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be used in counseling and counselor education, I conducted an exploratory study utilizing a 

grounded theory approach to collect and analyze SID stories from a purposive sample of eight 

adults from the Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas area: four male and four female; seven White 

Caucasian-American and one Asian American; and self-identified as two gay, one lesbian, three 

heterosexual, and two sexually fluid. Participants elucidated a process model of the sexual-self 

that incorporated biological, psychological, social, cultural, and spiritual factors. Emergent 

themes included discovering, distinguishing, placing boundaries around, differentiating, and 

integrating the sexual-self. This preliminary model advanced a more holistic understanding of 

SID that counselors and other mental health professionals, educators, and researchers may find 

useful within their respective disciplines.  



Copyright 2015 

by 

Lee Kinsey

ii  



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would not be who I am without the guardians who have protected, mentored, and 

taught me. Their love and support has enabled me to be curious and to explore my 

surroundings in relative freedom. Jan, my major professor, through mentorship and gentle 

guidance taught me that teachers are spiritual as well as cognitive developers who can shape a 

person’s ability both to think and to connect to the greater good. My parents, through 

unconditional love, showed me that there are no divides that faith cannot cross. And Travis, my 

soulmate, taught me that people who can connect can heal. For these things I am eternally 

grateful.  

This dissertation is dedicated to those teachers and to everyone who has been reduced 

to the sum of their sexual behaviors, to the extent of their sexual trauma, or to a label 

associated with their sexual orientation. With them I seek a broadening of the social and 

emotional understanding of the sexual-Self and a collective experience of healing to bridge the 

divides that have so long conflicted our most basic nature.  

iii 



TABLE OF CONTENTS  

Page 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ..................................................................................................................... iii 

LIST OF TABLES………………………………………...…….....................................……....................................v 

LIST OF FIGURES............................................................................................................................ vi 

SEXUAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT: FINDINGS FROM AN EXPLORATORY GROUNDED THEORY 

STUDY .............................................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 1 

Literature Review  ............................................................................................................... 1 

Methods .............................................................................................................................. 5 

Results ............................................................................................................................... 13 

Discussion.......................................................................................................................... 33 

References ........................................................................................................................ 38 

Appendices 

A. EXTENDED LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................... 41 

B. DETAILED METHODOLOGY ................................................................................... 82 

C. UNABRIDGED RESULTS ....................................................................................... 120 

D. EXTENDED DISCUSSION ...................................................................................... 196 

E. SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS ............................................................................... 209 

COMPREHENSIVE REFERENCE LIST ............................................................................................. 226 

iv  



LIST OF TABLES 

Page 

1. Comparison of Wilber’s (2000) Developmental Fulcrums to Stages of Other
Developmental Theories ..................................................................................................... 4 

2. Participant Basic Demographic Summary........................................................................... 8

3. Participant Sexuality Details ............................................................................................... 9

4. Summary of Sexual-Self Fulcrums with Comparison to Wilber’s (2000) Fulcrums .......... 28

C.1.  Participant Basic Demographic Summary ....................................................................... 122 

C.2.  Participant Sexuality Details ........................................................................................... 123 

C.3 Participant Approximated Lifetime Incidents of Sexual Partners and Sexual Behaviors 
Part 1 ............................................................................................................................... 124 

C.4 Participant Approximated Lifetime Incidents of Sexual Partners and Sexual Behaviors 
Part 2 ............................................................................................................................... 125 

C.5 Summary of Sexual-Self Fulcrums with Comparison to Wilber’s (2000) Fulcrums ........ 172 

v  



LIST OF FIGURES 

Page 

1. Wilber’s (2000) four-quadrant model ................................................................................ 4

2. The sexual-self development process .............................................................................. 32

A.1.  Wilber’s (2000) four-quadrant model .............................................................................. 76 

A.2. Holarchies containing holons ............................................................................................ 75 

C.1. The sexual-Self development process ............................................................................ 171 

E.1. Recruitment flyer posted to FaceBook ........................................................................... 223 

vi  



SEXUAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT: FINDINGS FROM AN EXPLORATORY GROUNDED THEORY 
STUDY

Sexual identity and sexual identity development (SID) are ill-defined concepts within the 

academic literature due, in large part, to widespread confusion about terminology and clashing 

philosophical beliefs about major factors in and influences on human development (Kinsey, 

Farmer, Holden, & Moore, 2015). Researchers’ focus on physiological and behavioral aspects of 

sexuality rather than on psychological, emotional, and relational aspects have contributed to 

the difficulty some counselors face in addressing sexuality, sexual identity, and SID (Israel & 

Selvidge, 2003). In this article, I provide a brief literature review of how SID has been addressed 

in the professional literature and how sexuality is currently addressed in counseling.  I then 

describe a preliminary qualitative study of SID, the results of which may contribute to a future 

SID theory that may enhance counselors' ability to address their clients’ sexuality effectively. 

Review of Relevant Scholarship 

Within Western scientific writing, Freud (1962/2000) was among the first to identify the 

sexual impulse as central to a theory of human behavior. Facing sharp criticism from both his 

inner circle (Freud & Jung, 1974) and the broader psychoanalytic community (Mitchell, 1982), 

Freud de-emphasized the importance of sexuality in favor of the death drive (Freud, 

1962/2000); however, he reiterated the importance of his concept of the Oedipus and 

castration complexes (Lacan, 1985). After Freud, Kinsey (1999), with intense public interest in 

the US, began to study and explain human sexuality in its behavioral and sociological contexts. 

Since Kinsey’s initial investigations, various researchers, philosophers, and mental health 

clinicians have attempted to build on Freud's and Kinsey’s pioneering works. Masters and 

Johnson (1966), Kaplan (1974), Foucault (1990), and Lacan (1985) are a few contributors to the 
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major theories of sexuality and sexual health prevalent in Western culture (Kleinplatz, 2012). 

These contributors represented different perspectives, with Masters and Johnson focused 

primarily on understanding sexuality from a biobehavioral perspective, Kaplan from a 

therapeutic intervention perspective, Foucault from a social discourse perspective, and Lacan 

from a revised psychoanalytic perspective.  

Despite many investigators who have contributed to this vast and open field of 

research, the various perspectives remain unintegrated into a comprehensive theory, and many 

areas within the domain of sexuality remain unexplained or unexplored (Kinsey et al., 2015). It 

is no surprise, then, that in recent studies, various researchers have found among counselors 

and other mental health professionals substantial inattention to and lack of preparation to 

address clients’ sexual issues (Riessing & Giulio, 2010) in addition to low levels of comfort and 

competence to address such issues related directly to an absence of explicit training (Cupit, 

2010; Harris & Hays, 2008). Regarding available training and educational materials, researchers 

have found inadequacies related to focus only on medical and physiological aspects of sexual 

dysfunction (Southern & Cade, 2011) and on sexual problems rather than healthy sexuality 

(Miller & Byers, 2009). Kinsey et al. (2015) found that the majority of models addressing SID 

focused solely on lesbian and gay individuals acquiring a social identity and were more 

appropriately labeled gay identity development models, that the research behind these models 

was not empirically sound, and that even in clinical settings with gay and lesbian clients they did 

little to capture a holistic experience of SID.  

In light of the current state of mental health theory and practice regarding sexuality, I 

determined that a more holistic model of sexuality and SID that is grounded in data was 
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needed. For this reason, I conducted an exploratory study from a grounded theory (GT) 

approach (Charmaz, 2014) to discover a better framework from which to understand and 

address client sexual health and identity within counseling settings.  

Because this was an exploratory study and the product of dissertation research, I did not 

attempt to provide a completely new model of client SID. Rather, I attempted to describe the 

experience of my participants free from interpretation and then to interpret their experiences 

through the lens of my guiding theory of counseling, integral psychology (Holden, 2004; Wilber, 

2000). In this way, I hoped to make a contribution to the ultimate goal of a robust theory of SID. 

In the next section, I provide an overview of integral theory. Wilber (2000) hypothesized 

that all of the major human development theorists described important aspects of reality that, 

while often seemingly contradictory, were actually important to a holistic understanding of 

human development. In his four-quadrant model (Figure 1), Wilber combined many different 

theories to offer a more holistic perspective for counselor understanding and application within 

counseling. In the model, each quadrant represents a valid perspective that is related to but 

cannot be reduced to the perspectives in the other quadrants. In addition to the four-quadrant 

model, Wilber (2000) showed how developmental theorists’ stages of development could be 

combined to form a larger framework of development. Rather than describe a separate theory 

of human development with its own stages, Wilber folded the popular developmental theorists’ 

ideas into descriptions of fulcrums of development. He used the term fulcrum to connote a 

purposeful pivot of development that could have many different characteristics and traits but 

describe one major aspect of overall development. Table 1 shows Wilber’s fulcrums of overall 

human development that incorporate some of the major developmental theorists’ stages.   
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Individual Interior - 
Experiential 

• Thoughts 
• Emotions 
• Beliefs 

Individual Exterior - 
Behavioral 

• Neurons 
• Dopamine 
• Medicine 

Collective Interior - 
Cultural 

• Values 
• Traditions 
• Ethnicity 

Collective Exterior - 
Social 

• Stores 
• Roads 
• Systems theory 

 

Figure 1. Wilber’s (2000) four-quadrant model.  

Table 1 

Comparison of Wilber’s (2000) Developmental Fulcrums to Stages of Other Developmental Theories 

Wilber Piaget Kegan Maslow Kohlberg Loevinger 
Instinctive Self Sensorimotor 0 Physiological  Autistic 
Magical/Power 
Self 

Preoperational 1st Order & 
2nd Order 

Safety Pre-
conventional 

Impulsive 

Rule/Role/ 
Rational Self 

Concrete 
operational 

3rd Order Belongingness Conventional Self-protective 
/Conformist 

Sensitive Self Formal 
operational 

4th Order Self-esteem  Individualistic 

Integral Self  5th Order Self-
actualization 

Post-
conventional 

Autonomous 

Transpersonal 
Self 

     

Note. Adapted from Wilber (2000). 

Wilber’s (2000) work provided a basis for understanding and interpreting the results of 

this study from a psychosocial and human development perspective. Contrary to GT 

researchers who cautioned against the use of existing frameworks as heuristic devices to 

understand and interpret data (Glaser, 1992), Charmaz (2014) encouraged the use of heuristic 

devices that could enhance abstraction rather than impose definitions onto data. In her recent 

works, Charmaz (2014) proposed a social constructivist approach to GT research that takes into 
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account certain developmental principles and offers a means for the GT researcher to 

acknowledge and use one’s inherent beliefs or bias constructively. For Charmaz, this heuristic 

device was symbolic interactionism, a philosophical framework based on Blumer’s (1986) work 

that describes how people make meaning of their individual experience from a social 

constructivist perspective. Because I was attempting to capture a holistic perspective of SID 

that incorporated major psychological influences rather than just sociological ones, I chose to 

apply Charmaz’s approach to GT using integral theory (Wilber, 2000) rather than symbolic 

interactionism as a heuristic device.   

Method 

I received approval for this study from my dissertation committee and from the 

University of North Texas (UNT) institutional review board (IRB). I conducted this study in four 

steps utilizing a GT (Charmaz, 2014) approach: (a) conducted a pilot study with two individuals 

to hone interview questions and process; (b) conducted individual interviews with a purposive 

sample of eight adults to qualify how those participants understood their sexual identity 

development (SID); (c) conducted individual follow-up interviews to validate and better 

elucidate the emerging model; and (d) constructed and honed the theoretical model using 

grounded theory analytical methods and integral theory as a heuristic device. 

Participants 

I limited sampling to a minimum of 8 and a maximum of 16 individuals within the 

Dallas/Fort Worth (DFW) area who were 25 years of age and older, were fluent in English, did 

not have a history of sexual trauma, were not actively suicidal, and were not my personal 

friends or colleagues; all criteria except fluency were requirements of my university’s IRB. I 
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endeavored to sample from individuals who were diverse in terms of sexual, gender, ethnic, 

socioeconomic, and educational identities. Table 2 includes participant demographic data. 

Table 3 includes additional detail about participant sexuality. Each participant chose a 

pseudonym, and I have altered other identifying information to protect participants’ 

confidentiality.  

Procedures 

Recruitment  

I recruited participants by sharing the flyer on my personal Facebook page. All eight of 

the participants heard about my study through mutual friends or colleagues who saw my flyer 

on Facebook. During initial telephone screening, I subjectively screened participants for their 

ability to comprehend the topic, to self-reflect, and to articulate abstract concepts. Participants 

were not compensated for participation. I utilized theoretical sampling, a hallmark of GT 

(Charmaz, 2014), which enables the researcher to purposefully direct the sampling process 

toward participants who could elucidate the emerging theory further. At the point of 

saturation, a point at which I concluded that further data collection would not yield substantial 

change in results (Charmaz, 2014), I had a total of 8 participants.  

Data Collection  

To unobtrusively garner specific information about participant sexual behaviors and to 

further assess the transferability of my findings, a measure of validity for qualitative studies 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1986), I developed a 20-question survey. I intended the survey to provide a 

relatively safe and comfortable means for participants to report their sexual behaviors without 

having to engage in a discussion about them. With questions that addressed participant sexual 
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behaviors, I intended to capture differences among participants and to create a point of 

reference for future research projects in which I plan to find increased sample diversity.  

During the first interview, I administered the 20-question survey online via Qualtrics. 

Interviews were open-ended and informal in an effort to allow participants space and time to 

reflect on the abstract nature of the topic. Initial interviews were no longer than two hours, and 

follow-up interviews were no longer than one hour. All initial interviews were video recorded; 

follow-up interviews were not recorded. 

Because this was a preliminary study that was exploratory in nature, I did not have a 

rationale to limit or guide participants in any particular direction during the interviews; I utilized 

an unstructured interview format (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990). I 

offered each participant the same open-ended prompt to begin our interview: “Please tell me 

your story of sexual identity development.” After conducting the pilot study with two 

participants, I felt confident that my open-ended approach to these interviews produced 

meaningful data regarding participants’ meaning behind the SID process. In the interviews, I 

responded much like I would to clients in counseling: with inquiries aimed at opening further 

discussion and eliciting feeling and meaning from the story the participant presented. In most 

cases, participants did not require much prompting to continue their stories. In some cases, I 

asked more pointed questions aimed at directing participants back to the topic or sparking 

discussion about the next point in their SID stories. For example, if the participant ended a 

particular topic and appeared to be stuck, I would ask questions such as: “What happened 

next?” or “Tell me what happened during the next period of your development.” These 

undirected prompts proved sufficient in every interview. 
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Table 2 

Participant Basic Demographic Summary 

Participant 
Biological 

Sex 
Gender Age College Race/Culture 

Current  
Relationship Status 

No. of 
Children 

Sexual 
Orientation 

Label 

Sexual 
Identity 

Label 
Damombomb Female Female 53 4-year White/Caucasian Partnered/Married 2 Heterosexual Fluid 

Erik Male Male 69 Some White/Caucasian Single 0 Homosexual Gay 

James Male Male 45 Master's White/Caucasian Separated/Divorced 2 Heterosexual Straight 

Martin Male Male 31 4-year White/Caucasian Single 0 Heterosexual Straight 

Mikki Female Female 53 4-year White/Caucasian Separated/Divorced 2 Pansexual Fluid 

Miranda Female Female 31 Master's Asian American 
 

Single 0 Heterosexual Straight 

Riversong Female Female 45 Doctoral White/Caucasian Partnered/Married 2 Homosexual Lesbian 

Tom Male Male 24 4-year White/Caucasian Single 0 Homosexual Gay 
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Table 3  

Participant Sexuality Details 

 
Level of Erotic/Sexual Attraction* 

Number of 
Partners** Extra-relational Affair*** 

  

Participant Male-
Bodied 

Female-
Bodied 

Both Sex 
Characteristics 

Same 
Sex 

Other 
Sex 

Participated 
Partner 

Participated 
Had Open-

Relationship 
Sexual Abuse 
Victim**** 

Damombomb 5 4 0 3 7 Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Erik 6 1 0 100s 3 Yes Yes Yes Yes 

James 0 6 1 3 20 Yes Yes Yes No 

Martin 1 6 0 0 30 No Yes Yes No 

Mikki 4 6 4 5 4 Yes Yes Yes No 

Miranda 6 2 0 0 17 No Yes No No 

Riversong 4 6 0 10 4 Yes Yes No Yes 

Tom 6 0 0 45 4 No No No No 

Note. * rated on a scale from 0 (no attraction) to 6 (maximum attraction), ** I defined partner as anyone with whom the participant had genital 
contact, *** answers to questions 16 and 17 on the SID Questionnaire found in Appendix E, **** although sexual trauma was an exclusionary 
factor for this study, it did not preclude participation by those with a history of sexual abuse that they apparently did not consider traumatic.
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Data Analysis  

Following initial interviews, a professional transcription service transcribed 

audiorecordings verbatim. I also hired a research assistant, a counseling master’s degree 

student with interest in the topic of SID, to assist with coding and analysis and to increase 

trustworthiness, another validity element of qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). We 

began the process of coding and writing memos immediately following each interview. 

Although the initial two interviews were a part of a pilot to hone the interview process, they 

yielded sufficient depth to be included within the larger study.  

For coding, we followed Charmaz’s (2014) recommendations for coding incident-with-

incident and the use of gerunds to create codes focused on action and change. We defined an 

incident as a separate idea or occurrence within the story’s narrative. For memo writing, we 

also followed Charmaz’s recommendations to title each memo and to free write without 

attention to structure or grammar. Over the course of five weeks, we met five times a week to 

compare codes, categories, and memos. In these meetings, we focused on one particular 

interview and, incident-by-incident, compared our codes and memos. If our codes were similar, 

we would utilize that wording. If they were dissimilar, we would discuss the incident and 

construct a new code that incorporated elements of both of our original codes. This process 

produced a total of 2,062 codes associated with 5,756 incidents. In addition to capturing codes, 

we discussed theoretical sampling; based on our subjective analysis of gaps within our data, we 

focused sampling of participants to recruit specific demographics that would fill those gaps.  

Following initial coding, we continued to meet to engage in focused coding (Charmaz, 

2014), a process of comparing and discussing memos associated with each code to create 
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broader categories. Together, we constructed 13 major categories that included all 2,062 

codes. Following focused coding, we engaged in theoretical coding (Charmaz, 2014) to hone the 

13 categories into five theoretical categories that began to capture an overall process of SID.  

Following theoretical sampling, I contacted the participants to schedule follow-up 

interviews. To assess the trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1986) of my findings, I asked 

participants to share any additional details about their SID story, to review the findings from my 

analysis, and to ask questions about the fledgling theory. After presenting the material and 

discussing the findings, I asked each participant to rate how well the model represented their 

SID story on a scale from 1 (low) to 10 (high). Out of the seven participants in the follow-up 

interviews, all rated the process model 9 or higher and the theoretical categories 7 or higher.  

Trustworthiness 

An aspect of the trustworthiness of qualitative research results is the nature of the self-

as-researcher. In the case of this study, my research assistant and I are white, middle class, gay 

males. I was raised in an ultra conservative evangelical Christian family; he was raised in a non-

practicing Catholic family. Growing up we internalized shame about and around our sexuality, 

and we struggled with many of the same challenges described within this study. We both are 

mental health professionals who practice from a humanistic perspective to focus on emotional 

and psychological influences on individual and relational health. I am also a sex therapist who 

works with couples experiencing sexual and relational problems. Our backgrounds and our 

perspectives influenced how we interpreted the data, and we believe that we used our 

experiences to connect to participants’ stories and to enrich the analysis.  
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 To increase trustworthiness within our results we attempted to address each of Lincoln 

and Guba’s (1986) hallmarks of trustworthiness in qualitative research methods: credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility, similar to internal validity in 

quantitative research, refers to the extent to which research findings and assertions are in line 

with some measure of reality. I attempted to establish the credibility of my findings through 

data triangulation (Flick, 2007), a process of tying my findings to at least two other sources that 

cited similar interpretations. My research assistant played a pivotal role in helping to create a 

data triangulation process.  

 Transferability, comparable to external validity, refers to the generalizability of the 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). Because my efforts were aimed at understanding a single 

phenomenon in as much depth as possible, I did not sample large quantities of participants. 

Thus, my goal was not to uncover the most generalizable findings but to elucidate a process in 

detail. I endeavored to include enough detail about my method to make transfer of data and 

replication possible for future investigators.  

 Dependability, similar to reliability in quantitative research, refers to the extent to which 

the researcher can justify the information gleaned and the assertions made (Bryman, 2008). To 

this end, Bryman recommended that researchers keep extensive records and notes throughout 

the research process. In this study, all interviews were recorded and all notes were retained 

and included in the data analysis process. In addition, the follow-up interviews served as a kind 

of audit in which participants tested the dependability of my assertions. The oversight of my 

dissertation committee also served as a way to ensure dependability.  
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 Confirmability, akin to objectivity, refers to the qualitative researcher’s ability to limit 

bias and to adhere to common standards of research practice (Lincoln & Guba, 1986). In an 

attempt to create a sense of accountability with my dissertation committee and with future 

investigators, I described the philosophies and perspectives that I believe influenced my 

interpretation of the data. Avoiding all bias was impossible. The oversight of my dissertation 

committee, the involvement of a research assistant, and the feedback of participants in follow-

up interviews all helped to establish the confirmability of my findings.   

Results 

Charmaz (2014) and other GT researchers (Dey, 2007; Glasser, 1992; Thai, Chong, & 

Agrawal, 2012) cautioned against beginning GT researchers focusing solely on description of 

codes and categories without developing an actual theory that ties the descriptions into a 

cohesive whole. In the following section, I present the 13 focused codes that emerged from the 

data, along with corresponding excerpts from participant stories. However, this description falls 

short of the richness collected for my dissertation study. For the purposes of brevity, I present 

each focused code with one or more examples from a participant’s story. I then present the 

loose, preliminary theoretical framework that emerged from comparing these stories to each 

other.  

Focused Codes 

Contextualizing the Sexual-Self 

I used the gerund in this phrase intentionally; contextualizing the sexual-self was a 

description of both a latent reality and an active behavior. Context appeared to determine each 
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participant’s level of freedom to discover, to explore, and to understand the sexual aspects of 

self.  

I grew up Catholic. I went to a Catholic school. And then when I was 10, we moved 
states. And when we moved, I went to a public school. So all of a sudden, I feel like 
that's kind of when my perception of the world kind of really changed. At first, even 
though I really didn't understand it, I would hear the teachers and everything talking 
about how homosexuality was wrong, abortion was wrong; all of these things. And then, 
at some point when I started going to public school, it shifted. It was David Bowie at 
first, and then there was this movie that I watched about this gay man coming out—or 
not coming out, but I guess discovering himself—and his first heartbreak, and his first 
love, and those kinds of things. And I think I was just really drawn to that as the story, 
but I was also really sexually aroused by seeing the two men kiss and have sex. I don't 
know. (Miranda)  
 

Miranda and others described how the images they saw and their choices for sexual exploration 

were often regulated by powers in their context. These powers were often parents, guardians, 

religious leaders, and schoolteachers.  

Participants’ contexts determined the extent and nature of a great sexual divide, a term 

I coined to describe the chasm between personal sexual feelings and behaviors, on the one 

hand, and the social environment, on the other. Every participant described this chasm in some 

form or another. Many indicated that the divide was provoked by cultural, religious, and 

familial norms. For all, society placed a level of stigma on sexual expression that was powerful 

enough to affect individual choices and behaviors.  

I'm still amazed by how wonderfully [society] raised us to not see ourselves—I'm just 
amazed at how ignorant people are, and I'm also completely amazed at how 
confounding everyone makes sexuality when sexuality really should be one of the easier 
things in life. It should be much easier, but by God, I don't know. In this country, God 
Almighty, they'll do anything they can to make it secretive, dangerous, vulgar, salacious, 
I mean, fill in the words; there's so many words for it. I've never been that way. I've 
always thought, for some reason to me, sex has always seemed wholesome [chuckles], 
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because I've never gone through the depraved thing, which I saw a lot of the gay culture 
do and I think they still do. Where you went into the poppers and doing all these sort of 
absurd and degrading things and upping the ante even more. (Erik) 
 

Because of the great sexual divide, participants experienced difficulty exploring the sexual-self 

and subsequently understanding the sexual-self. Without the exploration that led to 

understanding, many participants encountered challenges related to relationships and 

sexuality.  

Participants illustrated at least five different classifications of context that affected 

sexual freedom: societal, cultural, familial, social/relational, and life milestones. Societal 

contexts entailed society’s laws and restrictions on sexual behavior such as bans on public 

nudity. Cultural contexts were smaller in scope than societal but equally impactful; they 

encompassed belief structures unique to certain groups like Christianity or ethnic groups. 

Familial contexts, perhaps the most influential in early childhood, involved participant family 

beliefs about sex, the family’s willingness to educate about or to discuss sex, and the extent to 

which the family chose to adhere to social and cultural norms regarding sex. Social/relational 

contexts included participants’ peer relationships and social structures like school that were 

influenced by but separate from all of the above contexts. Last but not least, participants 

described life milestones as influential in determining sexual freedoms such as getting married, 

having a child, being diagnosed with an illness, or moving out of or back into a parent’s home. 

These life events, often beyond the participant’s direct control, had lasting impacts on sexual 

freedoms.   

 In every case, participants demonstrated the impacts of each of these contexts on the 

sexual-self, and they emphasized that the bulk of the impacts were beyond their direct control. 
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One seemingly cannot choose, for example, to be born into a certain culture or society, but that 

culture’s beliefs about sex have a lasting impact on the sexual-self. However, later in life 

participants also emphasized and exemplified their personal power to remove or reposition 

themselves to attain greater levels of sexual freedom and fulfillment. 

Discovering the Sexual-Self 

This code was the container for aspects of participant’s stories related to first 

discovering sexual sensations and pleasure. All participants described instances of early 

childhood sensation exploration and sexualized play. 

I remember I had a babysitter that was quite a bit older, that I found really, really cute. I 
would always do that little bit of kid thing, trying to get a little bit closer. 'Hey, can I 
touch your breast?' 'Hey, can I touch you?' sort of thing, whatever normal kid stuff. 
(Martin) 
 

Beginning as early as two and three years old, every participant described some level of basic 

sensation-seeking experiences. I use the term sensation-seeking to intentionally highlight that 

none of the participants saw these sexualized play experiences as sexual behaviors. They 

characterized the experience as a process of discovering a sensation, such as pleasure when 

stimulating the genitals, and then pursuing that sensation vigorously either by themselves or 

with another child. 

 In addition to actively pursuing sexually related sensations, each participant described 

running into contextual roadblocks in that pursuit. Often parents or guardians erected 

roadblocks after reacting negatively to participants’ sensation seeking behaviors: 

I don't know how weird this is going to sound, but I can almost remember masturbating 
when I was really young. I used to just find ways to give myself sexual pleasure without 
really knowing. One of my first memories was when I was maybe four or five, and I 
realized that if I lay down with my hands and just moved them around, it really aroused 
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me. From that young age, I just remember kind of doing that sometimes. My dad caught 
me doing it once and he was just kind of like, "What are you doing?" But it was never 
brought up really again after that. (Miranda) 
 

Although subtle, Miranda highlighted a simple encounter with a parent who was surprised by 

and possibly uncomfortable with her simple sensation seeking behavior.  

Many participants experienced overt shame and guilt from these encounters with 

parents and guardians. From these experiences they decisively learned that sexuality was 

uncouth and should be hidden.  

Sex itself was bad but anything that was not heterosexual was bad. So that's bad on bad. 
And the, the sense of certainty that I had. I think I probably would have been clear about 
my sexual orientation a lot sooner, a lot sooner had I seen and been able to have a 
healthy sense of sexuality first, and recognized, a healthy sense of sexuality that was 
broad scope where heterosexuality wasn't the only sexuality out there. (Riversong) 

  
Undoubtedly, many caregivers feared and wanted to protect their children from childhood 

sexual abuse (CSA). Sometimes their desire to protect created unintentional messages that 

perpetuated a great sexual divide and that persisted well into adulthood.  

Dividing the Sexual-Self  

In reaction to shaming encounters with parents ranging from mildly harmful to harshly 

abusive, participants began dividing their sexual explorations from interactions with potentially 

shaming or punishing others. For most, this process appeared as basic hiding behaviors. Instead 

of running around naked in public, they would explore their bodies in relative privacy. For those 

who experienced less clear boundaries and fewer restrictions on their sexual explorations in 

early childhood, their sexual explorations were still mostly hidden from parental view but less 

so from peers.  
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I just remember we would get naked and get under his bed. It was, like, a little bit 
raised, and we would crawl under the bed like “fort" and we would just touch each 
other and get on top of each other. (Tom at 4 or 5 years old) 

 
Participants who experienced parental punishment or disapproval regarding their early 

childhood sensation-seeking behaviors all recounted instances of engaging in those behaviors 

regardless of the consequences. Each participant recounted instances in early childhood of 

breaking parental rules to explore sexual sensations and hiding these behaviors from parental 

view.  

Disowning the Sexual-Self 

For many participants, this dividing of the sexual-self persisted into adolescence and 

adulthood. Particularly those who experienced high levels of religious shame and heterosexism 

tended to hide early sexual behaviors from parents and other aspects of their social circles. I 

created the category disowning the sexual-self to help distinguish between hiding of sexual 

exploration behaviors in childhood explained above and avoidance of sexual feelings and needs 

particularly in adolescence and adulthood. Participants described this action as a coping 

mechanism to survive harsh realities of unmet needs in relationships and sexually repressive 

contexts. 

I mean, I used the Internet to, like, find hookups. I just felt badly because I, you know, 
would have to lie to my parents about where I was going … But then always when I 
would leave there was that, I forgot about that, I would feel shameful after encounters 
like that ... Because it was counterproductive for what I was trying to build on the 
outside. What I wanted for myself. What other people would think of me. (Tom) 
 
Participants who disowned the sexual-self described either disconnecting the sexual-self 

from emotion or disconnecting the sexual-self from their awareness completely. They often 
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sacrificed their emotional attachment or sexual needs to maintain social norms and relationship 

boundaries. For example, Damombomb reported her disconnect from her husband both 

emotionally and sexually that also dictated a disconnect from her sexual-self: 

I am hopeful to have [the sexual] part of me wake up again. And it's not that that part of 
me is asleep or dead; it's on hold. I'm not going to do anything while we're still married. 
I'm just not, because I have to be the better person [laughter]. I'm just going to be a 
martyr right now [chuckles]. Whatever. I have things to do, and I'm really busy in life. 
The last thing I need right now is to embark on an affair. I can't … I barely have the 
energy to do what I've got in front of me … I just can't right now. So it's locked down. 
Again. I've been there before. Goodness. Doesn't seem like a nice thing to have to do to 
myself, but there it is. (Damombomb) 
 

Damombomb sacrificed her sexual-self to maintain the monogamous boundaries of her 

relationship and to ensure security for herself and her children. Her unwillingness to negotiate 

new boundaries, to divorce, or to have a sexual affair with someone meant she must deny her 

sexual needs. She reported disowning her sexual-self for years and that disconnect leading to 

intense feelings of sexual frustration and depression.  

Exploring the Sexual-Self  

Despite the barriers to sexual exploration in the great sexual divide and despite hidden 

and disowned sexual behaviors or feelings, all participants alluded to a powerful urge to explore 

sexuality often in defiance of their boundaries and their personal decisions to ignore their 

sexual desires. For instance, every participant described acting on impulse to fulfill sexual 

desires in childhood and adolescence despite sometimes harsh penalties if caught.  

Once I got into high school, the last couple of years of high school, I was dating this one 
girl ... She was Mormon like I was. We'd been dating six or seven months and she 
decided I was the guy who was going to make this happen. I could talk a good game. 
Absolutely, but when it came down to it, I could not do it. I was so scared. Every time I 
get to that point, we'd be in the house alone, our parents would be off for whatever. I 
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had such incredible performance anxiety that I couldn't even get an erection to make it 
happen, which was really frustrating for her and shaming for me. (James) 
 

When questioned why they continued to pursue sexual fulfillment or healing in spite of the 

consequences, participants were unable to offer a clear explanation.  

Using Sex  

In this exploration process, participants discovered different uses for sex and sexual 

sensation. For instance, all described sex as a mechanism for boosting self-confidence and self-

image. Many described masturbation and orgasm as powerful stress and anxiety reducers. 

Sometimes problematically, some described sex as a way to avoid larger life problems. James 

described using sex to self-medicate: 

The reason this lifelong condition actually got diagnosed is because I saw patterns in my 
relationships—my daily relationships, my sexual relationships—that dovetailed with this 
bipolar, cyclothymic condition: bipolar II. I started—completely unknowingly—entering 
relationships as a way to kick myself out of depression and into mania, or shades of 
mania. It felt so good and it felt so hopeful. When I look back now … chemistry for me 
was really intertwined with lifting me out of depression biochemically, and into mania. 
Some people could do it really well, and other people couldn't. That dictated the 
relationships I got into, if something extended past a one-night stand—someone who 
could lift me out of that. This is a drug—and I never thought about it that way. It just felt 
like love to me, right? (James)  
 

For James, using sex to self-medicate confused the role of sex in relationships. Rather than 

experiencing a healthy sense of expectations around sex, James expected highs that were 

difficult to recreate within a monogamous sexual relationship.  
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Wounding the Sexual-Self  

Although unintentional, all participants described an experience of acting on sexual 

impulse or needs that culminated in an experience that damaged or wounded the participant’s 

self-image or that created a subjective sense of pain and wounding within the sexual-self.  

I've always enjoyed my sexuality with the relationships, very comfortable, very open to 
experience. With my husband, I was pushed to do things that I don't think I wanted to, 
again. Anal sex, things like that, I don't think it was something I wanted. It was 
something that it was expected that I did. And that's damaging to go against something 
that you don't truly want. But now I think it's at a point of it's about me. It's about me, 
because I'm not in a committed relationship, I'm not in a role. There's no expectations. I 
don't expect and I'm not being expected. There's a great, great, wonderful freedom in 
that. (Mikki) 
 

In most instances, participants felt wounded after a lover rejected them, after experiences of 

sexual dysfunction, and after experiencing abuse in relationships. These wounds ranged from 

minor occurrences to major events that were minimally wounding to majorly wounding and 

traumatic.  

Healing the Sexual-Self  

Participants sought to heal the rifts in the sexual-self and the wounds of the sexual 

exploration and learning processes. They described myriad methods they employed to attain 

healing, many of which included an attachment, real or fantasy, to someone else.  

That was the first girl I ever kissed. It took me forever to get enough courage to kiss her. 
She may have kissed me first. It was one of those where I didn't even know what was 
going on. I felt it, but, that was the first time for me. I was a senior in high school. And I 
knew. I was, like, that was it. I was, like, ok I am gay. I am not bisexual. I'm gay. 
(Riversong) 
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In learning about and acknowledging her sexual-self, Riversong took the first step toward 

accepting her sexual orientation. For all gay participants, sexual orientation described their 

biologically based attraction to the same-sex, something they could not or did not need to 

explore beyond an acceptance of that biological reality. This acceptance of a biological 

perspective of sexual orientation was particularly healing for gay participants. As with 

Riversong’s experience, this realization of sexual orientation brought understanding, relief, and 

direction: a clear subjective sense of healing.  

Learning Boundaries 

Many of the most impactful experiences for participants related to learning relational 

and sexual boundaries. Interviewees described encountering other people and learning from 

the relational successes and mishaps in those encounters. Participants talked about three kinds 

of sexual and relational boundaries: external, internalized, and internal. Typically, others 

imposed external boundaries on participants in early childhood. For example, many of the 

participants’ religious leaders instructed them not to have sex before marriage; although this 

value created conflict for them, they adhered to it out of fear of punishment. Participants often 

described having complied with these external boundaries for long periods of time.  

 Similar to external boundaries, internalized boundaries were other-defined but self-

imposed. For example, Damombomb stated that she was not going to have a sexual affair 

outside of her marriage even though she did not want to stay in the marriage. Her values about 

marriage defined her boundaries, and she adhered to them despite her unhappiness. Because 

these boundaries were agreements or values decided upon before entering the situation in 

which they applied, I describe these boundaries as internalized. Because they were in place to 
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respect others rather than self, I describe them as other-defined but self-imposed. In 

Damombomb’s case, her choice to be celibate during this time in her life resulted in sexual 

frustration, but she was suffering less than she would be if she were to violate her values and 

the boundaries of her relationship.  

I used the term internal boundaries to describe participants who were flexibly 

responsive to the circumstance of the moment rather than adherent to boundaries based solely 

on principle.  

I do know through my own experience that, while you can get really close to someone 
emotionally and intellectually and really become attached, when you combine that with 
sex, that's… actually sex that is really good, that's really connecting, and you have those 
other pieces, that attachment is so powerful and so meaningful and, in my experience, 
so painful to rip apart. More often or not, I would rather not get involved sexually. I 
must search for a real potential, for something bigger for me. So, I can't generally say 
that I believe sex deserves certain ethical treatment, but I can say, for me, it just works 
out better when I do. (James) 
 

Learning mostly from his own experience, James changed his boundaries around his sexuality to 

something more flexible. Still guided by principle, he erected boundaries that were more 

responsive to his needs and better able to protect.  

Owning or Reintegrating the Sexual-Self 

This category contained participant experiences of ceasing to disown and repress sexual 

feelings to reintegrate them into everyday life. Participants described various experiences 

related to this phenomenon. Most obvious, homosexual participants described the process of 

integrating their sexual orientation into a broader sense of both the sexual and the overall self. 

Other participants, particularly the older ones, described integrating sexuality into their 

everyday awareness: 
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Dishonesty is the antithesis of authenticity. And isn't our goal as humans to be authentic 
to ourselves and others? And then you can be… that's why I say sex should be 
wholesome. You can be naughty and you can unwholesome, I don't care. Even 
unwholesome's wholesome with just whatever. It's just not a dirty thing that people do. 
And there's something wrong with the way it's seen in this country. It just is. (Erik) 
 

 Both Erik and Mikki described feeling sexual, allowing those feelings to be only sexual, 

and consistently and responsibly pursuing the fulfillment of those feelings. This process was 

markedly different than that of younger participants who described being driven by their sexual 

feelings rather than driving them to some higher purpose. I describe in another section the 

phenomenon of using sexual drivers in purposeful ways as mastering the erotic.  

Differentiating the Sexual-Self  

One of the major tasks participants described was the differentiation of the sexual-self. 

This category captured participants’ transitions from external and internalized boundaries to 

internal boundaries as well as a mastering of the sexual-self. Participants described a classic 

differentiation process akin to many of the most influential and popular counseling theories 

(Fall, Holden, & Marquis, 2010) but also dealing with the sexual-self.  

I think being a woman, to me, now, is embracing the wisdom, and it's embracing the 
experiences, and I don't have to be anything to anybody. I think a lot of it has to do with 
me being single and the freedom from that. And I'm clear. I won't ever be a wife-y 
person again. I'm extremely clear with that. You can't lose something you didn't know. I 
never knew who I was. I know who I am now. It's not something I ever want to integrate 
into a relationship, which is probably why I'm choosing the people I choose, because 
they don't want or don't need a wife. And it's good where I am. It's good for where I am. 
(Mikki) 
 

 For Mikki and others, differentiating the sexual-self included redefining the sexual-self in 

one’s own terms, rejecting external and internalized boundaries, and being able to differentiate 
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between emotional and sexual needs. In addition, participants recounted painful experiences 

related to letting go of relationships and being rejected by those who did not understand. 

