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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we report on our survey research which sought 
to explore how pansexual and panromantic people experience 
and understand their identities. Eighty participants, mainly in 
the U.K., were recruited via social media and internet forums. 
Thematic analysis resulted in the development of two key 
themes. In The label depends on the context: It’s like bisexuality, 
but it isn’t, we report the blurred lines between pansexual and 
bisexual identities and discuss how, despite often having a 
preference for pansexual and panromantic, these participants 
nonetheless engaged in strategic use of both bi and pan terms. 
In the second theme entitled Educated and enlightened pansex-
uals we report how participants portrayed pansexual and pan-
romantic identities as requiring an advanced understanding of 
gender and sexuality. This meant that those who engaged in 
these terms were represented as educated and enlightened. 
In the subtheme An internet education: Tumblr-ing into pan 
identities and communities, we discuss how educational 
resources and inclusive spaces were largely understood to exist 
only online. In this research, participants understood pansexual 
and panromantic identities to be related to, but distinct from, 
other identities (including bisexuality) and presented their iden-
tities as entailing distinctive experiences, including of prejudice 
and discrimination. We discuss the contribution and implica-
tions of our findings.

The increasing interest in plurisexual and pansexual identities

The term plurisexual has been used to collectively refer to a range of 
identities broadly defined by attraction to more than one gender; including 
bisexuality, pansexuality, omnisexuality, and queer, among others (Brown 
& Lilton, 2019; Hayfield, 2020; Maliepaard & Baumgartner, 2020). 
Plurisexual identities have become increasingly recognized and taken up 
within western cultures over the last decade (Mitchell et  al., 2015; Office 
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for National Statistics [ONS], 2019; Pew Research Center, 2013). Whilst 
in 2012, 0.4% of the U.K. population identified as bisexual, by 2017 this 
figure had increased to 0.7% (ONS, 2012, 2019). This increase has most 
notably been among young people, with the ONS reporting that 2.3% of 
people aged between 16 and 24 years identified as bisexual (ONS, 2019). 
Whilst the most commonly recognized and frequently taken up plurisexual 
identity has been bisexuality, pansexuality is also becoming increasingly 
embraced (Belous & Bauman, 2017; Galupo et  al., 2015).

Perhaps in response to the turn to pansexuality among young people 
within wider western societies, there has been a gradual increase in the 
recognition of pansexual identities within some mainstream media and 
popular culture. Programs on both television and streaming services have 
begun to include characters who are portrayed as, or interpreted to be, 
pansexual (GLAAD, 2020). These include Vignette Stonemoss in Amazon’s 
U.S. fantasy series Carnival Row, Jack Harkness in the British sci-fi drama, 
Torchwood (who has variously been described as bisexual or pansexual), 
and David Rose Jake in Canadian sitcom Schitt’s Creek, among others 
(Ahearn, 2018; GLAAD, 2020; Reem, 2019; Wilde, 2015). Further, some 
celebrities have publicly identified as pansexual, such as U.S. singer Miley 
Cyrus, and British comedian Joe Lycett (Belous & Bauman, 2017; De 
Casparis, 2015; Jones, 2016; Morandini et  al., 2017). Despite this increased 
recognition of pansexuality within western societies and the wider culture, 
there has been a paucity of academic research focused specifically on 
exploring pansexuality and pansexual people’s understandings and lived 
experiences of their identities (Belous & Bauman, 2017; Green, 2019). In 
this paper, we highlight the progression of sexualities research from mono-
sexual, to bisexual, to the more recent interest in plurisexualities, and 
pansexuality in particular. We review existing scholarly knowledge within 
the social sciences and introduce our qualitative survey, through which 
we were interested in exploring how pansexual and panromantic people 
made sense of and experienced their identities. We then report our the-
matic analysis of the data and discuss the contribution and implications 
of our results before recommending areas for future research.

Mononormative and homonormative frameworks
Scholars have noted that monosexual identities (those defined on the basis 
of attraction to only one gender) have received more academic attention 
than plurisexualities (broadly defined on the basis of attraction to multiple 
genders) (Brown & Lilton, 2019; Galupo et  al., 2015; Hayfield, 2020; Monro 
et  al., 2017). This monosexual research focus may be informed by – and 
further perpetuate – the broadly mononormative and monosexist view of 
sexuality within wider society (Roberts et  al., 2015). Within bisexual 
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theorizing, the term mononormativity has been used both to refer to the 
taken-for-granted assumption that people can only be attracted to one 
gender, and as a term to capture the privileging of monogamous relation-
ships (see, Hayfield, 2020; Maliepaard & Baumgartner, 2020). The result 
– of both forms of mononormativity and monosexism – is that bisexual, 
pansexual, and other plurisexual people’s identities, experiences, and rela-
tionships are often invalidated or erased (Barker et  al., 2012; Hayfield, 
2020; Maliepaard & Baumgartner, 2020). There are a number of factors 
which have informed this focus on monosexualities, including that gay 
and lesbian identities are both longer established, and traditionally more 
prevalent within the population, than bisexuality and pansexuality – 
although as noted above, the latter is changing (Hayfield, 2020; Monro 
et  al., 2017; ONS, 2019). Further, dichotomous models of monosexualities 
have dominated everyday understandings. This binary model of hetero-
sexual/homosexuality has led to the overlooking or subsumption of iden-
tities which relate to attraction to more than one gender (Hayfield, 2020; 
Maliepaard & Baumgartner, 2020; Monro, 2015). Broadly speaking, research 
and theory on identities, experiences, and attitudes have contributed to 
greater understanding and acceptance of lesbian and gay identities within 
western cultures, compared to in the past – although this is complex and 
ever changing (e.g. McFarland, 2018; Umberson et  al., 2015). However, 
bisexuality, and by extension pansexuality, have not necessarily benefited 
from research in comparable ways (Barker et  al., 2012; Hayfield, 2020). 
This may partly be attributable to how bisexual affirmative research – in 
which researchers validate bisexuality and recognize it as a distinct identity 
in its own right – is somewhat in its infancy, having first emerged during 
the 1970s (see, Bowes-Catton & Hayfield, 2015; Hayfield, 2020). Pansexual 
affirmative research is an even more recent phenomenon, with only a 
handful of studies to date having focused specifically on pansexuality.

