beer,” a statement the other men affirmed with laughter.  Mark stated that someone is 

masculine “when you have all the attention and power.”  Working out helped Scott feel 

more masculine, and several of the men expressed playing violent video games made 

them feel manly, particularly when the games were loud, aggressive, and competitive.  
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Sports was a dividing topic for the group, with some men indicating sports helped them 

feel more masculine and others stating it excluded them from social situations.  For 

example, Nick stated, “All the guys are out there yelling at the tv about sports and I’m 

just sitting there, kind of watching, but not really caring, and they’re asking me stuff and 

I’m like ‘No idea. Sports is not my thing.’”   

Concealing Identity 

 Several of the men discussed having to conceal their sexual orientations at time, 

either from peers, professors, or family members.  They shared both benefits and 

consequences of doing so, as well as the pressure in trying to conform to the societal 

masculine ideal. 

“I Just Put on the Masculine Face.” 

At various times, the men discussed changing their actions or personalities to 

appear more masculine.  For Mark, in “one on one masculine communication,” he uses “a 

lot fewer hand gestures and it’s more or less like body language.”  For Charles, travel to 

and from places on campus involves having “this blank face and kind of just like [being] 

sheltered.  But when I’m with my friends, I’m just open and flail my hands.”  Several of 

the men discussed “putting on” a masculine personality.  When downtown at bars, Jamal 

puts “on more of a masculine identity.  Just trying not to give myself away for the sake of 

not being picked on by anything.”  Ryan shared that in class, he “put[s] on more of a 

masculine personality just because I don’t know if they know [about his sexual identity] 

and I don’t necessarily want them making judgments before they get to know me.”  Nick 

similarly stated, “I guess it depends, like, on who you’re out to.  For me, if I’m out to 

somebody at work or in a classroom or something like that, it’s like you know, I just put 
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on the masculine face I guess.”  He continued, “When I’m with my friends,…I’m just 

who I am.  I don’t really try to impress anybody and have a masculine role.  I’m just 

myself then.”  These young men have all learned to adapt their gender expression to fit 

their social environment, mainly as a safety defense.  Depending on when they came out, 

they each had many years to practice this role. 

Family Relations 

Each of the men participating at some point described their family and its role in 

shaping their masculinity.  Charles shared, “Well, for me, a lot of it is hunting…and 

football. And that’s basically it and none of it I do” but also that his family was fine with 

this and allowed him to do things he enjoyed.  In response to a comment from another 

participant, he exclaimed “I’d rather talk about dog sweaters than basketball! I don’t like 

sports. I don’t care.”  For Jamal, “it was anything competitive in [his] family…You 

always try to be the one to win” and “just any way that you could really show off 

physical talent.”  Even though he shared that he was terrible at sports and trailed behind 

the other boys growing up, Jamal participated anyway.  He said, “I’ve always just gone 

along with it, with my family…’cause it gave my family something to talk about, 

something to do together.”  Like Jamal, Mark and Nick played sports to please their 

families, but neither enjoyed themselves.  Mark shared “I’m not sporty.  I’ll go for the 

social aspect and when I did participate, like, it was subpar. I mean, I could be a lineman 

– I knew how to hit people, but I didn’t enjoy it.” When Nick decided to stop playing 

sports and pursue opportunities in theater, his family was upset.  “Like, when I told my 

dad I didn’t wanna go out for football next year, I saw him shed a tear actually, so we’re 

pretty diehard about sports in my family.”  Later, he followed with “Both my sister and I 



31 

didn’t get the athletic gene…We both did it throughout high school.  I was trying to, like, 

do the sports but afterwards I didn’t really care.”  In strong and obvious ways, these 

men’s lives were shaped by their family structures and the emphasis placed on traditional 

masculinity. 

Benefits and Consequences 

For conforming to society’s expectations of what these men should look and act 

like, they were rewarded with certain benefits.  Charles supposed he would probably gain 

“more acceptance from other males – mostly straight males” and Jamal stated conforming 

“gives you an opportunity to socialize more if you’re into a lot of masculine norms, 

‘cause you have a lot of things to talk about, similar things you can do together.”  Scott 

shared that by having a traditionally masculine gender expression, he is able to “gain a 

unique view on heterosexual men, because [he doesn’t] fit the ‘mold’ of stereotypes of 

gay men that [heterosexual men] have heard about, and therefore break down a few walls 

and open peoples’ minds up a bit more.”  For Jay, the benefits are simple: “I think you 

would gain not being asked about your sexuality,” a topic that can often lead to 

uncomfortable situations. 