However, participants also described increased freedom and power to define the sexual-self as 

well as an increased ability to seek and find sexual fulfillment. James described differentiation: 

It was Schnarch, if I'm saying his name right, who painted this image of when you get in 
a relationship and you get married, you don't both hop in the same boat. You are both 
in your own boats and you go in the same direction. You hope you work it out, so you're 
going about the same speed and both decide that the destination is X and that really 
works well for the both of you. You're not manipulating the other person into going the 
place you want or going faster than you want, and you're okay if they need to go off a 
little bit and check out the island. If you don't feel like it, it's okay, they'll catch up with 
you. That's what I want and what I hope and believe is what’s for me, at this point. 
(James) 
 

Integrating Sex and Attachment  

The last major task participants described was the integration of sex and attachment. 

Every participant talked of a desire to find a romantic partner with whom they could share 

relational and sexual intimacy. More specifically, they described a growing awareness of sex as 

a major connection and intimacy tool.   

I do know through my own experience that, while you can get really close to someone 
emotionally and intellectually and really become attached, when you combine that with 
sex, that's… actually sex that is really good, that's really connecting, and you have those 
other pieces, that attachment is so powerful and so meaningful and, in my experience, 
so painful to rip apart. More often or not, I would rather not get involved sexually. I 
must search for a really potential for something bigger for me. So, I can't generally say 
that I believe sex deserves certain ethical treatment, but I can say, for me, it just works 
out better when I do. (James) 
 

 James and others had an experience of integration of sex and intimacy that re-defined 

their sexual needs as attachment needs. With this new understanding, James, Mikki, Erik, and 
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Riversong, specifically, described being better able to meet their sexual and attachment needs 

both separately and together.  

Emerging or Reemerging Sexual-Self  

Participants who successfully renegotiated sexual boundaries and experienced a level of 

differentiated connection also described a sexual awakening akin to puberty but more related 

to their emotional selves.  

But I love sex. I'm really at a point to where it's very important to me. So how many 50-
year-old women are going to be as sexual as I am? I don't know. Will I lose it and will I 
not lose it? Will she lose it? Will he lose it? And I know that's relationship, period. I'm 
working hard on relationships and being able to say what you're in, and if it feels good, 
just enjoy it. And don't go to the end of it, or don't try to define it. That's not easy, I 
don't think, for anyone. It's not easy. (Mikki) 
 

 Some of the categories emerged from the stories of older participants exclusively. I saw 

the emerging or reemerging sexual-self only in older participants who had experienced a 

certain amount of differentiation and awareness needed to experience this resurgence of 

sexual feeling.  

Theoretical Codes: Process and Change 

 When constructing a grounded theory, Charmaz (2014) instructed researchers to attend 

to process and change. Process refers to the drivers or the gears of a machine that make the 

theory work. Change refers to differences or transitions that occur as a result of the process. To 

describe process and change, the research team identified five theoretical codes that 

represented how participants changed throughout the lifespan and devised a process model to 

represent how those changes occurred. To some extent, each of the above focused codes were 

active within each of these five theoretical codes. For example, participants described exploring 
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and learning about themselves throughout the lifespan. These five theoretical codes captured 

differences in how participants engaged in exploration at different periods in their lives. Table 4 

includes some description of how the focused codes fit into specific theoretical codes; it also 

shows each of the five theoretical codes relative to Wilber’s (2000) fulcrums of self-

development. 

The Discovered Sexual-Self  

All participants discovered themselves sexually at some point in early childhood. They 

realized they could stimulate pleasurable sensations by touching their genitals, and they 

realized that others had similar or different body parts compared to others. They experienced 

curiosity and a desire to understand themselves and others. This discovery was both exciting 

and terrifying. It was exciting to experience new and thrilling sensations. It was terrifying to 

realize that, although irresistibly enticing, they must resist the urge to satiate their desire.   

[Around] 10 [years old], I was rooting around in the woods behind our house. There was 
an old guy that lived in the house behind us. I found his box of pornography behind his 
house. Holy shit, he did have some crazy stuff in it. Stuff I had certainly never seen. 
That's what set me off again and got me going, because there was just everything I 
could imagine in that box … Then there was lots of masturbation, because I was 
definitely waking up. So it would be in the tub with the faucet, manually, I mean 
anything I could think of, and I was dying to have sex because now I knew what it was. 
(Damombomb) 
 

Before this experience, Damombomb had only fantasized about questions. When she 

accidentally stumbled upon answers, it aroused her and “awakened” a sense of sexuality she 

had not experienced before. I labeled these awakening experiences and realizations of self a 

discovery. In every instance, participants depicted a stimulus that contributed to a new 

awareness that informed either their beliefs about self or their knowledge of sexual sensations. 
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After the discovery, participants described a fervent pursuit of enactment of the new sensation 

and awareness.  

The Undistinguished Sexual-Self 

From a discovered sexual-self, participants detailed moving into an undistinguished 

sexual-self wherein the content of their discovery was largely unknown and, more poignantly, 

the sexual-self was unknown. Participants endeavored to explore themselves in more focused 

areas and with much trial and error. Within the undistinguished self, participant sexuality 

hinged on a largely unknown sexual-self; they made decisions and conducted sexual 

relationships that often resulted in new discoveries about their sexual and relational wants and 

needs. The boundaries others placed on sexual exploration and sexual expression in early 

childhood pushed participants to challenge those boundaries throughout adolescence and early 

adulthood.  

I thought that sex before marriage probably would lead to hell and damnation. I thought 
that it had to be something really big and really cataclysmic to have all these penalties 
associated with it through my religious tradition, and all this focus placed on it. But I was 
curious [chuckles], like any kid. Puberty hit, and the girls started wearing short skirts and 
whatnot. (James) 
 

This bucking of the sexual system led participants to experience both adversity and triumph in 

understanding who they were and what they wanted.  
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Table 4 

Summary of Sexual-Self Fulcrums with Comparison to Wilber’s (2000) Fulcrums 

Sexual-self Approximate 
Age Range* 

Desire 
Process Change Challenge 

 
Wilber 
Comparison 
 

Discovered 0-10 Sensory 
gratification 
 

Discovery The great 
sexual divide 

Instinctive Self 

Undifferentiated 10-20 Exploration 
& resolving 
conflict 
 

Definition of 
self 

Impulse 
control 

Magical/Power 
Self 

Boundaried 20-45 Love & duty Relational 
stability 
 

Sexual 
dysfunction 

Rule/Role/ 
Rational Self 

Differentiated 45+ Mastering 
the erotic 
 

Differentiation Distinguishing 
needs 

Sensitive Self 

Integrated 55+ Integration Seeking 
partnership 

Maintaining 
integration 

Integral 
/Transpersonal 
Self 

Note. * I present the approximate ages participants described experiencing each fulcrum with the caveat 
that participants often revisited certain fulcrums throughout the lifespan. 

Participants also recounted instances where their self-definitions crumbled in the face 

of new discoveries about self. Mikki, after falling in love with a woman, realized that she was 

not strictly heterosexual. In her mid-adult life, this discovery led her to ask the question, “What 

is my sexual orientation?” Her asking this question caused her to engage in a period of 

exploration that culminated in a redefinition of her sexual-self as “fluid”.  

The Boundaried Sexual-Self  

Within the boundaried sexual-self, participants elucidated several tasks related to 

attaining sexual intimacy in relationships and to using sex as a means to stabilize self-definitions 

and relationship boundaries. Most participants recounted stories related to this boundaried self 

in their discussions about early romantic relationships and in the negotiations of sexual needs 
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in relationships. In the boundaried sexual-self, participants defined the sexual-self according to 

their current role and its rules. Of particular importance was the participants’ adherence to the 

boundaries associated with their current rules and roles. Because participants seemed to make 

boundaries the primary focus, and for clarity and ease of use, I described this rule/role sexual-

self (Wilber, 2000) as the boundaried sexual-self.  

The Differentiated Sexual-Self  

Four of the participants, mostly the younger, described their current experience in the 

boundaried sexual-self. Four of the older participants, after experiencing at least some loss or 

challenge in relationships, expounded on the necessity for redefining the sexual-self in order to 

adhere to internal boundaries. The experience of these older four make up the following two 

descriptions.  

Without a redefinition, participants were not able to understand their own needs or 

meet those needs effectively. Relationships built on internal boundaries relied on each person’s 

desire and willingness to work to maintain the relationship. In this way, participants described 

attempts to master themselves that were conducive to effective communication and 

sophisticated forms of needs fulfillment.  

Participants described a different experience of sexual desire in which they were more 

understanding of their sexual needs and more capable of actually fulfilling those needs 

consistently. Because they employed internal boundaries, participants described their 

willingness and agency to seek need fulfillment from various people.  

Sensuality, to me, is a core issue. It's true intimacy. It is an energetic intimacy, I think. It 
can be that touch. It can be that look. It can be that connection without words. I think 
there is an arousal here, as opposed to arousal in the genitals, and I think they can be 
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very separate. I think we can connect one to another without it feeling in my genitalia. 
And sometimes there's a genital feeling that's not here either. So it splits in two, I think, 
for me. If this is what I feel, I go with it. If it's physical, then I go with that. (Mikki)  
 

People in the differentiated sexual-self were not yet masters of the erotic, but they had gained 

an important awareness of their sexual-self that enabled them to engage their sexual needs in 

new and exciting ways.  

The Integrated Sexual-Self 

After experiencing and maintaining a level of differentiation, participants discussed a 

specific, lifelong quest to integrate sex and attachment. Within the differentiated sexual-self, 

participants struggled to heal the great sexual divide within them. Participants felt individually 

healed and were experiencing or wanting to experience integrated sexuality in relationship. 

Participants described the desire to integrate sex and attachment in committed relationships, 

and they sought to accomplish this integration in their existing relationships. Those not 

currently in a committed relationship described experiencing moments of integrated 

attachment with others.  

That was the experience that made me go "I can connect again and I can connect at a 
different level." After that, we had several close and intimate rides. He introduced 
himself the next time. We exchanged talks and visits on the train, and tender moments. 
And we went to separate ways. And it was hot, and it was exciting, and it was life-
changing. My chakras went, "Wow, you can connect." That's when things started really 
shifting for me, sexually and physically. (Mikki) 
  
Both moving into and maintaining this level of integration required considerable effort; 

however, the participants that described integration explained that their effort was beneficial 

and necessary and, thus, not as overwhelming as it appeared. They described finding a sense of 

fulfillment, ecstasy, and energy from integrating the sexual-self into their overall self. This 
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energy helped these participants maintain the hard work necessary to establish and maintain 

flexibly-boundaried relationships.  

The Process 

The general, cyclical process I found in the data was one of moving from discovering the 

sexual-self to experiencing desire to pursuing desire to encountering other to redefining the 

sexual-self back to experiencing desire again. This model is graphically represented in Figure 2.  

As the sexual-self experiences sensations, it comes to understand that it exists. In this 

existence, the sexual-self experiences urges to seek fulfillment of sexual desires. When 

discovering sensations associated with genitals, the sexual-self awakens to a sense of desire. To 

satiate this desire, the sexual-self actively seeks the sexual-other. The sexual-other is a symbolic 

representation of people and things outside of the sexual-self that both connect to and inform 

the sexual-self. In pursuing fulfillment of sexual desire, the sexual-self invariably encounters the 

sexual-other. This encounter, ranging from a gentle touching to a chaotic crashing, is not unlike 

atoms and molecules that, when heated up, become highly charged, moving rapidly, to 

eventually encounter those around it. After encountering the other, also like atoms, the sexual-

self has the opportunity to create a bond with the other – another symbolic interaction to 

describe connections to other people or to information (e.g., characters in books and media, 

information on the Internet) that contributes to a redefinition of the sexual-self. Whether or 

not a bond is formed, this encountering the other is accompanied by the opportunity for both 

harm and healing. In that harm or healing, the sexual-self redefines itself by integrating the new 

information, whether positive or negative, which then informs a new experience of the sexual-

self. 
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Figure 2. The sexual-self development process.  

 

Discussion 

 Participants in this study elucidated a process that incorporates cultural, social, 

psychological, behavioral, physiological, and spiritual influencers on SID. They described how 

social influencers led to a great sexual divide between their bio-psycho-behavioral selves and 
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social selves that often created a sense of wounding and isolation. This divide created 

psychological, emotional, and spiritual conflicts that were often difficult to resolve. In their 

explorations of the sexual-self, participants often described a messy process of coming to 

understand the sexual-self that included falling in love, falling out of love, and learning how to 

integrate sex and attachment. The model presented here, although fledgling, holistically 

incorporates many of the aspects participants described, and it offers insights for counselors 

and other mental health professionals working with clients in counseling, sex educators, and 

future researchers.  

 I found nothing in the results of this study that contradicted the existing literature on 

sexuality or SID. Rather, they yielded a potential framework in which Kinsey’s et al. (1998) 

behavioral perspective, Masters and Johnson’s (1966) biobehavioral perspective, Kaplan’s 

(1974) therapeutic intervention perspective, Foucault’s (1990) social discourse perspective, and 

Lacan’s (1985) revised psychoanalytic perspective may be related or incorporated to yield a 

truly more integrated approach to SID. Future researchers and thinkers may expand on the 

ways that these perspectives may be integrated. 

Implications 

 Counselors can use this model to understand and present sexuality as a relational issue. 

For many clients, sexual dysfunction may be related to feelings of anxiety and worthlessness 

tied to previous encounters and experiences that contributed to negative sexual-self 

definitions. Using this model, counselors can help clients identify their sexual-self boundaries in 

order to help them differentiate their sexual-self from both their feelings and their experiences 

of physical dysfunction.  
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 In addition, counselors can help clients see how interactions with people help them 

learn about who they are as sexual people. The process model offers clinicians a concrete 

means to explain to clients their experiences of wounding and healing in sexual connections 

with other people. It also offers counselors a framework for understanding how sex and 

attachment might be linked (Johnson & Zuccarini, 2010), giving counselors a new means to 

address attachment in sexuality counseling. Participants also described the role of spirituality in 

helping facilitate subjective experiences of healing; reminiscent of Wade’s (2004) findings, one 

participant described a kundalini experience—one of intense energy and heat rising through 

the spine and head—resulting in spontaneous orgasm that led to a sexual awakening. 

Counselors can use this model to begin to integrate sexuality and spirituality to help facilitate 

client healing.   

This model may serve as a meta-perspective of sexual development that could be 

applied to many different therapeutic modalities. Participants in this study described different 

challenges associated with their development that a counselor using any modality can address: 

learning appropriate boundaries, mastering the erotic, integrating sex and attachment, working 

on the attachment system, and finding an appropriate mate. Many of these challenges go 

beyond typical descriptions of sexual dysfunction that focus solely on behavioral and 

physiological factors; they also provide a basis from which counselors who do not adhere to a 

behavioral counseling perspective can address the sexual system more holistically.  

Regarding the model’s educational potential, sex education in the US is sorely lacking 

(Picot et al., 2012). If offered at all, sex educators often focus solely on the biological 

functioning of the sexual system and neglect highly important emotional, psychological, 
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contextual, and relational factors that also influence the sexual-self. Possibly a direct result, 

adolescents may blindly explore their sexuality leading to more risky and irresponsible sexual 

behavior. If properly educated, teen pregnancy, abortion rates, and sexually transmitted 

infection (STI) rates might be powerfully reduced.  

 Because the model stresses the mental, emotional, and relational aspects of sexuality as 

well as the biological factors, educators, administrators, politicians, and parents might feel 

more comfortable allowing it to be used to educate minors about sexuality and sexual 

relationships instead of a model that emphasizes only the biological aspects. This model offers 

opportunities for didactic teaching and experiential learning exercises that could be particularly 

effective in middle and high school settings. Instead of focusing solely on the physiology 

involved in teen pregnancy and STI, educators could discuss sexual boundaries and how they 

must become internal rather than external.  

 Regarding research, future researchers have great opportunity for continued 

exploration and study to validate, improve, and test this proposed model. Because of the 

limited nature of dissertation research, I was unable to obtain a robust culturally and ethnically 

diverse sample. Future researchers will need to specifically sample other cultural populations to 

determine if the model changes. In addition to cultural diversity, future researchers will need to 

validate the findings presented here through continued study and sampling. Future researchers 

will need to continue interviewing people of all ages, creeds, and cultural backgrounds to 

further gather data that might influence the outcome of this study.   
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Limitations and Conclusion 

As with any study, particularly student projects, challenges and problems arise that limit 

the researchers’ confidence in its applicability and usefulness. Of particular note for this 

project, cultural diversity, limited sampling, and researcher bias all served to increase caution in 

reporting and interpretation of my results.  

Regarding cultural diversity, most of the participants in this study were White, and all 

were middle class, exceptionally well educated, able to comprehend and articulate abstract 

ideas, and willing to discuss their sexuality in detail. Two of them had a degree in a mental 

health related field, and all of them described engaging in several rocky and somewhat 

unhappy relationships. Many of them were interested in the topic of SID because of their 

wounds and were eager to discuss their experiences as a means to facilitate healing for others. 

Because of these features, along with their sexual orientation representation and possibly their 

sexual experiences that may not have represented the population at large, these participants’ 

narratives, and the theory that emerged from them, may be idiosyncratic rather than broadly 

representative of people in general. Future research will clarify the extent to which this small 

and, in some ways, idiosyncratically homogeneous sample yielded a theory with broad 

applicability.  

 Regarding limited sampling, because of institutional review board (IRB) limitations, I was 

unable to sample people outside of the DFW metroplex or people who had suffered serious 

sexual traumas. Three of the participants reported a history of CSA, but they did not define the 

experience(s) as traumatic, a term commonly used to describe deep psychological wounding, 

typically tied to a past violent event, that is recurrently painful and problematic (Courtois, 
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2014). It is not unreasonable to assume that people in different geographic locations or people 

with serious sexual trauma histories might experience differences in their sexual development 

processes. To determine the extent and nature of this difference, future researchers will need 

to sample participants from other areas and people with a history of sexual trauma.  

 Researcher bias is a fundamental threat to objectivity in every study. Critics often cited 

this concern when criticizing the viability of qualitative research (Charmaz, 2014). Rather than 

rid myself of all bias, an impossible feat, I attempted to clarify my biases and to point out how 

they might have affected my interpretation of data. As Charmaz and other influential GT 

researchers argued, the researcher’s point of view is important and valuable and not 

contradictory to a valid and rigorous study. Regardless of my intent, it is possible that my biases 

unduly colored my interpretations and reporting. Hopefully future researchers will also lend 

their voices to help build this model into a sound, culturally flexible, and grounded theory.  

At the point of saturation, I believed that I had reached an acceptable level of richness 

to justify ending sampling for this project. Because my purpose was to create a starting point 

for developing a theory, generalizability was not my priority. Rather, I endeavored to create a 

fledgling model that was sensitive to diversity and difference. To ensure development of a 

generally applicable theory, future researchers will need to sample participants from different 

backgrounds and other demographics, with different levels of psychological mindedness, and 

representing the full age span, in their replication and extension studies. In the meantime, I 

believe that the framework that emerged from this study yielded enough meaning to be 

potentially useful to counselors and educators seeking to address sexuality and SID in a more 

holistic and wellness-oriented way. 
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Sex between humans is essential for the survival of the species, and theorists like Freud 

(1962/2000), along with generations of philosophers, psychoanalysts, and sociologists, have 

argued that sex is essential not only because of its procreative function. Since the beginning of 

recorded history humans have explored sexual behavior, how sex impacts society and 

relationships, how sex connects people to meaning, and how sex perhaps even facilitates 

spiritual awakening (Foucault, 1990; Moore, 1998; Wade, 2004).  

Within Western scientific writing, Freud (1962/2000) was among the first to identify the 

sexual impulse as central to a theory of human behavior. Facing sharp criticism from both his 

inner circle (Freud & Jung, 1974) and the broader psychoanalytic community (Mitchell, 1982), 

Freud later de-emphasized the importance of sexuality in favor of the death drive (Freud, 

1905/2000); however, he reiterated the importance of his concept of the Oedipus and 

castration complexes (Lacan, 1985). After Freud, Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin (1999), with 

intense public interest in the US, began to study and explain human sexuality in its behavioral 

and sociological contexts. Since Kinsey’s initial investigations, various researchers, philosophers, 

and mental health clinicians have attempted to build on Freud and Kinsey’s pioneering works. 

Masters and Johnson (1966), Kaplan (1974), Foucault (1990), and Lacan (1985) are a few of the 

contributors to the major theories of sexuality and sexual health prevalent in Western culture.  

Despite the many investigators who have contributed to this vast and open field of 

research, many areas within this domain remain unexplained or unexplored (Kinsey et al., 

2015). Most notably for this project, sexuality researchers have failed to offer a comprehensive, 

theoretically sound, and empirically based model of sexual identity development (SID). My 

review of the professional literature revealed that, despite frequent and vehement criticisms of 
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Freud’s (1962/2000) original theory of sexuality, no critics offered an alternative theory that 

even began to approach the scope and depth of Freud’s. 

When comparing thinkers from Freud to Kinsey to Lacan to Foucault, one can see a 

trajectory or loose pattern in the development of sexual theory. Freud’s assumptions and 

methodological philosophy were essentially positivist in that he believed that sexuality was 

inherent and knowable through scientific exploration. Nevertheless, he insisted that an 

exploration through psychoanalysis be separate from the biological exploration (Freud, 

1962/2000), asserting that any biological processes that might be at play were virtually 

mysterious. It would be easy for a theorist to explain away certain derivations of sexual desire 

using obtuse biological explanations that could neither be proven nor disproven. This insistence 

on the separation between biology and psychoanalysis helped create a rich theory of sexuality 

within psychoanalysis that did not rely on deterministic biology for explanations. Interestingly, 

many of Freud’s supporters and detractors continued this belief that biology and a theory of 

sexuality should be separate (Mitchell, 1982). They brought to the theorizing process object-

relations theory (Rose, 1982) among other derivations of Freud’s work that were grounded in 

positivist thinking. 

Kinsey (1998), also grounded in a positivist perspective, took the opposite approach: He 

focused almost exclusively on reported behavior as he attempted to document adult human 

sexuality empirically. Many critics found fault with Kinsey for his lack of scientific rigor both in 

sampling and in statistical analysis (Pryce, 2006), but his work was grounded firmly in a modern 

schema that sexuality was a real construct, inherent to the individual, knowable, and 

measureable. His work had a profound impact on the way sexuality would be investigated for 
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the remainder of the 20th century as researchers like Masters and Johnson (1966) progressed in 

empirical inquiry from assessing reports of sexuality to directly observing it. 

After Kinsey began the biologically based exploration of human sexual behavior from a 

modernist perspective, postmodern thinkers like Foucault (1990) and Lacan (1985) criticized 

modern thinkers like Freud and Kinsey who assumed that sexuality was inherent to the 

individual. Most notably, and perhaps most progressively, Foucault argued that sexuality was 

not a real concept outside of its social construction. He argued against an essentialist 

perspective that saw sexuality as an inherent trait and asserted that sexuality was actually 

better understood as a discourse process of power and meaning making. His ideas were 

received with both great receptivity and great backlash, but they undoubtedly brought the 

discussion about sexuality firmly into the postmodern era. 

Today, the discussion about sexuality has shifted from solely an essentialist perspective 

(modern) or solely a social constructionist perspective (postmodern) to a search for a more 

integrated perspective (post-postmodern). Philosophers like Wilber (1996) have commented on 

this modern to postmodern to post-postmodern progression within many fields and scholarly 

areas including psychology (Wilber, 2000). Wilber suggested that experts within certain fields, 

especially psychology, have not yet offered a sufficient post-postmodern perspective that 

incorporates new research on the influences of biology along with explaining the internal 

psychological realm coupled with a sensitivity to social construction theory, post-positivism, 

and postmodern perspectives. Such a perspective on SID is the aim of this project.  

In order to create a more integrated view of SID, I review the major sexual theorists, and 

I summarize their most salient ideas below. I then describe the basic tenets of Wilber’s integral 
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theory in an effort to provide an example of a post-postmodern perspective. In describing these 

theories and clarifying their major contributions to my understanding of sexuality, I hoped to 

reveal my inherent bias as I approach this project. Although I approached the data with an 

intention to analyze it free of bias, I am aware that these theorists’ ideas undoubtedly affected 

the way in which I interpreted the data. By fully explaining these theorists’ influence on my 

thinking, I hope to provide greater clarity about how I arrived at a grounded theory of SID.  

Freud 

 Although not the first scientist or researcher to examine human sexuality, Freud 

(1962/2000) was perhaps the most important to review for this project. Because he offered a 

theory of sexuality that indelibly marked the last 100 years of discussion on the issue, I will 

begin by reviewing his ideas that are most salient for this project.  

Perhaps every major work on sexuality since Freud has mentioned him and his ideas in 

some way including all of the major theorists listed above. He has been so widely discussed and 

his work so hotly disputed that it can be difficult to grasp a true understanding of what Freud 

actually thought or believed. And, as some psychoanalysts have pointed out (Lacan, 1985; 

Mitchell, 1982; Rose, 1982), Freud sometimes contradicted himself and left gaps within his 

theory that thinkers and critics then loosely interpreted and reshaped through the generations.  

 Freud (1962/2000) asserted that human behavior, neuroses, and health could be 

understood through libido, the basic pleasure-seeking drive that manifests perhaps most 

saliently in sexual desire (Person, 2005). He believed that libido was a psychological force rather 

than only a biological one. In fact, Freud argued vehemently against other psychoanalysts’ 

tendencies to reduce the concept of the sex drive to a biological “need”. This reduction was a 
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fundamental misconception of the concept of drive, an ongoing process that propelled the 

constant change inherent in human development. He contended that the word “need” implied 

something could be satisfied or satiated. Freud disagreed that the sex drive was inherently 

satisfiable; in fact, he argued that drive was a constant process of desire and that the wish for 

fulfillment was never quite achieved. This concept of drive served as the catalyst behind Freud’s 

psychosexual stages of development and behind his theory about how change occurs in 

psychoanalysis.  

Psychosexual Development 

Theorists have frequently cited Freud’s stages of psychosexual development as one of 

the most influential theories on human development, sexuality, and psychology studies 

(Person, 2005). Authors of many beginning psychology texts considered Freud’s psychosexual 

stages to be required learning even if those same authors described them as outdated, 

disproven empirically, and/or overly lascivious in nature (Crain, 2005; Fall et al., 2010; Long, 

Burnett, & Thomas, 2006; Ryckman, 2004). In this section, I will summarize Freud’s theory and 

discuss its implications for this project.  

The Stages 

By themselves, these stages, although interesting and integral to the broader theory, 

can be difficult to understand. Any summary of the psychosexual stages is, by definition, 

incomplete and, particularly in Freud’s case, inadequate to capture the stages’ place within the 

larger theory. A brief discussion of each is necessary, however, in order to place them within 

context. Thus, I present summaries of each stage, not as a whole picture of Freud’s complex 
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ideas but rather as a beginning place from which to discuss the deeper assumptions within 

Freud’s theory that are most relevant for this project.  

Within the psychosexual development process the basic pleasure-seeking drive 

“invests” itself in a predictable sequence of physiological locations (the mouth, the anus, etc.), 

each associated with a particular “stage” (Hall, 1999). Freud (1962/2000) termed these 

locations the erogenous zones. The degree to which and manner in which one experiences 

pleasure during each stage determines the extent to which libido remains at one erogenous 

zone (fixation) or more completely moves on to the next. The degree and manner of 

gratification also results in particular life-long personality traits, repression, object substitution, 

etc.  

Repression is the socially driven psychological process of denying the existence of a 

certain personal experience, typically an emotional one, that is unacceptable or unmanageable. 

Within the psychosexual stages, children learn to repress certain libidinal behaviors particularly 

as these behaviors come to be perceived as “sexualized,” e.g., the three-year-old boy who plays 

with his penis. The parental figure slaps the boy’s hand or emphatically tells him to stop, and 

the boy learns that a pleasured experience that includes his penis is somehow unacceptable 

and therefore inexpressible. If the boy’s desire to play with his penis is entirely repressed, his 

developmental process may become fixated within a stage in which libido resides in the 

genitals. Depending on the level of repression, on the severity of the fixation, and on the stage 

wherein the repression and fixation occurs, certain neuroses and complexes unique to the 

stage may develop.  
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 The oral stage begins at birth and continues through the first year of life. Freud 

observed that infants’ primary interactions in the first six months of life were centered on their 

mouths. Freud described this mouth stimulation, whether with the mother’s breast, with 

children’s thumbs, or with another object, as autoerotic and as evidence for the early presence 

of a pleasure principle (Fall et al., 2010; Freud, 1962/2000). These actions were autoerotic 

because an infant is not yet cognitively aware that an object, such as a breast, is separate from 

itself. Freud believed that not until around the age of six months to a year did children begin to 

gain awareness of their separateness from the objects of stimulation.  

 Freud (1962/2000) did not assert that an infant’s oral stimulation behaviors were sexual 

in that they experienced a sense of eroticism tied to sexual fantasy. Instead, he argued that this 

often-repetitive process of oral stimulation formed the basis from which children began to 

make sense of the world around them. The fact that this process involved an intense sense of 

pleasure was crucial in understanding how libido fueled development and growth in later 

stages. At this stage, children’s sole focus was repeated oral stimulation that symbolized both 

drive-reduction from the food provided and connection to a mother, the source of nourishment 

and pleasure. At this age, children were only aware of their desire arising from hunger and of 

the fulfillment of that desire. Because this process of desire and fulfillment was the first human 

experience, it formed the basis for all further processes of development.  

 Freud observed the repetitive process of oral stimulation that characterized the oral 

stage shifted toward the anus around the age of two (Freud, 1962/2000). At this point, children 

began to experiment with their control over defecation and the subsequent pleasured 

experienced through retaining and expelling feces. Freud noticed that children often admired 
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their feces and were observed playing with or smearing them (Crain, 2005). It was in this stage 

that children were punished for experimenting with feces and wherein they first began to 

repress the urge toward pleasure fulfillment. In most cases, children learned a sense of shame 

or disgust associated with the natural product of their bodies and with the pleasurable 

experience associated with making that product. Subsequently, toilet training represents the 

child’s first major clash between gratification of libidinal anal desire and attempts by social 

others to control that gratification. 

 Freud’s (1962/2000) concepts of fixation and repression are commonly applied to this 

stage; in the US, people may use the term “being anal” to describe a person who is particularly 

preoccupied with details and perfection. Although Freud believed that fixation and repression 

occurred in every stage, he described “anal retentiveness” in detail. This example serves as 

evidence of the impact Freud’s ideas have had on Western culture.  

 Around three to six years of age, libido migrates to the genital area. Specifically, Freud 

(1962/2000) observed that boys and girls begin to recognize their physical differences in that 

they notice the existence or absence of the penis. In this stage, the Oedipus and castration 

complexes become active, and Freud believed that the child begins to formulate the images, 

repressions, and fixations that contribute to adult sexuality and to personality.  

Pivotal to Freud’s entire theory, the castration complex described more than just the 

anxiety about losing the penis in boys or penis envy in girls. It described the complex 

machinations of desire and lack that make up libido. The majority of psychology text authors 

and casual commentators on Freud (Crain, 2005) seemed to misunderstand this basic and 

fundamental point. In describing the Oedipus and castration complexes, they tended to 

50  



 
 

become wrapped up in the sexual details that could be considered somewhat disturbing, 

namely children’s sexual feelings for the mother. The sexual relationship between mother and 

child in the Oedipus complex was often cited as one of the main reasons Freud’s theories were 

difficult for some people to accept. Freud’s point in describing this relationship was to highlight 

the process wherein the child’s unconscious becomes connected to a sense of desire and 

associated lack and directly tied to an inability to temporarily satisfy and thereby alleviate that 

lack.  

 The latency stage begins around age seven years and lasts until around age 11 (Freud, 

1962/2000). Freud characterized this stage as a period wherein the sexual drive appears to be 

covert. He did not assert that the processes described above disappeared at this stage; rather, 

he proposed that sexual repression processes begun in earlier stages are increasingly active in 

this stage. In fact, they are so active that the chaotic urges characterized by the Oedipal 

complex are completely repressed.  

 It is worth noting that some psychoanalysts subsequent to Freud removed this stage 

from their interpretations of the psychosexual development model. This removal was based on 

their observations that children still appeared to be interested in each other’s bodies and that 

they may continue sexual play throughout this age range. In removing this stage from their 

models, these psychoanalysts asserted that the castration and Oedipal complexes were still in 

operation throughout this age period, just more covertly (Crain, 2005).  

Beginning with the onset of puberty around 12 years of age and continuing throughout 

adulthood, libido refocuses itself around genital stimulation (Freud, 1962/2000). Early in this 

stage, children learn to assert control over genital masturbation and orgasm. For Freud, the 
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genital stage was characterized through a desire for autonomy from parental control. By 

mastering the masturbatory process, children created a sense of independence and freedom 

from the mother and father’s previously dominating presence on specifically the sex drive 

(phallic and later) as well as on other manifestations of libido in previous stages.  

 Freud highlighted the important role family and early childhood development play 

within the sexual system and throughout the stages of psychosexual development. Some of 

Freud’s many critics have pointed to this assumption as evidence of his cultural bias (Crain, 

2005). Not all cultures’ family units are structured around mother, father, and sibling(s). 

Proponents, such as Lacan (1985), argued that Freud’s ideas were not as reliant on the actual 

existence of a mother and father but rather on the symbols that mother and father represent—

symbols of drive/desire reduction that exist in every culture. Regardless, Freud did not address 

how these stages progress in non-Western cultures.   

Contrary to the popular belief at the time, Freud showed that the dynamics of desire 

operate from birth and that those dynamics manifest in specifically sexual ways beginning early 

in childhood and not just at the advent of puberty. Many historians and theorists have argued 

that this assertion left an indelible imprint on Western society’s view of the fragility of 

childhood and on the importance of early childhood experiences (Fall et al., 2010). Again, Freud 

did not assert that children are actively sexually erotic in very early childhood but rather that 

libido is active from birth—including genital manifestations by about age five—and forms the 

basis for psychosocial development.  

 For Freud, the unconscious act of repression is the most important process that 

characterizes all the psychosexual stages. The family, through their use of punishment and 
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shame, determines which acts and desires are repressed. These repressions reside in the 

unconscious and govern how sexuality and neuroses will manifest later in life. These 

repressions, however, do not form the basis for a cohesive identity, as some theorists have 

proposed (Person, 2005). Rather, because libidinal processes are not fully expressed or 

completed, these repressions result in anxious conflicts within the unconscious. The conscious 

experience of anxiety, what Freud described as neurosis, is a manifestation of these 

unconscious conflicts. The unconscious conflicts contribute to the individual’s adult 

presentation as a human being, but they do not necessarily contribute to a sense of identity.  

 Reviewing the stages, one might label Freud a developmental theorist. Many of the 

psychology textbook authors who also commented on the outdated nature of Freud’s ideas 

(Crain, 2005; Long et al., 2006; Ryckman, 2004) used the developmental label to describe his 

theory. Describing Freud’s theory as “developmental” is somewhat misleading, however, and 

warrants further examination.  

 Freud’s interpreters used different words to describe his idea of the process that spurs 

change (Mitchell, 1982). Some used instinct; others used drive. Freud’s interpreters and critics 

placed great importance on the distinction between these two words (Person, 2005). 

Supporters like Lacan (1985) argued Freud’s term, trieb, should be translated as drive because it 

implied a process, a propeller, an engine, or an itch that could never quite be fully scratched. 

Others preferred the word instinct (Mitchell, 1982), because instinct pointed to an evolutionary 

origin of this developmental process. The difference between these two words can be 

alternately understood by describing drive as a psychological process and instinct as a biological 

one.  Modern theorists, in an effort to acknowledge both the psychological process along with 
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its evolutionary components, have defined both drives and instincts as unlearned processes 

(Fall et al., 2010). The argument over this interpretation formed the basis for a more recent 

debate in the lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender (LGBT) literature over the essential nature of 

identity versus the social construction of identity; I describe this debate in detail in another 

section.  

The distinction between drive and instinct is important when considering Freud’s theory 

as a developmental one. Lacan (1985) contended that Freud’s theory was not developmental; 

he argued that the psychosexual stages detailed a process through which desire is discovered 

and left unfulfilled. This process is not developmental in the sense that it leads to a coherent 

sense of self or a greater sense of inclusion and complexity within the psyche. This process is 

merely the machine that, ultimately, powers the sex drive manifestation of libido. That process 

does not create an identity as much as it explains the active repressions and complexes that 

have such an influence on the self. Thus, for Lacan, the stages did not detail a seedling self 

being nurtured and fostered but, rather, they described a learning process wherein the 

unconscious is shaped through its experiences.  

Lacan (1985) argued that the concept of sexual identity was foreign to Freud. He further 

asserted that sexual identity was a fantasy misnomer, and he directly argued against those 

theorists who portrayed Freud’s stages developmentally. For Lacan, the sex drive is a 

fundamental piece of the unconscious—a process of longing and uncertainty, an anxiety about 

loss, rather than a certainty, a destination, or an identity to which one finally arrives. I will offer 

a more detailed description of Lacan’s interpretations of Freud in another section. 
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 Understanding the psychosexual stages as a process rather than as a developmental 

sequence can help to explain Freud’s (1962/2000) concepts of regression and fixation. A patient 

who is fixated in a certain stage is not necessarily stuck in a stage as much as that particular 

stage’s goals are conducive to resolving an as-yet unresolved conflict within the unconscious 

(complex).   

For me, the distinction between drive and instinct is subtle but important for placing 

Freud’s ideas in context. If libido is a drive, as Freud suggested, what it drives is of primary 

importance. For Freud and Lacan, libido stimulates a primarily social learning process, a process 

in which familial connection or the lack thereof is the single most determining factor for adult 

health outcomes. In this way, attention to early childhood experiences is of exceptional import 

in psychoanalysis treatment. These experiences explain the patient’s neuroses and hold the key 

to changing them. Because Freud believed that a patient’s neuroses could be undone, he did 

not believe that the psychosexual stages brought into being a coherent sense of self. Although 

it is primarily through the dynamics of the psychosexual process that the relative strength of 

the ego develops, the “self” is better explained through Freud’s id, ego, and superego concepts. 

Freud’s Theory of Personality 

  Freud’s (1962/2000) conceptualization of the personality explained his belief about 

how the sexual drive came into being. The id described the unconscious aspect of the 

personality that encapsulated the sex drive in its entirety. Governed through the pleasure 

principle, the id drove the individual toward fulfillment of the sex drive. The id housed desire 

and was constantly in need of fulfillment, whereas the ego governed rationality and self-

control. Ego was largely conscious and contributed to the completion of everyday tasks and 
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thinking. The superego, consisting of internalized social standards, served as the main 

contributor to the repression of sexual drive and was largely irrational and unconscious.  