Despite increasing acceptance of same-sex attraction and lesbian and 
gay identities, nonetheless, the monosexual notion of attraction being to 
only one gender retains its hold as a regulatory norm or ‘social ideology’ 
(Gonel, 2013; Maliepaard & Baumgartner, 2020, p. 11). Further, some 
scholars have drawn attention to how increased acceptance of lesbian 
and gay identities into heterosexual societies may represent progress, but 
how their assimilation may also have contributed to what has been 
termed ‘homonormativity’. This term refers to how lesbians, gay men, 
and bisexual people who mirror heteronormative relationship practices 
– such as monogamy, matrimony, and having children – may be more 
readily accepted than those who do not. Therefore, particular versions 
of lesbian and gay (and perhaps bisexual, plurisexual, and asexual) lives 
that mirror heteronormative practices become normalized, whilst those 
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which deviate from and potentially challenge these norms, may be at 
threat of (further) stigmatization and erasure (Galupo, 2018; Gonel, 2013; 
Roseneil et  al., 2013). Whilst affirmative bisexual research has increased 
since around the 1990s, other plurisexualities, including pansexuality, 
remain under-represented and under-explored, with little pansexual-spe-
cific research, particularly outside the U.S. (Belous & Bauman, 2017; 
Galupo et  al., 2017).

The bisexual umbrella
Due to their shared characteristics and experiences, research has some-
times considered multiple plurisexual identities under one overarching 
“bisexual umbrella” (Galupo et  al., 2015). The bisexual umbrella encom-
passes a range of plurisexual identities, including bisexual, pansexual, 
fluid, and queer, among others (see Eisner, 2013, for the origins of the 
bisexual umbrella). The concept of a shared umbrella is understood to 
offer the prospect of solidarity through the potential of shared experi-
ences based on the notion of similarities across identities (e.g. not fitting 
within a binary framework; complex patterns of multiple forms of dis-
crimination; and so on). Therefore, it has been argued that the bisexual 
umbrella offers possibilities to gather together, give voice, and empower 
those who fall under it, through providing a platform for advocacy and 
activism on a larger scale than via individual identities (Eisner, 2013; 
Flanders, 2017; Hayfield, 2020). However, the bisexual umbrella has also 
been contested, by researchers and research participants alike. Whilst 
the umbrella holds potential, so too may there be risks, in particular 
through the homogenization of experience and the erasure of the diver-
sity of discrete identities (Flanders et  al., 2017; Smalley et  al., 2016). 
While some may personally affiliate themselves as under the umbrella, 
so too can it be the case that researchers and others assign them to 
belonging beneath it, sometimes without their knowledge or consent 
(Flanders, 2017). There is not (and perhaps cannot be) a consensus on 
whether pansexuality ‘belongs’ under this umbrella. Additionally, studies 
have compared the conceptualisations of pansexuality and bisexuality, 
with little consensus on how these differ due to their interwoven and 
complex nature (Flanders et  al., 2017). However, to conflate multiple 
identities risks erasure of the experiences of those who identify with 
distinct plurisexual identities (Galupo et  al., 2015). Pansexuality is an 
increasingly popular sexuality and by far the most taken-up of more 
recently emerging plurisexualities (Belous & Bauman, 2017). Yet, to the 
best of our knowledge, no psychological research has specifically explored 
how pansexual people experience and understand their identities, par-
ticularly within a U.K. context.
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The development of pansexual and panromantic identities
The small body of extant (mainly U.S.) research has focused primarily on 
the definition and conceptualization of pansexuality, particularly in relation 
to other identities (e.g. Galupo et  al., 2017). The emergence of panromantic 
identities reflects the increasing visibility of asexual identities, often under-
stood as existing on a spectrum ranging from aromantic, through romantic, 
to occasional sexual attraction (Jay, 2008; Yule et  al., 2017). It has been 
argued that there is little consensus on a singular definition of the term 
pansexual (or panromantic) (Belous & Bauman, 2017). This argument 
arises on the basis that pansexual (and panromantic) people may concep-
tualize and construct their identities in multiple and complex ways 
(Lapointe, 2017). In some instances, pansexual (and panromantic) have 
been conflated with bisexual (and biromantic) identities (Galupo et  al., 
2015). However, in other instances, pansexual/panromantic identities have 
been understood to have distinctive characteristics which delineate them 
from other plurisexualities. Early conceptualisations established pansexuality 
as an anti-identity, or anti-label, and this concept continues to be favored 
by increasing numbers of young people who do not want to label them-
selves (Callis, 2014; Galupo et  al., 2017; Gonel, 2013). This framing of 
pansexuality may be an alternative to, or sit alongside, other conceptual-
isations. Some suggest that pansexuality represents a fluid understanding 
of sexuality, as something that is not tangible and cannot be neatly cate-
gorized. However, pansexuality has most commonly been defined as roman-
tic and sexual attraction to all genders, or regardless of gender, on the 
basis of ‘hearts not parts’ (Galupo et  al., 2017; Gonel, 2013). Similarly, 
panromantic has been defined as romantic (rather than sexual) attraction 
to all genders, or regardless of gender (Pearce, 2012; Yule et  al., 2017). 
The inclusion of all genders or regardless of gender reflects how pansexual 
and panromantic are understood to explicitly recognize a range of gender 
identities.