Failing to keep up a masculine front at times left the participants facing 

unexpected, and sometimes isolating, consequences.  While Charles and Jamal felt that 

they would not lose anything, Ryan was concerned professors would grade him poorly if 

he was not masculine, or that he could be confronted on his identity in public places like 

the cafeteria lunch line.  Nick and Mark were concerned they would lose their closest 

friends, with Mark conceding some of his relationships with other guys are based entirely 

around playing sports or video games.  Scott reacted to the question more ardently:  
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I loose [sic] somewhat a sense of who I am as an individual. By feeling like I have 

to change my level of masculinity between groups of straight male friends, or any 

other straight males I am around that are more masculine, I am forced to “put on a 

show” to feel and be accepted, and therefore loose a small part of my sense of 

self. After doing this long enough, it almost becomes second nature to “switch” 

my level or masculine presence to adapt to those around me. 

Jay shared a similar story of how his friends expected him to be “extremely flamboyant 

all the time.”  He said, “It got to a point where I didn’t know who I was and I had to 

figure out who I wanted to be outside of that group of friends.”  These young men go 

through their daily lives, continuously evaluating their actions in regards to others, and 

judging what meaning they are giving to the people they have formed relationships with.  

Sexual Identity Development 

Disclosure of Sexuality 

The participants shared a variety of stories surrounding their eventual disclosure 

of their sexual orientations to another person. Some are out to just a few people, while 

others are out to everyone they encounter.  Nick has only come out within the last year, 

telling “probably, like, five or six people or, like, friends back home.”  His sister is the 

only family member he has told, along with a few close friends at college.  Conversely, 

Charles has been out for only two years, but is highly comfortable with his sexual 

identity.  When asked to whom he is out to, he replied, “Everyone, as far as I’m aware.  

Family and friends and if they don’t know, it’s their problem.”  He was also quick to add 

“If they don’t ask, it’s their fault for not asking.  I got past the ‘I’m going to tell everyone 
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stage.’”  The men in this study are at various stages of the coming out process and in their 

own sexual identity development. 

Reconciliation of Masculinity 

As the young men in the study develop their sexual and gender identities more 

fully, some have had more time and opportunities to do so, because of either age or the 

length of time they have been out.  For example, Jamal has been out for the last five 

years, giving him the chance to mature.  When explaining how his masculinity in college 

compares to his masculinity after graduation, he shared “I’ve been able to do whatever I 

wanted to.  I have a tendency of being very masculine, other than the occasional episode 

of [television series] Glee on Tuesday nights.”  This awareness of his masculine identity 

and the ability to observe how watching a show generally deemed feminine plays into 

that identity demonstrates Jamal’s ability to be himself in a full and real way.  For Ryan, 

his identity was shaped by his early years at college, and as he prepares to graduate, he 

states, “I am who I am right now and that’s how I am going to be after college too.”  

Having been out for only one year, Mark is still in the process of bringing his sometimes 

flamboyant outward personality in line with his inner, reflective, masculine self.  He 

expressed concerns with entering a career after college and having to adapt to that or 

concealing his identity again. 

Student Involvement 

Renn & Bilodeau (2005) found students involved in LGBT campus leadership 

derive benefits related to both their sexual identity and as leaders.  Among the study 

participants, Charles, Ryan, Jamal, Jay, and Mark have all been members of the campus’s 

LGBT student group or employed by the campus LGBT resource office.  While Nick and 
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Scott had no affiliations to these organizations, they were each also involved on campus.  

It is worth noting here that the five students closely involved in LGBT student leadership 

opportunities were the most open about discussing their sexual identities, suggesting 

perhaps their increased comfort with their identities.  Similarly, Charles, Scott, Ryan, 

Jamal, Jay, and Mark had all participated in some form of LGBT activism on campus or 

in the community.  Nick’s hesitancy to do so can likely be attributed to not being fully 

out at the time of the study.  However, this study was not designed to test these claims, 

and they are only speculation.   