 Freud’s (1962/2000) id, ego, and superego interacted together to create a self that was 

constantly in flux. For Freud, any sense of identity that was fixed was actually a product of 

repression, a construction of the superego to resolve unconscious conflicts. In this way, Freud 

could be described as a social constructionist who believed that society’s rules and moral 

beliefs, the purview of the superego, governs the formation of cognitive structures and beliefs 

about self within the ego that make up identity.  

Freud and Homosexuality 

A few researchers and students of Freud have asserted that Freud did not claim 

homosexual behavior as evidence of psychopathology (Person, 2005); however, some have 

asserted he acknowledged that homosexual acts were unaccepted in society and therefore 

socially problematic for those who indulged in such acts (Freud, 1962/2000, editor’s note). 

During Freud’s time, homosexuality was not yet recognized as an identity option, and most 

people in Western society saw homosexuality as deviant, sinful, and generally unacceptable. In 

a letter to a distraught mother, Freud pointed out that she should not worry about her son’s 

homosexual behavior (Freud, 1951), but rather she should consider other problems like 

unhappiness as targets for psychoanalytic treatment.  

Specifically in that letter, Freud (1951) stated that homosexuality “is nothing to be 

ashamed of”, but then later described it as the product of an “arrest of sexual development”. In 

true scientific form, Freud observed homosexual behavior devoid of moral judgment and 

conceptualized it through the generally accepted understanding of the time: Sexuality is 
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primarily driven through an evolutionary imperative to procreate. However, as Person (2005) 

pointed out, Freud stated that “it may be questioned whether the various accidental influences 

would be sufficient to explain the acquisition of inversion [homosexuality] without the co-

operation of something in the subject himself … the existence of this last factor is not to be 

denied” (Freud, 1962/2000, pp. 141). In this statement, Freud recognized that homosexual 

attraction might have been a product of some unknown internal imperative such as a biological 

deviation or some form of essentialist quality. Freud grappled with the idea that homosexual 

behavior could have been a normal variation, but he did not put forth an explanation for 

homosexual attraction other than as an arrest of development.  

Freud separated the object of desire from the sexual urge that drives that desire. In this 

way, Freud considered the possibility that homosexuality was, in fact, not a deviation from the 

evolutionary imperative to procreate. Instead, it was a “perversion” of the sexual object. 

Modern psychoanalysts (Mitchell, 1982) argued that Freud’s judgment of homosexuality as a 

perversion was influenced through the popular social belief of his time and is not a necessary 

interpretation of his theory. They interpreted Freud to mean that homosexual attraction is in 

fact a normal alternative to heterosexual attraction in that the same-sex, rather than the other 

sex, becomes the object of desire (Lacan, 1985) through some uncommon but normal process.  

Sexuality is Psychology 

As discussed above, the distinction between drive and instinct was paramount to 

understanding Freud’s main points. One of those main points was that Freud believed the sex 

drive was a psychological operation rather than only a biological one. This point formed the 

basis for Freud’s theory and made the shift toward a more biological perspective of sexuality all 
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the more puzzling. As described above, Freud advocated for keeping the psychological 

explanations of the sex drive separate from the biological explanations. Lacan (1985) continued 

this argument and publicly lamented what he described as a shift away from the sexual in favor 

of a less sexualized psychoanalysis. For Lacan, this shift away from sex was directly related to 

psychoanalysts’ propensity to attribute sexuality more to the biological than to the 

psychological.  In Lacan’s view, because Freud’s entire approach was based on the psychology 

of sexuality, this shift undermined and invalidated the essence of Freud’s original theory.  

 Most likely, the backlash associated with Freud’s focus on sex contributed to future 

psychoanalysts deemphasizing sexuality in their interpretations of his theory (Mitchell, 1982). 

That de-emphasis also most likely contributed to the approaches researchers after Freud took 

to study sexuality from a biological perspective. Freud’s attempts to explain sexuality gave way 

to a desire to categorize sexual behavior. This categorization focused less on explaining the 

origins of sexual desire and more on observing and describing the differences in sexual 

behavior. Kinsey, Pomeroy, and Martin (1998) served as perfect examples for the shift from 

seeing sexuality as primarily a psychological process to primarily a biological one.  

Kinsey 

 In a discussion of the history of sexual identity and sexuality studies it is impossible to 

forget Kinsey’s work and contribution (Kinsey et al., 1998). Perhaps his most enduring creation, 

commonly referred to as the Kinsey Scale (Bullough, 1998), was repeatedly used in modern 

studies to assess the fluid nature of sexual orientation (Worthington, Savoy, Navarro, & 

Hampton, 2008). He was also among the first researchers who publicly acknowledged 

homosexuality as a normal expression of healthy sexuality (Pryce, 2006). Kinsey was often cited 
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as seeing human sexuality in a continuum of bisexuality (Rust, 2000) meaning that he believed 

that all humans are basically bisexual and vary in the intensity of that bisexual attraction.  

 His groundbreaking works on the sexuality of the human male and female garnered 

Kinsey international attention and criticism, and, as Pryce (2006) argued, ushered in an era of 

biologically focused sex research. Kinsey’s work was intentionally atheoretical: 

This is first of all a report on what people do, which raises no question of what they 
should do, or what kinds of people do it. It is the story of the American male, as we find 
him. It is not, in the usual sense, a study of the normal male or of normal behaviour, any 
more than it is a study of the abnormal male or of abnormal behaviour. It is an 
unfettered investigation of all types of sexual behaviour, as found among all kinds of 
males. (Kinsey et al., 1998, pp. 7)  
 
Kinsey focused exclusively on categorizing behavior and on documenting sexual 

experiences through his clinical interviews. Before his death, he and his team interviewed over 

18,000 individuals, 8,000 of whom Kinsey himself interviewed (Bullough, 1998). These 

interviews gave him and his research team a plethora of data on the relative frequency of 

reported homosexual activity, extra-marital affairs, and other behaviors considered at the time 

to be scandalous. Kinsey’s work was notable because he methodically unmasked common 

sexual behaviors in the US that were hidden and often thought to be relatively rare. This 

unmasking irrevocably changed the social discussion on sexual activity in Western culture.  

Kinsey’s survey of sexuality in the US was broad and incorporated homosexual 

proclivity. He initially found that 10% of the adult male population had reportedly engaged in 

homosexual behavior at some point in their lives (Kinsey et al., 1998). However, Kinsey did not 

explain homosexuality’s evolutionary purpose, nor did he offer an explanation for the relative 

frequency of homosexual behavior.  
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Kinsey’s studies, although important, were limited in their scope and, in some part, a 

reaction to Freud’s psychological theory of sexuality. Kinsey began an empirical analysis of 

reported human behavior that served as a model for the majority of research on sexuality since 

–from a biological-need perspective. This simple principle of a biological need became one of 

the cornerstones of Western thought about what sexuality is and how it should be expressed 

(Pryce, 2006). Some historians have argued that Kinsey helped to usher in the American sexual 

revolution of the 1960s, because he highlighted sexual behavior as simply a function of an 

evolutionary imperative and biologically managed impulses (Pryce, 2006).  

Researchers and scholars have criticized Kinsey for myriad reasons including his 

methodology, especially his sampling methods (Bullough, 1998), as well as his limited view of 

sexuality as a biological and evolutionary process (Pryce, 2006). Kinsey suffered considerable 

public backlash from critics and experienced difficulty finding funding for his research after 

publishing his first book on male sexuality. Pryce (2006) reflected on this backlash and 

concluded that the majority of it was centered on religious and politically conservative groups 

that objected to a perceived casualness in Kinsey’s approach to sexual behavior. Perhaps even 

more important than Kinsey’s influential works, the reaction to Kinsey shaped the field of 

sexual research for the remainder of the century.  

Lacan and Foucault 

Lacan (1985) offered a different perspective on Freud’s theory of psychosexual 

development. He argued that many psychoanalysts misinterpreted some of Freud’s ideas and 

that the field of psychoanalysis had suffered as a result. Namely, Lacan argued against 

interpreting Freud’s ideas as a theory of identity development or as the basis for a humanistic 
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philosophy. Because Lacan interpreted libido as a drive, he did not believe that it could actually 

develop or change. Rather, he saw libido as an unconscious process or unending cycle of lack 

and the drive to rid oneself of that lack.  

 Lacan (1985) argued that this “lack of something” was the castration complex, and he 

emphasized its importance for understanding desire, sexuality, and psychoanalysis. Many 

theorists and modern philosophers rejected the idea of the castration complex as too 

paternalistic (Mitchell, 1982); the idea of seeing women as lacking a penis was interpreted as 

offensive and reductive. Lacan argued that the castration complex was not about the lack or 

presence of the physical phallus; rather, the penis served as a symbol of a lack of affection or 

connection with the mother. Lacan’s views on fantasy and the construction of eroticism 

contributed to the growing perspective of sexuality as a socially driven process.  

Perhaps the most influential thinker on the field of sexuality since Freud, Foucault 

(1990) offered a powerful perspective on the social construction of sexuality. He examined the 

repression hypothesis and the way in which the discourse on sexuality has led to a proliferation 

of that sexual discourse in society. For Foucault, the subject of sex was less important than the 

way in which humans come to understand, not just sex, but also any point of knowledge. 

Western society’s discourse surrounding sex, including Freud’s ideas, served a purpose above 

and beyond a scientific goal; rather, the discourse revealed a desire to order the world. This 

exertion of power through the process of gaining knowledge led society and its players to try to 

reveal sexuality in ways it had not previously been revealed. In this way, sexuality was socially 

constructed to be not just a preference but also an identity with intense meaning.  
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For Foucault (1990), in applying Nietzche’s concept of genealogy, sexuality as a 

construct did not really exist before the 19th century. He argued that society created this 

concept in a search to understand itself. Thus, Foucault directly opposed Freud’s idea of an 

inherent, psychological, sexual drive that propels a developmental process. Foucault saw 

Freud’s ideas as a major contributor to the propagation of a diseased system that utilizes 

sexuality as a means of social domination and control.  

Foucault (1990) examined how dominant social groups have used confession as a 

primary means of exerting power over the discourse on sexuality and thus exerting a measure 

of control over the population. Historically, religious institutions utilized the concept of 

confession, arguing that it was necessary for salvation. Foucault commented that sermons and 

religious texts after the 18th century stressed the importance of sexual sin and that confession 

was the means through which society became obsessed with sex. He saw Freudian 

psychoanalysis as the next evolution of confession in Western culture. By offering society a way 

to confess their sexual impulses, psychoanalysts furthered the idea that sexuality was 

inherently mysterious, unconscious, unknowable, or taboo. For Foucault, the concept that only 

the psychoanalyst or priest can absolve an individual of sexual tension and guilt perpetuated a 

power structure that oppressed populations. These forces that pushed individuals towards 

confession were powerful, but the majority of people willingly subjected themselves to those 

forces.  

Foucault (1990) asserted that people believed and psychoanalysts asserted that as they 

confessed their sexuality, they would come to know themselves. But he argued that sexuality is 

not inherently meaningful, nor is it the unconscious driver for self-awareness as Freud 
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(1962/2000) had asserted. For Foucault, the importance of sexuality is its centrality to a social 

discourse that seemed to drive a large portion of social norms, laws, moralities, and identities. 

That discourse is what drives power systems and develops social norms, not sexuality itself. 

Most notably, Foucault cited that LGBT identities are an example of how the discourse on 

sexuality drives social changes. He argued that homosexuality was not a construct until society 

made it so, and the majority of research on LGBT identity has revolved around this argument: Is 

sexuality essential, or is it socially constructed? 

LGBT Sexuality 

  Researchers from various fields and disciplines have studied LGBT sexuality from their 

sundry perspectives. Perhaps the most studied aspect of gay sexuality has related to HIV-

infection, transmission risk, and treatment (Xia et al., 2011). However, myriad researchers have 

been interested both in how humans develop homosexual desire (Byne, 1997) and in how LGBT 

individuals acquire an LGBT identity (Cass, 1979). My colleagues and I investigated the last 40 

years of the SID literature that largely focused on LGBT identity formation (Kinsey et al., 2015). 

In this section, I will briefly highlight our findings from that review as well as review the 

contributions from the HIV-related literature as they relate to this current project.  

Lessons from the HIV-Related Literature 

 Few claim that any construct, idea, or event impacted the view of sexuality in Western 

culture more than HIV/AIDS. Since its discovery in the US in 1981 to 2010, 636,048 people are 

known to have died in the US from HIV/AIDS related illness (Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention [CDCP], 2011). The CDCP also estimated that over one million people are living with 

HIV/AIDS in the US. Although infection rates in the US have slowed (Xia et al., 2011), they 
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continue at an alarming pace. HIV researchers have contributed to the field of sexuality and 

sexual health in their quest to better understand HIV transmission and to find a cure. Of 

importance to this project, HIV researchers have highlighted three things: (a) sexual behavior is 

difficult to change (Offer, Grinstead, Goldstein, Mamary, Alvarado, Euren, & Woods, 2007); (b) 

changing sexual behavior is not simply a behavioral process (Pollock & Halkitis, 2009); and (c) 

society plays an active role in governing sexual behavior and risk (Johnson, Carrico, Chesney, & 

Morin, 2008).  

 In their quest to stop HIV transmission, myriad HIV researchers have studied the 

effectiveness of specific interventions on risky sexual behavior (Fisher, Smith, & Lenz, 2010; 

Lapinksi, Randall, Peterson, Peterson, & Klein, 2009; Steward et al., 2008.) After three decades 

of behavioral research, the debate continues on the most effective ways to create individual 

and community level changes in sexual behavior. Although these efforts have been met with 

some success (Stall et al., 2009), HIV infection rates continue to climb in some populations (Xia 

et al., 2011).  

The stubbornness of sexual behavior is somewhat of a mystery. Researchers have 

attributed this difficulty to environmental factors, to social pressure, and to a lack of education, 

among other things. But these findings highlight an important principle for those studying 

sexuality and sexual behavior: Although society undoubtedly plays a role in establishing and 

cementing sexuality in the individual, active attempts at redirecting that process are limited.  

Researchers who found some success in changing risky sexual behaviors highlighted the 

complexity of that change process (Stall et al., 2009). Behavioral interventions by themselves 

were rarely successful, and the most successful forms seemed to be at the community level. 
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The intervention programs that employed behavioral, educational, and psychological wisdom 

garnered the most success.  

Lesbian and Gay Identity Development Literature 

 Researchers interested in LGBT issues and in sexuality have engaged in a debate within 

the literature over the nature of sexual identity and its developmental trajectory (Kinsey et al., 

2015). Initially, beginning with Cass (1979), theorists argued for an essentialist perspective of 

sexual identity as an integral and innate aspect of overall identity. They argued that this innate 

aspect, through a natural process, developed over time and that developmental process could 

be measured and understood empirically. This assertion and research resulted in a plethora of 

gay identity development models (Cass, 1979; Coleman, 1982; McCarn & Fassinger, 1996; 

Minton & McDonald, 1982; Troiden, 1979).  

 In reaction, several theorists responded with arguments against the developmental 

perspective of sexual identity and for a social constructionist perspective (Cox & Gallois, 1996; 

Diamond, 2006; Kitzinger, 1987; McDonald, 1982; Richardson, 1984; Schaller, 2002). The 

arguments specifically for the social construction of LGBT identity were varied and strongly 

rooted in postmodern thought about the nature of science and reality.  

 Some researchers have called for a multidimensional model of sexual and gay identity 

development (Coleman, 1990; Hammack, 2005; Horowitz & Newcomb, 2001; Klein, Sepekoff, & 

Wolf, 1985; Shively & De Cecco, 1977). These researchers, among others, argued that 

essentialist and social constructionist principles were not necessarily in complete opposition 

and that a multidimensional model of sexuality could account for aspects of both perspectives. 

None of these researchers, however, offered such a paradigm.  
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Sex and Attachment 

 Attachment theorists offered a compelling developmental schema that deemphasized 

the sex drive in favor of an attachment instinct. Clinicians like Johnson (2010) argued that 

sexuality was more relevant to the human need for connection than to an innate biological 

imperative toward procreation. Attachment theorists asserted that this need for connection 

served as the basis for human growth and development (Wallin, 2007). Sexuality was a primary 

means of making the connections that propagate the species and ensure survival. Embedded in 

broader systems theory, attachment theorists postulated that sexuality was a product of an 

instinctive emotional system that propelled the species to survive (Wallin, 2007). For systems 

theorists, this survival included procreation and the propagation of the species but, more 

importantly, involved an instinct to create strong bonds that served to protect and to enable 

growth.  

 To my knowledge, no attachment theorists have used attachment theory to offer an 

explanation for how sexuality develops and changes over time. The majority of research on 

sexuality and attachment focused on the differences in sexual behaviors between differing 

attachment style couples (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Attachment researchers primarily 

studied heterosexual couples and focused on the ways in which sexuality contributed to 

feelings of secure attachment (Birnbaum, Reis, Mikulincer, Gillath, & Orpaz, 2006). Additional 

research is necessary to determine the extent to which attachment dynamics play a role in SID.  

Integral Theory 

 A review of Freud, Kinsey, Foucault, Lacan, and the LGBT-related literature cemented in 

my mind that sexuality was influenced by multiple factors: psychological, biological, and socio-
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cultural. I did not find a sufficient paradigm that applied all facets of these different 

contributors into a cohesive and internally consistent framework. Although it has not been 

applied to sexuality, Wilber’s (2000) integral theory offered, for me, the most compelling 

opportunity for the integration of seemingly disparate theories and ideas.  

Experts have applied Wilber’s (1996, 2000, 2003) integral theory to their respective 

fields: economics (Arnsperger, 2010), business (Cacioppe & Edwards, 2005), psychology 

(Wilber, 2000), education (Esbjorn-Hargens, 2006; Ferrer, Romero, & Albareda, 2005), and 

counseling (Holden, 2004; Marquis, 2007). In all of these applications, theorists have 

demonstrated integral theory’s flexibility and unique ability to incorporate multiple 

perspectives in an internally consistent manner.  

I found Wilber’s (2000) offering to be the most clearly post-postmodern perspective 

available within the literature, and his theory left an indelible mark on my thinking. Wilber’s 

emphasis on the integration of ideas and perspectives determined its post-postmodern label 

and set it apart from the majority of current postmodern perspectives. In this section, I will 

discuss the historical and philosophical contexts wherein Wilber formed integral theory, cover 

Wilber’s main concepts in integral theory (for a comprehensive review of the core tenets, see 

Holden, 2004), discuss Wilber’s contributions to the sexuality field, and present some 

limitations of Wilber’s theory. 

I discuss the majority of Wilber’s concepts from my perspective as a mental health 

counselor. Wilber (2000) applied integral theory to psychology, and this application served as 

my introduction to his concepts. Using psychology and counseling theory to understand integral 

theory provides the reader an easy bridge from which to connect these ideas to sexual identity. 
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I also intend that the reader understands my perspective on counseling and human 

development, as this perspective undoubtedly influenced my interpretations of the data from 

this project.  

Historical Context 

 Throughout much of human history, spiritual practice and belief has dominated the way 

humans interpreted and understood biological, psychological, and social phenomena. Only in 

recent centuries, and beginning mostly in Western civilizations, did scientists offer empirically 

supported explanations of events that began to influence the way individuals interacted with 

and interpreted the world around them (Wilber, 1996). Although many people remained 

devoted to religious ideologies or spiritual ways of being, scientists, empowered through 

scientific methods and technological advancements, added information that contradicted 

popular religious and spiritual beliefs. Consequently, in an effort to assert scientific truth, many 

scientists and mental health professionals ignored research on consciousness and other 

transpersonal phenomena (Wilber, 2000). Thus, scientists and researchers who adhered to the 

modern scientific method helped to create a cultural shift from a premodern to a modern 

perspective (Wilber, 2003). 

The spiritual or premodern era gave way to the scientific rigor of the modern era mostly 

within the last three centuries (Wilber, 1996). More recently, postmodern ideologists have 

dominated both scientific thought and counseling theory with the rise of feminist and systems 

theories. Postmodernists decried premodern and modern ways of thinking in the interest of 

examining context and diversity (Wilber, 2000). Many feminists and systems theorists (Wilber, 

2000) criticized modern thinkers who reduced all phenomena to atoms and molecules or 
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neurons and dopamine while they simultaneously ignored the roles of environment, society, 

prejudice, and other systemic influences that acted on those atoms, molecules, and neurons. 

 Many philosophers, most notably Hegel, have observed and commented on the process 

of global ideological shifts like the shifts from premodern to modern to postmodern 

perspectives; Hegel termed it the dialectical process (Forster, 1993). He described how a 

general ideology or thesis was inevitably shown to be inconsistent or incomplete whether by 

new research that contradicted the tenets of that thesis or by the discovery and 

acknowledgement of the thesis’s internal inconsistencies. In opposition to the thesis, an 

antithesis formed to compensate for the mistruths that permeated the old mindset. Eventually 

the inconsistencies, redundancies, and contradictions were resolved, and both the thesis and 

the antithesis came together to form a new synthesis. As time moved on, proponents of the 

new synthesis successfully propagated the ideas, and the synthesis became the new thesis. 

Contradictions or inconsistencies were inevitably discovered within this latest thesis, and the 

dialectical process began anew. This movement from thesis to antithesis to synthesis described 

a universal dialectic process that, Hegel argued, repeated itself (Forster, 1993; Wilber, 2000). 

Philosophers have generally accepted that the movement from premodern to modern to 

postmodern thinking generally exemplified this dialectic process (Wilber, 1996).  

 In reflecting on the ideological shifts, Wilber (2000) asserted that aspects of premodern, 

modern, and postmodern thinking were all correct and that aspects of each could be 

incorporated into a new integrated way of thinking. Integral theory represented Wilber’s effort 

to reach a new synthesis that combined spiritual premodern ideas, modern scientific assertions, 
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and postmodern contextual understanding into a comprehensive framework for the new 

millennium.  

Philosophical Underpinnings 

Through his ideas about how to integrate theoretical principles from disparate schools 

of thought, Wilber (1996) arrived at a few assumptions about the nature of reality. Of particular 

importance was Wilber’s assumption about the existence of consciousness:  

… [L]ooking deep within the mind, in the very most interior part of the self, when the 
mind becomes very, very quiet, and one listens very carefully, in that infinite Silence, the 
soul begins to whisper, and its feather-soft voice takes one far beyond what the mind 
could ever imagine, beyond anything rationality could possibly tolerate, beyond 
anything logic could endure. In its gentle whisperings, there are the faintest hints of 
infinite love, glimmers of a life that time forgot, flashes of a bliss that must not be 
mentioned, an infinite intersection where the mysteries of eternity breathe life into 
mortal time, where suffering and pain have forgotten how to pronounce their own 
names, this secret quiet intersection of time and the very timeless, an intersection 
called soul. (Wilber, 2000, p.106)  
 

Wilber asserted that human development is an outgrowth of consciousness, and his theory was 

his attempt to marry Western scientific thought with Eastern philosophies about the nature of 

consciousness. For Wilber, consciousness formed the basis for human development; this belief 

was a critical assumption that distinguished integral theory as a post-postmodern perspective.  

Philosophers including Wilber (Fall et al., 2010) described a cadre of beliefs common 

among all cultures throughout history as the perennial philosophy. This philosophy included the 

belief in a separation between mind and brain. Integral theorists incorporated research on 

consciousness that suggested that consciousness may exist outside of the brain—though the 

two are closely interactive during physical existence—and that it may persist after death. In 

their applications of integral theory to fields like psychology, integral theorists utilized the 

separation between mind and brain as a primary means of explaining psychological phenomena 
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including sexuality. Integral theorists criticized scientists and researchers who perpetrated a 

perspective that the brain was solely responsible for all human experiences of cognition and 

emotion.  

Because Wilber believed that consciousness was the basis of all things and because he 

asserted that pre-modern, modern, and postmodern perspectives could be combined, Wilber’s 

theory was a post-positivist perspective. Post-positivists asserted that humanity’s ability to 

know objective truth through the scientific method was limited. They did not assert that the 

scientific method was flawed or unhelpful; they asserted that the scientific method was 

powerful but ultimately limited and thereby insufficient to fully understand any phenomenon. 

In taking this position, Wilber contended that insights derived from a modern, positivist 

perspective is valuable and should be incorporated into an integral theory—but that integral 

theory is not restricted to only that perspective.  

Wilber (2000) used the term “flatland” to describe when individuals considered their 

ideology as absolute truth while denying other perspectives. For example, a psychiatrist who 

prescribed antidepressants for depression without recommending additional counseling was 

operating out of the “flatland” perspective that depression was solely a function of brain 

chemistry. Similarly, a counselor who insisted on addressing social support issues and who did 

not recommend a psychiatric or medical evaluation was operating out of a limited perspective 

that did not take biological or spiritual considerations into account. Wilber integrated 

biological, social, psychological, and spiritual ways of thinking into what some thinkers 

considered the next wave of the philosophical, dialectic process: integral theory.  
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AQAL 

 AQAL (pronounced ah-kwahl), standing technically for “all quadrants, all levels,” is an 

acronym Wilber used to refer to an integral theorist’s conceptualization of any given 

phenomenon, actually including all quadrants, all levels, all lines, all states, all types (Marquis, 

2007). Put simply, AQAL was a short phrase integral theorists used to indicate that they 

incorporated multiples perspectives into a conceptual approach to a phenomenon to create a 

comprehensive conceptualization. The four quadrants referred to a way of perceiving any given 

phenomenon from four different perspectives: the individual interior, the individual exterior, 

the collective interior, and the collective exterior. Levels referred to the different dimensions of 

seeing and interpreting the world that transcend and include the ones below them in an 

expanding trajectory. Lines referred to the different types of intelligences myriad researchers 

and scientists have identified that seem to develop separately from each other. States referred 

to the different states of consciousness that are available to individuals at various times. And 

finally, types referred to the different typologies or orientations such as personality types that 

were conceptualized separately from quadrants, levels, lines, and states. All of these different 

constructs together made up the core tenets of Wilber’s integral theory, AQAL. Here, I will 

consider them each in detail and discuss their implications for a sexual identity development 

theory.  

Quadrants  

Integral theorists used quadrants, arguably the foundation of integral theory, to 

describe and to organize four different ways of viewing any phenomenon (Fall et al., 2010)—

ways that are related to each other but cannot be reduced to each other. As shown in Figure 
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A.1, the four quadrants are: the upper left (UL), the realm of the individual interior or 

experiential; the upper right (UR), the realm of the individual exterior or behavioral; the lower 

left (LL), the realm of the collective interior or culture; and the lower right (LR), the realm of the 

collective exterior or social. Every phenomenon can be viewed from each quadrant, but none of 

the quadrants are sufficient to completely explain the phenomenon on their own. Each 

quadrant describes and encompasses unique aspects of reality. 

For example, a client presented with depressive symptoms that belonged in the UR 

quadrant such as insomnia, low motivation, and low serotonin levels in the brain. The client 

also experienced feelings of hopelessness, uncertainty, and low self-worth that belonged in the 

UL quadrant. In the LL quadrant, members of the individual’s culture associated mental illness 

with stigma and believed one should just “deal with it” without seeking professional help. In the 

LR quadrant, the client lived in the US with access to adequate mental health treatment 

resources, the Internet to research one’s own symptoms, and health insurance through one’s 

workplace. None of these factors alone fully explained the client’s depression, but they were all 

aspects that contributed to the phenomenon.  

Wilber (2000) also used pronouns to describe the different quadrants: I, we, and it. I 

described an individual’s internal experience of self or the UL quadrant; we described the 

relationship between two or more individuals or the LL quadrant; and it described the world of 

objective truth or the UR and LR quadrants. Wilber (2000) offered these pronouns as a different 

way of looking at the quadrants and a way of simply stating the differences between them—the 

subjective and objective aspects of both the individual and the collective domains.  
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Individual Interior - 

Experiential 

• Thoughts 

• Emotions 

• Beliefs 

Individual Exterior - 

Behavioral 

• Neurons 

• Dopamine 

• Medicine 

Collective Interior - 

Cultural 

• Values 

• Traditions 

• Ethnicity 

Collective Exterior - 

Social 

• Stores 

• Roads 

• Systems theory 

 

Figure A.1. Wilber’s (2000) four-quadrant model.  

The four-quadrant model offered an effective means of conceptualizing individual 

sexual identity (Kinsey, Holden, & Moore, 2015a). The UR quadrant of the individual-exterior 

described the various biological and behavioral aspects of sexuality including physical 

dysfunction and the genetic, chemical, and hormonal contributors to the sex drive. The UL 

quadrant of the individual-interior included Freud’s conceptualization of the sex drive as a 

psychological process. The LL quadrant of the collective interior included cultural and family 

beliefs about sex that influenced both behavior and desire. The LR quadrant of the collective 

exterior included the objective aspects of society such as, in 20th century Western society, the 
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development of various forms of birth control, the Internet, and modern transportation that 

broadened sexual choices.  

Levels  

Wilber described a general developmental sequence that can be explained in nine or 10 

levels. To generalize further, Wilber broke those 10 levels into three broader areas of 

development: prepersonal, personal, and transpersonal. All developmental levels of 

development followed this holarchical process beginning at the prepersonal phase, proceeding 

to the personal phase, and possibly ending at the transpersonal phase.  

In the prepersonal phase, the pre-rational individual is in a process of developing a 

coherent sense of self. In the personal phase, the rational individual establishes a coherent self 

that one was consolidating and elaborating. In the transpersonal phase, the transrational 

individual transcended the sense of an individual self and identified (expanded one’s identity) 

increasingly to include more of nature, humanity, and the Kosmos—Wilber’s revival of an 

ancient term referring to the entirety of the material and nonmaterial universe. 

 Much like Piaget, Wilber (2000) noted that many developmental theorists found in their 

research that the majority of the population operated from the personal level of development a 

majority of the time. Because the personal level transcended and included the prepersonal 

level, a person whose psychological/developmental center of gravity hovered around the 

personal level had access to and could operate out of the prepersonal domain at any time. 

Although the transpersonal domain contained ways of viewing the world that were vastly 

different from those in the personal and prepersonal levels, people at any stage could 

experience moments or states of consciousness from any level of development.  
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 Because Wilber (2000) conceptualized a psychosexual line of development, he also 

asserted that sexuality develops across the three general phases. In our application of integral 

theory to SID (Kinsey et al., 2015a), we hypothesized that the prepersonal phase of SID might 

include a prerational sexual self that was largely governed by impulse. The primary task of this 

phase would be to develop impulse control and to begin to solidify the cognitive structures 

necessary for impulse control. In the personal phase of development, we hypothesized that the 

sexual self would begin to emerge and to connect itself to increasing rationality and impulse 

control. In this phase, the individual would construct the appropriate boundaries to function 

within society’s limits as well as the cognitive structures necessary to make sense of sexual 

desire. We suggested that this phase’s primary task would be to develop the relationships 

necessary to attempt to satisfy both the sexual drive and the attachment needs. In the 

transpersonal phase, we suggested that the sexual self began to transcend a skin-encapsulated 

ego to recognize the transpersonal potential found in sexuality. The primary task of this phase 

would be to create a heightened sense of connection, meaning, and creativity through 

sexuality. 

In conjunction with the idea that developmental lines were separate from but 

interdependent with each other, Wilber (2000) argued that one could be more or less 

developed in any given area. He proposed that theorists view development holarchically. 

Instead of conceptualizing development as a hierarchical and a linear process of upward 

trajectory through independent levels, Wilber asserted that the different levels of development 

were actually holarchies or holons wherein broader levels encompassed narrower levels (see 

Figure A.2). Much like a cell encompassed a molecule that encompassed an atom, so too did 
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broader levels of development transcend and include lower levels of development. An atom 

was independent from the molecule; it was a whole in itself, but as it was bound with other 

atoms it became a whole part that was part of a new whole. Wilber’s term, holon, described a 

whole part that was part of a whole.  

 

Figure A.2. Holarchies containing holons.  

Lines 

Many theorists, scientists, and philosophers have studied multiple types of intelligences 

such as cognitive, kinesthetic, and moral (Wilber, 2000). Until Wilber wrote about integral 

theory, clinicians and scientists alike lacked a comprehensive way of organizing and comparing 

the developmental trajectories of each type of intelligence. Wilber asserted that each 

intelligence could be conceptualized as developing through the same Fulcrums manifested in 
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overall development. Thus, in addition to a person at a given time manifesting a particular 

overall Fulcrum of development, one also manifests each of the intelligences—lines of 

development—but usually to varying degrees in a combination relatively unique to the 

individual, as the lines develop quasi-independently.  

In addition to Piaget’s theory of cognitive development that researchers have 

repeatedly validated in multiple cultures (Dasen, 1984), Wilber (2000) highlighted around two-

dozen individual developmental lines that are more or less relevant to counseling practice. Of 

all of the developmental lines included in Wilber’s theory, cognitive, emotional, psychosexual, 

moral, and spiritual seemed to be the most relevant lines for counseling and human 

development theory. Wilber included a general developmental line that described how people 

develop overall and that incorporated the different individual lines. He termed this line the self, 

and it had direct implications for counseling and human development theory. Wilber 

conceptualized the cognitive, emotional, psychosexual, moral, and spiritual lines as directly 

connected to the self line of development.  

Regarding the quasi-independence of lines, although many of these lines appears to 

have their own unique developmental processes that could be separated from each other, 

many of the lines are inherently reliant on the development of key lines. For example, cognitive 

development is not reliant on moral development, but moral development is reliant, at least to 

some extent, on cognitive development. Without much moral development, Adolf Hitler was 

still a powerful leader with the level of cognitive development needed to establish and lead the 

Third Reich—with disastrous effects. Alternatively, people like Mother Theresa and Martin 

Luther King, Jr. could be considered highly morally developed with similar cognitive capacities 
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to that of Hitler. This extreme example demonstrates Wilber’s concepts of how the 

developmental lines are separate but related in some ways (Wilber, 2000).  

 Specific to sexual identity, Wilber (2000) conceptualized a psychosexual line of 

development as one of the primary lines that influence overall human development. He did not 

offer a framework for understanding how this line develops other than mentioning previous 

researchers like Freud and Lacan. In an interview, Wilber (2003) mentioned that the research 

on sexuality and sexual development was insufficient to allow a clear understanding of how 

they fit into an integral model.  

States and Types  

In any moment that a person is alive, that person is in a state of consciousness. No 

matter what a person’s developmental center of gravity—fulcrum—whether in the 

prepersonal, personal, or transpersonal domain, although one experiences the states of 

consciousness associated primarily with that fulcrum, one also possesses the capacity to 

temporarily experience states of consciousness associated primarily with any other domain 

(Wilber, 2000). States refers to the transient experiences of realms or developmental phases 

either associated with or different from one’s current center of gravity. The most obvious and 

frequent example would be usually-nightly forays into the unconscious sleeping state. The most 

potentially transformative might be spiritual experiences of transpersonal domains despite the 

fact that an individual does not operate out of those domains a majority of the time. Although 

dedicated spiritual practice could foster, and mind-altering drugs could induce, different states 

of consciousness, Wilber described states as spontaneously occurring (Wilber, 2000). States are 

by definition fleeting in that they are experienced infrequently and for a limited amount of 
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time. Wilber cautioned against seeking out different states or spiritual experiences simply for 

the sake of the experiences themselves without translating those states of consciousness into 

enduring traits of consciousness.  

 In addition to quadrants, levels, lines, and states, Wilber also conceptualized types as 

distinct constructs that required consideration separate from the other aspects of the AQAL 

paradigm. Wilber (2000) asserted that types described different typologies or orientations such 

as personality type or certain universal orientations such as the masculine and the feminine 

types. These constructs were not reducible to other aspects of the integral model and 

highlighted important differences that naturally occur between human beings. He did not, 

however, offer an explanation for why these types exist.  

Limitations 

 Although Wilber offered a more comprehensive approach that encompassed all other 

counseling approaches, integral theory’s complexity hinders counseling master’s students’ 

ability to firmly grasp the theory and practice its application within their master’s training 

programs. Wilber (2000) asserted that mental health practitioners should be firmly grounded in 

a particular approach to psychotherapy from which they can operate as they learn and apply 

integral ways of thinking. Unfortunately, that level of learning is not supported by the majority 

of master’s programs that are confined by accreditation standards and funding constraints—

not to speak of lack of awareness and/or understanding of integral theory.  

 Feminist thinkers criticized Wilber for including what they considered a hierarchical or 

rigidly linear developmental trajectory (Wilber, 2003). To many feminists, theorists who 

conceptualize developmental hierarchies invite evaluative judgments that rank some levels as 
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“better than” other levels. Implicit in that paradigm is the idea that those at higher 

developmental levels are “better than” individuals at lower developmental levels. This 

hierarchy based on evaluative judgments of worth invites prejudice, oppression, and the 

disproportionate allocation of power to a select few individuals who consider themselves 

“more” developed. This critique is a valid and important reminder that researchers with the 

best intentions have too often conducted research that supported prejudicial and oppressive 

social systems and regimes. However, Wilber did not suggest that transpersonal realms are 

better than prepersonal realms; he did suggest that transpersonal realms are holarchically 

broader than prepersonal realms that both transcend and include the prepersonal and 

personal. A person operating out of the transpersonal domain who persecutes those operating 

out of other domains would be equivalent to the molecule persecuting the atom: 

counterproductive. Wilber (2000) based his ideas in the extensive research done by both men 

and women who have all at least partially alluded to a general developmental process wherein 

different levels are transcended and included in an organic and evolutionary process of positive 

growth.  

 Although Wilber based his model on findings of researchers and philosophers spanning 

thousands of years, empirical researchers conducting efficacy research have yet to validate 

application of the integral model to counseling. Although Wilber (2000) did offer general 

guidelines on what broad school of techniques to use with broad categories of psychological 

problems, integral counselors may need to do extensive reading and research in order to fulfill 

the needs of their particular clients. 
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My application of integral theory to sexuality was highly theoretical in nature and 

offered as a starting point for future research (Kinsey et al., 2015a). Further research is 

necessary in order to validate such a conceptualization. The purpose of this project was to 

attempt to bring validity to this conceptualization without forcing the existing model on the 

data. In the method appendix, I discuss the implications for approaching this project with 

existing schemas that might have affected my ability to interpret the data free from bias. I also 

discuss the approach I took toward the data that limited this bias.  

In this section, I have discussed the historical and philosophical context from which 

Wilber defined his integral theory, briefly discussed Wilber’s major concepts, highlighted both 

contributions and limitations of integral theory, and offered considerations for future research. 

Wilber clearly based his approach in both ancient philosophical wisdom and modern scientific 

research to offer the most broad and comprehensive counseling theory available today. 

Although significant work remains for researchers to better define the detail of how integral 

theory can be specifically applied, Wilber’s model will undoubtedly influence a new generation 

of counselors who resonate most to an integrated approach. 
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APPENDIX B 

DETAILED METHODOLOGY 
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I received approval for this study from my dissertation committee and from the 

University of North Texas (UNT) institutional review board (IRB). I conducted this study in four 

steps utilizing a grounded theory approach (Charmaz, 2014): (a) conducted a pilot study with 

two individuals to hone interview questions and process; (b) conducted individual interviews 

with a purposive sample of eight adults to qualify how those participants understood their 

sexual identity development (SID); (c) conducted individual follow-up interviews with the seven 

available participants to validate and better elucidate the emerging model; and (d) constructed 

and honed the theoretical model using grounded theory analytical methods. 