Pansexual and panromantic as moving beyond the gender binary: the explicit 
recognition and inclusion of trans identities
Many pansexual (and panromantic) people cite explicit resistance to gender 
binaries as a key reason for choosing to identify with pan identities (Belous 
& Bauman, 2017; Elizabeth, 2013; Greaves et  al., 2019; Green, 2019). The 
concept of bisexuality has been positioned as theoretically deconstructing 
a dichotomous model of sexuality (e.g. the heterosexual/homosexual binary; 
Elizabeth, 2013). However, some see bisexual (and biromantic) identities 
as upholding sex and gender binaries (male/man and female/woman) by 
being positioned in ‘the middle’ of a dichotomous model (Elizabeth, 2013; 
Galupo et  al., 2017; see below for further discussion and elaboration). In 
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contrast, pansexual/panromantic have been portrayed and perceived as 
transgressive identities which explicitly deconstruct the gender binary 
(Elizabeth, 2013).

Consequently, pansexual/panromantic have been positioned as explic-
itly inclusive of trans and non-binary identities (e.g. genderfluid, gen-
derqueer, and other identities outside the gender binary; see Stonewall, 
2019), and in the interests of trans communities, in two ways (Elizabeth, 
2016). First, choosing a sexuality label may be complex for trans and 
non-binary people. A binary model of sexuality remains dominant and 
therefore existing labels may not feel appropriate for those whose gender 
is outside the binary, and/or whose gender identity is different from 
the gender they were assigned at birth (Morandini et al., 2017). Therefore, 
pansexual/panromantic can be particularly fitting for trans people and 
give a sense of continuity, consistency, and coherence (Elizabeth, 2016). 
Second, some have argued that monosexual and bisexual labels can be 
understood as excluding or even erasing trans and non-binary identities 
(Elizabeth, 2013). This has been contentious and has informed the 
emergence of what has sometimes been termed the ‘bisexuality versus 
pansexuality debate’ (see, e.g. Dingle, 2017). This ‘debate’ serves to 
position bi and pan identities as in opposition to each other, rather 
than in solidarity through their shared experiences, which many have 
noted is problematic. Academics and activists (many of whom are bisex-
ual) have argued that definitions of bisexuality should not be stripped 
down to meaning only two (see discussion with Robyn Ochs and Heron 
Greenesmith in Doyle, 2019; Hayfield, 2020). Contemporary definitions 
of bisexuality have evolved beyond the binary and bisexual communities 
have been inclusive of – and included – trans and non-binary people 
for many years (Dingle, 2016; Doyle, 2019; Flanders et  al., 2017; Hayfield, 
2020; Lapointe, 2017). Nonetheless, pansexuality has been perceived as 
more explicitly inclusive of a gender spectrum and therefore as more 
explicitly inclusive of trans and non-binary identities (Belous & Bauman, 
2017; Dingle, 2017). In sum, pansexual/panromantic may be favored by 
those who are trans or non-binary themselves, and/or who wish to 
acknowledge their attraction to trans and non-binary people.

To date then, researchers who have specifically focused on pansexuality 
have tended to be U.S. based, and have primarily explored how identity 
is conceptualized by pansexual individuals. However, at present we have 
little empirical understanding of pansexuality and panromantic identities 
within a U.K. context. We aimed to contribute to filling this gap in the 
literature. Therefore, our research question was: How do pansexual and 
panromantic people make sense of and experience their identities within 
the U.K.?
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Method

Procedure

A qualitative design was chosen to explore people’s experiences of pan-
sexuality in depth and detail. Qualitative surveys are an increasingly pop-
ular way to gather data and have various advantages, including participant 
convenience (Terry & Braun, 2017). We delivered the survey online via 
Qualtrics, to enable geographic reach when recruiting this potentially 
hard-to-find group and due to the suitability of online participation for 
LGBTQ + populations, particularly given the sense of felt-anonymity (Terry 
& Braun, 2017; Trau et  al., 2013).