Campus Climate 

 Throughout the study, the students spoke extensively about their experiences on 

campus.  All of them, except Jay, have lived in the residence halls on campus during their 

time at the institution, and three of them currently do.  Campus climate is comprised of 

“current attitudes, behavior and standards, and practices of employees and students of an 

institution” (Rankin and Reason, 2008, as cited in Campus Pride, 2010).  The study 

participants discussed various aspects of campus climate, including safety, public 

affection, in the residence halls, and in the classroom setting.  

On Campus 

The students expressed feeling safe and having positive experiences on campus.  

Charles shared, “On campus, I feel really safe. I don’t expect bad things to happen on 

campus, so I’m pretty open.”  Scott agreed, but added “I might feel a little more 

intimidated in the weight room or over in [the physical education building], which is to 

be expected.”  Mark and Jamal both described the campus as a “bubble” of acceptance, 

set apart from the city the university is located in.  Students expressed gratitude for 
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having supportive faculty and staff available to them.  All of them, however, expressed 

fear for their physical safety if they were to publicly express physical intimacy with 

another man on the campus.  Commonly referred to as a “public display of affection,” 

some of the men thought it was inappropriate, while others said even holding hands 

would be unusual for them.  Ryan shared how his parents warned him to be safe when he 

came out to them, and that his parents’ message continued to resonate with him.  

 In the residence halls, the men had mixed experiences.  For Charles, living in an 

all-male community was very difficult, since he did not interact well with other males.  

He never bonded with the other residents in his community, instead opting to visit female 

friends in other parts of his building.  When asked how he felt in that setting, Charles 

responded with “I felt like I shouldn’t have been there.  I didn’t hide myself, but when I 

was on my floor, it was kind of like get to my room as fast as possible.”  For Nick, 

connecting with the male students was difficult, so he also spent a lot of time with female 

friends, becoming the “honorary member” of an all-female wing.  Because of that, he did 

not feel particularly masculine, or welcome, in that setting.  He currently has moved to a 

coed environment, so he is able to interact with both male and female residents, helping 

to boost his confidence in himself as a masculine person.  Other participants had more 

positive experiences, particularly Ryan and Jamal, who each were employed as Resident 

Assistants for one year.  Ryan stated that he “relate[s] a lot better with males than 

females, so [he] fit in.”  While Jamal had generally positive experiences, he had an 

experience his freshman year in which he openly discussed his sexual behaviors with a 

group of men he was close to.  After that experience, the men in his hall community 

began to shy away from him or ignore him.  The other residents never actively confronted 
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him on his identity.  Instead, according to Jamal, “it was more of an indirect behind-my-

back sort of ordeal.”  For Mark, the experience was both positive and negative.  While 

the residents of the building accepted him as an openly gay man, they assumed his 

positivity and caring attitude mean he had a feminine gender expression, referring to him 

as “Mama Bear,” and causing him to struggle to retain his masculinity in that setting. 

Classroom 

In the classroom, the men expressed appreciation for their professors attempting 

to include topics relating to LGBT people.  However, these topics were discussed more 

frequently in the social sciences.  As a biology major, Charles rarely encountered the 

topic in his courses, but as a sociology major, Mark’s professors often discussed them.  

When introduced in the classroom, the participants shared that they did not feel the 

discussions went far enough in exploring the subject matter.  As an education major, 

discussion of LGBT people in Ryan’s classes focuses on bullying and how to stop it, but 

not necessarily why it happens.  Similarly, for Scott, LGBT people are only discussed in 

the context of health issues or mental health concerns, failing to discuss them either as 

whole persons or in a healthy manner.  Several of the students reported being tokenized, 

or asked to speak on behalf of all persons of the same identity as them, in the classroom, 

although they insisted they were okay with it, as it gave them the opportunity to educate 

their peers.  When asked for suggestions on topics to include in courses, topics ranging 

from general stereotypes and myths to the inclusion of LGBT persons in history courses 

were mentioned.  Overall, the students wanted to see a greater exploration of topics in the 

classroom and identify the root causes of the issues presented. 
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Off Campus 

While experiences on campus were generally positive, the men in the study 

expressed concern for their safety off campus.  Ryan said, “On campus, you have a lot of 

faculty and administration that are behind you that would defend you, where off campus, 

you don’t have those safety nets.”  Not knowing the identity of those around them, 

remembering to whom they had disclosed their sexuality, and monitoring their 

mannerisms were all concerns the men had.  They handled this by going out in groups, 

usually with straight peers.  