Research Problem 

 Within Western scientific writing, Freud (1962/2000) was among the first to identify the 

sexual impulse as central to a theory of human behavior. Facing sharp criticism from both his 

inner circle (Freud & Jung, 1974) and the broader psychoanalytic community (Mitchell, 1982), 

Freud later de-emphasized the importance of sexuality in favor of the death drive (Freud, 

1962/2000); however, he reiterated the importance of his concept of the Oedipus and 

castration complexes (Lacan, 1985). After Freud, Kinsey (1999), with intense public interest in 

the US, began to study and explain human sexuality in its behavioral and sociological contexts. 

Since Kinsey’s initial investigations, various researchers, philosophers, and mental health 

clinicians have attempted to build on Freud's and Kinsey’s pioneering works. Masters and 

Johnson (1966), Kaplan (1974), Foucault (1990), and Lacan (1985) are a few of the contributors 

to the major theories of sexuality and sexual health prevalent in Western culture (Kleinplatz, 

2012). These contributors represented different perspectives, with Masters and Johnson 

focused primarily on understanding sexuality from a biobehavioral perspective, Kaplan from a 
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therapeutic intervention perspective, Foucault from a social discourse perspective, and Lacan 

from a revised psychoanalytic perspective.  

Despite the many investigators who have contributed to this vast and open field of 

research, the various perspectives remain unintegrated into a comprehensive theory, and many 

areas within the domain of sexuality remain unexplained or unexplored (Kinsey et al., 2015). It 

is no surprise, then, that in recent studies, various researchers have found among counselors 

and other mental health professionals substantial inattention to and preparation to address 

clients’ sexual issues (Riessing & Giulio, 2010) and comfort and competence to address such 

issues related directly to explicit training (Cupit, 2010; Harris & Hays, 2008). Regarding available 

training and educational materials, researchers have found inadequacies related to focus only 

on medical and physiological aspects of sexual dysfunction (Southern & Cade, 2011) and on 

sexual problems rather than healthy sexuality (Miller & Byers, 2009). Kinsey, Farmer, Holden, 

and Moore (2015) found that the majority of models addressing SID focused solely on lesbian 

and gay individuals acquiring a social identity and were more appropriately labeled gay identity 

development models, that the research behind these models was not empirically sound, and 

that even in clinical settings with gay and lesbian clients they did little to capture a holistic 

experience of SID.  

 In light of the current state of mental health theory and practice regarding sexuality, I 

determined that a more holistic model of sexuality and SID that is grounded in data was 

needed. For this reason, I conducted an exploratory study from a grounded theory (GT) 

approach (Charmaz, 2014) to discover a better framework from which to understand and 

address client sexual health and identity within counseling settings.  
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 Because this was an exploratory study and the product of dissertation research, I did not 

attempt to provide a completely new model of client SID. Rather, I attempted to describe the 

experiences of my participants free from interpretation, and then to interpret their experiences 

through the lens of my guiding theory of counseling, integral psychology (Holden, 2004; Wilber, 

2000). In this way, I hoped to make a contribution to the ultimate goal of a robust theory of SID. 

Below, I offer a brief overview of GT. 

Grounded Theory 

 Grounded theorists and other qualitative researchers have pointed out that beginning 

researchers often confuse GT with other qualitative methods due to the abundance of 

misunderstanding and misrepresentation found within the literature (Glaser & Holton, 2004; 

Star, 2007). In this section, I elucidate my understanding of classic grounded theory (CGT) 

principles advocated in large part by Glaser (2007), review the differences between CGT and 

Corbin and Strauss’s permutation (1990), and highlight how my approach deviated from CGT 

and from Corbin and Strauss to adhere to more contemporary conceptualizations of the 

approach (Charmaz, 2014).  

Brief History 

In 1967, Glaser and Strauss first outlined GT as an approach to qualitative study. 

Grounded in a positivist perspective, Glaser and Strauss asserted that GT was a unique, 

scientific methodology whereby researchers could understand complex, ambiguous concepts 

without applying existing theoretical constructs and frameworks. “Attributing meaning is not 

the goal of grounded theory; rather, its goal is to offer the reader a conceptual explanation of a 

latent pattern of behaviour that holds significance within the social setting under study” 
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(Holton, 2007, p. 268). To this end, they developed a framework that included unique elements 

such as data coding, the constant comparative method, triangulation of data, theoretical 

sampling, and saturation of theoretical categories.  

Over the decades, Glaser (1992) and Strauss (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) published 

separate writings on GT and deviated from one another on the method of data analysis and on 

the use of existing literature in that process. Glaser argued vehemently against a literature 

review before data collection, and Corbin and Strauss argued that researchers could benefit 

from extensive knowledge of a subject before conducting a study. In fact, Strauss and other GT 

researchers (Charmaz, 2006), coming from a social constructivist standpoint, pointed out that 

inherent bias is always present and should be acknowledged rather than denied, or dismissed, 

or seemingly avoided. Although seemingly innocuous, this disagreement lead to a fundamental 

rift separating “classic” GT from other GT approaches (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).  

In highlighting the importance of abstraction within GT data analysis, Glaser (2002) 

demonstrated an important difference between his classic GT and other permutations. He 

argued that classic GT is a positivist approach that can elucidate an absolute truth or process 

that is timeless.  

Remember again, the product will be transcending abstraction, NOT [original emphasis] 
accurate description. The product, a GT, will be an abstraction from time, place and 
people that frees the researcher from the tyranny of normal distortion by humans trying 
to get an accurate description to solve the worrisome accuracy problem. Abstraction 
frees the researcher from data worry and data doubts, and puts the focus on concepts 
that fit and are relevant. (Glaser, 2002, p. 1) 
 

In this statement, Glaser made an assumption about both reality and the GT researcher’s ability 

to understand and interpret “reality” free of context. Several authors and researchers, including 
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myself, have taken issue with this basic assumption as counter to well-established social 

constructivist principles (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Moghaddam, 2006).  

Glaser (2002) and Strauss (Corbin & Strauss, 1990) agreed that abstraction plays an 

important role in GT; however, they differed on the destination to which abstraction takes the 

researcher. Glaser (2002) argued against a social constructivist framework, insinuating that 

such meta-theories force existing constructs onto the data rather than allowing the data to 

speak for itself. Charmaz (2006) argued that Corbin and Strauss’s (1990) methods were more 

about justifying a method of interpretation than about forcing interpretation onto the data. 

Charmaz (2000) commented that this argument highlighted a more post-positivist approach 

that allowed for the role of perspective in the formation of so-called reality. According to 

Charmaz, the perspective of the researcher was, arguably, equally valid to the participants’ 

perspectives; the differences between the two offered additional data that researchers could 

incorporate into a broad theory that allowed for contextual variances.  

Although I acknowledge that my understanding of integral theory (Wilber, 2000) as well 

as the literature on SID influenced my interpretation of the data, I cannot undo the learning 

that I have done. Rather than attempting to wipe my mind clean of all possible influences on 

my interpretations, I intended to accept them as possible threats to the emergence of a theory 

grounded solely in the data while also acknowledging their potential to enhance my 

understanding of the data. Without at least some knowledge of developmental theory and the 

existing SID literature, I may have missed important patterns within the data that a more 

experienced researcher would find (Dey, 2007). I believe that this knowledge of existing 

literature did not exclude GT as the best approach to the problem of understanding SID. 
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Because of the complexity of the issue, no one existing theory was sufficient to explain it. Thus I 

believed GT to be the most effective means for working to develop a new, comprehensive 

theory, grounded in the data, without throwing out over a century of developmental, 

psychological, sociological, and sexuality research.  

 As a result of this rift and the surfeit of misunderstanding in the GT literature, multiple 

researchers offered permutations of GT that varied in myriad ways from Glaser and Strauss’s 

original version (Charmaz, 2006; Clarke & Friese, 2007; Dick, 2007; Olesen, 2007). This plethora 

of variations made it difficult for a beginning researcher, like myself, to pinpoint an exact 

method for a genuine grounded theory study. As confusing as the permutations were, I 

identified what appeared to be the fundamentals of all GT methods (Hood, 2007). 

Characteristic Features  

 At the heart of any GT approach is the process of coding and the constant comparative 

analysis of codes and categories (Moghaddam, 2006). GT researchers begin coding as soon as 

data collection commences and transcriptions have been created. Codes are word or phrase 

markers or tags that attempt to capture how participants make meaning of the incident they 

are recounting; codes empower researchers to deconstruct the data into manageable parts that 

can more easily be compared to one another. Codes can be generated using several different 

methods but are generally initially created in an open coding process where every idea, line, or 

even word of the transcript is coded and categorized (Moghaddam, 2006). In an effort to 

generate solid theory, these codes are then compared to one another to create broader 

categories that deepen the levels of abstraction and create connections between them; this 

process is referred to as axial coding or focused coding. Without the constant comparison of 
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codes and the continual abstraction of codes and categories, researchers would not be able to 

describe their study as employing a GT method.   

Theoretical sampling, another hallmark of GT, consists of the purposeful selection of 

participants who are able to articulate the phenomenon being studied and whose contribution 

may fill gaps within the emerging theory (Morse, 2007). As Morse pointed out, “the essence of 

qualitative analysis is based in investigator-insight;” thus, “excessive data is an impediment to 

analysis” (p. 233). As a result of researcher limitations, Morse argued that data should be 

limited to that which is meaningful, rich, and informative. The process of finding quality 

participants who address the targeted concept is the process of theoretical sampling.  

Theoretical sampling also informs the analytic process. During coding and in the 

constant comparison process that begins even at the earliest stages of the project, researchers 

identify gaps in the emerging theory. To fill the gaps, researchers recruit specific groups, 

people, or populations that are most likely to offer the information necessary. Thus, sampling 

becomes a theoretically driven process as researchers allow the emerging theory to dictate 

whom they will sample next.  

 GT researchers know to stop collecting data as they reach a saturation point when no 

other categories emerge from the coding process (Moghaddam, 2006). This saturation point is 

theoretical in nature in that researchers must make a subjective judgment that they have 

reached saturation. Glaser and Strauss (1967) argued that this point would be apparent to 

experienced researchers who are familiar with data analysis and theory building. They also 

argued that the researcher could not be sure that one had reached saturation; rather a 

researcher must use one’s best judgment.  

90  



 
 

 With little guidance, a beginning researcher must rely on an abstract, untested 

understanding of theoretical saturation. Charmaz (2014) warned “theoretical saturation is not 

the same as witnessing repetition of the same events or stories, although many qualitative 

researchers confuse saturation with repetition of described events” (p. 213). She stopped short 

of defining a process for determining if researchers have arrived at saturation, calling it instead 

a “judgment” (p. 214). The analytic process of the researcher determines how this judgment is 

made. In this project, due to the constraints placed upon me by the IRB, discussed below, and 

due to my inexperience as a researcher who needed to understand saturation through practice, 

I limited my sample size to only between 8 and 16 participants.  

 Perhaps more characteristic of general qualitative analysis, methodological flexibility 

seems to be one of the major principles guiding researchers in grounded theory methods 

(Morse, 2007). Inherent within this concept is GT researchers’ empowerment to make decisions 

regarding their methodology during the data collection process. The process of theoretical 

sampling is the strongest example of how GT researchers might alter their methods in an effort 

to garner new and better information that enriches the emerging theory. Glaser and Strauss 

(1967) also emphasized the importance of maintaining flexibility in interview protocols and in 

coding methods. 

 Beneath these core characteristics, abductive reasoning and abstraction are the 

ambiguous workhorses of the GT approach. They drive and cement the above characteristics 

into a constructive theory building method. First noted by Peirce (1878/1958) and applied to GT 

by Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) and Charmaz (2014) among others, abduction is the process 

of identifying and justifying new discoveries in the analysis of data. Researchers who use 
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inductive reasoning collect bits of data, analyze them together, and attempt to explain how the 

bits of data work as a whole. Researchers who use abductive reasoning also employ inductive 

reasoning, but in the process of explaining the collected bits of data, they also employ their 

imagination, creativity, and insight.  

 In so doing, GT researchers attempt to locate and identify gaps in the puzzle they are 

putting together. Coding, constant comparison, and theoretical sampling are all mechanisms for 

helping GT researchers explain the data collected and what they have not yet collected. After 

identifying gaps, GT researchers use their knowledge of the data, their experience as 

researchers, and their intuition to suggest possible reasons for the gap as a method for closing 

it. Once they have created a possible solution, they test their hypothesis by targeting what type 

of data to collect, from which population to collect it, and by which method to facilitate 

collection. The identification of gaps, the hypothesizing of possible explanations, and the 

testing of hypotheses by targeted data collection are all part of the abduction process.  

 Glaser (1992, 2002) emphasized abstraction as a hallmark of classic GT. The product of 

abduction, an abstraction is a concrete concept made more theoretical and generally 

applicable. Glaser argued that increasing levels of abstraction was the goal of GT and that 

anything properly abstracted was applicable in the emerging theory. With his famous idiom, 

“All is data,” Glaser (1992) encouraged a generation of researchers to consider every aspect of 

data as grist for meaningful and applicable theories; however, his failure to help researchers 

understand how to reach sufficient levels of abstraction led many researchers, including myself, 

to question classic GT and to seek alternatives.  
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Researcher Assumptions 

 In my search for a better understanding of GT’s many permutations, I encountered 

much discussion about the epistemological assumptions, a debate around which assumptions 

were correct, and the role of the researcher’s personal beliefs and biases. At first, I considered 

this debate as merely a discussion of the researcher’s bias and the role of literature reviews in 

GT. Glaser (2002) argued that the researcher’s background has no role in classic GT; Charmaz 

(2014) among many others argued that Glaser’s assertion was ridiculous, untenable, and 

unhelpful especially to beginning researchers. However, I quickly discovered that this debate 

ran much deeper than an argument about method.  

 Despite my ignorance, Charmaz’s (2006, 2014) arguments resonated with my 

experience and with my training as a professional counselor. Her books were, by far, the most 

helpful in abetting my understanding of GT’s underpinnings, of its application, and of my role as 

a researcher. Through her work, I eventually identified the real debate about philosophy, 

change, and reality; I was forced to challenge several important assumptions I brought to this 

project that influenced the outcome.  

Symbolic Interactionism   

Many sociologists and social psychologists used social interactionism to explain how 

people interact with themselves and others and how those interactions influence individual and 

social change (Charmaz, 2014; Jeon, 2004). Attributed to the work of George Herbert Mead 

(1932, 1934) and Herbert Blumer (1986), symbolic interactionism is a philosophy grounded in 

American pragmatism to describe the complex interactions between Self, symbol, and society. 

GT researchers who used symbolic interactionism emphasized the role of Self in meaning 
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construction. In short, Self interacts with Other to know and understand itself through language 

and symbol, each of which are influenced by society and culture; as Self develops in association 

with society, it influences society, and the process continues (Mead, 1932, 1934). For a 

thorough discussion of symbolic interactionism in GT see Aldiabat and Navenec (2011).  

In tandem with Glaser (2002), Newman (2008), among others, argued that symbolic 

interactionism was not conducive to classic GT. They argued that a more objectivist approach 

was needed to discover truth. Newman asserted that classic GT was accurately described as a 

neo-positivist approach that viewed truth as a complex amalgam of both socially constructed 

and objective reality. Much like the SID literature reviewed in Appendix A, the underpinnings of 

GT harbored the classic debate between social construction and objectivism.  

Social Construction versus Objectivism  

The tenets of social construction and objectivism as epistemology require a separate 

dissertation to discuss in detail. Charmaz (2000; 2014) and Glaser (2002) debated the 

underlying philosophy of a “true” GT and managed to reach a sort of stalemate with each 

agreeing to disagree. Which philosophy to choose was largely left to the researcher’s discretion 

and personal judgment about the nature of knowledge acquisition and reality.  

For me the debate about social construction versus objectivism in both the SID and the 

GT literature left me not confused but frustrated. Philosophers like Wilber (2000) argued for a 

middle ground between the two disparate philosophies, seeing development as both socially 

influenced and objectively unfolding. Having been trained in academia as a humanist, a 

developmentalist, and a psychotherapist grounded in psychodynamic as well as a cognitive-

behavioral theory, I understood the clash between evidence-based objective interventions and 
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the fluidity and freedom of art and the humanities. Like Wilber (2002), I saw the world from a 

post post-modern perspective and rejected the need to choose objective realities in favor of 

socially constructed ones.  

Because of my philosophical assumptions, I chose to rely most on Charmaz’s 

recommendations for constructing a grounded theory; however, this reliance did not abate my 

desire to listen to Glaser’s (2002) warnings and to search for some hint of objective truth in the 

midst of socially constructed realities. In the following section, I explain how psychodynamic 

theory and developmental theory helped me access each perspective to formulate a more 

complete picture.  

Process and Change 

In Appendix A, I discussed psychodynamic theory, attachment theory, and integral 

theory – three of my greatest influencers. Here, I attempt to explain how these three interacted 

in my analysis to create my understanding of process and change.  

Charmaz (2014) argued symbolic interactionism enabled GT researchers to focus on 

process and change, and this focus enabled GT researchers to construct explanations of 

behavior. This argument satisfied me for some aspects of my study but not for others. I wanted 

to construct a theory that explained behavior and that encompassed psychological influencers 

of change. This intention did not conflict with Charmaz’s argument, but neither Charmaz nor 

symbolic interactionism offered an explanation for sexual desire and emotional processes that I 

believed were influential on human behavior. Because her initial foray into GT with her 

dissertation (Charmaz, 1973) inadvertently encompassed many of the aspects of psychology 
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that I also wished to include, I determined that I could use Charmaz’s approach. But, unlike her, 

I would include a psychological perspective as well as a social one.   

Wilber (2000) offered a historical perspective for how psychology and humanism 

emerged and developed over the 20th century. He argued that Freud’s (1962/2000) original 

works influenced society’s view of unconscious drives and motivators, leading to many new 

insights and discoveries. Bowlby’s (1988) influential work on attachment was one of those 

outgrowths, and emotion-focused therapy (EFT; Greenberg & Johnson, 1988) was a direct 

application of Bowlby’s work to counseling and psychotherapy. Greenberg and Johnson (1988) 

focused mostly on the application of attachment theory in emotion-focused therapy; however, 

Johnson and many others (Wallin, 2007) offered subsequent explanations and descriptions of 

attachment theory’s basic assumptions and their applicability to processes of behavioral 

change.  

In short, I interpreted Charmaz’s (2014) dictum to focus on process and change through 

symbolic interactionism as a compatible partner with Wilber’s (2000) theory, which 

encompasses attachment theory, in developing a richer understanding of SID. The addendum of 

integral theory (Wilber, 2000), attachment theory, and EFT to symbolic interactionism allowed 

me to explain the processes of SID as both individual and social, and the change in the SID 

process as driven by both emotional or experiential (objectivist) and social (constructionist) 

factors. With this addendum, I believed that I could capture all of the aspects of a socially 

constructed and a psychologically driven process of SID. Because my assumptions about change 

were compatible with symbolic interactionism, Charmaz’s approach seemed most appropriate 

and most likely to yield results useable in the social context of counseling.  
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IRB Constraints 

 An unanticipated factor in my research process was constraints I encountered from my 

IRB. In this section, I summarize features of my methodology that became IRB concerns, 

resulting constraints and IRB members’ rationale for those constraints, and how the constraints 

resulted in my study deviating somewhat from pure GT methodology. This discussion not only 

clarifies the nature and reasons for my modified methodology but also may serve to forewarn 

future student researchers who use GT methodology to study human sexuality of constraints 

they may or may not encounter with their own IRBs and how to prepare to avoid those aspects 

that, in my case, might have been avoidable.  

In accordance with well-established qualitative research guidelines, I had designed the 

study to include both individual interviews and a focus group of the same participants. I 

intended to introduce the emerging theory within the focus group and to ask participants to 

expound on how the new theory fit their experience. I did not intend to collect more data other 

than participants’ reactions to the study’s findings. I also planned to utilize theoretical sampling 

and directly recruit participants who could address gaps in the emerging theory. This approach, 

while broad, was consistent with established GT methodology, and my review of the existing 

literature did not yield any support for narrowing the focus. Originally, I did not restrain 

sampling to any one group, demographic, or geographic location other than restricting the age 

of participants to 18 years of age and older.  

Regarding the group interviews, members of the IRB expressed concern for participant 

confidentiality. Because the nature of the topic was inherently sensitive, they were worried that 

participants would feel unduly pressured to divulge confidential information within the 
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confirmatory focus group. As a precaution, the IRB advised that I remove the focus group from 

the analysis. Although my dissertation committee and I disagreed with this constraint, we 

agreed to drop the focus group component from my proposal.  

Regarding theoretical sampling, members of the IRB expressed anxiety about sampling 

individuals with a history of sexual trauma, citing fears of possible re-traumatization. Despite 

my credentials as a sex therapist and an LPC and those of my major professor as a sex therapist 

and LPC with more than 25 years experience, the IRB remained convinced that, in particular, 

participants with a history of sexually-related trauma might be harmed by discussing the role of 

that trauma in their sexual identity development. Initially, members of the IRB requested that I 

eliminate the use of theoretical sampling from my proposal and to limit sampling to a specific 

group such as men without a history of sexual trauma. After some discussion of the importance 

of a theoretical sampling process, the IRB required me in my recruitment and screening 

processes to explicitly exclude anyone with a history of sexual trauma and to limit recruitment 

to those 25 years of age or older. Also, citing confidentiality concerns, the IRB required that I 

limit recruitment to within the Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas (DFW), area to avoid the use of 

telecommunication software.  

Based on their initial questions, members of the IRB appeared not to understand GT or 

consider it a legitimate approach to the research question. This apparent misunderstanding 

along with more general concerns about the sexual nature of the topic led the IRB to limit my 

ability to adhere to a strictly GT approach. In consultation with my committee and because this 

project represented the beginning point of my lifelong research agenda, we determined a 
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constrained approach to this topic would still yield results that were potentially meaningful and 

valid.  

Participants 

 I understood that grounded theory researchers (Morse, 2007) considered a small 

number of “excellent” participants sufficient to fully understand any given process. Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) recommended researchers to begin with a purposive sample of the population 

of interest and then to allow the data to guide future sampling choices, but I was unsure how 

theoretical sampling worked in the context of my broad focus on establishing a general process 

of SID. Because all humans undergo SID to some extent, the population of interest was the 

general adult population of the US; I had no specific criteria to guide a more targeted sample 

selection in the beginning of this project.  

Although proponents of classic GT decried using existing theory to guide theoretical 

sampling (Glaser, 2007), my dissertation committee, the IRB, and I needed some explanation 

for how I would narrow down the general adult US population to within 8 to 16 adults in the 

DFW area. I decided that I would allow myself to use the existing SID literature to offer some 

limited justification for why I would keep my focus so broad.   

Researchers have hypothesized that SID differs between the sexes (Kinnish, Strassberg, 

& Turner, 2005), possibly between heterosexual and homosexual individuals (Frankel, 2004), 

and possibly between members of different ethnicities and cultures (Jamil, Harper, & 

Fernandez, 2009). Beyond these distinctions, the existing literature did not offer much guidance 

for how the SID process might differ among different groups of people. These distinctions were 
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also largely based on opposing theoretical definitions SID and how it develops—the foci of this 

study.   

Because my intent was to capture a meta-process of SID that could be applied to any 

person regardless of context, I determined that I would sample both males and females, those 

who identify their sexual orientations as heterosexual and homosexual or bisexual, and 

individuals from various cultures in order to determine if these researchers’ theories were, in 

fact, grounded in data. Thus, I asked the IRB for and was granted freedom to seek additional 

participants from sub-populations, should the data indicate, through a theoretical sampling 

process. 

It is worth noting again that this project was an initial step in what I consider to be my 

lifelong research agenda. The goal was to start as broadly as possible so that, in future projects, 

I would have some justification and direction on how to narrow down my focus to more specific 

populations, a justification the existing SID literature did not provide.  

I limited sampling to a minimum of 8 and a maximum of 16 individuals who were fluent 

in English and, to address the IRB’s concerns, who were 25 years of age or older, who reported 

no history of sexual trauma, who were not actively suicidal, and who were not my personal 

friends or colleagues. I also endeavored to obtain at least one multicultural perspective. At the 

point of saturation, a point at which I concluded that further data collection would not yield 

substantial change in results (Charmaz, 2014), I had a total of 8 participants. Due to the time- 

and resource-limited nature of doctoral dissertation research, I did not expect to obtain every 

perspective possible. Although pragmatically unavoidable, I discuss the limitations associated 

with these constraints in Appendix D.  
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Procedures 

 As a student researcher, I was learning not only about the phenomenon I was studying 

but also about my chosen method. Although I participated in qualitative projects before this 

one, attended qualitative analysis courses, and received guidance from experienced 

researchers, I encountered some of my ignorance about GT throughout the process. In this 

section, I will discuss the procedures as they unfolded, I will discuss how I utilized Charmaz’s 

(2006, 2014) approach to GT, and I will highlight my missteps on the journey.  

Initially, I conceptualized conducting this project in four phases: pilot, data collection, 

data validation, and theory construction—in that order. Even though I realized that the 

constant comparison method would tie each of these phases together, I underestimated the 

extent to which the “phases” of my study would blend together. For clarity but without 

separating my analysis into arbitrary stages, I discuss my methodology within the abstract 

categories of planning, beginning, middle, and end.  

Planning and Preparation 

 Throughout my doctoral studies and in preparation for this project, I engrossed myself 

in the SID literature and in the study of sex therapy. I read over 400 hundred articles, books, 

and papers on sexuality, sex therapy, and sexual identity, and I wrote a comprehensive primer 

of the SID literature (Kinsey et al., 2015). In addition to this focus, I studied classic and 

contemporary developmental theorists like Freud (1962/2000), Kegan (1982), and, most 

influentially, Wilber (2000). With my major professor, I constructed special-problem 

(independent study) classes to examine Wilber’s integral theory and how I could apply it to SID 

(Kinsey et al., 2015a); an application of new sex therapy approaches to lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
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and transgender (LGBT) populations (Kinsey, Holden, & Moore, 2015b); an integral 

conceptualization of LGBT issues in regular counseling (Kinsey, Holden, & Moore, 2015c); and a 

sex therapy practicum to apply my knowledge in counseling practice.  

At the outset of all this inquiry, I did not know which aspect of SID I would focus on for 

my dissertation or how I would focus on it. As discussed in Appendix A, I realized that the 

construct of SID was poorly understood and that existing models were insufficient to explain 

the emotional and psychological process of coming to more complex and functional sexual 

identities. After consultation with my committee and after drafting many different ideas for 

how I could go about solving this problem, I decided to pursue a purely qualitative project 

aimed at uncovering a general process of SID using GT to create the initial basis for 

understanding a phenomenon heretofore unexplained in the academic literature.  

Planning this project, I realized that the scope of this emerging theory would be vast, 

perhaps even unmanageable. Wiener (2007) warned that qualitative research is often complex, 

time-consuming, and physically and mentally draining; they added that a research assistant was 

an invaluable asset to mitigate some of this burden. Consequently, I recruited Travis Moore, a 

graduate student from Southern Methodist University’s Counseling Program, to assist me with 

every component. He was compensated for participation with third authorship on all academic 

journal publications resulting from this study.  

Beginning 

After receiving IRB approval, I immediately began recruiting participants by sharing the 

flyer on my personal Facebook. All eight of the participants heard about my study through 

mutual friends or colleagues who saw my flyer on Facebook. Friends and colleagues identified 
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people they deemed to be particularly self-aware and able to articulate abstract ideas about 

sexuality. Interested participants were instructed to contact me either via phone or email. All of 

the participants chose to contact me via phone. 

During that initial phone call, I assessed participants for their suitability using my clinical 

skills as an LPC; I screened participants for their ability to comprehend the topic, to self-reflect, 

and to articulate abstract concepts. I did not use any formal assessments but questioned the 

participants regarding their general mental health, self-awareness, and awareness of the topic. 

We discussed the informed consent, the purpose of the study, the potential harms and benefits 

to them, and the reasons why they might be excluded from participating. I told interviewees 

they would not be compensated for participation. Because I am an LPC, I notified participants 

that they were not consenting to mental health services and that their participation did not 

constitute mental health treatment. However, I assured each participant that if they became 

distressed during the interview, I would utilize my clinical skills to ensure their safety and to 

determine if the interview should be terminated and if they might need a mental health 

referral. I also informed participants that they were able to withdraw their consent for 

participation at any time. Copies of the informed consent and screening questions can be found 

in Appendix E. 

After informing them, I asked if they believed that their individual experience would 

contribute to the purpose of the study and if they wished to participate. Every participant who 

initially contacted me seemed excited about the study and agreed to participate. Because all of 

the participants who contacted me met both the IRB’s and my criteria, I did not need to inform 

any participants of their incompatibility. After gaining an initial verbal consent from 
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participants, we scheduled their initial interview. I asked each participant to reflect on their SID 

prior to arriving to their interview.  

Within one week of beginning recruitment, three people contacted me to volunteer; 

each of them met the criteria and agreed to participate. After scheduling these initial 

interviews, I stopped actively recruiting on Facebook. I planned to use the first two interviews 

as a pilot to help me hone my ability to focus on SID without structuring the interviews. After 

conducting these initial interviews, I determined that the data was robust enough to include 

them in the analysis.  

Interview Protocol  

I did not utilize any formal assessments during this study. I individually interviewed 

participants about their SID process once. I then conducted one follow-up interview with each 

participant to discuss the emerging theory. During the first interview, I administered a 20-

question survey online via Qualtrics that inquired about basic demographics and about sexual 

behavior. A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix E. Interviews were open-ended and 

informal in an effort to allow participants space and time to reflect on the abstract nature of 

the topic. Initial interviews were no longer than two hours, and follow-up interviews were no 

longer than one hour. All initial interviews were video recorded; follow-up interviews were not 

recorded.  

In seeking guidance on how to perform these interviews, I found that GT researchers 

varied in their recommendations for the interview process. Most GT researchers indicated that 

the nature of the topic and the developing theory should guide the researcher’s decisions 

regarding the interview process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Morse, 2007). However, authors of 
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interview texts (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; Merton, Fiske, & Kendall, 1990) argued that 

qualitative studies of abstract topics benefited from a less structured, informal interview style 

characterized by flexibility.  

 As an LPC, I attested to the power of non-guided discussion that often led to emotional 

and meaningful topics in counseling. In fact, counseling theorists like Carl Rogers (1961) based 

entire modes of counseling on an approach in which the counselor predominantly followed 

rather than led the client’s process of self-reflection. Similarly, experts on qualitative interview 

process argued that a good interview is like an intimate conversation with a friend with minimal 

outside guidance or structure (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995).  

Although I subscribed to these models of both counseling and interview process, I was 

also aware that certain clients and participants sometimes needed compassionate direction and 

help to focus their thoughts and feelings toward a desired topic. This belief is widely accepted 

both in the counseling literature (Fall et al., 2010) and in the qualitative research literature 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995). Particularly due to the fact that I was interested in a specific 

abstraction, some participants needed some prompting to converge on certain concepts and 

gentle guidance to stay on topic; however, most of the data I gathered emerged without much 

prompting or questioning.  

 Administering the demographic survey online via Qualtrics served several functional 

purposes. First, this online software quickly, easily, and securely captured basic demographic 

data like age and marital status, freeing time to focus on abstract ideas in the interview. 

Second, the online survey format helped participants feel more comfortable disclosing specific 

information about their sexual behaviors. For example, rather than asking for a verbal count of 
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their sexual partners, a question that might be embarrassing or shameful to answer, 

participants silently and confidentially answered this question using my iPad. I matched 

participants to their answers using the date and time of the interview and the date and time 

they completed the online survey. I told participants that I would not review their answers to 

the survey until they left my office. Third, the survey’s focus on behaviors freed up additional 

time for the participant and I to discuss their SID story in more abstract, psychological terms. 

Fourth, capturing detailed information about participants’ demographics and their perceptions 

of their sexual history will aid future researchers who wish to replicate this study to seek out 

similar or more diverse participants.   

Transcription and Coding 

After completing the first two interviews, my research assistant and I immediately 

began transcribing the video recordings using Nvivo software. We encountered several 

problems with Nvivo’s software that made transcription difficult and more time consuming 

than expected. After seeking permission from my major professor and the IRB, I hired a 

transcription service, TranscribeMe. Nvivo offered this service as an integrated addendum to 

their software, but TranscribeMe was a separate business entity in partnership with Nvivo. 

TranscribeMe offered the highest security possible for the electronic transmission of 

confidential files, and they downloaded completed transcripts directly into Nvivo. To add an 

extra level of security, I did not send TranscribeMe video files, but I sent them only the audio 

files. Because I edited the informed consent to reflect these methodological changes, my 

research assistant and I completed transcribing the initial two interviews ourselves and used 

106  



 
 

TranscribeMe’s service, along with the new informed consent, for the subsequent six 

interviews.  

 We also began coding and writing memos immediately following the initial two 

interviews. Part of my decision to conduct these initial two interviews as part of a pilot study 

was to give me the opportunity to determine how best to conduct open coding 

methodologically in an organized manner. 

Many qualitative researchers discussed the theoretical underpinnings of the initial 

coding process (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) but offered 

little guidance on how to perform initial coding. Charmaz (2014), in the second edition of her 

book, offered more concrete instructions and examples in an effort to correct this gap. Her 

book was the most helpful, but I needed additional sources to clarify how I could conduct the 

initial coding process (Hernandez, 2009; Moghaddam, 2006; Saldana, 2013; Walker & Myrick, 

2006).  

Most authors, including Charmaz (2014), suggested using gerunds to create codes that 

capture action and intention, avoiding description, remaining open to new ideas, moving 

quickly, and keeping codes simple and focused on one idea at a time. Charmaz discussed 

common approaches that coded line-by-line or “incident with incident” (p. 128). In comparing 

these two methods, I determined that comparing incident-with-incident would help me reach 

the level of abstraction I was seeking better than a line-by-line approach. Because my focus in 

the interviews was less on actions than on feelings, intentions, and other psychological 

concepts, incident-with-incident coding helped me capture the essence of these things without 

forcing me to chop what was often an emotionally charged discussion into emotionless bits.  
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At the start, I practiced with both line-by-line and incident-with-incident methods. After 

coding much of the first transcript using both, I found that incident-with-incident coding often 

created more codes per line than line-by-line coding. Incident-with-incident codes were more 

directly tied to the context of what was happening in the story around the coded segment, and 

they were more conceptual and theoretical in nature. Overall, incident-with-incident coding 

produced more quantity and quality codes than line-by-line.  

Also adding to my decision to use incident-with-incident coding, I encountered 

limitations within Nvivo’s software that made line-by-line coding difficult and inconsistent. How 

Nvivo formatted the software windows that held the transcripts made resizing the transcripts 

easy, but the option to easily resize windows also made any distinction between lines arbitrary. 

Resizing the window would either stretch out lines or make them smaller. Thus each 

transcript’s lines had different lengths and ranged from containing several statements and ideas 

to containing only a few words. In an effort to be consistent across transcripts and in keeping 

with Charmaz’s (2014) recommendation for incident-with-incident coding for this kind of data 

collection, we conducted incident-with-incident coding throughout the rest of the initial coding 

period.  

In addition to the formatting challenges, I encountered several problems with Nvivo’s 

software. Nvivo was not equipped to handle the massive amount of codes we were generating 

in our incident-with-incident coding process. For example, I generated 282 unique codes and 

402 references to those codes in my initial coding of the first interview. When asked to run any 

sort of analysis on these codes, Nvivo frequently crashed. Organizing these codes was also 

difficult; because of the number of codes, any function designed to help the researcher see the 
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codes in context did not function properly. Despite my growing awareness that Nvivo was 

unwieldy and ill suited for an analysis of this scale, I decided it would serve a basic 

organizational function and that I had invested too much time and money to abandon it. 

Constant Comparison 

After solving some of the initial problems with the coding process, my assistant and I 

continued coding separately from each other and writing memos to start the analytic, 

abstraction process. To write memos, we followed many of Charmaz’s (2014) general 

recommendations: titling memos with ideas or codes; keeping a methodological journal; not 

focusing on grammar, spelling, or sentence structure; allowing our thoughts to flow freely; and 

using graphics and flow charts to stimulate ideas. Every time we engaged the data, we had our 

notebooks ready to capture any thoughts or ideas sparked in that session.  

 In this initial phase, discovering the best coding method, repeatedly coding the same 

material, and writing memos served to aid my assistant and me in constantly comparing our 

abstractions to the source material. Because it was built into our process throughout this 

phase, we did not need to make any additional efforts to jumpstart a constant comparative 

process.   

Theoretical Sampling 

During these early stages, my primary focus was to identify and understand if the first 

two interviews had captured anything of value. Because they were my first attempts at 

conducting unstructured interviews, I did not expect the two initial interviews to yield much 

meaningful data. To my surprise, several similarities and patterns emerged early on that 

pointed to a core category involving SID. I anticipated not being able to use the data from these 
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first two interviews, but the robustness of my initial findings encouraged me to count them 

toward my minimum total of interviews. Because both initial interviewees identified as gay or 

lesbian, I endeavored to recruit heterosexual participants next to see if those same patterns 

would be consistent.  

 The first person I interviewed was a 25-year old gay man. Although his interview yielded 

meaningful data, he struggled to articulate his feelings surrounding certain abstract concepts. I 

determined that I should seek older candidates who could speak about their younger 

experiences but with more insight and articulation. The second person was a 45-year old 

lesbian female whose excellent ability to articulate feelings and abstract ideas as well as to 

recall her younger experiences convinced me that I had made the right choice to seek older 

candidates.  

Middle 

 Once I determined how to proceed and that the initial interviews were capturing 

meaningful data, I proceeded to interview the third person who contacted me within the first 

week, and I reposted the flyer on my personal Facebook. In my Facebook post, I mentioned that 

I was specifically seeking heterosexual or bisexual men and women. Within two weeks of my 

second post, an additional three people called to volunteer. After five weeks, I posted the flyer 

a third time to my Facebook, and within one week of that posting the final two participants 

called to volunteer. Overall, I recruited eight participants and conducted initial interviews with 

all of them over two months.  

 

 

110  



 
 

Interviews 

During the remaining six interviews, I continued with the same, unstructured format 

asking only that participants describe their story of sexual identity development. In every 

interview, I reacted in the moment to the participant’s story to ask probing questions and to 

redirect to the topic of SID. When asked to define sexual identity, I explained that I was not 

interested solely in the labels they used to define themselves but also in a general sense of how 

they viewed themselves as sexual people with all of the thoughts, feelings, and experiences 

that go with it. Other than that question, no participant sought additional guidance on how to 

proceed or on what to discuss. If the participant stopped talking for an extended period or 

appeared to need help to continue their story, I would ask for more information or for clarity 

about something they had mentioned previously in the interview.   

 As my analysis progressed and the emerging theory began to take shape, some of my 

questions became more directed. As opposed to generating predetermined questions in order 

to validate my emerging categories, I allowed the interview to progress normally. If I 

determined that the participant’s story was mirroring a category or another participant’s story, 

I highlighted the similarities and asked them to expound on their experience. I did not ask for 

direct validation for each category until the follow-up interviews.  