The open-ended survey questions were informed by existing literature 
on plurisexualities including pansexuality; cultural sources; and our per-
sonal and academic interests in the topic. Early questions offered partic-
ipants the opportunity to broadly discuss the identity terms they used and 
what these meant to them. Other questions focused on where participants 
had learnt about and come to identify as pansexual/panromantic, others’ 
responses and understandings of their identities, and their experiences of 
communities. Finally, participants were invited to include anything else 
that they would like to say about pansexual/panromantic identities and 
asked to complete demographic questions.

Ethics was granted by the Faculty Research Ethics Committee at the 
University of the West of England (UWE), Bristol. Participants were 
directed to Qualtrics online survey software and advised to read the infor-
mation sheet which introduced the researchers, and included details about 
voluntary participation, consent, right to withdraw, data protection, and 
sources of support. If participants provided their consent, they were 
directed to the survey questions. Questions were piloted with six partic-
ipants who were asked for feedback on the survey. This enabled us to 
review how effectively questions engaged participants and whether they 
generated in-depth and detailed responses (Terry & Braun, 2017). 
Participants provided insightful responses and made no comments on the 
questions, other than to report that they welcomed the opportunity to 
talk about their identities, hence no changes were made other than moving 
demographics to the end of the survey and adding a back button for 
participants to return to earlier questions.

Recruitment and participants

Both purposive and sampling techniques were employed to recruit partic-
ipants (Robinson, 2014). A call for participants was distributed on 58 forums 
and discussion boards (e.g. Reddit), social media pages (e.g. Facebook), and 
microblogging sites (e.g. Tumblr; Twitter). These sites were chosen based 
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on the potential for members to identify as pansexual/panromantic, and 
included asexuality, bisexuality, genderqueer, LGBTQ+, pansexuality, and 
polyamory groups. They varied from discussion threads (including for 
research and media projects) to community and support groups. Most were 
predominantly focused on pansexual/panromantic identities and/or bisexu-
ality (e.g. Pansexual Pride; Panromantic; Bi Community News), with fewer 
sources relating to polyamory, or LGBTQ + identities more broadly (e.g. Poly 
People; LGBT Global). Participants were encouraged to share the survey link 
with others. Notably, Tumblr was the most successful mode of recruitment.

A total of 80 participants were included in the analysis (including the 
pilot participants), of whom 60 completed all survey questions and pro-
vided demographic information. For participants to be eligible, they were 
required to be over 18 years of age, identify as pansexual/panromantic, 
and be based in the U.K. at time of participation. Despite these eligibility 
criteria being stated on the information sheet and consent form, 13 par-
ticipants from outside the U.K. participated (see Table 1). We included 
their responses, based on the rationale that to omit them would be uneth-
ical given the time and effort they invested. Therefore, while the majority 
of our participants did reside in the U.K., nonetheless we amended our 
research question to How do mainly U.K.-based pansexual and panromantic 
people make sense of and experience their identities? In our report, we 
indicate the country each participant resided in at time of participation. 
Participants identified as pansexual (45), or panromantic (15). Some also 
disclosed additional terms they identified with, including bisexual (18), 
queer (18), and asexual (12), as well as discussing other terms within their 
written responses. Their ages ranged from 18 to 48 years (M = 26), with 
18 participants over the age of 25 years. This information was of particular 
interest, given the tendency for pansexual and panromantic to be under-
stood as identity terms predominantly used by young people (Greaves 
et  al., 2019; Morandini et  al., 2017). Participants were mainly women (34), 
with some men (8), and 32 who used more than one term to describe 
their gender (e.g. cisgender; demigirl; genderfluid; genderqueer; trans; see 
Table 1). Most participants were white (50), residing in the U.K. (47), and 
non-disabled (46). Full demographics of the 60 participants who completed 
them can be seen in Table 1.

Reflexive statement

Nikki Hayfield is a cisgender woman in her early forties who identifies 
as bisexual. She teaches and supervises undergraduate (e.g. bachelor’s 
degree) and postgraduate students (e.g. Masters and Doctoral level study) 
in qualitative research methods and sexuality topics. In recent years she 
has become increasingly aware of pansexuality, partly through students, 
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Table 1. full demographic information.
Demographic information number of participants

age range: 18–48 yearsMean: 26 years
Gender 34 woman

8 man
6 trans
1 female but questioning
1 demigirl
1 cisgender
1 cisgender/non-binary
2 genderfluid
1 genderqueer
4 non-binary
1 non-binary/genderqueer/maverick

Pan identity 45 pansexual
15 panromantic

other sexuality terms Bisexual: 18/Biromantic: 2
Queer: 18
asexual: 12
Gay: 7
Questioning: 6
Genderblind: 2
saphic: 2
Demiromantic: 3/Demi: 1/Demisexual: 1/Demigirl 1/Grayace 

1/Gray-asexual 1
Pan Bellusromantic: 1
sapiosexual: 1
omnisexual: 1/omniromantic: 1
Pancuddly: 1

relationship status no relationship: 29
relationship(s): 31
Monogamous: 18
non-monogamous/open relationship(s): 9
Casual: 1
Dating: 2
Declined to provide further detail: 1

Who in your life have you told that you’re 
pansexual/panromantic?