Peer Relations 

 Interacting with other students is both expected and essential to the college 

experience.  The participants of this study, as young gay and bisexual men, do so in 

markedly different ways than their heterosexual counterparts.  The following sections 

describe these differences in peer relations. 

Straight Males 

For some of the men, Charles in particular, bonding with their straight, male peers 

is not desirable.  They do not relate well and do not make a strong effort to form those 

relationships.  For the other men, hanging out with their straight counterparts involves 

things like playing and watching sports, video games, drinking alcohol, or studying for a 

class.  Those participants who viewed themselves as most masculine were more likely to 

identify and socialize with straight males.  They highly value these relationships as a 

means of affirming their masculinities, although such relationships can sometimes be 

challenging.  Mark shared, “Sometimes I have to check myself, like ‘Wait, he’s straight.  

Just because he’s texting you a lot and wants to hang out doesn’t mean anything.’”  
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Potential strains on relationships with straight males shared by participants included not 

being able to discuss an intimate relationship with another male, filtering conversations, 

and confronting awkward questions about being gay or bisexual. 

Straight Females 

Similar to relationships with straight males, the participants of this study had 

varied reactions toward friendships with females.  For Mark, his female friends often 

want to paint his fingernails or give him a mud mask facial, but as he states, “Sometimes 

it sucks with the female relationships because I don’t want to be one of the girls. Like, 

it’s not something I strive for.”  In this case, Mark’s female friends assume he wants to be 

“one of the girls” without asking him if that is what he wants out of their relationship.  

For Charles, relationships with females are easier to foster and maintain, since he has 

more in common with them.  For him, the women in his life have been more accepting of 

his sexuality and he has trouble relating to his male peers.  Jay felt similarly, adding that 

“there’s a non-threatening aspect of it where I’m not threatening to them [women] and 

they’re not threatening to me.”  For these men, relationships with women are safer and 

less risky.  For Jamal, hanging out with females is boring and difficult to do.  He has 

trouble finding things to discuss with them, and would rather be watching a sporting 

event.  Describing himself as “kind of in the middle,” Scott has several female friends, 

but says he can easily get “testy” with them, indicating he can only deal with females for 

a certain amount of time, a statement other participants agreed with.  Finally, for Ryan, 

the answer is quite simple: “I’d say I relate more to guys. Um, I am a guy so it’s easier 

for me to relate to them.”  Additionally, interacting with females is different for Ryan 
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than the other male participants in that his bisexual identity allows for the potential to be 

attracted to his female friends.   

Other Gay and Bisexual Males 

Forming relationships with other gay and bisexual men on campus was difficult 

for several of the participants due to a lack of openly GB men.  The participants did not 

feel their relationships with other GB men were drastically different than those with other 

friends.  However, there were some unique benefits of having another GB man to relate 

to, including the freedom to be their whole selves, discuss topics more fully, and having 

someone to confide in.  The men had difficulty naming a GB male role model they 

looked up to on campus, with only a residence hall director and the director of the 

campus’ LGBT center being named.  When questioned on where they find partners for 

sexual or dating purposes, the men listed bars, online web sites, campus organizations, 

and through friends as the main venues.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of Findings 

 The young men interviewed for this study have developed complicated and 

individual masculine gender identities.  While they all label themselves as men, they 

represent a broad spectrum of gender expressions.  They shared common ideas of what a 

man should be, but differed greatly in how they interpreted that for themselves.  While 

this study could not fully explore all dimensions of these men’s lives, it provided an 

introduction to the lived experiences of gay and bisexual college males.  By learning to 

effectively interpret social cues, these men are able to adapt their gender expressions to 

maintain close peer relationships and avoid uncomfortable situations.   

 The men interviewed described several means of navigating masculine culture on 

and off campus, including: 

 adapting physical appearances and actions to conform; 

 resisting others’ attempts to define their gender identity for them; 

 activism to increase confidence;  

 using gender norms to defend themselves from social and physical harm; 

 forming a network for safety and support; and 

 being conscious of when to disclose their sexuality. 