Transcription and Coding  

I utilized TranscribeMe’s services to transcribe the final six interviews. Once completed, 

TranscribeMe downloaded the transcriptions directly into Nvivo software. My research 

assistant and I used Nvivo to code the transcripts separately, discussing only our general 

thoughts about any gaps we noticed and about whom to recruit next.  
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 Several categories and themes emerged during the initial coding phase; however, I did 

not code to the categories until all transcripts had been coded incident with incident. If I had 

already used a word or phrase to code an incident but that word or phrase seemed appropriate 

to another incident, I tried to create a code with synonyms or different phrasing. Using this 

process helped to create insight and to spark new ideas about the data. If no other word or 

phrase completely captured the incident, I used an existing code.    

Constant Comparison 

With the majority of technical and logistical issues resolved, I more purposefully focused 

on constant comparison. My assistant also focused on the constant comparison process in a 

similar fashion. In the process of coding, I wrote my thoughts in memos, experimented with 

categories, and compared coding lists with source material, with memos, and with 

experimental categories. I did not add material from my literature review during this stage of 

analysis. I focused only on the interview data.  

My focus in the initial coding phase was to break the data into meaningful, smaller bits, 

but patterns and commonalities emerged in that process. As each pattern emerged, I generally 

described it in a memo. Later, I reviewed the memos of the coding session and compared the 

ideas in each memo with the ideas in other memos. If additional patterns emerged, I recorded 

that pattern in a new memo. In addition, I compared the memos to the initial codes to help 

with the construction of categories or focused codes.  

Theoretical Sampling 

In the comparison process described above, a few gaps became clear. I was missing a 

multicultural perspective, and I was missing the perspective of someone who was still married 
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or committed to a long-term partner. Although I knew that I would be unable to obtain every 

cultural perspective, I endeavored to find at least one and, in so doing, discover how a different 

cultural context would influence my categories. I found that a multicultural perspective did not 

fundamentally change the emerging core categories. However, this question remains for future 

verification.  

 In the second wave of recruitment, three men and one woman volunteered. After 

conducting those interviews, I had interviewed four men and two women. In my analysis, I 

noticed some similarities and some differences between men and women, so I determined to 

recruit two women in the final recruitment attempt, bringing the total to four men and four 

women.  

End 

 After seeking participants to fill these blatant gaps, completing the interviews, and 

completing initial coding, other than the scarcity of cultural diversity no other large gaps 

emerged. I believed that I had reached theoretical saturation of categories. To test this 

hypothesis, I began to apply the emergent categories to the data in a focused coding process.    

Interviews  

With all in-depth interviews completed and emergent core categories identified, I 

contacted the participants to schedule follow-up interviews. The purpose of these interviews 

was to ask participants to share any additional details about their SID story, to review the 

findings from my analysis, and to ask questions targeted to determine the validity of the 

emergent theory.  
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 I constructed a short PowerPoint presentation that highlighted the major categories and 

described the general process of development. A copy of the PowerPoint slides can be found in 

Appendix E. I asked participants to freely share their thoughts and feelings about the model as 

we discussed. I took notes throughout the interview writing down participant thoughts and 

critiques that seemed salient. After presenting the material and discussing the findings, I asked 

each participant to rate how well the model represented their SID story on a scale from one 

(low) to 10 (high).   

 Every participant reacted favorably to the results and rated the model above 7. 

Although none offered critiques that fundamentally altered the emergent theory, each offered 

insight and suggestions for how to improve clarity. For example, one offered a different 

definition for “mastering the erotic” that more saliently described this process. Others offered 

additional stories and insight into how their SID process matched the emergent theory. 

Transcription and Coding 

Before conducting follow-up interviews, I began focused coding to compare the 

emergent categories with the data. In the initial coding process, I identified 13 core categories 

that I believed captured all of the initial codes. To see if these codes truly captured every aspect 

of the data, I returned to the transcripts and recoded each interview. In this new process, I used 

the 13 categories as a guide map, comparing each initial code and the source material coded to 

determine in which category it belonged.  

 I sought guidance on how to conduct focused coding, looking specifically for direction 

on the process of determining which categories should be collapsed into others and which 

should be retained as theoretical codes. Much like initial coding and other aspects of GT, the 
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processes researchers use to focus code data is largely ambiguous and left up to researcher 

judgment (Moghaddam, 2006). Charmaz (2014) offered some helpful suggestions but mostly 

argued that I would make these determinations based on my experience, my field of study, my 

training, and my epistemology.  

 Because my field of expertise is psychodynamic in nature, I used my knowledge of 

human development theory and of psychological theories of development and change to 

determine which nuances of the emerging theory to highlight and to retain. Specifically, 

Charmaz (2014) stated that GT researchers at this level of analysis are interested in process and 

change. Because many beginning researchers do not focus on process above description, 

Charmaz argued that many fail to reach a truly theoretical level of abstraction. To avoid this 

error, I chose to acknowledge and use my understanding of existing theory to help me reach an 

acceptable level of abstraction. The existing theories I used were not specifically descriptive of 

SID, allowing the data to speak for itself, but were useful in helping me focus on processes of 

challenge and change. 

Undoubtedly, my background in psychology and psychodynamic theory influenced my 

abstractions throughout the coding process. Charmaz (2014) argued that this influence is both 

inescapable and useful. Because I, like Charmaz, consider my perspective a valuable asset, I 

allowed my influences to be present and cautiously analyzed my assumptions to mitigate their 

impact on the beginning phases of my analysis. 

During focused coding, however, these assumptions took on a more direct role. I 

determined that to truly elucidate a psychologically informed theory of SID that was useable in 
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therapy, I must look for the drivers of behavior and change I have been trained to identify: 

unconscious attachment processes and non-conscious emotional states.  

To understand how to accomplish this abstraction, I looked to existing human 

development theories and counseling theories. Many of the most influential theorists 

highlighted both the challenges encountered at different points in a process of growth as well 

as the tools and experiences conducive to overcoming those challenges (Kegan, 1982; Wilber, 

2000). Using them as guides, I asked myself during focused coding to highlight areas of 

challenge and areas of change. When I identified a challenge, I asked myself to discover how 

the participant overcame that challenge. When I identified a change in thinking, feeling, or 

behavior, I asked myself to understand the participant prior to and after that change.   

In doing so, I found that not all 13 categories captured a process of change; rather they 

described aspects or characteristics of the larger process. Narrowing my focus to capture 

change, I collapsed the 13 categories I initially identified into five theoretical codes. I also 

discovered and described the cyclical process that characterized how participants engaged 

themselves and others in that change process.     

Constant Comparison  

The constant comparison procedure during this phase became focused on achieving 

greater levels of abstraction. After seeking guidance from existing development theories, I 

compared the emerging five theoretical codes to the initial 13 categories, to the memos, and to 

the transcripts. At this point, Nvivo became useless; its unwieldy design was not intended for a 

GT process with thousands of initial codes. I was unable to use it to easily compare the new 

116  



 
 

theoretical codes with the 13 original categories, open codes, memos, and transcripts, so I 

abandoned it for pencil and paper.  

 I printed out each transcript and a list of every open code arranged into the 13 

categories; I organized these pages into a large three-ring binder. I also bought two sheets of 12 

x 4 foot poster board paper and taped them to two walls in my house. I reread each transcript, 

highlighting areas of change in setting, in thinking, in feeling, and in behavior. I noted significant 

expressions of emotion in the story and in the interview, looking for things I missed, for things 

that fit into the theoretical codes, and for things that did not fit. Charmaz (2014) called this 

process theoretical coding.  

 For several weeks, my research assistant and I met fives times a week to discuss the 

emergent theory. In that process, we compared notes, shared thoughts and insights, and 

worked together to cohesively expatiate out each code. Because I have the most knowledge 

and background in research and in theory, I largely developed the focused and theoretical 

codes on my own. My research assistant focused on initial coding and on category construction. 

We did not compare our codes until I began comparing the five theoretical codes to the rest of 

the data.  

 We found that his initial categories were similar to my own. He did not construct an 

exact list but rather focused on taking notes and highlighting themes he recognized as 

particularly influential. In our comparison of notes and ideas, we discovered new and exciting 

avenues for description and for expansion of categories; however, our ideas were similar 

enough to incorporate into the five theoretical codes.    
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Theoretical Sampling and Saturation  

Toward the end of theoretical coding after four months of analysis, I determined that I 

had reached an acceptable level of theoretical saturation for this project. I made this 

determination after a week of continued constant comparison led to no new discoveries or 

gaps.  

This determination was also made in consultation with my dissertation committee who 

advised me to progress to follow-up interviews. The follow-up interviews with participants also 

did not indicate any need for continued sampling. After analyzing my notes from follow-up 

interviews and making minor changes to explanation and description, I began writing.  

Assessing Validity 

My research assistant and I are white, middle class, gay males; I was raised in an ultra 

conservative evangelical Christian family; he was raised in a non-practicing Catholic family. 

Growing up we internalized shame about and around our sexuality, and we struggled with 

many of the same challenges described within this study. We both are mental health 

professionals who practice from a humanistic perspective to focus on emotional and 

psychological influences on individual and relational health. I am also a sex therapist who works 

with couples experiencing sexual and relational problems. Our backgrounds and our 

perspectives influenced how we interpreted the data, and we believe that we used our 

experience to connect to participants’ stories and to enrich the analysis.  

I addressed each of Guba and Lincoln’s (1994; Lincoln & Guba, 1986; 2000) hallmarks of 

trustworthiness in qualitative research methods: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility, similar to internal validity in quantitative research, refers to the 
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extent to which research findings and assertions are in line with some measure of reality. I 

attempted to establish the credibility of my findings through data triangulation (Flick, 2007), a 

process of tying my findings to at least two other sources that cited similar interpretations. 

Glasser (1992), who stressed the importance of not engaging in a literature review before data 

collection, argued that a literature review was most helpful during the data triangulation 

process in the data interpretation phase. He argued that findings from the existing literature 

would serve to validate the researcher’s initial conceptualizations of the data as well as guide 

the researcher in making decisions about theoretical sampling and data saturation.  

 My research assistant also played a pivotal role in helping to create a data triangulation 

process. Initially, we kept our thoughts and individual memos separate from each other as we 

cultivated ideas about the emerging theory independently from each other. After sharing our 

independent thoughts and comparing notes, we discovered that our findings were remarkably 

similar, strengthening an assertion of credibility. We also combined whatever unique insights 

and perspectives we had to assure that the emerging theory did not rely solely on any 

individual interpretation.    

 Transferability, comparable to external validity, refers to the generalizability of the 

findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Because my efforts were aimed at understanding a single 

phenomenon in as much depth as possible, I did not sample large quantities of participants. 

Thus, my goal was not to uncover the most generalizable findings but to elucidate a process in 

detail. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that to address transferability, qualitative researchers 

should aim to include as much description as possible that allows future researchers to make a 

determination about the transferability of findings (Bryman, 2008). Throughout this description 
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of my method, I endeavored to include as much rich description as possible, particularly 

regarding my underlying assumptions, to make transfer of data meaningful for future 

investigators.  

 Dependability, similar to reliability in quantitative research, refers to the extent to which 

the researcher can justify the information gleaned and the assertions made (Bryman, 2008). To 

this end, Bryman recommended that researchers keep extensive records and notes throughout 

the research process. In this study, all interviews were recorded and all notes were retained 

and included in the data analysis process. In addition, the follow-up interviews served as a kind 

of audit in which participants tested the dependability of my assertions. The oversight of my 

dissertation committee also served as a way to ensure dependability.  

 Confirmability, akin to objectivity, refers to the qualitative researcher’s ability to limit 

bias and to adhere to common standards of research practice (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In an 

attempt to create a sense of accountability with my dissertation committee and with future 

investigators, I described the philosophies and perspectives that I believe influenced my 

interpretation of the data. As I have argued previously, avoiding all bias was impossible. The 

oversight of my dissertation committee, the involvement of a research assistant, and the 

feedback of participants in follow-up interviews all helped to establish the confirmability of my 

findings.   

 

 

 

 

120  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX C 

UNABRIDGED RESULTS 
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 In this section, I present the most salient concepts and ideas that emerged in my 

analysis. All participants selected a pseudonym, and I use their selected pseudonyms to 

describe their stories. In the discussion, I have altered any details that might be used to identify 

participants. 

Participant Demographics 

I interviewed eight adults living in the Dallas/Fort Worth (DFW), Texas area. Participant 

basic demographic data and sexual identifiers are summarized in Table C.1. Additional details 

about participants’ sexual histories can be found in Table C.2, Table C.3, and Table C.4.   

The Sexual-Self 

 In any story, themes emerge with their images, archetypes, and lessons. In this project, I 

collected eight people’s sexual identity development (SID) narratives and attempted to 

understand how their stories could be indicative of everyone’s story, an archetypal process. I 

endeavored to understand participants as people first and as sexual beings second; through this 

endeavor, I confirmed that sexuality is inseparable from the broader person and from its 

context, its attachments, and its biological realities. Combining these aspects of the 

participants’ SID stories resulted in a core category, a phrase to encapsulate the essence of this 

project: The Sexual-Self. The following is also a story, a recounting of how I developed the 

resulting theory and an enumeration of each participant’s contribution.  
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Table C.1 

Participant Basic Demographic Summary 

Participant 
Biological 

Sex 
Gender Age College Race/Culture 

Current  
Relationship Status 

No. of 
Children 

Sexual 
Orientation 

Label 

Sexual 
Identity 

Label 
Damombomb Female Female 53 4-year White/Caucasian Partnered/Married 2 Heterosexual Fluid 

Erik Male Male 69 Some White/Caucasian Single 0 Homosexual Gay 

James Male Male 45 Master's White/Caucasian Separated/Divorced 2 Heterosexual Straight 

Martin Male Male 31 4-year White/Caucasian Single 0 Heterosexual Straight 

Mikki Female Female 53 4-year White/Caucasian Separated/Divorced 2 Pansexual Fluid 

Miranda Female Female 31 Master's Asian American 
 

Single 0 Heterosexual Straight 

Riversong Female Female 45 Doctoral White/Caucasian Partnered/Married 2 Homosexual Lesbian 

Tom Male Male 24 4-year White/Caucasian Single 0 Homosexual Gay 
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Table C.2  

Participant Sexuality Details 

 Level of Erotic/Sexual Attraction* Pornography Use Extra-relational Affair**   

Participant 
Male-

Bodied 
Female-
Bodied 

Both Sex 
Characteristics 

Masturbating 
Alone 

With 
Partner 

Participated 
Partner 

Participated 
Had Open-

Relationship 

Sexual 
Abuse 

Victim*** 
Damombomb 5 4 0 Often Sometimes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Erik 6 1 0 Never Never Yes Yes Yes Yes 

James 0 6 1 Often Sometimes Yes Yes Yes No 

Martin 1 6 0 Always Never No Yes Yes No 

Mikki 4 6 4 Never Sometimes Yes Yes Yes No 

Miranda 6 2 0 Often Never No Yes No No 

Riversong 4 6 0 Never Never Yes Yes No Yes 

Tom 6 0 0 Often Never No No No No 

Note. * rated on a scale from 0 (no attraction) to 6 (maximum attraction), ** answers to questions 16 and 17 on the SID Questionnaire found in 
Appendix E, *** although sexual trauma was an exclusionary factor for this study, it did not preclude participation by those with a history of 
sexual abuse that they apparently did not consider traumatic. 
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Table C.3 

Participant Approximated Lifetime Incidents of Sexual Partners and Sexual Behaviors* Part 1 

 Number of Partners** Vaginal Intercourse Anal Intercourse Cunnilingus Fellatio 
Participant Same 

Sex 
Other 

Sex 
Intersex Performed Received Performed Received Performed Received Performed Received 

Damombomb 3 7 0 2 2000 2 10 20 2000 2000 0 

Erik 100s 3 0 0 500 30 10 0 0 500 5000 

James 3 20 0 1000 0 0 0 1000 0 0 0 

Martin 0 30 0 1600 0 0 0 1000 0 0 1000 

Mikki 5 4 0 20 500 2 15 500 500 500 0 

Miranda 0 17 0 0 13 0 0 0 5 13 0 

Riversong 10 4 0 800 5 10 5 800 750 5 0 

Tom 45 4 0 2 100 70 30 0 0 100 100 

Note. * I asked participants to report every recalled incident of each behavior rather than the number of partners with whom they had 
performed that behavior, ** I defined partner as anyone with whom the participant had genital contact.  
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Table C.4  

Participant Approximated Lifetime Incidents of Sexual Partners and Sexual Behaviors* Part 2 

  Masturbated Self Masturbated Other Group Sex*** 

Participant Frottage** Alone 
With Same 

Sex Partner(s) 
With Other 

Sex Partner(s) 
Same Sex 
Partner(s) 

Other Sex 
Partner(s) 

Same Sex 
Partners 

Other Sex 
Partners 

Damombomb 300 10000 10 600 20 200 10 10 

Erik 30 100 50 10 30 0 45 30 

James 1000 2000 0 0 0 1000 0 0 

Martin 20 2000 10 0 0 400 0 3 

Mikki 0 200 10 100 50 100 1 1 

Miranda 5 500 0 3 0 7 0 0 

Riversong 600 500 100 0 800 5 0 0 

Tom 30 6000 100 10 100 10 0 0 

Note. * I asked participants to report every recalled incident of each behavior rather than the number of partners with whom they had 
performed that behavior, ** with a partner, *** I defined group sex as penetrative sex with two or more partners. 
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The Participants 

 The following section is a qualitative description of each participant and a brief overview 

of the SID story each provided. I present the participants in the order I interviewed them. 

Tom 

I first interviewed Tom, a White, 25-year old, gay man who described himself as an 

insightful, broken person. Angry with his father for being “an asshole” and missing crucial 

elements of both his parents’ affections, he seemed lost and uncertain of what his sexuality 

meant beyond the label “gay”. Despite his uncertainty about himself, he reflected on an 

experience of shame, feelings of inferiority that seemed to have a lasting impact on his self-

image and, vicariously, his sexual-Self. This shameful sexual-Self hid his sexuality for decades 

and acted on it only in secret and through the anonymity of the Internet. Even after coming-out 

as gay to a majority of his social circle, he remained closeted with his family.  

 Tom was particularly interested in my thoughts about his attraction, almost exclusively, 

to older males aged 35 years and above. When reflecting on his experience, I used the label 

“daddy” to describe the archetype of the man he found attractive. He visibly reacted to this 

label and, when questioned, admitted that he did not like the label but that it was an accurate 

social description of his ideal mate. “Daddy” is a common term used in many subcultures, 

including gay culture, to describe a middle-aged man who is capable, strong, muscular, 

dominant, and caring (Richardson, 2005). The term “daddy” is often used to describe this 

capable man, because he is the ideal image of a father who elicits a unique feeling often 

associated with parental attachment.  
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 Despite his shame about admitting his attractions, Tom recounted a few experiences of 

feeling powerfully connected and attracted to older men who fit the daddy archetype. He was 

24 at the time: 

And then I finally found someone that I was not only like sexually attracted to but I had 
that emotional, intellectual connection with. The first person that I ever had real 
feelings for, but he was, just turned 49. So realistically we were, like, come on. We have 
a connection but we’re just at such different places in life. So rationally we ended it. I’m 
curious what you’re thinking. (Tom) 
 

I reflected on the sadness in his voice and on the word “rational” he used to describe his 

reasons for ending the relationship. I asked how this relationship changed him: 

It’s shown me that [emotional, intellectual, and sexual attraction] can all be merged into 
one, into one thing. And create a happy environment and feel comfortable. All of these 
things that I’ve never been. That you can actually merge them and not that I want to, 
like, define myself by a relationship but to have that. It just showed me that that’s 
possible. I’ve never seen that before. (Tom) 
 

Because Tom was my first interview, I did not know what I would find. In reviewing his 

statements, I discovered a sense of what I was trying to uncover: a general trajectory of sex and 

relationships, the expectations and loss associated with that journey, and the lessons learned 

that reshaped future interactions. Tom’s story was about loss but also about discovering his 

sexual-Self in the context of attachment: a major theme that emerged throughout this study. 

Other simple themes I identified in his story were hiding sexuality, dividing sexuality from a 

social setting, feeling shame and uncertainty about self, experiencing loss and grief of 

attachment, feeling wounded, and seeking healing through attachment.  
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Riversong 

A White, 45-year old, lesbian woman, Riversong passionately described her experience 

of shame growing up lesbian. She discussed feeling confused about her sexuality in her early 

childhood, feeling like “a tomboy”, and feeling divided with her sexual curiosity. She described 

intricate and subtle childhood messages that were heterosexist in nature and that were 

influential in dividing her sexual exploration from her normal social interactions.  

I was Catholic, so I was aware of the shame connected with sexuality. I remember my 
best friend Brad: One day we were home and in his house and his dad was gone. He had 
found his dad's Playboys or something and he was showing it to me and I remember I 
just felt so guilty. I was at home that night crying. My mom was, like, “What's wrong?” I 
finally told her, and, of course, I got shamed for it. I mean, not in a bad way, but she just 
[said], “No you just cannot be over there without a grown up.” So there was, for me, a 
lot of shame around sexuality. (Riversong) 
 

In her childhood, she learned that sexuality in general was shameful and in specific was 

heterosexual only. She described this double message as “bad on bad”; not only was she bad 

for being sexually curious, but she was bad for being curious about other girls.  

 Like Tom, Riversong described a divided sexual-Self that felt ashamed and that hid her 

sexual curiosity from social settings. However, unlike Tom, Riversong reached out for help at an 

early age and sought guidance from authority figures like trusted teachers and the counselors 

to whom those teachers referred her. This help-seeking behavior enabled Riversong to 

negotiate some of her internalized shame and heterosexism earlier in life than Tom had.  

 Regardless of her help-seeking behavior, Riversong described many experiences of grief 

and wounding that seemed to characterize many of Tom’s experiences: 

So that was a lot of what I was dealing with was trying to have a relationship that was 
loaded with my insecurities, because I was really insecure emotionally. And had no clue 
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who I was because I had to try so hard to be what everybody else wanted me to be for 
so long that I couldn't even figure out what I wanted, what I needed, who I was. 
Certainly couldn't have a healthy relationship. (Riversong) 
 

Her descriptions of relationships, the challenges that often surrounded them, and the process 

of learning in relationship encouraged me to continue examining how sex and relationships 

inform the development of the sexual-Self. The simple themes that emerged from her story 

were seeking help from others, dealing with shame and abuse, learning both sexual and 

relationship boundaries, exploring the sexual-Self through information and media, and 

integrating sex and attachment.  After analyzing the initial two interviews, I concluded that I 

was collecting meaningful data that was related to my research question. 

James 

A White, 45-year old, heterosexual man, James described a similar story as Riversong’s 

but from a heterosexual male’s perspective. In his story, religion played a primary role in 

scripting his beliefs about sex and about his sexual-Self.  

So, my sexual identity story is heavily influenced by my religious upbringing. I grew up 
Mormon, and my father is a very ramrod, by-the-book Mormon. My mom less so ... The 
way that played out for me sexually is, I was really anxious about sex. I thought that sex 
before marriage probably would lead to hell and damnation. I thought that it had to be 
something really big and really cataclysmic to have all these penalties associated with it 
through my religious tradition, and all this focus placed on it. But I was curious 
[chuckles], like any kid. Puberty hit and girls started wearing short skirts and whatnot. 
(James) 
 
James explained that the sexual anxiety he experienced, rooted in religious-associated 

shame and guilt, influenced repeated sexual challenges like erectile dysfunction (ED) and 

anhedonia—lack of sexual desire—beginning in early adolescence. The fear of these sexual 
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problems drove him either to seek sex with women he found stimulating or to ignore his 

sexual-Self completely.  

Honestly for me, it wasn't just sex. My history after those three years of reclaiming my 
lost teenage years, whatever, had been really pretty stable sexually. My sex had been 
within relationships, but I'd been a serial monogamist. For me, it was sex and 
relationships. It was that whole experience that I think, for me, really was more of a 
biochemical self … I was almost feeding off emotions vicariously because I was so unable 
to experience them in a healthy way myself. (James) 
 
James, in recounting his story, emphasized that he experienced urges to explore and 

express his sexual-Self despite the harsh penalties associated with sexual behavior. Like Tom 

and Riversong, he hid his sexual exploration and learning process from his parents, other 

authority figures, and, not quite to the same extent, his peers. Although his shame surrounded 

religious beliefs about sex, James described feeling ashamed, guilty, and anxious about sex 

throughout much of his childhood, adolescence, and adult life. Only later in his adult life, within 

a few years of this interview, had James discovered the reasons behind his anxiety and 

managed to heal his divided sexual-Self. The simple themes in James’s story were seeking to 

integrate sex and attachment, healing religious-associated guilt and shame about sex, 

differentiating the sexual-Self in relationships, and mastering the erotic process.  

Erik 

A White, 69-year old, gay man, Erik’s story diverged from the other participants’ stories: 

He described the unique experience of coming-out as a gay man in the 1960s and 1970s during 

the sexual revolution and the birth of the gay community in the US (Marcus, 2002). Despite the 

rampant heterosexism and homophobia in his context, Erik described an early childhood sexual 

exploration process that led him both to an early understanding of his sexual-Self and to a 
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plethora of challenges. Bullying, violence, and social rejections empowered Erik to develop a 

resilient individualism. 

I didn’t feel ashamed about anything I was doing. I was made to feel ashamed by all of 
the stereotypes and the stigma and the pejorative terms and the homophobia and stuff 
like that. I mean, I got all that in spades ... But no, I never felt ashamed. I really, really, 
really instinctively understood that everything about my sexual orientation and the way 
I felt sexually was natural to me, and I wasn’t from Mars. (Erik)  
 

This dogged individualism led Erik to reject many of the social stereotypes about gay people 

even as they became more defined by the emerging gay community. 

I think the worst sex life—I know for a fact the worst sex life I've ever had—is when I've 
been hostage to the gay culture. I became hostage to the gay culture as it created itself 
in San Francisco and I was still there. It was wonderful to be there when it was creating 
itself, but once it starting settling in, then here came all the rules. The looks, the music, 
it's our music, those are our icons, that's our restaurant. I'm thinking, "All right, let me 
get this straight. If we're seeking liberation as humans, let alone as gay liberation, we're 
supposed to find our assigned pond and splash around in it and take pride that we have 
migrated to our pond? I thought liberation was like breaking out of your pond and 
swimming in the larger ocean." (Erik)  
 

 Despite his resilience, Erik described a difficult childhood through early adulthood in 

which he struggled to heal from the various abuses he suffered and to find a place to belong. 

Many of his stories centered on his healing efforts and how he sought healing through various 

venues. Eventually, Erik captured a sense of power and freedom in and through sex that few 

other participants described. Although the time and place of his story was much different than 

those of the other participants, the emergent themes were similar: contextualizing the sexual-

Self, defining the sexual-Self, learning sexual and relational boundaries, establishing resilience, 

and healing the wounded sexual-Self.  
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Martin 

A White, 31-year old, heterosexual man, Martin described what many people might 

consider a typical, heterosexual male SID. He was allowed a large amount of freedom from 

parents to explore and to sexually experiment with his peers. His parents encouraged him to be 

safe and to approach them with questions should the need arise. Martin suggested that this 

freedom might have had more to do with his parents’ naiveté rather than a liberal mindset. 

They had a discussion about condoms with him at age 19, but Martin was experimenting with 

sex in high school. He experienced little shame or guilt about sex and had few rules about 

sexual exploration.  

 Unique to Martin’s story was his participation in a social group in which he and his 

friends discussed, learned about, and explored sexuality. He helped bring together a group of 

friends he named “The Sexual Mishaps Club”—a band of like-minded individuals both male and 

female who would discuss sexual encounters and learn from each other’s experiences. In high 

school this group mostly discussed sex as they experimented outside of the group; in college he 

established a new group of friends, and members of this group would often have sex with each 

other. Martin described it as a safe place to explore sexuality, to learn the rules and boundaries 

necessary to maintain sexual relationships, and to learn how to respect sexual partners. It was 

in these groups that Martin was exposed to and began experimenting with drugs and pain to 

enhance sexual experiences.  

I have found, and what a lot of women have shared with me from their experiences with 
me or without me, it's that a lot of them have a hard time, for whatever body issues or 
comfort levels, getting into sex. However, that split second where all of a sudden they're 
just randomly bit, and it's that shooting amount of pain. And with that shooting amount 
of pain they get that adrenaline rush, and then all of a sudden they relax when the pain 
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disappears, and all of a sudden they orgasm. Or all of a sudden, they're really into it and 
I'll… because of that pain, now they aren't thinking about, "Oh my God, is he looking at 
my stretch marks?" (Martin) 
 

 Martin’s unique social groups enabled him to safely explore sexuality, whereas other 

participants were often shamed and punished for the same kinds of exploratory behaviors. 

They also enabled him to elucidate several themes in his story: learning sexual boundaries, 

exploring different and enhancing sensations in sex, and utilizing social relationships to learn 

about the sexual-Self.  

Mikki 

A White, 53-year old, sexually fluid woman, Mikki embodied many of the themes other 

participants had discussed. After being married to a man for 14 years, she fell in love with a 

woman with whom she worked. After realizing her sexual potential, she divorced her husband 

and married a woman. After 14 years in that marriage, various factors led her to leave that 

woman, and she remained single until the time of this interview—a period of about four years.  

Although her story was similar to others in that similar themes emerged, she had taken 

her sexual discovery process to new and interesting levels. Similar to Erik, she described having 

sex differently in recent years and experiencing an emerging of sexual desire, sexual power, and 

sexual fulfillment.  

It felt good. It felt brave and daring, and it felt spontaneous. Never been that. Never 
been spontaneous to the extent of dangerous. We have a dangerous aspect of those 
sexual encounters—public, and parking lots—and it's exciting. Something that someone 
my age doesn't normally get to experience, I think. I know there's a certain part of me 
that goes, "I get to experience that through all of my healing and all of my conservative 
past. All the things my husband wanted to do and experience that I didn't want to with 
him, I get to now because I want to." And that edge is very exciting to me … and that's 
quite an ego boost, and it's exciting. (Mikki) 
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In this emerging within recent years, Mikki detailed spiritual experiences that were sexual in 

nature, sexual liaisons with a younger male lover in parking lots, and falling in love with a gay 

male friend with whom she felt a sensual but not sexual connection. Mikki’s experiences helped 

me understand how the sexual-Self changes throughout the lifespan and emerges into new and 

different kinds of desire. The themes that emerged from her story were transitioning out of 

sexual roles, redefining the sexual-Self, discovering hidden needs, discerning between sexual 

needs and other needs, mastering the erotic, healing by breaking down arbitrary divisions in 

sexuality, integrating sex and attachment, and the emerging sexual-Self. 

Damombomb 

A White, 53-year old, sexually fluid but mostly heterosexual woman, Damombomb 

exemplified the pain of staying in a sexual role that was no longer fulfilling. A mother and a wife 

to a public figure, she described an experience of being trapped in female social roles.  

I shouldn't have gotten married, but I wanted children really bad. But I don't think I'm 
supposed to be married … I don't think being with one person is natural. I realize that 
statement goes blanket and applies to my thoughts on everyone, and maybe I should 
just be talking about myself but it just doesn't seem normal. I think we're just supposed 
to be having sex with everybody all the time [laughter]. You shouldn't be locked down … 
Marriage locks you down. Well, if you take it seriously and you try to do it right, 
technically, you're supposed to be locked down. (Damombomb) 
 

Despite her dissatisfaction, Damombomb chose to stay in her relationship until she could devise 

a means to escape it with minimal emotional, financial, and social damage.  

Having experienced many fun and exciting things earlier in life, Damombomb seemed 

trapped and sad as she denied herself any kind of sexual fulfillment. Not wanting to sleep with 

her husband who cheated on her and also not wanting to break the bonds of a monogamous 
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marriage, she put her sexual-Self on hold. Emergent themes included hiding sexual exploration, 

being Lolita (explained below), feeding desire, using sexual appeal as power, wanting to know 

and experience influence, shifting into motherhood, grieving the loss of the sexual-Self, 

worrying about sexual-Self’s shallowness, and squashing the sexual-Self. 

Miranda 

An Asian American, 31-year-old, heterosexual female, Miranda was the only culturally 

diverse participant. As such she highlighted many contextual differences from other 

participants but similar narrative themes. For Miranda, the divide between sexual and social 

was the result of Korean cultural norms and her fear of Asian stereotypes. She described her 

fear of not being able to assimilate into White sorority culture in college: 

I think probably during college, just because I was in a sorority and the whole idea is to 
kind of blend in with the others. And when you're not the blonde-haired, blue-eyed kind 
of sorority girl, you're put into another niche. So I think that's probably when it started. 
… I was the token Asian chick … There's a little bit of an association with Asians being 
very sexually repressed, maybe. And here I am, trying to be the liberated American girl. 
(Miranda) 
 

Her fear of being the “token Asian chick” and the clear sexual stereotypes associated with Asian 

women presented unique challenges for Miranda in establishing intimacy with men. Several 

themes emerged from her narrative: assimilating into White sexual culture, adhering to White 

sexual norms, fearing Asian chick stereotypes, seeking intimacy, feeling rejected because of 

ethnicity, and learning sexual and relational boundaries.  

Initial Codes and Categories 

As discussed in Appendix B, I conducted this analysis in several phases. Throughout the 

analysis, I revised, renamed, and reorganized the data and the resulting codes and categories. 
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In the incident-with-incident coding process, I generated 2,062 codes associated with 5,756 

incidents. In the focused coding process, I reorganized the initial codes into 13 categories: 

contextualizing sexual-self, discovering sexual-Self, dividing sexual-Self, disowning sexual-Self, 

exploring sexual-Self, using sex, wounding sexual-Self, healing sexual-Self, learning boundaries, 

owning/reintegrating sexual-Self, differentiating sexual-Self, integrating sex and attachment, 

and emerging/reemerging sexual-Self. These categories elucidated the general arc of the 

participant’s sexual-Self development stories.  

Contextualizing the Sexual-Self 

I used the gerund in this phrase intentionally; contextualizing the sexual-Self was a 

description of both a latent reality and an active behavior. For each participant, context 

determined their level of freedom to discover, to explore, and to understand the sexual aspects 

of Self.  

I grew up Catholic. I went to a Catholic school. And then when I was 10, we moved 
states. And when we moved, I went to a public school. So all of a sudden, I feel like 
that's kind of when my perception of the world kind of really changed. At first, even 
though I really didn't understand it, I would hear the teachers and everything talking 
about how homosexuality was wrong, abortion was wrong; all of these things. And then, 
at some point when I started going to public school, it shifted. It was David Bowie at 
first, and then there was this movie that I watched about this gay man coming out—or 
not coming out, but I guess discovering himself—and his first heartbreak, and his first 
love, and those kinds of things. And I think I was just really drawn to that as the story, 
but I was also really sexually aroused by seeing the two men kiss and have sex. I don't 
know. (Miranda)  
 

Miranda and others described how the images they saw and their choices for sexual exploration 

were often regulated by powers in their context. These powers were often parents, guardians, 

religious leaders, and schoolteachers.  
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Participants’ contexts determined the extent and nature of a great sexual divide. I 

coined the term great sexual divide to describe the chasm between personal sexual feelings 

and behaviors, on the one hand, and the social environment, on the other. Every participant 

described this chasm in some form or another. For many the divide was induced through 

cultural, religious, and familial norms. For all, society placed a level of stigma on sexual 

expression that was powerful enough to affect individual choices and behaviors.  

I'm still amazed by how wonderfully [society] raised us to not see ourselves—I'm just 
amazed at how ignorant people are, and I'm also completely amazed at how 
confounding everyone makes sexuality when sexuality really should be one of the easier 
things in life. It should be much easier, but by God, I don't know. In this country, God 
Almighty, they'll do anything they can to make it secretive, dangerous, vulgar, salacious, 
I mean, fill in the words; there's so many words for it. I've never been that way. I've 
always thought, for some reason to me, sex has always seemed wholesome [chuckles], 
because I've never gone through the depraved thing, which I saw a lot of the gay culture 
do and I think they still do. Where you went into the poppers and doing all these sort of 
absurd and degrading things and upping the ante even more. (Erik) 
 
Because of the great sexual divide, many of the participants experienced difficulty 

exploring the sexual-Self and subsequently understanding the sexual-Self. Without the 

exploration that led to understanding, many participants encountered challenges related to 

relationships and sexuality. Although none of the participants reported active sexual traumas, 

all of them described messy relationships wherein they felt wounded, stifled, and uncertain. 

However, as they learned about sexual-Self, they navigated out of bad relationship situations 

and into more levels of freedom and awareness. This process became the underlying process 

model of this developmental theory discussed in another section below.  
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As participants encountered problems and challenges in sexual relationships, they often 

re-contextualized themselves or repositioned themselves into more favorable contexts. For 

example:  

Of course it is way out of the ordinary and way out of the norm of what I was raised to 
believe a typical role of a woman is. I think that, as I entered the massage therapy field, 
it was in a school that was very young, the people were very accepting of who you were, 
where you were … I think had I not been there in those surroundings, that I never would 
have, number one, met my first woman that I loved, but I also wouldn't have had the 
courage or the safety to experience acceptance. It was never anything that I ever in a 
million years would have thought I would gravitate to women. (Mikki) 
 

After realizing that her emotional and sexual needs were unmet, she sought a different kind of 

relationship with different belief systems and structures that enabled her to experience a 

greater level of sexual and relational freedom and fulfillment. 

 Whereas some participants sought extreme differences in context, others negotiated 

subtler shifts within their existing context: 

I was raised Catholic. And then when I was maybe 12 or 13, I told myself that I was an 
atheist and religion was bad and God was bad and went against it for a really long time. 
Now I guess I'm more of a Christmas Catholic, where I appreciate maybe the traditions, 
but not necessarily the history. I appreciate the sense of community. I don't go to 
church and I don't necessarily pray, but I'm just—it's more of, it's there if I want it. It's 
there if I need it. (Miranda) 

 
Not wanting to completely give up her heritage and religious upbringing, Miranda described 

several successful attempts to negotiate her beliefs within her context. Making these internal 

shifts of belief allowed Miranda to remain a part of her community but to reject elements that 

stifled her sexual-Self. 
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 Thus, the theme of contextualizing the sexual-Self, first, detailed the extent to which the 

participant’s family and culture limited one’s sexual exploration and, second, detailed the 

process through which the participant renegotiated one’s contextual realities to offer a greater 

level of relational and sexual freedom and/or fulfillment.  

 Participants illustrated at least five different classifications of context that affected 

sexual freedom: societal, cultural, familial, social/relational, and life milestones. Societal 

contexts entailed society’s laws and restrictions on sexual behavior such as bans on public 

nudity. Cultural contexts were smaller in scope than societal but equally impactful; they 

encompassed belief structures unique to certain groups like Christianity or ethnic groups. 

Familial contexts, perhaps the most influential in early childhood, involved participant family 

beliefs about sex, the family’s willingness to educate about or to discuss sex, and the extent to 

which the family chose to adhere to social and cultural norms regarding sex. Social/relational 

contexts included participants’ peer relationships and social structures like school that were 

influenced by but separate from all of the above contexts. Last but not least, participants also 

described life milestones as vastly influential in determining sexual freedoms such as getting 

married, having a child, being diagnosed with an illness, or moving out of or back into a parent’s 

home. These life events, often beyond the participant’s direct control, had lasting impacts on 

sexual freedoms.   