Most people in my life: 19
some selected people: 16
Very few people: 10
the vast majority of people in my life: 9
no one: 5

Do you have any children? no: 54 yes: 5
racial/ethnic background White: 50

Mixed: 3
latin: 1
latin spanish: 2
n/a or declined to respond: 4

Do you consider yourself to be disabled? no: 46
yes: 13

employment/student status students: 27
Part-time employment: 7
full-time employment: 11
self-employed: 4
unemployed: 7
other: 3

Do you have any of the following 
qualifications/are you studying toward any 
of the following?

GCse/o levels: 34
Bachelors/undergraduate degree: 33
as/a levels: 24
BteC/Vocational qualifications: 11
HnD/Professional qualification: 1
Masters or equivalent: 10
Postgraduate (PhD, DPhil etc.): 3
PGCe primary: 1
PGCe secondary: 1

Continued
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which led her to become interested in how young people make sense of 
their identities and chosen labels (or lack thereof). Karolína Křížová is a 
cisgender woman in her early twenties who identifies as pansexual. She 
has a keen interest in how sexualities, gender, and mental health are 
constructed in popular culture and societal discourses. We shared our 
identities with participants which may have informed their willingness to 
share their perspectives, particularly given Karolina’s insider position as 
pansexual (e.g. Hayfield & Huxley, 2015).

Data analysis

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Terry et  al., 2017) was chosen 
to enable the development of meaningful patterns. We approached the 
analysis from a critical realist perspective; hence experience was legit-
imized but recognized as mediated by the wider sociocultural context 
(e.g. Ussher, 1999). Our approach was inductive, with the data as the 
starting point of analysis. However, our personal awareness of these 
identities and awareness of existing literature meant that analysis was 
inevitably partly deductive, through the knowledge we brought to the 
data. We familiarized ourselves with the survey responses by reading 
them, initially as they were submitted, and repeatedly after transforming 
them into Word documents. We coded the data, creating both semantic 
codes at the surface of the text and latent codes at a deeper level. We 
interpretatively developed these codes into initial themes, which were 
reviewed in terms of their relationship to each other and to the dataset. 
We discussed codes and themes and the best way to interpret the data 
in order to reach agreement on the final set of themes. Themes which 

How would you describe your social class? Working class: 22
a mixture of working and middle class: 20
Middle class: 16

Please list up to 5 words to describe your 
political, cultural, or religious affiliations

Most commonly listed: 
atheist (15)/agnostic (10)/non-religious (8); left-wing 
(15)/liberal (11)/socialist (10); religious (8); feminist (5)

Where did you hear about this research? tumblr: 32
facebook: 15
twitter: 5
Coursemate/friend: 2
Word of mouth: 1
internet: 1
online: 1
social media: 1

What country do you currently live in? uK: 47
united states: 7
Canada: 1
Chile: 1
ireland: 1

Table 1. Continued
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did not contribute to telling an overall story of responses were dropped, 
while other themes became subthemes, or were incorporated into existing 
ones. We wrote brief theme definitions and named themes, before mak-
ing minor changes as we wrote the report and finalized the analysis. 
In the results section, typographical and grammatical errors have been 
edited for ease of reading. Participants’ quotes are presented with par-
ticipant number, age, gender, location, and pansexual/panromantic 
identity.

Results

We report the two main themes which were developed: i) The label depends 
on the context: It’s like bisexuality, but it isn’t, and ii) Educated and enlight-
ened pansexuals which includes a subtheme of An internet education: 
Tumblr-ing into pan identities and communities.

The label depends on the context: It’s like bisexuality, but it isn’t

In this theme we explore the ways in which participants understood their 
identities and how they offered complex and often contradictory distinc-
tions between bisexuality and pansexuality. Their definitions and under-
standings of these two terms indicated both similarities and differences 
in their meanings. Further, they reported using different (and multiple) 
identity terms in carefully considered and nuanced ways, and commonly 
discussed how their own and others’ use of particular identifiers were 
dependent on context:

I describe myself as bisexual. However I see "bisexual" as meaning "attracted to my 
own gender and genders that are not my own". I use "bisexual" because it’s the more 
common term. I’m questioned enough for being bisexual, without having to explain 
what "pansexual" means as well, so I just don’t bother to use the word "pansexual" 
in normal interaction with people outside the queer community (P10, 48, woman/
cisgender, U.K., pansexual).

I think there are many different ways to define bisexuality (being attracted to men and 
women, being attracted to two genders, being attracted to multiple genders, etc.), and 
it doesn’t necessarily exclude nonbinary individuals. […] Older generations sometimes 
have trouble understanding new terms, so I’ve heard people my age use "bisexual" 
around older family members, while still going as "pansexual" to close friends (P51, 
19, woman, U.S., panromantic).