41 

Some of the participants used all of these strategies, while others used only a few, 

depending on how close their gender identity conformed to traditional masculine norms.  

Several of them masculinity in a fluid manner, indicating they could increase or decrease 

their masculinity to fit a given social environment.  This aligns with Kimmel’s (1994) 

assertion that manhood is demonstrated for other men.  Indeed, the men interviewed 

struggled to define what masculinity meant to them, instead explaining it in terms of the 

other, or in terms of what was expected of them by their peers.   

The act of disclosing one’s sexual identity to another person presents a 

fundamental moment in the development of that identity.  It became clear those 

participants who were most open about their sexuality were most confident in their 

identities both as gay, bisexual, or queer persons, and as men.  This conforms to many 

sexual identity development models, particularly those of Cass (1979, 1984), Savin-

Williams (1988), Troiden (1988), and Fassinger (1991).  

The importance of institutional campus climate cannot be understated.  The 

participants discussed their appreciation for supportive and encouraging professionals at 

the research site, but identified two areas of concern.  While students felt generally safe, 

they were hesitant to show physical intimacy with another man on campus.  For several 

of them, even holding hands was out of the question.  Regardless of their comfort with 

their own sexual identity, all of the men feared for their physical safety if they were to do 

so.  Additionally, while the participants indicated the inclusion of LGBT issues and 

themes in their coursework, they were introduced in potentially negative ways, focusing 

on deviant health issues or solely on oppression.  LGBT people were rarely discussed in a 

positive or holistic manner.  When pressed to identify a male role model on campus, none 
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of the participants mentioned a faculty member, although answers to this question 

highlighted a campus-wide deficit in male leaders.  

Finally, responses from the participants indicated their interactions with not only 

other gay, bisexual, and queer males, but with all queer people were confined to the 

University campus.  This suggests an unsafe off campus environment as well as concern 

for the cohesiveness of the queer student population at the institution.  While visibly 

present in small numbers, the students were able to interact mainly through activities 

sponsored by the campus LGBT office.  This has the potential to effectively segregate 

LGBT students to one area of campus and prevents them from expressing their full selves 

across campus. 

Implications and Recommendations 

 The findings of this study hold significance for both theoretical and practical 

frameworks.  First, the study examined the intersection of two commonly researched 

fields – LGBT identity development and masculine identity development.  Because the 

literature on this topic is sparse, this study provides a meaningful introduction to the 

content topic, potentially contributing to the future creation of a developmental theory 

specific to gay and bisexual college males.  

 Additionally, the findings are significant to the field of college and university 

student affairs.  Many campuses now provide resources and services to LGBT students, 

many of which are predictably male.  This study can provide greater insight to 

professionals working with gay and bisexual males as to what these students are 

experiencing and how they cope with them.  Similarly, attention paid to male students as 

gendered beings has begun to increase recently, in regards to both research and campus 
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initiatives.  The creation of a Men’s Center at the University of Oregon, the Men and 

Masculinity Research Center at the University of Missouri, and men-focused initiatives 

sponsored by the American College Personnel Association and the National Association 

of Student Personnel Administrators all point to a greater need to foster development in 

college men, including those who identify as gay or bisexual.   

 It is recommended offices and services directed at LGBT students actively seek to 

encourage students’ gender identity development, particularly in helping male students to 

understand how sexism and heterosexism work to oppress them as men.  Additionally, 

both Women’s and Men’s Centers should work together to address issues of gender 

development and inequality.  Finally, all student affairs professionals should work 

collaboratively with other colleagues on campus to serve students with respect to all of 

their identities. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research 

 This study explored the experiences of six gay men and one bisexual man.  

Despite attempts to diversity the participant population, all seven men were White or 

Caucasian, and most came from economically privileged homes.  Transgender or gender 

nonconforming men were not included, in an attempt to focus specifically on sexual 

orientation.  Therefore, these men cannot properly represent the experiences of students 

of color, students from poor and working class backgrounds, or transgender students.  

The findings of this study are not meant to be comprehensive or speak for the experiences 

of all white, privileged men at this specific campus either.  Rather, they are an 

extrapolation of themes presented through conversations with the seven participants.  