 In every case, participants demonstrated the impacts of each of these contexts on the 

sexual-Self, and they emphasized that the bulk of the impacts were beyond their direct control. 

One seemingly cannot choose, for example, to be born into a certain culture or society, but that 

culture’s beliefs about sex have a lasting impact on the sexual-Self. However, later in life 
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participants also emphasized and exemplified their personal power to remove themselves out 

of or reposition themselves within contexts to attain greater levels of sexual freedom and 

fulfillment. 

Discovering the Sexual-Self 

This category was the container for aspects of participant’s stories related to first 

discovering sexual sensations and pleasure. All of the participants described instances of early 

childhood sensation exploration and sexualized play. 

I remember I had a babysitter that was quite a bit older, that I found really, really cute. I 
would always do that little bit of kid thing, trying to get a little bit closer. 'Hey, can I 
touch your breast?' 'Hey, can I touch you?' sort of thing, whatever normal kid stuff. 
(Martin) 
 

Beginning as early as two and three years old, every participant described some level of these 

basic sensation-seeking experiences.  

I clearly remember being very horny at 6 but not really knowing why … My parents 
found a stack of pictures that I had drawn that I got in a lot of trouble for; they were 
weird and sexually driven, I suppose … inserting things into body parts. So I definitely 
had it on my mind for sure. (Damombomb) 
 

Exploring the Sexual-Self versus Seeking Sensation 

I use the term sensation-seeking to intentionally highlight that none of the participants 

saw these sexualized play experiences as sexual behaviors. They characterized the experience 

as a process of discovering a sensation such as pleasure when stimulating the genitals, and then 

pursuing that sensation vigorously either by themselves or with another child.  
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 These sensation-seeking behaviors contributed to an exploration of the sexual-Self, but 

they were not solely indicative of that process. Exploration of the sexual-Self served as more of 

an umbrella category under which I placed sensation-seeking behaviors.  

Everyone is Lolita  

One of the participants, Damombomb, used the term “Lolita” to describe herself in early 

childhood. Despite the negative connotation with childhood sexual abuse (CSA), she used the 

term Lolita, originating from Vladimir Nabokov’s (1959) novel of the same name, as a popular 

culture reference for a sexually provocative child.  

I have a single mother who was working and not around much, and not a big 
communicator. Pretty introverted. We didn't talk about anything. So this was all on my 
own. And looking back, I am very grateful that that guy was so good about it, because he 
could have easily taken advantage. And I'm sure I would have been scared and said, 
"Stop," if it had played out. So good thing he was nice and honorable. Because he had to 
be mid-20s. And I was 12. Eew [chuckles]. I do remember the gym that my Mom worked 
out at. This was probably right around the same time, maybe a year later. She would 
take me with her. And I think during that time, I was going through that little bit of Lolita 
complex, sort of putting it out there a bit. (Damombomb) 
 

In Damombomb’s case, she described having a large amount of freedom to explore sexual 

sensations in early childhood. She also described discovering at a young age that she was 

attractive to her peers and to older adults. In this discovery, she uncovered a large amount of 

personal empowerment: 

Definitely. I woke up to that in the late teens. I realized that being attractive definitely 
gives you a power. It opened doors, for sure. Got me in that recording studio doing that 
job, which was just ridiculous. I provided eye candy. (Damombomb) 

 
She also recounted how fear and desire merged for her:  

I wanted to have sex, but I was so young. Way too young. I'd say around 12, it was really 
kicking in. And I was attracted to older people, because they would know how to do it. 
And I remember that there was a probably 20-something guy that lived in our 
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neighborhood, that was very attractive and paying attention to me. I was a little girl. 
When I think about that [chuckles]—good thing he was nice. I didn't exactly throw 
myself at him but probably sort of did. And he was very good about it, and just gave me 
the pat on the head and sent me on my way. That was pretty crushing, actually. Because 
I remember I probably would've chickened out, but I remember that thought of being so 
excited and so wanting to have sex. But terrified of the thought of somebody actually 
having sex with me, if that makes sense. (Damombomb) 
 

 After examining all participants’ stories for aspects of these Lolita experiences, I found 

that every participant had, to some extent, felt attracted and attractive to older peers or to 

authority figures of some kind. Whereas these attractions were mostly pursued only in fantasy, 

each participant described at least one experience of desiring and pursuing sexual phenomena 

in childhood.  

Well, my first sexual experience of sexual identity was at ten-years-old, with a friend of 
my sister’s who was five years older than I, who was a captain of the football team. He 
was the 'it' guy. We were playing hide-and-go-seek; he was obviously setting me up, 
because he was kind of predatory and whatever. I mean, I realize now—but the bottom 
line is that I was precocious, sexually. So, I really sort of could tell that he was—I knew 
when he was trying to take this to the next thing. It wasn't like I was the guileless ten-
year-old who was totally clueless. I seemed to have a really strong instinct, and so I 
followed up on that so that in other instances we would end up—that something would 
come of it. And something did. (Erik) 
 

Although speaking about what professionals might consider CSA, Erik went on to describe the 

experience as initially invigorating and liberating but then fraught with complications when 

others found out. Whether or not their behaviors were inappropriate, Damombomb and Erik 

highlighted both the existence of early childhood desire and the need for boundaries around 

that desire.  
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Discovering the Great Sexual Divide  

In addition to actively pursuing sexually related sensations, each participant described 

running into contextual roadblocks in that pursuit. Often parents or guardians erected these 

roadblocks after reacting negatively to the participant’s sensation seeking behaviors: 

I don't know how weird this is going to sound, but I can almost remember masturbating 
when I was really young. I used to just find ways to give myself sexual pleasure without 
really knowing. One of my first memories was when I was maybe four or five, and I 
realized that if I lay down with my hands and just moved them around, it really aroused 
me. From that young age, I just remember kind of doing that sometimes. My dad caught 
me doing it once and he was just kind of like, "What are you doing?" But it was never 
brought up really again after that. (Miranda) 
 

Although subtle, Miranda highlighted a simple encounter with a parent who was surprised by 

and possibly uncomfortable with her simple sensation seeking behavior.  

Many participants experienced overt shame and guilt from these encounters with 

parents and guardians. From these experiences they decisively learned that sexuality was 

uncouth and should be hidden.  

Sex itself was bad but anything that was not heterosexual was bad. So that's bad on bad. 
And the, the sense of certainty that I had. I think I probably would have been clear about 
my sexual orientation a lot sooner, a lot sooner had I seen and been able to have a 
healthy sense of sexuality first, and recognized, a healthy sense of sexuality that was 
broad scope where heterosexuality wasn't the only sexuality out there. (Riversong) 

  
Undoubtedly, many caregivers feared and wanted to protect their child from CSA. Sometimes 

their desire to protect created unintentional messages that perpetuated a great sexual divide 

and that persisted well into adulthood.  
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Discovering the Sexual-Self in Attachments  

In these two pivotal ways, both experiencing their attraction/attractiveness and 

discovering the great sexual divide, participants learned about themselves through other 

people. I described this phenomenon as discovering the sexual-Self in attachments. Not unlike 

Freud’s (1962/2000) discovery of the Oedipus complex, every participant recounted 

experiences of comparing themselves to parents, to peers, and to images of others whether in 

the media or in fantasy. Rather than, as Freud suggested, desiring their parents sexually, 

participants described a desire to understand themselves as sexual people. This desire 

propelled them to explore their genitals, to want to see others’ genitals, and to compare 

themselves to what they discovered. Every participant described experiences of seeking 

sexually explicit images out of curiosity and a desire to understand: 

I mean, when I was younger and I stumbled upon my dad's porn, I just remember these 
images of these Asian women who were just…they would literally just be, like, lying 
there and squeaking. And I'm thinking, "How is that sexually stimulating?" And I think I 
just didn't understand it. In Western porn, you've got the women who are engaged. 
They're present, and they're not pretending to be asleep … I would look through my 
mom's lingerie drawer and try things on and stuff. I was definitely looking through 
different things and trying to figure it out. (Miranda) 
 
Without these attachments, these images of others to whom they could compare 

themselves, participants would not have been able to gain an awareness of the sexual-Self. In 

Miranda’s case, she highlighted that the porn her father used was of Asian women who 

embodied the stereotype that Asian women are submissive and powerless in the bedroom. This 

definitive experience cemented Miranda’s aversion to sexual Asian female stereotypes that she 

spent considerable emotional energy avoiding in adulthood.  
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For other participants, parents, guardians, and other authority figures served as models 

for how to connect with others: 

My grandparents lived next door. They were amazing people, they traveled the world, 
they gardened, they cooked amazing food. They always wanted to teach and I always 
wanted to learn, so it was great. They were kind of like my second set of parents. I was 
really, really close to my grandfather. He did woodworking, he did gardening, he cooked 
amazing foods, he was a big flirt as well. I think that's probably where I learned a lot of 
that, was because he had three daughters and a son, so he flirted with anybody 
anyways. So, that's where I learned to do that sort of thing, sort of emulating. (Martin) 

 
Martin explained that he emulated this flirting behavior in early childhood to garner attention 

particularly from women: 

I would say, also during that same time frame [around 3 or 4-years old], the school I was 
going to, the dean of the program was an older guy, really cool. Evidently, his wife 
would never allow him candy, or anything like that. So he would actually borrow me, 
whenever my mom and dad took me up to law school, to go around to all the 
secretaries and get free candy. And of course, you end up flirting with all the secretaries, 
and stuff like that. Of course, I would share the candy with him. That was the agreement 
[laughter]. (Martin) 
 

Although subtle and simple, Martin attributed much of his social skills with women to these 

early childhood experiences and to emulating his grandfather whom he perceived to be a 

sexually powerful person.  

 In addition, participants described exploring the sexual-Self through others within the 

context of their fantasies, often influenced by images from popular media: 

So I would read about her, and get all the books, and all the scholastic books you'd get 
because I was eight or seven once I started or something. And so, I remember just that 
and, oh God, Jodi Foster. Jodi Foster from Candle Shoe, I remember that. The way she 
dressed, you know, the shirt coming out of her crew neck sweater. I went and got a 
sweater like that, and that's how I dressed. But yeah, that was, those were my first kind 
of inklings of these were people that I admired and that was, you know, I want to be like 
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them. I didn't connect it to any kind of attraction or sexual aspect because I didn't really 
see myself that way.  (Riversong) 
 

Although not explicitly sexual, Riversong described a strong sexual attraction to depictions of 

women in books and in movies. Through these characters, Riversong began to understand who 

she was and who she wanted to be. For many other participants, images from popular culture 

influenced their fantasies that, in turn, influenced their views of and beliefs about the sexual-

Self.  

Dividing the Sexual-Self 

Often, in reaction to the shaming encounters with parents ranging from mildly harmful 

to harshly abusive, participants began dividing their sexual explorations from their normal 

interactions. For most, this process appeared as basic hiding behaviors. Instead of running 

around naked in public, they would explore their bodies in relative privacy. For those who 

experienced less clear boundaries and fewer restrictions on their sexual explorations in early 

childhood, their sexual explorations were still mostly hidden from parental view but less so 

from peers.  

I just remember we would get naked and get under his bed. It was, like, a little bit 
raised, and we would crawl under the bed like “fort" and we would just touch each 
other and get on top of each other. (Tom at 4 or 5 years old) 
 
There was sexual experimentation and stuff with boys and in terms of, you know, if you 
show me yours I'll show you mine kind of stuff when I was in elementary school. And 
girls, too, a little bit—a girl down the street. (Riversong) 
 
Those participants who experienced parental punishment or disapproval regarding their 

early childhood sensation-seeking behaviors all recounted instances of engaging in those 

behaviors regardless of the consequences. Each participant recounted instances in early 
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childhood of breaking parental rules to explore sexual sensations and hiding these behaviors 

from parental view.  

Disowning the Sexual-Self 

For many of the participants, this dividing of the sexual-Self persisted into adolescence 

and adulthood. Particularly those who experienced high levels of religious shame and 

heterosexism tended to hide early sexual behaviors from parents and other aspects of their 

social circles. I created the category disowning the sexual-Self to help distinguish between 

hiding of sexual exploration behaviors in childhood explained above and avoidance of sexual 

feelings and needs particularly in adolescence and adulthood. Participants described this action 

often as a necessary coping mechanism to survive harsh realities of unmet needs in 

relationships and sexually repressive contexts. 

I mean, I used the Internet to, like, find hookups. I just felt badly because I, you know, 
would have to lie to my parents about where I was going … But then always when I 
would leave there was that, I forgot about that, I would feel shameful after encounters 
like that ... Because it was counterproductive for what I was trying to build on the 
outside. What I wanted for myself. What other people would think of me. (Tom) 
 
Although Tom and others pursued sexual fulfillment in spite of the possible 

consequences, this divide between social and sexual lives often bred a more nascent divide 

between sexual and emotional intimacy: 

Well, no, it's not that I'm holding myself back, I just…honestly, [emotional intimacy] 
doesn't come into play, in my opinion. I mean, I don't know if you've ever heard the 
difference between having sex versus making love. I would say I have made love very 
few times. I've had sex mostly, is what I would say is the differential. (Martin) 
 

Many of the participants described the ability to appreciate sexual behavior for its most basic 

function: sexual pleasure. The potential to appreciate sex for pleasure was not the divide 
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between emotional and sexual intimacy; rather, participants reported separating sex and 

emotion as a means to protect Self from the shame the divided sexual-Self risked when 

engaging in that sexual behavior. 

Participants who disowned the sexual-Self described either disconnecting the sexual-

Self from emotion or disconnecting the sexual-Self from their awareness completely. They 

often sacrificed their emotional attachment or sexual needs to maintain social norms and 

relationship boundaries. For example, Damombomb reported her disconnect from her husband 

both emotionally and sexually that also dictated a disconnect from her sexual-Self: 

I am hopeful to have [the sexual] part of me wake up again. And it's not that that part of 
me is asleep or dead; it's on hold. I'm not going to do anything while we're still married. 
I'm just not, because I have to be the better person [laughter]. I'm just going to be a 
martyr right now [chuckles]. Whatever. I have things to do, and I'm really busy in life. 
The last thing I need right now is to embark on an affair. I can't … I barely have the 
energy to do what I've got in front of me … I just can't right now. So it's locked down. 
Again. I've been there before. Goodness. Doesn't seem like a nice thing to have to do to 
myself, but there it is. (Damombomb) 
 

Damombomb sacrificed her sexual-Self to maintain the monogamous boundaries of her 

relationship and to ensure security for herself and her children. Her unwillingness to negotiate 

new boundaries, to divorce, or to have a sexual affair with someone meant she must deny her 

sexual needs. She reported disowning her sexual-Self for years and that disconnect leading to 

intense feelings of sexual frustration and depression.  

Exploring the Sexual-Self 

Despite the barriers to sexual exploration in the great sexual divide and despite hidden 

and disowned sexual behaviors or feelings, all of the participants alluded to a powerful urge to 

explore sexuality often in defiance of their boundaries and their personal decisions to ignore 
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their sexual desires. For instance in childhood and adolescence, every participant described 

acting on impulse to fulfill sexual desires despite sometimes harsh penalties if caught.  

Once I got into high school, the last couple of years of high school, I was dating this one 
girl ... She was Mormon like I was. We'd been dating six or seven months and she 
decided I was the guy who was going to make this happen. I could talk a good game. 
Absolutely, but when it came down to it, I could not do it. I was so scared. Every time I 
get to that point, we'd be in the house alone, our parents would be off for whatever. I 
had such incredible performance anxiety that I couldn't even get an erection to make it 
happen, which was really frustrating for her and shaming for me. (James) 
 

When questioned why they continued to pursue sexual fulfillment or healing in spite of the 

consequences, the participants were unable to offer a clear explanation. 

 I placed more codes in this category than in any other category. Considerable amounts 

of the participants’ stories involved exploring and learning aspects of the sexual-Self in two 

distinct forms. I have already discussed one: exploring the Self through sensation-seeking 

behaviors. Every participant to some extent encountered sensations; these sensations unlocked 

a sense of desire driven through an urge to fulfill that desire. As they experienced this desire, 

participants explored their bodies and sensation by stimulating their sex organs through 

masturbation. The second exploration process involved the sexual-Other.  

Exploration through Sexual-Other 

As participants matured and became more aware of others, they experienced desire to 

explore the sexual-Self through the sexual-Other. The sexual-Other represented form or object 

outside of the sexual-Self for which the sexual-Self felt desire. Participants described a few 

variations of the sexual-Other. 

 The sexual-Other as image. Participants described several instances of encountering 

images that served as the form for which they felt desire. Many participants encountered a 
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parent’s pornography. Others saw images in magazines, advertisements, or product packaging 

that stimulated them.  

I would go into Spencer’s and just stare at those bags with the guys on them with the 
Christmas bows, so that's kind of my initial memories I can recall. (Tom) 
 

These images served as the beginning formations of what participants went on to describe as 

powerful sexual images that were recurrent and difficult to renegotiate.  

The sexual-Other as fantasy. After encountering images, participants described 

rerunning the images in their heads as sexual fantasy. In fantasy, participants explored their 

ideal sexual image, the person or form for which they were ultimately attracted. Riversong 

described this ideal sexual image in early childhood as Jodi Foster. Others attached the ideal 

sexual fantasy to parents and other people they respected.  

That's pure my mom. I've made peace with that, which was not easy to do [chuckles] … 
Then I was cleaning out the stuff in my house and ran across a picture of my mum. It 
struck me that this is when my mum married my dad, it's the exact woman that I was 
going for … For me, it's very practical. I don't really delve into-- for me, I don't really take 
the Freudian route; it's more, "This was the nurturing image in front of me for a really 
long time, and that love map or that encoding is in me." My mom was slender, 5"8', 
long-haired brunette—beautiful woman, and that's in me; that's what I'm attracted to. 
(James) 
 

In any case, the ideal sexual image played a major role in participants’ sexual fantasies. These 

fantasies then played a major role in helping participants explore themselves in relative safety 

but still in connection with the sexual-Other. 

The sexual-Other as archetype. In examining these stories I identified a pattern. 

Participants encountered images, manufactured or real, established those images in fantasy, 

and used the images and the fantasy to create an ideal sexual image: the image of a person 
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they wished to pursue both romantically and sexually. This ideal sexual image was adopted 

early in childhood and was highly stable throughout much of adolescence and adulthood. 

However, older participants often indicated that the ideal sexual image had changed and 

become less defined.  

Some participants defined their ideal sexual image through the use of sexual archetypes 

such as the Nurturer, the Daddy, or the Man. These archetypes were heavily influenced by 

significant figures like parents and teachers, by media and popular images, and by the sexual-

Other described below.  

The sexual-Other as person. Up to this point, I have discussed non-real sexual-Others, 

images in media and in fantasy that were influenced by real people. Participants also described 

the sexual-Other as a real person or persons who influenced their definition of who and what 

they wanted in an ideal sexual partner. Martin described one of his early sexual explorations 

through the sexual-Other experiences in high school: 

We were both discovering sex, this and that, what worked, what didn't work. We both 
found out that we happened to enjoy pain and all that; biting, scratching, all that fun 
stuff. Played around with what began as very basic S&M stuff. (Martin) 
 

In this sexual exploration with another person, Martin learned valuable information about 

himself and about how to explore sexual sensations with others. For all participants, 

encounters with other people helped to define and inform their sexual-Self.  

Seeking Information 

In addition to exploring Self through Other, participants also described seeking 

information to help them understand Self and Other:  
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I remember the first book, because this is the thing. I needed information. When I was 
coming out, when I was in high school first figuring this out, I needed to know more, and 
I didn't know how to get information. There was no Internet. There were no computers 
then. No home computers. (Riversong) 
 

By obtaining information, Riversong and others were able to update their views of Self and 

Other, using the information to flesh out the ideal sexual image and their sexual-Self-image. 

These newly improved images were then used in a repeat of this nascent cycle: exploring self 

through sensation, encountering image, crystalizing image in fantasy, and then pursuing the 

sexual-Other that matched the image.  

Using Sex 

In this exploration process, participants discovered different uses for sex and sexual 

sensation. For instance, many described masturbation and orgasm as a powerful stress and 

anxiety reducer. Sometimes problematically, some described sex as a way to avoid larger life 

problems. All described sex as a mechanism for boosting self-confidence and self-image. James 

described using sex to self-medicate: 

The reason this lifelong condition actually got diagnosed is because I saw patterns in my 
relationships—my daily relationships, my sexual relationships—that dovetailed with this 
bipolar, cyclothymic condition: bipolar II. I started—completely unknowingly—entering 
relationships as a way to kick myself out of depression and into mania, or shades of 
mania. It felt so good and it felt so hopeful. When I look back now … chemistry for me 
was really intertwined with lifting me out of depression biochemically, and into mania. 
Some people could do it really well, and other people couldn't. That dictated the 
relationships I got into, if something extended past a one-night stand—someone who 
could lift me out of that. This is a drug—and I never thought about it that way. It just felt 
like love to me, right? (James)  
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For James, using sex to self-medicate confused the role of sex in relationships. Rather than 

experiencing a healthy sense of sex-expectations, James expected highs that were difficult to 

recreate within a monogamous sexual relationship.  

Wounding the Sexual-Self 

Although unintentional, all participants described an experience of acting on sexual 

impulse or sexual needs that culminated in an experience that damaged or wounded the 

participant’s self-image or that created a subjective sense of pain and wounding within the 

sexual-Self. In most instances, participants felt wounded after a lover rejected them, after 

experiences of sexual dysfunction, and after experiencing abuse in relationships. In many 

instances, these wounds damaged participants’ self-images; in other instances, these wounding 

experiences, after the initial pain, enhanced and strengthened the participants’ self-images. 

These wounds ranged from minor occurrences to major events that were minimally wounding 

to majorly wounding and traumatic. 

Great Sexpectations  

All participants described expectations of themselves and of their partner(s) in sexual 

experiences—which I am terming sexpectations. Some men described the expectation of 

erection and orgasm during sex. Many women acknowledged lowering their expectations of 

arousal for themselves and rejecting the expectation of orgasm during penetrative sex.  

I felt a lot of pressure to achieve orgasms from both partners: from my husband and my 
wife. The shorter-term partners I had with women, after my husband, before my wife, 
we were young. They weren't as focused on my achieving orgasm. I lost track of how 
many times, between my husband and my wife, hearing, "No, I'll wait for you," when it 
came down to orgasm. It's like, "Well, I'll shut down. You won't have one either." And it 
was a sense of, "Don't push me." I didn't want to be pushed. (Mikki) 
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These great sexpectations led many participants to feel disappointed and wondering of their 

deficiencies. Often, both they and their partners experienced feelings of frustration and 

disconnection after encountering unmet sexpectations.  

Erik and Mikki, two of the older participants, highlighted an important principle to help 

manage sexpectations: to expect something different, first expect nothing. They both described 

renegotiating their sexpectations to include stretches of time without sex and sexual 

experiences in which their needs were not fully met.  

I've always enjoyed my sexuality with the relationships, very comfortable, very open to 
experience. With my husband, I was pushed to do things that I don't think I wanted to, 
again. Anal sex, things like that, I don't think it was something I wanted. It was 
something that it was expected that I did. And that's damaging to go against something 
that you don't truly want. But now I think it's at a point of it's about me. It's about me, 
because I'm not in a committed relationship, I'm not in a role. There's no expectations. I 
don't expect and I'm not being expected. There's a great, great, wonderful freedom in 
that. (Mikki) 
 

In renegotiating their sexpectations, Mikki and others found a sense of personal empowerment 

and described being better able to enjoy sex without pressure: 

So with that healing, comes a wholeness. With that wholeness comes that desire of, 
now I can live. Now I can be. I can be. There's no expectations. Judge me all you want, 
but love me, leave me, or learn to cope. That's my motto. I may challenge you, but I am 
who I am, and I'm so proud of that. (Mikki)  
 

Sexual Abuse  

Although none of the participants described active sexual traumas, some described 

experiences of abuse and wounding. I use the term sexual abuse to signify a broad range of 

experiences from CSA to other shaming experiences like bullying about sexual orientation or 

body image. For the purposes of this discussion, sexual abuse relates to any harming or 
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defeating experience that affected the sexual-Self-image negatively. For instance, Riversong 

expounded on several experiences that negatively affected her sexual-Self-image: 

When I was in 8th grade, we were reading the Catochism. We have to memorize it, and 
it says something about thinking about sex. I said, “Well, what if you dream about it. 
Can't control your dream.” And of course the teacher was just like, well, not wanting me 
to ask questions. I'm like, “I can't control my dreams.” But that was the message, and it's 
deep. It's one of those things that I'm in therapy now and have been really looking at 
how deep those messages have been, because that, I think, has formed and shaped my 
sexuality in a way that almost more than anything else and in a negative way, in a real 
negative way. I had a lot of issues around sexuality and feeling ok as a sexual being, not 
just my sexual orientation. I think mostly related to messages about shame. I do recall, I 
have one instance about abuse that I remember that was being touched by a baby 
sitter. He was a kid down the street. He was a teenager … I have a vivid recollection of 
being in the shower and him showering me basically, bathing me. And me thinking, you 
know, “Why is he doing this? I could do this myself.” I was young enough that it seemed 
not too strange but old enough that it seemed confusing and strange … I'm thinking it 
was around 5 or 6. … I felt like I did something wrong. I actually had some vaginal 
burning just because of the soap that was on his hands. But I don't remember, to me it 
feels like that wasn't the source of shame, that it was part of it, but not the source. 
(Riversong)  
 

Riversong identified the source of her shame as the great sexual divide and the corresponding 

messages that enforced heterosexist, sexist, and puritanical views of sex and sexual orientation. 

Regardless, this experience stood out to her as part of the package of negative sexual 

experiences that could be characterized as sexual abuse.  

Relational Mishaps 

Just as participants learned about the sexual-Self through exploration of the sexual-

Other, that exploration process often involved instances of wounding, disappointment, and 

loss. For most participants, relationships in adolescence and early adulthood were fraught with 
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informative, joyful, and painful experiences. These early relationships were often messy, 

inconsistent, and mercurial.  

[Beverly] was my first real girlfriend, what I consider real … She didn't want to come out 
to her parents. It took a while to do that. And then it was hard. I was her first girlfriend. I 
had dated a little bit before she and I got together … this other girl was flirting with me, 
and [Beverly] was telling me she wanted to date other people. We were about to go 
away to grad school, and I'm just, like, insecurity all over the place … I saw [this other 
girl] at graduation, and I kissed her, and that was it. I started having an affair with her. 
And then [Beverly] and I split up. (Riversong) 
 

Riversong described this and other experiences as pivotal to her early-adult process of 

understanding her sexual- and relational-Self but also as painful learning experiences.   

Unmet Sexual Needs 

Many participants were in touch with and felt saddened by unmet sexual needs. The 

majority of them explained that these unmet needs were the result of not having a partner. 

Many of the younger participants described feelings of loneliness and much pain associated 

with that loneliness: 

I feel like the older I get, the wider the divide becomes between having an emotional 
connection and having a sexual connection. And right now, I'm just getting the 
emotional connection through my friends and my family, and I'm getting the sexual 
connection with random guys … I just turned 31 yesterday, so I'm feeling slightly 
emotionally fragile just because of that. But having been in the sorority, and then like 
two weeks after graduating moving to an entirely different country—I was there for 
about 3 years—coming back and having all of my sorority sisters married, was a really 
hard pill to swallow. And it was for them, they're like, "You were living this life, you were 
seeing the world, you were getting all of these experiences." And then on the other side 
of the fence, I'm looking over and I'm seeing security and I'm seeing a partner for life—
that they have someone to share their experiences with—and I want that. (Miranda) 
  
Conversely, many of the older participants indicated that they felt loneliness but, to 

some extent, felt that they had conquered the pain associated with that loneliness: 

157  



 
 

But I don't want to bite my nose off to spite my face. Maybe there is someone in 
between. I can't even say what I'm looking for. I know I'm missing something, and it's 
not just about sex. Maybe it's not at all about sex. I don't know. Maybe it's not at all 
about sex. But I love sex. I'm really at a point to where it's very important to me. So how 
many 50-year-old women are going to be as sexual as I am? I don't know. Will I lose it 
and will I not lose it? Will she lose it? Will he lose it? And I know that's relationship, 
period. I'm working hard on relationships and being able to say what you're in, and if it 
feels good, just enjoy it. And don't go to the end of it, or don't try to define it. That's not 
easy, I don't think, for anyone. It's not easy. (Mikki) 
 
So I don't know. I don't know. I think the nicest thing about being alive and being a 
romantic is that love can always be around the corner. And if it's not around the corner, 
there's so much else that is. And then meanwhile, having some sort of sexual escape, 
and it can be ridiculously mundane. Life is far from perfect, but I'm very blessed, is the 
way I would look at it. (Erik) 
 

Healing the Sexual-Self 

Somewhat described above, participants sought to heal both the rifts in the sexual-Self 

and the wounds of the sexual exploration and learning processes. They described myriad 

methods they employed to attain healing, many of which included an attachment, real or 

fantasy, to someone else.  

Learning about Sexual-Self  

In many of the approaches described above and mostly through experience, participants 

learned about their sexual-Self. This information and awareness was useful in helping 

participants understand themselves enough to take action to free themselves from wounds. 

Riversong described learning about herself through her adolescent exploration: 

That was the first girl I ever kissed. It took me forever to get enough courage to kiss her. 
She may have kissed me first. It was one of those where I didn't even know what was 
going on. I felt it, but, that was the first time for me. I was a senior in high school. And I 
knew. I was, like, that was it. I was, like, ok I am gay. I am not bisexual. I'm gay. 
(Riversong) 
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In learning about and acknowledging her sexual-Self, Riversong took the first step toward 

accepting her sexual orientation. For all gay participants, sexual orientation described their 

biologically based attraction to the same-sex, a reality they could not or did not need to explore 

beyond an acceptance of that biological reality. This acceptance of a biological perspective of 

sexual orientation was particularly healing for gay participants. For Riversong, this realization 

and acceptance of her sexual orientation brought understanding, relief, and direction: a clear 

subjective sense of healing.  

Seeking Help 

Not all but many participants described seeking help to gather awareness or to actualize 

their new awareness of Self. In seeking help, participants engaged their social systems and were 

better able to utilize the resources available to them: 

I was depressed. I was depressed. I mean there was no doubt I was depressed. I felt 
depressed. I don't think I was clinically depressed, but I felt depressed. I was in therapy 
weekly from when I was 16 … So I started therapy, and that's where I processed stuff. 
And I journaled. And I wrote … But I remember telling my therapist that I felt this way 
before … then I kept telling her, "I don't want to be this way. I don't want to feel this." 
And of course we processed what it meant, kind of the why of that. Because I'll be 
rejected and my parents will hate me, and I want to make friends, and I'll be miserable. I 
had no models. I had nobody to look to as a model of a healthy, happy, well-adjusted 
lesbian woman. (Riversong) 
 

Riversong’s therapists and teachers were able to help her navigate some of the worst aspects of 

her self-doubt and shame resulting from the great sexual divide.  

 Although Riversong was lesbian and experienced much turmoil regarding her sexuality 

early on, heterosexual participants also recounted the need for help to navigate their early 

awareness of the sexual-Self.  
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Before that, I had asked my mom, and she went to the library and got a bunch books. I 
think I was nine. She got books and—but it was more about the process for me at that 
time. I wanted to know how you make babies. So she dumped books in my lap and said, 
"Come to me if you have any questions." We never spoke. And then I found that box of 
porn [laughter]. That answered all my questions. (Damombomb) 
 

Albeit Damombomb’s experience was less explicit, Damombomb and other heterosexual 

participants detailed moments of seeking guidance or direction from peers and mentors. In 

Damombomb’s case, the help given by her mother was limited, forcing her to seek information 

alternatives. After accidentally discovering pornography, she mistakenly thought she had 

discovered the information she needed.  

Accepting and Integrating Sexual-Self  

Participants portrayed monumental efforts to understand and accept the sexual-Self. 

Many of these efforts are described in other sections of this appendix, but they included 

seeking help, exploring the Self, seeking information, and connecting with others. Through the 

myriad methods of finding internal acceptance and integration of sexual orientation and desire 

among other things, participants described a sense of healing and comfort: 

I really started feeling a lot more pride, a lot more comfort, internal comfort. I mean, I 
already felt that sense of I know who I am but the integration of that into the whole 
who I am and piecing that together and feeling good about that. I had a long way to go. I 
had a long way to go. It took until probably 5 years ago for me to feel like I finally am 
myself again. (Riversong) 
 

 Riversong and others described a life-long process of accepting and integrating the 

sexual-Self. For Riversong, this process was mostly related to reconciling her sexual orientation 

with the great sexual divide mediated by a heterosexist society. For heterosexual participants, 

this acceptance and integration process was more vague but equally important. 
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But the other piece to that was, I always assumed that at some point I would get 
married again, at some point I would meet the one like my mom did, like that role 
model she gave me, and it would really work. It didn't work for me the first time but I 
think it really will the second time. I knew I couldn't just sort that all out intellectually, I 
needed to date, I needed to feel. I needed to experience, to know who I am in a 
relationship and who I am sexually, what I want, what I need and how to be successful. 
So part of that was just… like I tell my kids, "Date, go off to college, meet people, date 
the ones you're attracted to but say yes to the ones you're not. Just learn about 
yourself." So that's what I was doing. (James) 
 

For James, the process of accepting and integrating his sexual-Self meant, as an adult, he had to 

explore himself, date around, and integrate his sexual desires into his social circle in socially 

acceptable ways. James described this process as important to feeling like his sexual-Self was 

whole as well as wholesome.  

Redefining and Re-contextualizing Sexual-Self 

To achieve acceptance, participants often had to redefine the sexual-Self; to redefine 

the Self, they generally had to change their contexts. Mikki and James described redefining the 

sexual-Self in the midst of divorce; Erik, Riversong, and Tom described redefining the sexual-Self 

after gaining new social circles that were more accepting of homosexuality. Miranda, 

Damombomb, and Martin all recounted instances of context changes that often accompanied 

new levels of sexual exploration and learning.  

Sometimes these changes came with a sense of loss and grief. When discussing with 

Damombomb her sexual-Self within the context of her unhappy marriage, I asked her about 

what she was displaying non-verbally: 

That's what I'm wondering … What's this about? Probably that I want to put myself out 
there, and it might not go so well. So yeah, that's probably what I'm thinking about … 
Yeah, work on me. That'll come, I'm sure, once the divorce happens. But I'm working on 

161  



 
 

me now. I'm building a life for myself within this marriage, that's independent again. 
That's what I've been doing for the last several years. (Damombomb) 
 

She elucidated a long march toward becoming able to change her context and with it redefine 

herself as an attractive, sexually fluid, 53-year-old, female. She expressed not feeling attractive 

for many years, feeling trapped within a loveless marriage, and feeling stifled as a result. To 

mediate these experiences, she worked toward a re-contextualization and a redefinition of the 

sexual-Self.  

Cultivating Resilience  

Many of the participants who described shame and guilt resulting from the great sexual 

divide, also noted a successful ability to cope with and renegotiate that divide eventually. Most, 

deeply affected by the great sexual divide, were unable to mitigate its effects until mid-

adulthood. All of the participants were still affected by aspects of the great sexual divide, but 

the older participants alluded to cultivating resilience as a means to combat sex-related shame 

and guilt.  

I think that somewhere in there, there was a lot of sexual damage done to me and the 
things that I would see happening, and it culminated. So it wasn't an easy path, but it 
does indicate though that I've got this very, very strong natural resilience in me, because 
none of it is threatening anymore, and it hasn't been for a long time. I don't waste time 
resenting people or wondering how it could have been differently or any of the other 
stuff. (Erik) 
 
For the participants in this study, resilience took on many forms. As Erik described 

above, he and many other homosexual participants developed resilience against the 

heterosexist culture, finding places to belong in spite of broader social rejection. When 

questioned, Erik struggled to describe the nature and origin of this resilience. He hypothesized 
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that he inherited it from a mixture of environmental lessons and genetic traits. For both 

homosexual and heterosexual participants, resilience often took the form of developing the 

ability to accept and cope with rejection from others. Participants described the sexual-Self as 

particularly fragile when things went wrong within sexual relationships. Whether from 

experiences of sexual dysfunction or sexual rejection, participants were challenged to keep 

these negative encounters from affecting their sexual-Self-image.  

Working through Attachment Issues  

In order to redefine and re-contextualize the sexual-Self, to cultivate resilience, and to 

develop better boundaries, participants described working through their attachment issues. 

Attachment issues are defined as mostly early childhood wounds related to unmet attachment 

needs (Johnson & Zuccarini, 2010). Deep-seated feelings of abandonment, rejection, and 

unworthiness are common emotional experiences related to attachment issues (Wallin, 2007). 

Participants described these emotional experiences in relation to the sexual-Self, and they 

described working with and through these emotions in order to redefine the sexual-Self as 

worthy, attractive, and fulfilled.  

What shifted a lot was I kept learning about myself through my relationships and what I 
experienced, like with Amy there was a lot of, a lot of this had to do with the kinds of 
people I was picking, and I didn't know it. There was a lot of, for me, feeling of 
inferiority, and they were very controlling and very uncomfortable with me being free, 
like just expressing my sexuality, and literally I had to be quiet, not get too excited. I 
was, like, damn. I was so held back sexually by my partners, and it's because I was 
picking people who were really emotionally locked up and couldn't, like my family, 
couldn't handle my intensity or my just normally physical reactions. (Riversong)  
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Mostly through counseling, Riversong encountered her attachment issues and committed to 

work on her them; in so doing, she achieved a sense of acceptance and comfort with her 

sexual-Self.  

Developing Boundaries  

Developing boundaries and working through attachment issues were repeatedly a 

reciprocal process. In order to renegotiate relationship boundaries, participants were forced to 

deal with their fears of abandonment and rejection. For example, for James to find sexual 

fulfillment within his relationship, he concluded that he needed to confront his wife about his 

dissatisfaction. In order to confront her, he first confronted his fears of how she would 

respond—by leaving or abandoning him or by rejecting his sexual needs. By confronting her, he 

was able to both renegotiate his sexual and relationship boundaries and confront his fears of 

abandonment and rejection.  

 In addition to confronting their attachment issues and renegotiating relationship 

boundaries, participants also described erecting fluid and responsive sexual boundaries that 

served to protect them from rejection but also enabled them to stay engaged with others. This 

erection of boundaries helped to create the safety necessary to heal but also enabled 

connections in new and healthier relationships. I further discuss boundaries below.  

Learning Boundaries 

Many of the most impactful experiences for participants were the learning of relational 

and sexual boundaries. Interviewees described encountering other people and learning from 

the relational mishaps and sexual experiences in that encounter. Participants talked about 
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three kinds of sexual and relational boundaries. In this discussion, I explain the concepts in 

terms of sexual boundaries, but the concepts can also be applied to relationship boundaries.   