What was evident was that pan labels served a purpose in making sense 
of their personal identities and could be meaningfully used within par-
ticular contexts. In contrast, bi labels were often utilized pragmatically, as 
public identifiers to broadly express and communicate identity to others. 
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Many participants anticipated a context where pansexuality would not 
always make sense to everyone “I use bisexual as it is easier for others 
that aren’t in the queer community to understand” (P6, 23, woman/gen-
derfluid, U.K., pansexual). Further, not only might pan not be understood, 
but so too might it not be taken seriously, with the risk of “kitchenware 
jokes”, P2, 20, woman, U.K., pansexual). It was clear that deciding which 
identities to disclose involved constant navigation of the context.

On Tumblr, where I feel the most free to explore my sexual labels, I identify as 
panromantic grey asexual. To people who are close to me who understand LGBTQ 
labels but don’t fully understand the nuances, I identify as pan ace. To people who 
understand LGBTQ labels and who I am comfortable enough around to reveal I’m 
not straight, I say I’m bisexual. To people who show attitudes of homophobia, les-
bophobia, biphobia, etc., I do not reveal my identity and allow them to believe I’m 
straight (P50, 24, woman/cisgender, Canada, panromantic).

Therefore, unlike in previous research, bisexuality and pansexuality were 
not necessarily or only delineated on the basis of upholding or resisting the 
gender binary (despite this gender binary being frequently referred to and 
sometimes utilized). Instead, the distinction between the two often also involved 
whether others would be acquainted with their meaning and anticipating how 
they might respond to the terms they disclosed. Overall, the dominant picture 
was of participants strategically selecting pansexuality or bisexuality according 
to the audience to whom their identities were being articulated.

Further, these participants both resisted and strategically employed iden-
tity labels. Perhaps due to some being reluctant to engage with labels (“i 
don’t really like labels” P46, 20, woman, U.K., pansexual), participants 
somewhat paradoxically engaged with a wide array of identity terms rather 
than only using pan terms. These multiple labels were seemingly drawn 
upon because neither pan nor bi terms alone were adequate to sufficiently 
represent the specificities and complexities of their identities:

My labels for my romantic orientation are panromantic, biromantic and queer and 
for me personally they are interchangeable. Since my romantic orientations and my 
sexual orientations align as an allosexual and alloromantic (as apposed to someone 
on the asexual or aromantic spectrum) this is purely a clarification and not terms 
I generally use in public. My labels for my sexuality are pansexual, bisexual and 
queer. For me personally they are interchangeable (P48, 19, non-binary/genderqueer/
maverique, U.K., pansexual).

I now identify as numerous labels. Panromantic, due to my attraction to all genders. 
Grey-Asexual, due to very rarely experiencing sexual attraction, but I could easily 
live without sex. […] Omniromantic, a recent addition, as I learnt about it only last 
month. […] I also go by Queer. It’s a nice blanket term that easily covers everything 
that I am (P17, 24, trans/non-binary/ambonec, U.K., panromantic)
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Participants also frequently used an array of (a)sexuality labels alongside 
a broad range of gender terms: “pan, bisexual, non-binary, genderfluid, 
trans, gay” (P29, 22, non-binary/agender/transmasculine, U.K., pansexual), 
or “Straight, curious, bisexual, asexual, aromantic, demisexual” (P32, 25, 
genderfluid, U.S., pansexual), with one participant’s response seemingly 
indicating that were too many to list: “For gender purposes I use many 
labels, including genderfluid, boyflux, transgender, nonbinary, autigender, 
etc” (P73, 19, man, trans, non-binary, genderqueer, genderfluid, U.K., 
panromantic). The context the participants presented here was one in 
which sexual identity was multi-faceted in relation to their own gender, 
the gender of those to whom they were attracted, and their position on 
a spectrum of romantic through to sexual attraction (Yule et  al., 2017). 
These assemblages of terms mirror literature reporting that plurisexual 
people use multiple labels to fully capture the diversity of their identities 
(Dyar et  al., 2015; Galupo et  al., 2017).

In this study, the most frequent concurrent sexuality label was bisexual, 
with multiple participants reporting they used pan and bi terms inter-
changeably. To some participants, these were “two sides of the same coin” 
(P30, 25, non-binary, U.S., pansexual), or even “synonymous” (P10, 48, 
woman/cisgender, U.K., pansexual), with “very few differences between 
bisexuality and pansexuality” (P16, 41, cisgender, U.K., pansexual). 
Therefore, these accounts partially resonate with previous U.S. research 
where pansexual and bisexual individuals understood and defined their 
sexuality in largely similar ways (Galupo et  al., 2017). However, in stark 
contrast, some participants made clear distinctions between the two 
identities. They did so when they explicitly rejected bisexuality as an 
identity term and preferred pan terms as “most fitting” (P19, no demo-
graphics, pansexual). Bisexuality was portrayed as perpetuating binary 
understandings of gender: “In my opinion, bi means both men and women 
and pan means all genders” (P58, 38, man/trans/non-binary, U.K., pan-
romantic). In this sense, pansexuality was portrayed as being different 
from bisexuality through positioning bisexual as meaning attraction 
exclusively to ‘men’ and ‘women’ in contrast with pansexuality which 
more inclusively extended to all genders, including trans identities 
(Lapointe, 2017).