Generalizability is not a necessary goal in qualitative research and was not an objective in 
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this study.  Additionally, interests in personal safety and unwillingness to disclose a 

sexual identity may have presented students in less visible roles on campus from 

participating in this study.  The use of focus groups to gather data may have attributed to 

the low response rate from the campus population.  

 Within the realm of higher education, further research into the ways in which gay 

and bisexual college males develop and express their masculine identities should focus on 

the following three areas: the ways in which students situationally conceal their identities 

and possible consequences of such actions; the ways in which heterosexual expectations 

of masculinity are imposed on gay and bisexual males; and the creation of a grounded 

developmental theory describing the various ways gay and bisexual males create 

masculine identities for themselves.   
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Message posted on Facebook 

Hello! My name is Richard Anderson and I’m currently engaged in research for my 

Master’s Thesis here at UW-L titled “Becoming Men: How Gay and Bisexual College 

Males Navigate Masculinity on Campus.” 

I’m looking for 10-15 cisgender, male-identified gay and bisexual students to participate 

in 2 separate 1-hour focus groups in the next few weeks. Participants will receive no 

monetary compensation for involvement in this study. Risks are minimal and 

participation includes disclosure of your identity to other participants present for the 

focus group. 

If you are interested, I would greatly appreciate your participation. Please email me at 

Anderson.Rich@uwlax.edu or shoot me a message here on Facebook. 

Thanks! 

 

Message emailed to members of focus group at research site 

Hello! My name is Richard Anderson and I’m currently engaged in research for my 

Master’s Thesis here at UW-L titled “Becoming Men: How Gay and Bisexual College 

Males Navigate Masculinity on Campus.” 

 I’m looking for 10-15 cisgender, male-identified gay and bisexual students to participate 

in 2 separate 1-hour focus groups in the next few weeks. Participants will receive no 

monetary compensation for involvement in this study. Risks are minimal and 

participation includes disclosure of your identity to other participants present for the 

focus group. 
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 If you are interested, I would greatly appreciate your participation. Please email me at 

Anderson.Rich@uwlax.edu. 

 Thanks! 

 

Email coordinating focus groups 

Good evening and thank you for your interest in my thesis research project. 

First, until we meet, any participation is assumed to be of your own consent. 

Additionally, you will all be anonymous to each other until Informed Consent Forms 

have been filled out. I realize this is a little odd, but it's out of respect for your own 

privacy. 

Second, I would like for us to meet for two, separate one-hour sessions during the week 

of December 4th if at all possible. I would like to avoid interfering with time 

commitments during Finals Week. In order to identify times that work for us, I've created 

a Doodle poll. Please fill this out within the next 2 days. If you have not used Doodle 

before or have questions, please feel free to email me. The link to the poll is 

http://www.doodle.com/nxha2txci55rpmhp. 

Thanks again for your time! 
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Focus Group Questions – Session 1 

1. Please describe your sexual orientation. You do not have to use any specific label; 

use only those you wish to. 

2. Please describe what being masculine means to you. 

3. In what ways do you feel masculine? When do you not feel masculine? 

4. What cocurricular activities are you involved in here at UW-L? 

5. To whom are you out to about your sexual orientation? 

6. Please describe how safe you feel on campus. 

7. How often do LGBTQ issues come up in the classroom? 

8. Do you drink alcohol? If so, how often, and with whom do you go drinking? 

9. What role have you played in campus activism surrounding LGBTQ issues? 

10. What do you do when you hang out with your straight friends? 

11. What do you do when you hang out with other gay or bisexual men? 
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Focus Group Questions – Session 2 

1. Could you please tell me about masculinity in your family of origin – aka your 

biological family? 

 

2. How do you see your masculinity changing in your life after college? 

 

3. What do you gain by adhering to traditional masculine norms while in college? 

 

4. What do you, or would you, lose by not adhering to traditional masculine norms 

while on campus? 

 

5. How does your masculine presentation change based on where you are or what 

you’re doing? Examples include class, sports, residence halls, in relationships, 

etc. 

 

6. In what ways do you think your sexual orientation affects your gendered identity 

as a man? 

 

7. As young men, what male role models do you have on campus that you look up to 

for guidance on being men? 

 

8. On Sunday, several of you indicated you would never be involved in PDA (public 

displays of affection) on campus. What factors make you hesitant to express 
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physical intimacy in front of others? 