External Boundaries  

Other people imposed sexual boundaries on the participants early in childhood. For 

example, many of the participants’ religious leaders instructed them not to have sex before 

marriage; although this value created conflict for them, they adhered to it out of fear of 

punishment. Thus, these boundaries were other-defined and other-imposed. Participants often 

described having complied with these external boundaries for long periods of time.  

Many participants described continuing to adhere to other’s boundaries in early 

adulthood. For example, Tom, at age 25, continued to hide his sexual orientation and behavior 

from his family and certain social circles. Miranda described moving back in with her parents 

and adjusting her sexual behavior as a result of being in their home.  

External boundaries were not necessarily a conflict for participants. Boundaries around 

sexual behavior were healthy and necessary for safe and responsible sexual exploration. 

However, they became problematic when participants used them instead of erecting their own 

boundaries. In taking responsibility for themselves and their sexual choices, they elicited a 

sense of sexual power and responsibility unattainable solely with external boundaries.  

Internalized Boundaries  

Similar to external boundaries, internalized boundaries were other-defined but self-

imposed. For example, Damombomb stated that she was not going to have a sexual affair 

outside of her marriage even though she did not want to stay in the marriage. Her values about 

marriage defined her boundaries, and she adhered to them despite her unhappiness. Because 
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these boundaries were agreements or values decided upon before entering the situation in 

which they applied, I describe these boundaries as internalized. And because they were in place 

to respect others rather than Self, I describe them as other-defined but self-imposed. In 

Damombomb’s case, her choice to be celibate during this time in her life resulted in sexual 

frustration, but she was suffering less than she would be if she were to violate her values and 

the boundaries of her relationship.  

 Internalized boundaries, like external boundaries, often became too rigid for 

participants’ changing sexual realities: 

[At 29 years old] there [is] this really cute girl who flirts with me quite a bit. She's single, 
she's divorced, she's had a kid, and when the class that I'm a graduate adviser of ends 
and when I do the final exam with these guys, we were hanging out together 
afterwards, walking in the parking lot—it’s late; it was a night class—and she says, "I 
would hate for this to be the last time we see each other." It was at that moment—six 
years into my marriage—that I decided I was going to understand myself better sexually. 
I was going to go outside my marriage. So it just so happened, as these things often do, 
that my wife was going out of town with the kids—we had two kids at the time—for two 
weeks. (James) 
 

James was unhappy with his sexual relationship with his wife. Rather than renegotiate his 

sexual realities with his wife, he chose to keep the boundaries intact but cross them to continue 

a previously underserved sexual exploration process. Because he chose to cross the boundary 

rather than remove it, I described his boundary as other-defined and self-imposed.  

Internal Boundaries  

I used the term internal boundaries to describe participants who were responsive to the 

circumstance of the moment rather than adherent to boundaries based solely on principle.  

I do know through my own experience that, while you can get really close to someone 
emotionally and intellectually and really become attached, when you combine that with 
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sex, that's… actually sex that is really good, that's really connecting, and you have those 
other pieces, that attachment is so powerful and so meaningful and, in my experience, 
so painful to rip apart. More often or not, I would rather not get involved sexually. I 
must search for a real potential, for something bigger for me. So, I can't generally say 
that I believe sex deserves certain ethical treatment, but I can say, for me, it just works 
out better when I do. (James) 
 

Learning mostly from his own experience, James changed his boundaries around his sexuality to 

something more flexible. Still guided by principle, he erected boundaries that were more 

responsive to his needs and better able to protect.  

In responding to the circumstance of the moment, participants with internal boundaries 

were more in tune with and responsive to their sexual needs. They described being better able 

and more willing to meet their sexual needs in moments without commitments to meet those 

needs in the long term. They did not describe problematic impulsive behavior. When in a 

monogamous relationship, they were monogamous and satisfied. But they also expressed a 

willingness to incorporate and practice internal boundaries within relationships—adjusting 

sexual behaviors to address sexual dissatisfaction or being more willing to examine and change 

sexual boundaries to maintain satisfaction. 

Owning or Reintegrating the Sexual-Self 

This category contained participant experiences of ceasing to disown and repress sexual 

feelings to reintegrate them into everyday life. Participants described various experiences 

related to this phenomenon. Most obvious, homosexual participants described the process of 

integrating their sexual orientation into a broader sense of both the sexual and the overall Self. 

Other participants, particularly the older ones, described integrating sexuality into their 

everyday awareness: 
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Dishonesty is the antithesis of authenticity. And isn't our goal as humans to be authentic 
to ourselves and others? And then you can be… that's why I say sex should be 
wholesome. You can be naughty and you can unwholesome, I don't care. Even 
unwholesome's wholesome with just whatever. It's just not a dirty thing that people do. 
And there's something wrong with the way it's seen in this country. It just is. (Erik) 
 

 Both Erik and Mikki described feeling sexual, allowing those feelings to be only sexual, 

and consistently and responsibly pursuing the fulfillment of those feelings. This process was 

markedly different than younger participants who described being driven by their sexual 

feelings rather than driving them to some higher purpose. I describe in another section the 

phenomenon of using sexual urges in purposeful ways as mastering the erotic.  

Differentiating the Sexual-Self 

One of the major tasks participants described was the differentiation of the sexual-Self. 

This category captured participants’ transitions from external and internalized boundaries to 

internal boundaries as well as a mastering of the sexual-Self. Participants described a classic 

differentiation process akin to many of the most influential and popular counseling theories 

(Fall et al., 2010) but also dealing with the sexual-Self.  

I think being a woman, to me, now, is embracing the wisdom, and it's embracing the 
experiences, and I don't have to be anything to anybody. I think a lot of it has to do with 
me being single and the freedom from that. And I'm clear. I won't ever be a wife-y 
person again. I'm extremely clear with that. You can't lose something you didn't know. I 
never knew who I was. I know who I am now. It's not something I ever want to integrate 
into a relationship, which is probably why I'm choosing the people I choose, because 
they don't want or don't need a wife. And it's good where I am. It's good for where I am. 
(Mikki) 
 

 For Mikki and others, differentiating the sexual-Self included redefining the sexual-Self 

in one’s own terms, rejecting external and internalized boundaries, and being able to 
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differentiate between emotional and sexual needs. In addition, participants recounted painful 

experiences related to letting go of relationships and being rejected by those who did not 

understand. However, these participants also described increased freedom and power to define 

the sexual-Self as well as an increased ability to seek and find sexual fulfillment.  

 James described differentiation perfectly: 

It was Schnarch, if I'm saying his name right, who painted this image of when you get in 
a relationship and you get married, you don't both hop in the same boat. You are both 
in your own boats and you go in the same direction. You hope you work it out, so you're 
going about the same speed and both decide that the destination is X and that really 
works well for the both of you. You're not manipulating the other person into going the 
place you want or going faster than you want, and you're okay if they need to go off a 
little bit and check out the island. If you don't feel like it, it's okay, they'll catch up with 
you. That's what I want and what I hope and believe is what’s for me, at this point. 
(James) 

 
Integrating Sex and Attachment 

The last major task participants described was the integration of sex and attachment. 

Every participant talked of a desire to find a romantic partner with whom they could share 

relational and sexual intimacy. More specifically, they described a growing awareness of sex as 

a major connection and intimacy tool.   

I do know through my own experience that, while you can get really close to someone 
emotionally and intellectually and really become attached, when you combine that with 
sex, that's… actually sex that is really good, that's really connecting, and you have those 
other pieces, that attachment is so powerful and so meaningful and, in my experience, 
so painful to rip apart. More often or not, I would rather not get involved sexually. I 
must search for a really potential for something bigger for me. So, I can't generally say 
that I believe sex deserves certain ethical treatment, but I can say, for me, it just works 
out better when I do. (James) 
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 James and others had an experience of integration of sex and intimacy that connected 

their sexual needs to their attachment needs. With this new understanding, James, Mikki, Erik, 

and Riversong, specifically, described being better able to meet their sexual and attachment 

needs both separately and together.  

Emerging or Reemerging Sexual-Self 

Those participants who successfully renegotiated sexual boundaries and experienced a 

level of differentiated connection also described a sexual awakening akin to puberty but more 

related to their emotional selves.  

But I love sex. I'm really at a point to where it's very important to me. So how many 50-
year-old women are going to be as sexual as I am? I don't know. Will I lose it and will I 
not lose it? Will she lose it? Will he lose it? And I know that's relationship, period. I'm 
working hard on relationships and being able to say what you're in, and if it feels good, 
just enjoy it. And don't go to the end of it, or don't try to define it. That's not easy, I 
don't think, for anyone. It's not easy. (Mikki) 
 

 Some of the categories emerged in the stories of older participants exclusively. I saw the 

emerging or reemerging sexual-Self only in older participants who had experienced a certain 

amount of differentiation and awareness needed to experience this resurgence of sexual 

feeling.  

Sexual-Self Development 

 After developing the initial codes and categories, I continued to constantly compare 

those codes and categories to the data. In doing so, I clarified the processes of change in 

participants’ stories. Also, I was able to collapse the initial 13 categories into five theoretical 

categories that belonged under one core category: The Sexual-Self. In most cases, the 13 initial 

categories were applicable, to some extent, within each of the five theoretical categories.  
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Underlying Assumptions 

Inherent in every theory are principles or assumptions serving as pillars that support and 

sustain the theory. Theorists often utilized unconscious drives that were evolutionary in nature 

to explain the presence of seemingly universal phenomena; they were related to species and 

individual survival (Fall et al., 2010). Since Freud (1962/2000), practically all Western-culture 

scientists, counselors, and citizens saw sex as a drive commonly called the sex drive. Many 

experts debated the nature of this drive, but few challenged its existence (Lacan, 1985). It is a 

commonly lived and experienced phenomenon.   

Throughout this discussion, I rely heavily on some of Wilber’s (2000) concepts from his 

integral theory of Self-development. I employ Wilber’s ideas as heuristic devices rather than as 

addendums to the theory that emerged from the data I collected. Particularly, I rely on the 

concepts of spiral dynamics and holons to explain how each category could be revisited and 

reprised throughout life. For a thorough discussion of Wilber’s concepts, refer to Appendix A.  

Wilber (2000) referred to the stages of self-development as fulcrums. A fulcrum is both 

a pivot and a focal point. It is a major mechanism on which a process hinges. I borrow his use of 

the word fulcrum to suggest that each code presented here is a conduit with a specific but 

repeatable purpose, one through which participants learned certain lessons and skills 

throughout the lifespan. I use the term fulcrum to describe a pivot that is functional and 

allusive to a spiral dynamic. In the following discussion, after describing a cyclical process that 

recapitulates in each of the five fulcrums, I describe the characteristics of each fulcrum: 

process, role of other, desire and drive, change, and challenges.  

 

171  



 
 

The Process  

The general, cyclical process I found in the data was one of moving from discovering the 

sexual-Self to experiencing desire to pursuing desire to encountering the Other to redefining 

the sexual-Self back to experiencing desire again. This model is graphically represented in 

Figure C.1.  

As the sexual-Self experiences sensations, it comes to understand that it exists. In this 

existence, the sexual-Self experiences urges to seek fulfillment of sexual desires. When 

discovering sensations associated with genitals, the sexual-Self awakens to a sense of desire. To 

satiate this desire, the sexual-Self actively seeks the sexual-Other. The sexual-Other is a 

symbolic representation of people and things outside of the sexual-self that both connect to 

and inform the sexual-Self. In pursuing fulfillment of sexual desire, the sexual-Self invariably 

encounters the sexual-Other. This encounter, ranging from a gentle touching to a chaotic 

crashing, is not unlike atoms and molecules that, when heated up, become highly charged, 

moving rapidly, to eventually encounter those around it. After encountering the other, also like 

atoms, the sexual-Self has the opportunity to create a bond with the Other – another symbolic 

interaction to describe connections to other people or to information (e.g., characters in books 

and media, information on the Internet) that contributes to a redefinition of the sexual-Self. 

Whether or not a bond is formed, this encountering the Other is accompanied by the 

opportunity for both harm and healing. In that harm or healing, the sexual-Self redefines itself 

by integrating the new information, whether positive or negative, which then informs a new 

experience of the sexual-Self. 
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Each participant described this process in their stories and showed how it repeats itself 

throughout the lifespan. Participants continuously bumped into the Other until they created 

stable bonds that cemented their relationship with the sexual-Other. If, rather than bonding, 

they bounced off of the sexual-Other, they gained important information that informed their 

next encounter with the sexual-Other.  

In the following section, I describe the five theoretical codes that emerged from my 

analysis. Because this dissertation was an exploratory study, the following theoretical 

explanations should be understood as fledgling and likely to change. But because I took a GT 

approach to qualitative analysis, I attempt to offer some theoretical explanation for the 

emerged data. For reference, Table C.5 contains a summary of each fulcrum compared to 

Wilber’s (2000) stages of development.  
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Figure C.1. The sexual-Self development process.  
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Table C.5  

Summary of Sexual-Self Fulcrums with Comparison to Wilber’s (2000) Fulcrums 

Fulcrum Approximate 
Age Range* 

Desire 
Process Change Challenge 

 

Wilber 
Comparison 
 

Discovered 0-10 Sensory 
gratification 
 

Discovery The great 
sexual divide 

Instinctive Self 

Undifferentiated 10-20 Exploration 
& resolving 
conflict 
 

Definition of 
self 

Impulse 
control 

Magical/Power 
Self 

Boundaried 20-45 Love & duty Relational 
stability 
 

Sexual 
dysfunction 

Rule/Role/ 
Rational Self 

Differentiated 45+ Mastering 
the erotic 
 

Differentiation Distinguishing 
needs 

Sensitive Self 

Integrated 55+ Integration Seeking 
partnership 

Maintaining 
integration 

Integral 
/Transpersonal 
Self 

Note. * I present the approximate ages participants described experiencing each fulcrum with the caveat 
that participants often revisited certain fulcrums throughout the lifespan. 

Discovered Sexual-Self 

 Every participant discovered himself or herself at some point in early childhood. They 

realized they could stimulate pleasurable sensations by touching their genitals, and they 

realized that others had similar or different body parts. They experienced curiosity and a desire 

to understand themselves and others. This discovery was both exciting and terrifying. It was 

exciting to experience new and thrilling sensations. It was terrifying to realize that, although 

irresistibly enticing, they must resist the urge to satiate their desire.   

Process  

This fulcrum represented the starting point or the initial wave of desire discovery. 

Participants first described an experience of Self that led to several kinds of actions, mostly 
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related to experiencing new and different sensations. In early childhood, these actions were 

sexualized play and simple sensation seeking. In seeking sensations, participants characterized 

an unfolding of awareness about Self along with feelings of excitement and trepidation.  

When I finally recognized it for what it was there was clarity and terror. I remember 
writing in my journal. I was exuberant, and I had such joy, finally understanding what I 
was feeling all these years. It's like I knew, and I finally knew who I was. And there was 
such joy and peace around that, and it was so awful to feel, like, but that's not ok. 
(Riversong) 
 

They conveyed a sense of gaining understanding about the world around them, learning about 

how they came into existence, and feeling connected to the people around them. In the 

beginning of their discovery of a sexual-Self, participants recounted a vast ignorance of their 

sexuality and of their place in relationships.  

Before that, I had asked my mom, and she went to the library and got a bunch of books. 
I think I was nine. She got books and-- but it was more about the process for me at that 
time [emphasis added]. I wanted to know how you make babies. So she dumped books 
in my lap and said, "Come to me if you have any questions." We never spoke. And then I 
found that box of porn [laughter]. That answered all my questions. (Damombomb) 
 
In response to their desires, Damombomb and others sought answers to sometimes 

hidden questions. In this instance, she did not know what to ask her mother, and her mother 

did not know how to answer. But Damombomb understood that there were questions to which 

she needed answers. She went on to recount what happened when she stumbled across a box 

of pornography in the woods:  

[Around] 10 [years old], I was rooting around in the woods behind our house. There was 
an old guy that lived in the house behind us. I found his box of pornography behind his 
house. Holy shit, he did have some crazy stuff in it. Stuff I had certainly never seen. 
That's what set me off again and got me going, because there was just everything I 
could imagine in that box … Then there was lots of masturbation, because I was 
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definitely waking up. So it would be in the tub with the faucet, manually, I mean 
anything I could think of, and I was dying to have sex because now I knew what it was. 
(Damombomb) 
 

Before this experience, Damombomb had only fantasized about questions. When she 

accidentally stumbled upon answers, it aroused her and “awakened” a sense of sexuality she 

had not experienced before.  

 I labeled these awakening experiences and realizations of Self a discovery. In every 

instance, participants depicted a stimulus that contributed to a new awareness that informed 

either their beliefs about Self or their knowledge of sexual sensations. After the discovery, 

participants also described a fervent pursuit of enactment of the new sensation and awareness.  

In later years, participants described coming back to this fulcrum when they learned 

something new about sexual-Self. For example, after healing an old wound, participants would 

revel in the areas of sex or sexuality they were afraid to enter before. After coming-out as gay 

within a close social circle, Tom experienced the gay community for the first time. In so doing, 

he experienced new and exciting sexual opportunities. In this fashion, this fulcrum represented 

a starting point rather than a destination, an area for further exploration and study.  

The role of Other. Practically, particularly in childhood, the guardian-Other encouraged 

exploration and protected with proper boundaries. Ideally, parents and guardians struck a 

balance between encouragement and protection, but participants described struggling parents 

who were reticent to encourage and/or were unsure of how to or were unable to protect.  

Abstractly, the sexual-Other played an important role in helping Self discover new and 

exciting sexual possibilities. In this fulcrum, the sexual-Other was mostly based on fantasy and 

images.  
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You remember Spencer’s at the mall, going in there because we would go to the mall or 
something, and my parents would be, like, “Here's $20; go nuts.” I'd be like eight, and 
they'd just let me go by myself wandering through a mall. But I would go into Spencer’s 
and just stare at those bags with the guys on them with the Christmas bows. (Tom) 
 

Tom discovered an image that struck him in a way other images had not. For him, this image 

was a complex mix of what he wished to become and also to whom he desired to attach.  

 Guardian-Other as image. Tom and I explored this image together. I described it as 

“daddy”; he was uncomfortable with that description but believed it was appropriate. He 

reported desiring an egalitarian relationship that elicited feelings of masculine nurturing, a 

nurturing he did not have as a child from his own father. He felt that his early childhood 

experiences and his desire for “daddy” in early adulthood were somewhat linked, but he was 

uncomfortable about this link: ashamed and embarrassed. I explained that I saw his attraction 

to the “daddy” type as a natural derivation of sexual desire based in attachment experiences.  

Lee:  I know it's hard because it feels weird because there's so much stigma around this 
idea of being the gay boy who has a daddy kind of a thing. Because society is like “You're 
just playing out your own issues,” kind of a thing, and so that's bad. But at the same 
time I think we all bring and try to resolve our issues in relationships. That's what we do 
as human beings. That's how we heal. 
 
Tom:  Like intimate relationships or relationships in general. 
 
Lee:  Relationships in general but most importantly the intimate relationships, the 
parent/child relationships, and the lover companion/partner relationships or very, very 
close friendships that are very, very intimate. That we form these bonds in those 
relationships that we need and are necessary for us to survive, necessary for us to heal, 
and move on. What I'm thinking of isn't so much that you are attracted to this guy 
because you have “daddy issues”, but it's more that you're looking for a certain thing 
that you were missing, that everybody needs. Not just you. It's this experience of having 
a meaningful relationship, having a safety, having a, all that emotional stuff that you 
didn't necessarily get with your dad that you should have, right? But coupled with this 
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idea that you're attracted to them sexually is just what a romantic relationship should 
be. Does that make sense? It does? You're nodding your head, but you look like you're 
thinking.   
  
Tom:  Processing. So you have your things you need from someone else basically and 
you're attracted to them and that informs the things you missed out on/need, and you 
combine that with attraction and it forms the relationship. Yes? 
 
Lee:  Sure. It doesn't explain this base attraction stuff, right. You know this idea that 
you're attracted to men, penis turns you on, big chests, whatever, these kinds of things. 
It doesn't necessarily explain that, and this is the piece I think that we just inherit, if that 
makes sense. 
 
Tom:  Agree. So you're trying to see how your personal development shapes that 
inherently. 
 

In our discussion, Tom and I concluded that his attraction to older men was a natural and 

healthy response to a phenomenon unique to his childhood attachment experiences somewhat 

influenced by his father (guardian-Other), somewhat by his biology, and somewhat by his 

culture.  

 In his case, his father, whose natural role as guardian-Other, failed to provide Tom a 

loving and encouraging blueprint for this young gay man who needed affirmation and to be told 

that he was ok as he was. Tom was driven by his father to be good at sports, to be masculine, to 

measure up to his image of masculinity, and Tom consistently fell short of those expectations 

and internalized a sense of masculine inadequacy. When experiencing a sense of longing and 

desire, his desire to measure up to his father’s expectations, along with his biological desire to 

men’s bodies, merged to form a powerful concoction that made up the stereotypical “daddy” 

sexual image.  
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Guardian-Other as guardian. In addition to this link between guardian-Other and sexual-

Other at the earliest parts of sexual-Self-development, participants described that the guardian-

Other was primarily responsible for defining the boundaries of early childhood sexual 

exploration and discovery. In many of the instances described above, participants encountered 

potentially dangerous scenarios as they explored their bodies and the bodies of those around 

them. Guardians were often there to protect and create necessary boundaries for that 

protection.  

In some instances, like Damombomb’s, guardians were not present, and the participants 

were left to fend for themselves. In these instances, luck and the kindness of strangers kept 

them from being sexually molested or abused. These participants were motivated to explore 

and discover the sexual-Self, and they often drew conclusions about themselves and others 

based on incomplete information. In Damombomb’s case, she found pornography that she 

thought answered her questions about sex, but the emotional and nurturing components of a 

healthy sexual relationship were left out of her sex education—an important aspect of how she 

experienced the great sexual divide.  

In other instances, participants like James described guardians who created too rigid 

boundaries around sexual exploration and discovery. These heavily protected participants 

experienced other aspects of the great sexual divide. They were unable to reconcile their guilt 

and shame of early childhood sexual explorations even though they were motivated to perform 

those explorations to make sexual and sensational discoveries. In James’s story, the guardians 

included his parents, religious figures, and teachers who contributed to protecting James from 
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what they perceived to be a dangerous exploration. In adulthood, James saw this extreme 

protection as a major contributing factor to issues he had to deal with later in life.  

Sexual-Other. Mostly limited to simple sensation seeking behaviors, participants 

described pursuing peers and sometimes older people to enact these behaviors and to explore 

the body of the sexual-Other. Within this fulcrum, the symbolic sexual-Other was mostly 

unformed; participants focused their sexual exploration behaviors on people who happened to 

be within their vicinities: siblings, friends, and caretakers. None of the participants described 

focused sexual pursuit or an awareness of focused sexual attraction at early fulcrums.  

Desire and drive: sensory gratification. Those just discovering the sexual-Self expressed 

strong desire that was mostly sensation focused. Participants described various sensation 

seeking behaviors in early childhood like sexual petting, masturbating genitals, and playing 

doctor—a term commonly associated with undressing a peer to see and compare genitals. 

Regardless of the focus on sensation, participants also described a genuine desire to 

understand themselves.   

Change 

 Participants made changes using this fulcrum mostly related to gains in understanding 

about the sexual-Self. After encountering sensations or exploring their bodies with a peer, they 

used the understanding they gained to inform further exploration. In comparing their bodies to 

the bodies of others they learned about their similarities and differences. This information 

helped them to construct and understand the sexual-Self in its early development.  

 In later years, participants described discovering new sensations or aspects of the 

sexual-Self previously hidden or unexplored. These discoveries had the potential to change 
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their current definition of the sexual-Self, to alter sexual behavior, and even to alter 

relationships and their boundaries. The power of learning information about the sexual-Self 

was evident throughout participants’ stories highlighting the importance of safe sexual 

exploration and the primacy of self-awareness.  

Challenges 

Although mostly a description of a starting point or a discovery, several challenges 

emerged in each participant’s story. These challenges were mostly nascent truths or contextual 

realities that posed difficulties for further exploration of a discovered sexual phenomenon.  

The great sexual divide. Many scholars, like Foucault (1990), hypothesized that Western 

society’s repressive views of sex were largely fabricated and designed to oppress. Regardless of 

the nature and origins of these repressive views, they are undeniably harmful. Every participant 

described wounds that were the result of their own or others’ sexual repressions. Many times 

these wounds caused participants to further repress their urges, leading to more wounding. For 

some, the irrepressibility of the sexual urge led to an abuse of its purpose and an overuse of its 

biochemical stimulus. 

 Both the sexually repressed and those that problematically used sex exhibited a 

disowning of the sexual-Self. Although desiring and seeking to attach and experience sexual 

fulfillment in that attachment, they either did not attach or did not seek fulfillment. 

 Wounding and healing. For most participants, the discovery of the sexual-Self inevitably 

led to an experience of shame and guilt, and the process continued. In this continual disowning 

of Self and repression of feeling, participants exhibited myriad wounds such as internalized 
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heterosexism, social isolation, dissatisfying sexual relationships, abusive relationships, and 

sexual dysfunction. 

Undistinguished Sexual-Self 

 Moving from a discovery, participants detailed moving into an undistinguished fulcrum 

wherein the content of their discovery was largely unknown and, more poignantly, the sexual-

Self was unknown. Through this fulcrum participants endeavored to explore themselves in 

more focused areas and with much trial and error.  

Process 

 In the undistinguished fulcrum, participant sexuality hinged on a largely unknown 

sexual-Self; they made decisions and conducted sexual relationships that often resulted in new 

discoveries about their sexual and relational wants and needs. The boundaries others placed on 

sexual exploration and sexual expression in early childhood pushed participants to challenge 

those boundaries throughout adolescence and early adulthood.  

I thought that sex before marriage probably would lead to hell and damnation. I thought 
that it had to be something really big and really cataclysmic to have all these penalties 
associated with it through my religious tradition, and all this focus placed on it. But I was 
curious [chuckles], like any kid. Puberty hit, and the girls started wearing short skirts and 
whatnot. (James) 
 

This bucking of the sexual system led participants to experience both adversity and triumph in 

understanding who they were and what they wanted.  

 In adulthood, participants returned to this fulcrum when their current definition of Self 

no longer worked for them either functionally or metaphorically. Functionally, many 

participants described the necessity for redefining Self after ending a relationship with a 
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romantic partner. This redefinition often required a period of uncertainty and, often, wounding 

that led to new discoveries about Self and a need for further exploration.  

But feeling this sense of, “Am I crazy? Am I the one?” I don't want to be like that. I don't 
want to create that in other people. Come to find out, it's, like, “No. You're actually 
pretty damn healthy. You've just been getting in all of these unhealthy dynamics 
because you don't believe you're ok.” I got to that clarity, to that part, and my 
spirituality played a big role in that. (Riversong)  
 

Much of Riversong’s uncertainty and confusion stemmed from a personal belief that her sexual-

Self was fundamentally wrong, bad, or deviant. Her sexual-Self was partially discovered, but her 

worth was clouded by feelings of inferiority and heterosexist social pressures. Eventually, 

Riversong discovered her worth, and this discovery fundamentally altered her perception of her 

sexual-Self.  

Participants also recounted instances where their Self-definitions crumbled in the face 

of new discoveries about Self. Mikki, after falling in love with a woman, realized that she was 

not strictly heterosexual. In her mid-adult life, this discovery led her to ask the question, “What 

is my sexual orientation?” Her asking this question caused her to engage in a period of 

exploration that culminated in a redefinition of her sexual-Self as “fluid”.  

 The role of Other. In this fulcrum, the sexual-Other played a more prominent role and 

usually became the focus of sexual desire and sexual pursuit. Participants described moving 

from simple sensation seeking behaviors to more traditionally sexual-related behaviors. For 

instance, participants described achieving puberty and becoming more sexually interested in 

their peers. They would often pursue sexual stimulation with peers through mutual 

masturbation, frottage, and, eventually, penetrative sex.  
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 Unlike the discovery fulcrum wherein the sexual-Other was mostly a vehicle for 

sensations, every participant described interest in pursuing romantic relationships within the 

undifferentiated fulcrum. Although they were largely unaware of what they wanted in a partner 

or how to conduct themselves in relationships, participants elucidated a natural urge to pursue 

the sexual-Other both sensually and relationally. 

 Desire and drive: desire in conflict. As described above, desire and drive were mostly 

related to the desire to have sex and the pursuit of both sex and relationship. Participants 

described strong feelings of sexual desire, deep longing for connection, and shame and doubt 

related to the great sexual divide. Often these strong desires were unfulfilled either through the 

lack of the sexual-Other and opportunities or through conflicted emotions that prohibited their 

pursuit. This desire in conflict characterized the undifferentiated fulcrum for the majority of 

participants.  

Often having to violate boundaries set for them if they were going to satisfy their 

relational-sexual desires, participants described going to great lengths to pursue both sexual 

and relationship satisfaction. In particular, participants described struggling to understand both 

their sexual needs and their sexual wants. Often acting on impulse, they elucidated a process of 

coming to understand their impulses and to differentiate those impulses as wants or needs. In 

this process of differentiating between wants and needs as well as exploring sensations and 

sexual experiences, participants slowly distinguished the sexual-Self.  

 This distinguishing process usually lasted throughout several years: generally from 

adolescents well into adulthood. Participants described gaining at least a partial understanding 

of their sexual-Self in adolescence and attributing the labels and meanings ascribed to what 
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they discovered. For example, gay participants eventually labeled the sexual-Self “gay” after 

undergoing a process of awareness to acceptance to integration. Heterosexual participants 

underwent the same process but with different labels and with different levels of intensity.  

Change 

 After discovering a sensation or after having a sexual experience of some kind, 

participants defined themselves in reaction to the meaning they ascribed to those events. 

Heterosexual male participants who described encountering some same-sex sexual desire in 

adolescence did not ascribe the same level of meaning that homosexual male participants did. 

Heterosexual male participants characterized this desire as momentary or due to frenzied 

hormones rather than the result of their sexual orientation. Figure C.1 exemplifies how 

participants defined the sexual-Self after encountering new information and in relation to 

others.  

 In addition to this distinguishing process, participants outlined moving from being other-

defined to becoming more self-defined. Early childhood influencers and the context in which 

the participant developed exerted major influence over how the participants defined the 

sexual-Self during this fulcrum. However, every participant underwent a transformation of sorts 

as they accepted or rejected the labels others gave them and adopted more suitable labels that 

defined the sexual-Self more accurately.  

Challenges 

 Participants highlighted major attempts to build and maintain sexual impulse control. 

The desire in conflict process described above required participants to attempt to boundary 

their own sexual impulses for fear of punishment either from their guardians or from pain. 
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Participants described becoming increasingly aware of the risks of sexual behavior both 

emotionally and physically. Every participant recounted feeling afraid to pursue sexual interests 

for these reasons but feeling powerful urges to do so anyway—powerful enough that they 

pursued fulfillment of them despite their fears.  

 In this fulcrum, some participants also described disowning the sexual-Self as a means to 

maintain sexual boundaries and to create sexual impulse control. Disowning the sexual-Self, 

also described above, entailed rejecting personal sexual feelings, denying sexual pleasure, and 

avoiding both sexual and emotional intimacy. In many stories, participants described avoiding 

their sexual feelings to avoid the pain of not being able to fulfill them as well as to avoid 

punishment for acting on them.  

Boundaried Sexual-Self 

 In the boundaried sexual-Self fulcrum, participants elucidated several tasks related to 

attaining sexual intimacy in relationships and to using sex as a means to stabilize self-definitions 

and relationship boundaries. Most participants recounted stories related to this fulcrum in their 

discussions about early romantic relationships and in the negotiations of sexual needs in 

relationships.  

 Wilber’s (2000) description of the rule/role self accurately applied to stories I attributed 

to this fulcrum. According to Wilber, the rule/role self was mostly defined by the rules and roles 

he or she followed and fulfilled. For example, Damombomb identified with her role as mother; 

she followed the social rules associated with being a mother. These roles and their rules 

impacted the participants’ willingness and ability to nurture the sexual-Self.  
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In the boundaried sexual-Self fulcrum, participants defined the sexual-Self according to 

their current role and its rules. Of particular importance was the participants’ adherence to the 

boundaries associated with their current rules and roles. Because participants seemed to make 

boundaries the primary focus of this fulcrum and for clarity and ease of use, I described this 

rule/role sexual-Self as the boundaried sexual-Self.  

Process 

 The boundaried sexual-Self was an important fulcrum for learning how to establish and 

maintain both emotional and sexual intimacy. For most participants, this goal largely remained 

unachieved and frustratingly beyond reach. Many described feeling stuck in their relationships 

or in their singlehood.     

 Because boundaries were necessary to create stability and safety often associated with 

intimate relationships, boundaries were of primary importance to participants within this 

fulcrum. So this fulcrum incorporated many stories in which participants experimented with 

certain roles and the boundaries associated with those roles in order to determine the 

boundaries that felt genuinely satisfying to them. But because most participants were unaware 

of the purpose of boundaries or of their wants and needs in sexual relationships, they struggled 

both to create healthy boundaries and to adhere to them.  

 The role of Other. As in previous fulcrums, others helped determine the level and nature 

of boundaries throughout this fulcrum; however, Other usually became more associated with a 

romantic interest rather than with a guardian or purely sexual interest. Thus, the need for self-

imposed boundaries, particularly around the sexual-Self, became more prescient. But 

boundaries as defined by other people served only a limited purpose in helping Self define Self. 
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Participants often reported that external boundaries were stifling, incomplete, and inaccurate 

at helping them meet their own needs. In many instances, participants discussed external 

boundaries as inhibiting to personal growth and fulfillment.  

 As participants learned to create and maintain effective boundaries, they described 

fervent and focused pursuit of the sexual-Other as both sexual and romantic partner. As such 

the sexual-Other became the primary definer of the sexual-Self’s boundaries. Although 

participants described attempts to understand their own boundaries and to erect internal 

boundaries, every participant described a classic enmeshed or codependent dynamic at some 

point during this fulcrum. This enmeshed dynamic propped up the sexual-Self’s ability to erect 

and maintain sexual boundaries. But because this enmeshed dynamic was inherently unstable, 

every participant also described chaotic periods of encountering the Other, crossing 

boundaries, and getting hurt in the process.  

Desire and drive: love. Because relationships and their boundaries often became the 

primary focus of this fulcrum, participants characterized their desire as becoming more love 

seeking. They recounted instances of wrestling with their sexual desires and sometimes 

disowning the sexual-Self to maintain relationships. Reported earlier, Damombomb put her 

sexual-Self on hold while she attempted to survive and eventually escape an unhappy marriage. 

For this reason, Damombomb exemplified the codependent dynamic of using the rules of a 

defined relationship to define and maintain boundaries even though she was unhappy in that 

relationship. Renegotiating these boundaries too soon, she explained, would compromise her 

sense of security, safety, and comfort.  
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Because participants were often incapable of defining their own boundaries without the 

codependent dynamic with the sexual-Other, they described an unfocused pursuit of the 

sexual-Other. Rather than searching for a specific kind of person, they described searching for 

any Other that could prop up the sexual-Self’s fragile sense of security. This fragile sense of 

security ebbed and flowed with the participants’ perception of stability and peace within their 

relationship. The sexual-Self’s sense of security included a consistency for meeting sexual needs 

and other attachment needs within the relationship.  

Change 

  Participants often recounted moving in and out of relationships during this fulcrum as 

they attempted to learn how to erect and maintain internal boundaries. They described several 

life transitions that required redefinitions of boundaries such as having a child, getting a 

divorce, and falling in love. In all of these instances, participants renegotiated their sexual and 

relational boundaries. Those exiting relationships were no longer confined by monogamy, often 

an other-defined but self-imposed boundary. Those entering relationships struggled to 

understand and adhere to the boundaries set by their partners.  

 Other-defined but self-imposed boundaries were not necessarily bad for most 

participants. They were stable boundaries that served a highly functional purpose mostly 

related to stabilizing romantic relationships. But every participant described that, unless the 

boundaries became more self-defined, other-defined boundaries led to problems within 

relationships—most saliently to unmet sexual needs. For this reason, the shift from external to 

internalized and, eventually, to internal boundaries was one of the primary foci of this fulcrum.   

Challenges 
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 Participants highlighted several challenges within this fulcrum that mostly related to the 

difficulties of learning to be in relationship. They described painful experiences of loss and 

unmet attachment needs that often manifested themselves in unmet sexual needs.   

Messy relationships. Every participant described messy relationships wherein they or 

their partner felt hurt or mistreated. Rather than the exception, messy relationships appeared 

to be the rule and a highly functional aspect of this fulcrum. The lessons learned from 

experiencing these conflicts and crashes into Other did not appear to be readily accessible 

without such experiences. Because participants repeatedly crashed into Other, they learned to 

develop internal boundaries that were essential for moving into the next fulcrum.  

However, these messy relationships, while functional and important, were also 

wounding. Participants described feelings of loss and pain associated with dating and losing 

relationships. In some instances, they described traumatic-like symptoms if the codependent 

nature of their relationships morphed into emotional and even physical abuse. In each case, 

participants described learning from these experiences and using the information to better 

identify healthier and more compatible partners.  

 Becoming stuck. For most participants, the problem of external and internalized 

boundaries manifested in a feeling of stuckness. For some, the messy relationships into which 

they invariably stumbled became increasingly difficult to escape, particularly for the female 

participants. Mikki, Riversong, and Damombomb all recounted stories of enduring and 

maintaining unhealthy and unhappy relationships in spite of their awareness of the negative 

effects. James also discussed attempts to escape his stifling marriage, but he remained in that 

relationship for quite some time.  
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 Participants attributed this stuckness to their desire for stability and to their fear of 

being labeled selfish. None of the participants described situations they could not physically 

escape. Rather they described situations where the escape would require intense sacrifice and 

suffering at least for a time.  

 Sexual dysfunction. Participants discussed experiencing the common sexual dysfunctions 

in and throughout this fulcrum. Although some participants described sexual dysfunction at 

earlier parts in their development process, participants were much more likely to report sexual 

dysfunction within external and a internalized boundary relationships. Participants commonly 

reported inorgasmia, anhedonia, erectile dysfunction, and dyspareunia. 

 Participants’ awareness of the causes and willingness to address these sexual 

dysfunctions varied case by case. In every case participants stopped labeling problems within 

sexual relationships as sexual dysfunction after learning to establish internal boundaries. As 

they learned to become more self-sustaining, participants described more resilient sexual-

Selves that were less likely to apply labels of sexual dysfunction to common sexual mishaps.  

Although many of the stories associated with this fulcrum contained elements of chaos, 

encountering the Other, and wounding experiences, they also contained elements of health, 

healing, and growth associated with falling in love and attaching to the sexual-Other. 

Participants emphasized that heavily boundaried relationships worked, because they were 

highly stable. That stability was sometimes stifling and difficult to leave, but it was sometimes 

fulfilling and exciting. Of particular importance were participant stories of attaining healing 

when attaching to the sexual-Other.  
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Differentiated Sexual Self 

 After experiencing the mess of relationships, participants described moving into a 

different phase of relating to other people. I termed this difference in relatedness the 

differentiated sexual-Self.  