For those who used pan and bi terms concurrently, doing so may have 
created potential tensions given the risk of bisexuality being understood 
as bolstering binaries. Participants perhaps managed these tensions, and 
any risk of them being seen as adhering to sex and gender binaries, by 
explicitly contrasting the contemporary, inclusive interpretations of bisex-
uality (as largely similar to pansexuality) with more traditional binary 
conceptions (as different from pansexuality):
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I like the label bisexual for myself, though I suppose I would technically be defined 
as pansexual because I am attracted to anyone. Recently bi and pan have sort of 
converged, so it’s really up to the person which label fits better. […] Most people 
would say bi means attraction to two genders, but since awareness has been brought 
to gender non-conforming people, trans people, etc. bisexuality has become more than 
just attraction to both girls and boys (P56, 18, woman/cisgender, U.S., pansexual).

I use the label pansexual because I feel as though it is the best fit for me. I’ve never 
really labeled myself as something else, but I do call myself bisexual […] The traditional 
definition for bisexual is "attraction to two genders" and pansexuality is "attraction 
to all genders" or "attraction regardless of gender," but those labels are being bent 
and expanded more and more these days (P35, no demographics).

What was particularly notable and novel in our data was how many of 
these participants distanced or disassociated themselves from personally 
defining bisexuality in binary terms. Instead, they frequently attributed 
such definitions to the past, or to other people, and did not take owner-
ship of making such a distinction themselves: “some people see bisexuality 
as erasing other genders than male/female and enforcing a binary view of 
gender. I don’t, personally” (P10, 48, woman/cisgender, U.K., pansexual). 
These participants proffered several possible interpretations of bisexuality. 
In doing so, they acknowledged the notion that bisexuality might be 
understood to reinforce binary understandings of gender and sexuality, 
whilst simultaneously disavowing themselves from such an understanding. 
Their frequent references to opposing representations of bisexuality as 
inherently binary may also capture the extent of cultural debates about 
the (non)binary of bisexuality (Lasher, 2018). The divergent and often 
divisive narratives of bisexuality as either interchangeable with pansexuality, 
or as distinct and problematically binary, have been documented within 
academic research and in media (Doyle, 2019; Galupo et al., 2017; Lapointe, 
2017; Lasher, 2018). These debates have been contentious, often inherently 
associating bisexuality with exclusionary narratives and transphobia, to 
which members of bi communities have passionately objected (Flanders 
et  al., 2017; Galupo, 2018). The way this debate was framed by participants 
provides insight into how pansexual and panromantic people may person-
ally resist binary interpretations of bisexuality, which is in contrast to 
some cultural sources and previous research findings.

What was evident in our data then, was that different participants offered 
complex and contradictory accounts of whether pansexuality and bisexuality 
were tangibly different. Interestingly, these contradictions were present even 
within the same individual response, when participants discussed using 
both pansexual and bisexual, despite defining them differently:

I originally started by using bisexual then discovered pansexual and it just felt 
more inclusive and like a better fit but I use both equally now. Pansexuality feels 
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more inclusive for me personally as it literally means all whilst bi generally means 
2 (or more). But I often use them interchangeably now (P57, 18, woman/cisgender, 
U.K., pansexual).

The distinction between pansexual and bisexual was often presented 
in terms of pansexuality as more fitting for them and more inclusive 
than bisexuality. However, somewhat paradoxically, bisexuality and 
pansexuality were simultaneously interchangeable. Therefore, even 
within individual responses, a defining line between bisexuality and 
pansexuality is both present and absent. The result is that the distinc-
tion between the two terms was distinctly blurred. In summary, the 
perceived relationship between pan and bi labels was often in flux, 
complex, contradictory, and contingent on context. The participants’ 
personal and contemporary definitions of bisexuality generally posi-
tioned it as largely (but not always) interchangeable with pansexuality, 
and their decisions around which specific terms to use was often 
strategic.

Educated and enlightened pansexuals

In this theme, we demonstrate how participants positioned pansexuality 
as an identity which required an education about gender and sexuality. 
Accordingly, they were able to present themselves (and other pan people) 
as educated and enlightened in relation to diversity and inclusivity. Notably, 
participants willingly took personal ownership of pansexuality, based on 
it being inclusionary (in a way which many did not when discussing 
bisexuality as exclusionary): I think of myself as pansexual […] Personally, 
I think pansexuality disregards a gender binary (P25, 33, cisgender/non-bi-
nary, U.K., pansexual). Further, participants presented themselves as being 
more progressive and better educated in relation to gender and sexuality 
than the wider society (see Lapointe, 2017):

I find if I have to explain the difference between bisexual and pansexual to someone, 
I have to bring up things relating to non-binary and transgender people. […] For 
me, bisexual only really acknowledges 2 genders. When I say I’m pansexual, I mean 
I am attracted to people of all genders. To me it makes no difference what genitals 
someone has, or if the ones they do have ‘match’ the way they present their gender 
(a forcing to societal gender norms) (P70, U.K., 26, woman/cisgender, pansexual).