 

9. If you currently live in a residence hall on campus, or have, how did you feel as a 

masculine person in that setting? 

 

10. How do you find potential partners, whether for sexual or dating purposes? 
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Protocol Title:    Becoming Men: How Gay and Bisexual College Males Navigate  

Masculinity on Campus 

 

Principal Investigator:  Richard Anderson 

    1425 Pine Street 

    La Crosse, WI 54601 

    Cell: (262)705-5285 

 

Purpose and Procedure  

 The purpose of this study is to explore the ways in which gay and bisexual college males develop 

individual identities as men.  

 My participation will involve two one-hour interviews to take place in a focus group setting. This 

will involve discussion prompted by questions from the principal investigator. 

 Focus group discussions will be digitally recorded.  

 The total time requirement is approximately three hours over the course of the fall semester. 

 Focus groups will take place at UW-La Crosse. 

Potential Risks 

 I must self-disclose my sexual orientation to the principal investigator and other participants 

involved in the focus group.  

 The risk of serious physical or emotional harm to myself is near zero. 

Possible Benefits 

 I and other gay/bisexual college males may benefit from understanding the ways in which 

masculine identities are developed. 

 Other university staff may also benefit from an understanding of this phenomenon, especially in 

its application to work with students. 

Confidentiality 

 The identities of all participants will be concealed through use of pseudonyms. My data will not be 

linked with personally identifiable information. 

 Recordings of focus group sessions will be kept confidential and stored in the possession of the 

principal investigator.  

 My identity will be known to the other participants of the focus group.  

Participant Rights 

 My participation is voluntary. I can withdraw or refuse to answer any question without 

consequences at any time. 

 I can withdraw from the study at any time for any reason without penalty. 

 The results of this study may be published in scientific literature or presented at professional 

meetings using grouped data only. 

 I understand that I may seek assistance from the Counseling & Testing Center staff or Dr. Ryan 

McKelley if I feel uncomfortable. 

Participant Costs 

 There will be no costs for participating in this study. 

 

Questions regarding study procedures may be directed to Richard Anderson, principal investigator at (262-

705-5285) or the study Chairperson, Dr. Larry Ringgenberg, Director of University Centers, UW-La 

Crosse, at (608-785-8888). Questions regarding the protection of human subjects may be addressed to the 

UW-La Crosse Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (608-785-4321 or 

irb@uwlax.edu). 

 

 

Participant  ____________________________________________ Date  ________________ 

Researcher  ____________________________________________ Date  ________________ 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 

  



60 

 

 

 

UNIVERSITY if- W iSCO N SIN 

LACROSSE 

To: Richard ~rson 

f rom: sattvan~coord'mtor 
rnslitutiooil Roviow Boifd (IRB) for tho 
PrOL"Ction: of tillman Subje<ts 
bvitlVoorh~@uwlix. rdu 

5-6892 

Re-: RESEARCH PROTOCOLSUBMIITED TO IRB 

TM I RB committe-~ has r~vte.'"~d your pr~d rH@arch projKt: """B~c4m.ing Men: How Goy ond 
Bisex<JOI Cakge Moles Novigote MC>KUii>ity on Compus. • 
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~~Becoming Men" Demographic data form 

Legal Name [First] ____ _______ _ [Last] ____________ _ 

Literature Pseudonym ____________ Age __ _ 

Academic Class 
o Freshman 
o Sophomore 
o Junior 
o Senior 
o 5th Year Senior 
o Graduate 

Socioeconomic Status 
o Upper class ($100,000 or more) 
o Upper-middne class ($50,000-$99,999) 
o Lower-middle class ($30,000-$49,999) 
o Working class ($15,000-$29,999) 
o Lowerclass (Less than$15,000) 

Racial!Ethnic Ideutity(Checkall that apply) 
a American Indian or Alaska Native 
o Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
o Asian or Asian American 
o Black or African American 
o Hispanic or Latino 
o Non-Hispanic White or Caucasian 
o Other __________ __ __ 

~ajor ______________ _ 

Minor ______________ _ 

Career Plans-------------

Racial/ethnic categories adapted from University ofWisconsin- Cooperative E-xtension 
hrrp:IAin<'w.uwex.edulcesltobaccoevallresowces/sun•eydemographics.html 