 Many scholars and therapists promoted the benefits of a differentiated ego (Fall et al., 

2010). Related to sexuality, authors like Schnarch (2009) expounded on the importance of self-

validated intimacy and connection that was accountable to self-defined and self-imposed 

boundaries. Although some participants had not finished navigating the mess of their 

relationships, many of the older participants described this fulcrum as a more peaceful but 

sometimes lonely place.  

Process 

 After experiencing at least some loss or challenge in relationships, older participants 

expounded on the necessity for redefining the sexual-Self in order to adhere to internal 

boundaries. Without this redefinition, participants were not able to understand their own 

needs or meet those needs effectively.  

The role of Other. In this fulcrum, participants exemplified that their need for the 

Other became less urgent as their pursuit of the Other became more directed and focused. 

Instead of using terms associated with external boundaries like husband, participants describing 

this phenomenon using terms like companion and friend to describe their sexual and romantic 

partners. Although all participants stated having an equal partner as the ideal in each fulcrum, 

only the participants who had mastered something related to differentiation were actually able 

193  



 
 

to establish and maintain egalitarian relationships that were not based on the controlling 

nature of external boundaries.  

 Participants highlighted that relationships built on internal boundaries relied on each 

person’s desire and willingness to work to maintain the relationship. In this way, participants 

described attempts to master themselves that were conducive to effective communication and 

sophisticated forms of needs fulfillment.  

 Desire and drive: mastering the erotic. In previous fulcrums, participant desire was 

unfocused and insatiable. In this fulcrum, participants described a different experience of 

sexual desire in which they were more understanding of their sexual needs and more capable 

of actually fulfilling those needs consistently. Because they employed internal boundaries, 

participants described their willingness and agency to seek need fulfillment from different 

people.  

Sensuality, to me, is a core issue. It's true intimacy. It is an energetic intimacy, I think. It 
can be that touch. It can be that look. It can be that connection without words. I think 
there is an arousal here, as opposed to arousal in the genitals, and I think they can be 
very separate. I think we can connect one to another without it feeling in my genitalia. 
And sometimes there's a genital feeling that's not here either. So it splits in two, I think, 
for me. If this is what I feel, I go with it. If it's physical, then I go with that. (Mikki)  
 

People in this fulcrum were not yet masters of the erotic, but they had gained an important 

awareness of their sexual-Self that enabled them to engage their sexual needs in new and 

exciting ways.  

Change 

 To achieve a level of differentiation, participants recounted large amounts of emotional 

work tied to healing old attachment wounds. Participants who were willing to redefine 
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relationship boundaries did so at the cost of losing the relationships those boundaries were 

designed to stabilize and protect. Thus, to differentiate themselves and to move into internal 

boundaries, participants had to deal with their fears of rejection and abandonment.  

 In addition to dealing with attachment wounds, participants discussed the need to 

integrate sexuality back into their every day lives: to heal the great sexual divide. Thus, the two 

participants at this fulcrum described less shame and guilt surrounding the sexual-Self. They 

also described more openness with their social circles regarding the sexual-Self’s desires. They 

were more likely to have casual sexual encounters that were respectful and fulfilling, and they 

were interested in establishing fulfilling sexual relationships that were based on internal 

boundaries and responsive communication. The participants in this fulcrum were interested in 

non-monogamous relationships; rather, to them, internal boundaries entailed a sense of 

spontaneity and responsibility that was necessary to maintain sexual interest and fulfillment.  

Challenges 

 Although participants stated that they experienced a resurgence of sexual desire and 

energy in this fulcrum, they also discussed frustration in expressing their desire with others who 

were in a similar emotional space. They described running into people who wanted to impose 

external boundaries rather than allow for the flexibility in Self-defined boundaries. Because 

they had experienced the freedom and sexual resurgence associated with a differentiated 

sexual-Self, they did not find external boundaries appealing.  

 In mastering the erotic, many participants described difficulty containing and meeting 

their sexual desires. Like an animal freed from its cage, participants in this fulcrum discussed 

extreme impulses that were at times frightening and difficult to understand.  
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I would've probably thought a lot more about it, but because I trust the universe as 
much as I do, and I do, I just saw it as, "Okay." We had our first sexual encounter, 
probably within a week of that interest being shown. Again, a man, not for 17 years, 
since I'd left my husband. So it was exciting. It was scary. He is much younger than me. 
He is 24 years younger than me. So that was an interesting concept of how could a 
young man be attracted to someone my age. So that was an ego booster, but a lot to 
swallow too. (Mikki) 
 

Reminiscent of a spiral dynamic, Mikki challenged herself to explore her resurgent sexual 

desire, to understand it, to boundary it, and to integrate it into her newly defined sexual-Self as 

a flexible, fluid woman.  

Integrated Sexual-Self 

 After experiencing and maintaining a level of differentiation, participants discussed a 

specific, life long quest to integrate sex and attachment. In the differentiated sexual-Self 

fulcrum, participants struggled to heal the great sexual divide within them. In this fulcrum, 

participants felt individually healed and were experiencing or wanted to experience integrated 

sexuality in relationship. 

Process 

 Participants described the desire to integrate sex and attachment in committed 

relationships, and they sought to accomplish this integration in their existing relationships. 

Those not currently in a committed relationship described experiencing moments of integrated 

attachment with others.  

That was the experience that made me go "I can connect again and I can connect at a 
different level." After that, we had several close and intimate rides. He introduced 
himself the next time. We exchanged talks and visits on the train, and tender moments. 
And we went to separate ways. And it was hot, and it was exciting, and it was life-
changing. My chakras went, "Wow, you can connect." That's when things started really 
shifting for me, sexually and physically. (Mikki) 
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Both moving into and maintaining this level of integration required considerable effort; 

however, participants at this place explained that their effort was beneficial and necessary and 

thus not as overwhelming as it appeared. They described finding a sense of fulfillment, ecstasy, 

and energy from integrating the sexual-Self into their overall Self. This energy helped these 

participants maintain the hard work necessary to establish and maintain flexibly-boundaried 

relationships.  

 The role of Other. In this fulcrum, Other played a diminished role. Participants described 

desire for Other, but their need for Other was greatly reduced. Participants were better able to 

meet their own needs and were less interested in pleasing Other. They wanted mutuality and 

egalitarianism that went beyond appearances and labels.  

 Desire and drive. In this fulcrum, participants described their desire for Other as partner 

and friend rather than as someone that would heal wounds or facilitate integration. 

Participants in this fulcrum were already integrated and were seeking others who were also 

integrated.  

I've lived long enough that things look-- people are like I thought they should be. And it's 
just so totally freeing. The only thing that I find odd to me is that I don't have a real love 
life. I mean, there are plenty of people that pursue me sexually. Which is odd to me, 
because I cannot imagine ever a time in my life where there would ever be somebody 
that's almost 70 that I would be after. But I would be lying to tell you that I have not got 
a bunch of guys that are much younger than I, that just want me sexually … That's alien 
to me … I'm very grateful for that, because I think that that's important. Sexual[ity] is 
important … [In my younger years] I would have killed to have met somebody like me, 
but the gay culture just never thought I was particularly interesting … I think that the 
shallowest thing that anybody can say is I've got a type … How can you go 40 years still 
having a type? I mean, part of the maturing process is, you realize that people come 
packaged a million different ways. I think part of the joy of falling in love is being 
surprised with who it is and how they came packaged … I think the nicest thing about 
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being alive and being a romantic is that love can always be around the corner. And if it's 
not around the corner, there's so much else that is. And then meanwhile, having some 
sort of sexual escape, and it can be ridiculously mundane. Life is far from perfect, but 
I'm very blessed, is the way I would look at it. (Erik) 
 

Change 

 Participants at this fulcrum appeared very different than their counterparts who 

admitted they had not yet mastered boundaries. They were older, wiser, and experts at 

communication. They were in tune with their bodies and sexually functional, and they 

experienced more concerted desires than their counterparts. Although their sexual desires 

were often strongly impulsive, they exhibited a mastery over them that enabled the 

participants to understand their sexual desires and channel them in fulfilling ways.  

 Participants seemed capable to meet their own sexual needs without being in a 

committed relationship, but they all stated a desire to find and maintain a differentiated 

relationship. These participants were open to the idea of non-monogamous relationships, but 

they did not wish to actively pursue them.  

Challenges 

 Participants in this fulcrum recounted challenges related to balancing their needs with 

the needs of the Other. They explained that relationships built on internal boundaries required 

large amounts of effective communication and trust. Because of the level of skill necessary to 

maintain internal boundaries, participants also recounted challenges related to finding a 

partner. Many were unable to find someone who enjoyed equal amounts of mastery.  
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APPENDIX D 

EXTENDED DISCUSSION 
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Because aging scientific and cultural paradigms heavily influence the existing literature 

on sexual identity development (SID), a new, broad perspective of human sexuality is sorely 

needed. Post-postmodern thinkers and writers have acknowledged the need to integrate 

seemingly disparate perspectives to create a more whole theory that is complex and workable 

(Wilber, 2000). This study has been my attempt to start this integration of disparate views and 

philosophies of SID to create a more useful and whole theory.  

Beyond the theoretical and philosophical, such an integrated perspective has important 

implications for counseling practice, education, and future research. In the following section, I 

discuss these implications with the caveat that this project symbolizes a beginning point. Much 

research and work still remains to flesh out this fledgling integration.  

Implications 

 Although this project represents the beginning of my attempt to integrate disparate 

views of SID, I chose to pursue this integration through a grounded theory (GT) approach 

(Charmaz, 2014). I believe that any theory must be both theoretically sound and practically 

applicable, both philosophically high-minded and grounded in the human experience. Because 

he spoke to the human condition, Freud’s (1962/2000) initial foray into understanding human 

sexuality excited mental health professionals and lay people alike. His theories were 

controversial and greatly misunderstood, but he became influential for his ability to connect to 

something mysterious and exciting within the human sexual-Self.  

 After one hundred years of research, many of Freud’s ideas remain important and 

influential; however, counseling practice has drastically changed. The majority of counselors no 

longer ascribe to classic psychodynamic practice (Fall et al., 2010); rather, classic psychoanalysis 
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has given way to evidence-based modalities like cognitive-behavioral therapy and humanistic 

approaches like person-centered therapy. Because clinical mental health practice is 

fundamentally different than when Freud first postulated his ideas, many of his theories of 

human sexuality are not easily applicable in modern clinical practice. In my experience working 

as a sex therapist, most of my clients see Freud’s ideas as the punch line of a bad sex joke, 

inapplicable in the real world. However, many of Freud’s ideas, although largely misunderstood, 

are fundamentally important to both psychology and human sexual development. 

 The need for an integrated perspective to incorporate Freud as well as contemporary 

thinkers and researchers is clear. I believe that the results of this project have the potential to 

make Freud’s ideas more useful in modern clinical practice while also using new discoveries and 

perspectives.  

For Counselors and Clients 

For clinicians who often struggle to address sexuality and sexual identity (Israel & 

Selvidge, 2003), the model presented in this dissertation may offer counselors a framework to 

discuss the topic and a baseline from which to assess developmental and clinical progress. In 

the following section, I discuss how aspects of the model can be used in clinical practice with 

clients.  

Keeping the Sexual-Self in Context  

Counselors and sex therapists are mandated to understand client’s unique social and 

cultural backgrounds as heavily influential on client development (American Counseling 

Association [ACA], 2014). The results of this study confirm that these contexts also powerfully 

influence sexual development and SID. Much like Freud (1962/2000) originally hypothesized, 
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the family unit and early childhood development seemed to play major roles in determining the 

level of freedom the participants in this study had to explore and learn about the sexual-Self. 

These contexts also greatly informed the nature and extent of the great sexual divide that each 

participant experienced to some extent – the divide between social and biopsychological sexual 

worlds. 

Many of the participants in this study changed their contexts or repositioned 

themselves within their existing context to further explore the sexual-Self and to seek 

fulfillment. Counselors addressing sexual issues with clients can use this information to 

determine the extent to which client’s sexual problems arise from a great sexual divide. They 

can help clients understand how their beliefs and feelings about sex are influenced by their 

contexts, and they can help clients, as appropriate, to reposition themselves within their 

existing contexts or to create new contexts wherein sexuality that does no harm and involves 

consenting adults becomes less problematic.  

Normalizing Sexual Play 

Given the alarming rates of childhood sexual abuse (CSA) in the United States ([US], 

Cummings, Berkowitz, & Scribano, 2012), counselors must be vigilant when assessing children’s 

sexual behaviors. Children with a history of sexual abuse tend to reenact their abuse in 

sexualized play that is distinct from normal sexualized play (Money, 1986). Although some of 

the participants in this study reported a history of childhood sexual abuse, every participant 

recounted experiences of normal sexualized play in childhood. 

 In those experiences, participants offered a means for clinicians to conceptualize normal 

sexualized play as a sensation-focused process of curiosity and discovery. The participants in 
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this study recounted instances of sexualized play that were not explicitly sexual in nature; 

rather, they were focused on increasing sensations from genital stimulation and on 

understanding their bodies and the bodies of those around them. Clinicians can use this 

information when working with parents who are concerned about their child’s sexualized play 

to help them distinguish between problematic, sexually themed play that might be indicative of 

abuse and other less problematic sensation-focused play.  

Encouraging Healthy Exploration  

In addition to clarifying the nature of healthy sexualized play in childhood, the 

participants of this study also helped to clarify the difference between healthy and unhealthy 

sexual exploration in adolescence and adulthood. The participants elucidated how childhood 

sexualized play was beneficial in producing a healthy sense of sexuality and of how to place 

boundaries around sexual behavior, but these curiosity and sensation based explorations 

continued throughout the lifespan.  

Counselors who acknowledge and encourage healthy exploration can work with parents 

of children and adolescence to create proper boundaries while simultaneously creating 

freedom and safety to explore sexuality. Counselors working with adults can also help clients 

understand the importance of healthy sexual exploration and work to establish clear and 

responsible boundaries around that exploration.  

Healing the Sexual-Self  

Every participant recounted subjective experiences of wounding and healing within the 

sexual-Self. Abuse, rocky relationships, denied sexual satisfaction, and repressed sexuality were 

the origins of wounding for many participants. These wounds were problematic at some point 
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in participant development, and participants sought to heal these wounds through various 

methods. Particularly, participants described love and spirituality as powerful avenues for 

healing and integration of the sexual-Self.  

The model may offer a means for counselors to generally address sexual wounds in 

counseling and specifically address a general trajectory of healthy sexual development. 

Participants described a loose course of moving from boundaryless, impulsive, sensation-driven 

sexuality to more relational and mastered forms of sexuality. This perspective may help 

counselors gently and kindly address problems in client sexual boundaries and allay fears 

wrought from unrealistic sexpectations.  

Understanding Challenges of the Sexual-Self  

Participants in this study described many different challenges associated with their 

development. Learning appropriate boundaries, mastering the erotic, integrating sex and 

attachment, working on the attachment system, and finding an appropriate mate. All these 

challenges go beyond typical descriptions of sexual dysfunction that focus solely on behavioral 

and physiological factors.  

Counselors working with clients on sexual-related issues can use this model to 

understand and present sexuality as a relational issue. For many clients, sexual dysfunction may 

be related to feelings of anxiety and worthlessness tied to previous encounters and experiences 

that contributed to negative sexual-self definitions. Using this model, counselors can help 

clients identify their sexual-self boundaries in order to help them differentiate the essential 

worth of their sexual-self from both their feelings and their experiences of physical dysfunction. 
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LGBT Health 

Another possible application for the sexual-Self model lies in the general mental health 

of sexual minorities. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people suffer from high 

rates of depression, anxiety, and suicide risk (Cochran, Sullivan, & Mays, 2003). These high rates 

have been attributed to many different stressors that are unique to LGBT identity, and this 

model could be used to better understand and treat these clinical problems. Following future 

validation and continued research, this model may offer researchers a simple means for 

screening risk and offer clinicians a way of talking about LGBT minority stress that is not 

awkward or specious.  

The Holistic Sexual-Self 

Because this model addresses biological, psychological, social, emotional, 

developmental, and, possibly, spiritual aspects of SID, it offers a more holistic perspective than 

many current models used in sex therapy and other mental health treatment (Kleinplatz, 2012). 

Because it offers a wide range of topics and themes, counselors who feel uncomfortable talking 

about sex may find this holistic perspective more appealing. Rather than bringing up sexual 

behavior explicitly, counselors can address sexual-self as an identity as well as a behavioral 

aspect of clients’ lives.  

Alternative to dictating a method for providing services, this model serves as a meta-

perspective of sexual development that could be applied to many different therapeutic 

modalities. Participants in this study described different challenges associated with their 

development that a counselor using any modality can address: learning appropriate 

boundaries, mastering the erotic, integrating sex and attachment, working on the attachment 
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system, and finding an appropriate mate. Many of these challenges go beyond typical 

descriptions of sexual dysfunction that focus solely on behavioral and physiological factors and 

provide a basis from which counselors who do not adhere to a behavioral counseling 

perspective can address the sexual system more holistically.  

Because they often struggle to comfortably and adequately address sex in counseling, 

counselors need training and information on human SID and its applicability within the 

counseling setting (Israel & Selvidge, 2003). This proposed model provides the basis from which 

clinicians can understand, explain, and therapeutically address human SID in general. Eventually 

this model could be used in training and education programs for both students and seasoned 

clinicians.  

Psychoeducation  

In my clinical practice as a sex therapist, the majority of clients report a dearth of 

information, education, and understanding of their sexuality, how it works, and what it means 

for their relationships. This lack of understanding and information seems to directly affect their 

ability to relate to their sexual partners meaningfully. This model could be adapted for public 

consumption and use. In the future, I intend to repackage this study into a book meant less for 

academic audience and more for the general population.   

 Counselors may also use the information presented here to help educate clients about 

healthy sexuality. The process model is particularly applicable in helping clients understand 

their seemingly erratic and chaotic responses to sex and relationships. In follow-up interviews, 

participants rated the entire model highly, but every participant rated the process model as the 

most applicable and influential component. Future researchers may take the process model and 
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apply it to clinical settings to assess how clients respond and how it can be effectively used in 

therapy.  

For Educators, Administrators, and Students 

 Sex education in the United States is sorely lacking (Picot et al., 2012). If offered at all, 

sex educators often focus solely on the biological functioning of the sexual system and neglect 

highly important emotional, psychological, and relational factors that also influence the sexual-

Self. Possibly a direct result, adolescents may blindly explore their sexuality leading to more 

risky and irresponsible sexual behavior.  

 Of particular note is the sexual-Self model’s usefulness in sex education. Picot et al. 

(2012) reported that sex education in the United States (US) is lacking and does not significantly 

reduce the risk and transmission of sexually transmitted infections (STIs). They also found that 

the majority of sex education programs focused heavily on behavioral interventions and did not 

mention emotional or psychological aspects of sexuality. Related to problems with sex 

education, researchers have found that although HIV infection rates are slowing overall, in 

young men HIV infection rates appear to be rising (Xia, Nonoyama, Molitor, Webb, & Osmond, 

2011). Although this increase can be theoretically attributed to many different factors, Xia et al. 

(2011) postulated that the lack of adequate sex education was one of the major contributing 

factors. 

Because this proposed model addresses biological, social, psychological, emotional, and 

relational factors in sexual development, school counselors may find it particularly useful to 

apply within school settings. This model offers opportunities for both didactic teaching and 

experiential learning exercises that could be particularly effective in middle and high school 
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settings. Because the model stresses the mental, emotional, cultural, social, and relational 

aspects of sexuality as well as the biological factors, educators, administrators, politicians, and 

parents might feel more comfortable allowing it to be used to educate minors about sexuality 

and sexual relationships than with a model that emphasizes only the biological aspects.  

This integrated theory of SID may give educators and education researchers a new way 

of framing sex education. By introducing sexuality as not just a behavioral aspect of life but also 

as a psychological, emotional, cultural, social—and even possibly spiritual—aspect, researchers 

and educators may be able to relate more effectively to clients in clinical settings and students 

in educational settings who may resonate more to a theory that reflects their lived experiences. 

It is possible that this theory could be used in the realm of HIV research to help researchers and 

health professionals educate people about their sexuality. If an assessment is built around the 

theory, it could be correlated with HIV and other STI transmission risk, and if so, it could be 

used as a safe and easy way to screen for that risk. In any case, a better understanding of SID 

may provide a foundation for better education and at least better understanding if not 

effectiveness of clinical interventions surrounding sex. 

 Perhaps related to the rise of HIV transmission among young men, researchers have 

found that sex addiction and compulsion are becoming increasingly visible problems in the US 

(Kuzma & Black, 2008). Although almost 6% of the US population struggles with sex compulsion 

issues, health professionals still do not completely understand how sex compulsion develops 

(Kuzma & Black, 2008). It is possible that the sexual-Self model could be found to help explain 

sex compulsion. If so, this model could be an additional tool within sex compulsion research to 
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help researchers better understand and identify sex compulsion as well as to create treatments 

that target sex compulsion more accurately and efficiently. 

Future Research 

 The significance of this project is notable for clinical mental health, education, and 

research. With a better understanding of the construct of SID, researchers can begin to make 

more sense of various important sexuality-related factors such as but not limited to sexual 

addiction, drug abuse, LGBT minority stress, relationship satisfaction, divorce rates, empathy, 

depression, and anxiety.  

Future researchers have great opportunity for continued exploration and study to 

validate, improve, and test this proposed model. Because of the limited nature of dissertation 

research, I was unable to obtain a robust culturally and ethnically diverse sample. Because of 

the limitations placed on me by my university’s IRB, I was unable to sample participants 18 to 

24 years of age or participants with a history of sexual trauma. All of the participants in this 

study described consensual and socially acceptable forms of sexuality. People who have 

engaged in prostitution and people who have committed rape are examples of participants 

with different sexual histories who might influence the outcome of this model. Of particular 

value, participants under 18 years of age might also provide a different perspective; however, 

sampling minor participants for a study that focuses on sexuality might be a considerable 

challenge.  

 In addition to increasing the cultural diversity of their participants, future researchers 

will need to validate the findings presented here through continued study and sampling. As part 
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of my lifelong research agenda, I intend to continue interviewing people of all ages, creeds, and 

cultural backgrounds to further gather data that might influence the outcome of this study.  

 As mentioned above, future researchers may begin to adapt the findings of this study 

into education programs for counselors, clients, educators, and students. If so, they will need to 

conduct efficacy studies to determine this model’s effectiveness in education settings.   

Limitations 

 As with any study, particularly student projects, challenges and problems arise that limit 

the researchers confidence in its applicability and usefulness. Of particular note for this project, 

cultural diversity, IRB limitations, and researcher bias all served to increase my caution in the 

reporting and interpretation of my results.  

Cultural diversity is a hugely important issue to modern society and to counseling 

practice. The majority White, middle class participants were exceptional in their education, 

ability to comprehend and articulate abstract ideas, and willingness to discuss the topic. Two of 

them had a degree in a mental health related field, and all of them described engaging in 

several rocky and somewhat unhappy relationships. Many of them were interested in the topic 

because of their wounds and were eager to discuss their experiences as a means to facilitate 

healing for others.  

At the point of saturation, I believed that I had reached an acceptable level of richness 

to justify ending sampling for this project. Because my purpose was to create a starting point 

for developing a theory, generalizability was not a focus of this study. I endeavored to create a 

fledgling model that was sensitive to diversity and difference, but future researchers will need 
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to sample participants from different backgrounds and with different levels of psychological 

mindedness in replicated studies.  

 Because of the IRB limitations discussed in Appendix B, I was unable to sample people 

outside of the DFW metroplex or people who had suffered serious sexual traumas. Three of the 

participants reported a history of CSA, but they did not define the experience(s) as traumatic, a 

term commonly used to describe deep psychological wounding, typically tied to a past violent 

event, that is recurrently painful and problematic (Courtois, 2014). It is not unreasonable to 

assume that people in different geographic locations or people with serious sexual trauma 

histories might experience differences in their sexual development process. To determine the 

extent and nature of this difference, future researchers will need to sample participants from 

other areas and people with a history of sexual trauma.  

I did not use the data from the survey of participant sexual behaviors in the construction 

of this model. Rather, the survey data offers a point of comparison for future researchers 

wishing to sample participants with different sexual histories; however, because I developed 

the survey and because I did not analyze the results of the survey to check for validity or 

reliability, the results of the survey may not be reliable or valid.   

Because I took a GT approach to qualitative analysis, I attempted to offer some 

theoretical explanation for the emerged data. But portions of the description of the five 

theoretical codes that emerged from my analysis were somewhat speculative. Because this 

dissertation was an exploratory study, the theoretical explanations should be understood as 

fledgling and likely to change. It is also possible that future researchers who choose to continue 
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this work may interpret the results differently due both to their professional backgrounds and 

to their subjective interpretations. 

Related to the above, researcher bias is a fundamental threat to objectivity in every 

study. Critics often cited this concern when criticizing the viability of qualitative research 

(Charmaz, 2014). Rather than rid myself of all bias, an impossible feat, I have attempted to 

clarify my biases and point out how they might have affected my interpretation of data. As 

Charmaz (2014) and other influential GT researchers argued, the researcher’s point of view is 

important and valuable and not contradictory to a valid and rigorous study. Regardless of my 

intent, it is possible that my biases unduly colored my interpretations and reporting. Hopefully 

future researchers will also lend their voices to help build this model into a sound, culturally 

flexible, and grounded theory.  

Conclusion 

 The participants in this study followed a loose trajectory of discovering, distinguishing, 

placing boundaries around, differentiating, and integrating the sexual-Self. Within this 

trajectory, they experienced the sexual-Self, pursued the fulfillment of desire, encountered the 

Other, and redefined the sexual-Self in response to what they learned. This process was 

wounding and healing, confusing and educative, and terrifying and exciting. Despite the 

oppression of the great sexual divide and other challenges, the participants learned, grew, and 

loved.  

 The ideas presented in this dissertation are findings from a preliminary grounded theory 

study that might change with continued exploration. But because this fledgling theory 

incorporates biological, social, cultural, psychological, and spiritual factors, it advances a more 
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comprehensive theory of SID that counselors, educators, and researchers may find useful 

within their respective fields.     
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS 
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POSSIBLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

• How do you describe your sexual identity to others? 

• Please describe your current sexual behaviors. 

• What is your earliest memory related to your sexual identity? 

• How do you see your sexual identity having developed over the course of your life? 

• Please describe your most powerful sexual fantasies. As best you can, describe how they 

developed. 

• Please describe any history of sexual abuse or sexual related trauma. How did this 

influence your sexual identity? 

• What am I not asking that you believe would help me understand your sexual identity 

development process? 
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SID DEMOGRAPHICS QUESTIONNAIRE 

1 How do you define your gender? 

 Female 
 Male 
 Trans* 
 Other (please specify): ____________________ 

2 How old are you? 

3 What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

 Less than High School 
 High School / GED 
 Some College 
 2-year College Degree 
 4-year College Degree 
 Masters Degree 
 Doctoral Degree 
 Professional Degree (JD, MD) 

4 How do you define your race? 

 White/Caucasian 
 African American 
 Hispanic 
 Asian 
 Native American 
 Pacific Islander 
 Other (please specify): ____________________ 

5 Please indicate your relationship status (please select all that apply): 

 Single 
 Partnered/Married 
 Separated/Divorced 
 Never partnered/married 
 Lost partner to death 

6 How many children do you have? 

 None 
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 1 
 2 
 3 
 More than 3 (indicate how many): ____________________ 

7 How would you describe your sexual orientation using these categories? 

 Homosexual 
 Heterosexual 
 Bisexual 
 Asexual 
 Pansexual 

8 How would you describe your sexual identity in one word (gay, lesbian, etc.)? 

9 Please indicate your level of erotic, sexual attraction to:  

______ Male bodied people 

______ Female bodied people 

______ People with both male and female sex characteristics 

10 Please indicate the approximate number of your same-sex sexual partners. We define sexual 
partner as anyone with whom you have had direct, genital contact. 

11 Please indicate the approximate number of your opposite-sex sexual partners. We define 
sexual partner as anyone with whom you have had direct, genital contact. 

12 Please indicate the approximate number of times you have engaged in the following sexual 
activities:   

______ Performed vaginal intercourse 

______ Received vaginal intercourse 

______ Performed anal intercourse 

______ Received anal intercourse 

______ Performed cunnilingus 

______ Received cunnilingus 
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______ Performed fellatio 

______ Received fellatio 

______ Dry humping with a partner 

______ Masturbated yourself alone 

______ Masturbated yourself with 1 or more same-sex partners 

______ Masturbated yourself with 1 or more opposite-sex partners 

______ Masturbated a same-sex person or multiple same-sex people 

______ Masturbated an other-sex person or multiple opposite-sex people 

______ Engaged in a bisexual encounter involving penetrative sex and multiple partners 

______ Engaged in a homosexual encounter involving penetrative sex and multiple partners 

13 How often, if ever, do you utilize pornography while masturbating alone?  

 Never 
 Sometimes 
 Often 
 Always 

14 How often, if ever, do you utilize pornography with a partner?  

 Never 
 Sometimes 
 Often 
 Always 

15 Have you ever been involved in a sexually open relationship in which you and your partner 
engaged in sexual activities with other people either together or separately?  

 Yes 
 No 

16 Have you ever engaged in sexual activity with a person who was not your romantic partner 
without the consent of your romantic partner at the time? 

 Yes 
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 No 

17 Has a romantic partner ever engaged in sexual activity with someone else without your 
consent?  

 Yes 
 No 

18 Have you ever been the victim of sexual abuse and/or sexual assault? 

 Yes 
 No 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD INFORMED CONSENT NOTICE  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and 
understand the following explanation of the purpose, the benefits, and the risks of the study as 
well as how it will be conducted. 
 
TITLE OF STUDY: Sexual Identity Development (SID): A Grounded Theory Approach 
 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR: Dr. Jan Holden, University of North Texas (UNT) Department of 
Counseling & Higher Education 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research study designed to 
explore the individual sexual identity development process.  Your confidential interview 
information will be used to help construct a theory of how sexual identity develops that 
researchers and mental health clinicians can use in future research.  In addition, this 
information may help clients in counseling and other lay people better understand their sexual 
identity development and subsequently help them improve their relationships. 
 
STUDY PROCEDURES: You will be asked to participate in at least one informal individual 
interview for no more than two hours and at least one follow-up interview for no more than 
one hour.  Except for your name and signature below, all of your involvement in this study will 
be under a pseudonym you choose or that is assigned to you. A Licensed Professional Counselor 
will conduct the individual interviews; however, participation in this study does not constitute 
mental health treatment.  At the beginning of the first interview, you will fill out a 
demographics questionnaire online. This questionnaire will include questions about your sexual 
history and sexual behaviors.  Interviews will be video recorded and transcribed.  These typed 
transcriptions will be used to help the investigators develop a comprehensive theory of sexual 
identity development.   You will be contacted one week after your individual interview to 
inquire about any new thoughts or memories that may have arisen after your interview. If the 
investigators determine that they need to clarify something or ask you additional questions, 
you may be contacted again to schedule an additional individual interview.  
 
FORESEEABLE RISKS: We do not anticipate any risks for participation in this study. However, 
you will be asked to discuss personal and, possibly, uncomfortable information related to your 
sexual fantasies, sexual behavior, and sexual history.  Recounting such personal information 
may result in feelings of anxiety and/or in the emergence of earlier trauma.  Although these 
feelings are not expected to occur and are not necessary for the successful completion of any 
interview, certain procedures will be followed to ensure your safety.   
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If you are actively suicidal, if you are psychotic, or if you have ever experienced sexual trauma, 
you will not be included in this study.  If you agree to participate you may terminate the 
interview at any time. You will be asked to provide contact information of an emergency 
contact. A Licensed Professional Counselor will conduct each interview, and he is trained in 
trauma treatment and crisis intervention.  If you begin to experience feelings that are 
detrimental to your mental health, the interview will be terminated. If you are in crisis, your 
emergency contact will be invited to help ensure your safety; if your emergency contact is 
unwilling or unable to assist you, you will be referred to the nearest hospital emergency room.  
If you are not in crisis, I will provide you with a list of referrals for mental health treatment.  
 
BENEFITS TO THE SUBJECTS OR OTHERS: Participating in this study may not be of any direct 
benefit to you; however, you may find it beneficial to discuss your sexual identity development 
process.  Discussing your sexuality may help to generate personal insight and awareness that 
could be useful to you and to your mental health.  The findings of this study will be used to help 
others generate awareness about who they are as sexual beings and to encourage them to use 
this information to enhance their personal relationships and to improve their sexual and mental 
health.  
 
COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPANTS: You will not be directly compensated for participating in 
the study.  
 
PROCEDURES FOR MAINTAINING CONFIDENTIALITY OF RESEARCH RECORDS: Your interviews 
will be video recorded, and recordings will be transcribed. A professional transcription service, 
TranscribeMe, will assist us in transcribing the audio from your interview. Although we are 
video recording, we will only send audio files to the transcription service and only the segments 
that do not contain personal identifiers. Although TranscribeMe uses the best technology to 
ensure security, it cannot guarantee that a 3rd party will not be able to gain unauthorized access 
to audio files through a breach of security. The video recordings will be kept within the sole 
possession of the Student Researcher or Research Assistant until transcription has been 
completed.  Once complete, your video recordings and audio recordings will be erased using 
secure deletion software.  The typed transcripts will be labeled by your pseudonym.  The typed 
transcripts will not include any identifying information and will remain within the sole 
possession of the Student Researcher and a Research Assistant until analysis is complete.  Your 
signed informed consent form will be stored in a locked file cabinet in the Principal 
Investigator’s office at the University of North Texas, Denton.  At the beginning of our first 
interview, you will complete a demographics questionnaire via Qualtrics, an online survey 
software program.  Other than your pseudonym, your answers to the questionnaire will not 
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contain identifying information.  In compliance with Federal research regulations, study-related 
material and confidential information other than the video recordings will be stored for a 
minimum of three years after the completion of the study.  Your interview responses will be 
used in publications and presentations resulting from this study; however, only your 
pseudonym will be used; other identifying information will be kept confidential.  Any details 
that could be linked to you will be altered or omitted in an effort to protect your privacy.   
 
There are several exceptions to confidentiality in which the interviewer is legally bound to take 
action even though that requires revealing some information about you and about some of the 
things you may have shared. The legal exceptions to confidentiality include, but are not limited 
to, the following: 
 

1. If there is good reason to believe you are threatening serious bodily harm to yourself or 
others – If the interviewer believes you are threatening serious bodily harm to another, 
he may be required to take protective actions that may include notifying the potential 
victim, notifying the police, or seeking appropriate hospitalization.  If you threaten harm 
to yourself or to another, he may be required to seek hospitalization for you and/or to 
contact the emergency contact you indicate below. 
 

2.  If there is good reason to suspect, or evidence of, active abuse and/or neglect toward 
children, the elderly, or disabled persons – In such a situation, the interviewer is required 
by law to file a report with the appropriate state agency. 

 
3. To the extent necessary for emergency medical or mental health care to be rendered. 

 
In none of these circumstances will the video recordings or unnecessary details from your 
interview be shared with anyone.  We will reveal only the information necessary to keep safe 
those who are endangered.  
 
QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY: If you have any questions about the study you may contact 
Student Investigator Mr. Lee Kinsey at lee.kinsey@unt.edu, or Principal Investigator Dr. Jan 
Holden at jan.holden@unt.edu. 
 
REVIEW FOR THE PROTECTION OF PARTICIPANTS: This research study has been reviewed and 
approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB). The UNT IRB can be contacted at (940) 
565-3940 with any questions regarding the rights of research subjects. 
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RESEARCH PARTICIPANT'S RIGHTS: By signing this form you will indicate that you have read or 
have had read to you all of the above information and that you confirm all of the following: 

• You understand the possible benefits and the potential risks and/or discomforts of the 
study. 

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to 
participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights or 
benefit. 

• You understand the exceptions to confidentiality described above.  
• You are at least 25 years of age and at least fairly fluent in spoken English. 
• You are not actively suicidal. 
• You are not actively psychotic. 
• You do not have a history of sexual trauma.  
• You give us permission to contact an emergency contact that you indicate below should 

your mental health and safety be compromised.  
• You understand that your consent to participate in this study does not constitute 

consent to mental health treatment.   

 

 

 

          Emergency Contact Name    Emergency Contact Phone Number 

 

 

               Your Printed Name               Your Signature   Date 

 

 

               Your Printed Pseudonym   
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PHONE SCREENING SCRIPT 

Hello, [Caller’s first name only].  Thank you for inquiring about participating in this study.  Let 

me begin by telling you a little bit about what we’re trying to accomplish…Does this sound like 

something in which you’d be interested to participate? 

Wait for response 

NO:  Thank you for your time.  Have a great day! 

YES:  Wonderful! In order to ascertain whether or not you’ll be a good fit for this project, I need 

to know some of your demographics:  

- Your gender, such as male or female? 

- Your race and ethnicity? 

- Your age? 

- Your sexual orientation, such as heterosexual or homosexual? 

- Whether it would be convenient for you to participate in either Dallas or Denton? 

Also, please tell me a little bit about yourself and how you think your experience might 

contribute to our goal for this project? 

- How would you describe your psychological wellbeing?  

- Are you currently under psychological treatment? Any thoughts of suicide? 

- Do you have a history of sexual trauma? 

Wait for response – are they suitable? 

NO:  For this study, we’re needing people with specific characteristics. It seems, based on what 

you’ve said so far, that you’re probably not what we’re needing at this time.  Do you mind if I 

keep your contact information – your first name and phone number – in the event that we do 
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end up needing your help?  I really appreciate your time and willingness to help and am very 

sorry our requirements don’t match with you. Thank you for contacting me.  Have a great day!  

NO (if sexual trauma history present):  Thank you so much for letting me know about your 

history. Because of the sensitive nature of this topic, we are not recruiting people who have 

sexual trauma histories. We want to keep you safe, and we do not want to create a situation 

where you are reliving past experiences and re-traumatizing yourself. I have a list of referrals I 

would like to give you in case you feel like you need to talk with someone. Thank you for 

contacting me. Have a great day! 

YES:  Great! Thank you for that information.  It seems that you’ll be a great fit for our study.  Let 

me tell you what will be required of you.   

Discuss time limits and design of study – including video recording and storage of records 

Does this sound like something you can commit to? 

NO:  I understand.  Thank you for your time.  Have a great day! 

YES:  Great! Let me tell you a little bit about some of the risks and benefits associated with your 

participation.  

Discuss risks and benefits including discomfort, anxiety, unanticipated surfacing of sexual 

trauma, etc.  

Do these risks and benefits sound acceptable to you? 

NO:  I understand.  Thank you for your time.  Have a great day! 

YES:  Great! I think that’s everything.  When would be a good time for us to schedule your 

individual interview? 

Schedule interview 
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Wonderful.  If you would, please think about your sexual identity development in the time up to 

our meeting and come with some thoughts and stories to share. Also think about what 

pseudonym you want to use during your participation in this study. 

Do you have any questions for me? 
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RECRUITMENT FLYER 

 

Figure E.1. Recruitment flyer posted to FaceBook. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure E.1. Recruitment flyer posted to FaceBook. 
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POWERPOINT PRESENTATION TO PARTICIPANTS IN FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW  
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