Participants positioned themselves as experts in problematizing binary 
perspectives by noting that others might lack their understanding of gender 
diversity. They therefore depicted themselves as in a position to potentially 
explain to and educate others. To get to their position of experts had 
involved them becoming educated and enlightened about the meanings of 
gender and sexuality. Participants frequently described coming to identify 
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as pansexual as a ‘learning curve’. This process involved researching gender 
and sexual diversity, often prompted by conversations with LGBTQ + peers 
or partners ‘coming out’ as trans/non-binary (Belous & Bauman, 2017). 
It was this education that had led to many participants having adopted a 
pan identity, with many participants indicating that they had identified 
as bi in the past before they were ‘enlightened’ through their education: 
“Originally came out as bi, but always knew that I was attracted to people 
regardless of their gender identity, even before I was educated” (P4, 24, 
woman/cisgender, no location details, pansexual). It was common for 
bisexuality to frequently be framed as a step on ‘the path to enlightenment’:

I briefly used bisexual as an identifier, as it was the most common and something 
that I had heard of before, but I feel that it does not adequately describe me […] I 
learnt about it [pansexuality] online, reading articles and op-eds about other people’s 
identities, almost as an accident as I was learning about transgender people - my 
partner at the time had just come out as trans […] During that research, I happened 
upon a lot of literature about other sexualities […] articles that tackle a lot of the 
basics about sexuality and gender identity and I used it a lot to learn more about 
the whole LGBT + spectrum (P3, 22, woman/cisgender, U.K., pansexual).

This learning process set pan people apart from others, who were per-
ceived to be less knowledgeable of, or open-minded about, gender and 
sexuality. Throughout the data, participants presented themselves as edu-
cated and knowledgeable and others as lacking knowledge: “I often use 
the label ‘bisexual’, particularly with my family or people who have less 
knowledge about gender and sexuality… for an easier life” (P19, no demo-
graphics, pansexual). Others positioned themself as liberal and enlightened 
in contrast to a more conservative general society:

“I have talked about being pansexual with very few people. The people I am out to 
know me as bisexual, because it is a more familiar term, and because coming out as 
pansexual requires a discussion on gender politics which most people are conservative 
about” (P48, 19, non-binary/genderqueer/maverique, U.K., pansexual).

Somewhat older people – particularly family members – were seen to 
be less likely to comprehend pansexuality or accept it as legitimate, pre-
cisely due to their lack of knowledge and understanding. However, while 
they themselves were educated, for them to attempt to educate those 
perceived as older was sometimes seen as futile:

In conversations with people who do not know much about sexuality - mostly people 
above the age of 35 - I use the term bisexual as it is easier than trying to explain 
my identity and have them possibly debate about the legitimacy of my chosen label or 
not understand and call me bi anyway” (P3, 22, woman/cisgender, U.K., pansexual).

Conversely, young people and those who were part of LGBTQ + sub-
groups were perceived as generally more open-minded, understanding, 
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and knowledgeable. It is worth noting that this view is within a context 
where nearly one fifth of participants were over 35 years old, and that 
they too expressed a preference for pan labels for the same reasons as 
younger participants. Under certain circumstances, some participants pre-
sented sharing their knowledge as an enjoyable endeavor. It was perceived 
as an exciting opportunity to help educate others based on a perceived 
lack of awareness of pan and gender identities (Lapointe, 2017). They 
especially did not mind when their audience were interested and open-
minded: “I just enjoy talking about my sexuality openly to those who are 
willing to listen” even when they had done so many times: “I always enjoy 
discussions about gender and sexuality, even if I’ve had the same conversa-
tion a million times” (P51, 19, woman, U.S., panromantic). However, others 
were reluctant to engage and could not “be bothered with the emotional 
labor of having to explain what it [pansexuality] means every time” (P25, 
33, cisgender/non-binary, U.K. pansexual). As noted, participants strate-
gically avoided referring to their pan identities in certain situations, lim-
iting their use of pansexuality to among those who were open-minded or 
‘enlightened’ audiences. However, participants also mentioned frustration 
and discomfort around not feeling able to openly disclose their pan 
identity:

I do not bring up my specific label unless someone directly asks. I grew tired of 
always explaining myself. However, that leads to me frequently being called bi or a 
lesbian because I am currently in a relationship with another woman. It is tiring 
but I don’t usually feel safe enough to correct them. I wish more people under-
stood so I could be more comfortable being myself (P52, 19, woman/cisgender, 
U.K., pansexual).

The sense was that if there were wider understanding, then pansexual 
people would be more able to be out and open about their identities, 
without the emotional energy involved in educating others or accepting 
misunderstandings. In sum, these participants presented themselves as 
enlightened about sexuality and gender which informed their use of pan-
sexuality as their preferred term. To reach this position they had educated 
themselves or been educated by others. Further, participants were, in the 
main, willing to explain and keen to help educate others about gender 
and pansexuality.

An internet education: Tumblr-ing into pan identities and communities
In this subtheme, we explore how the narrative of education and resulting 
sense of enlightenment was most frequently enabled via an internet edu-
cation. Further, participants repeatedly emphasized the importance of 
online spaces (and associated resources) in the development of their affil-
iating with a pan identity and in finding a community. They underscored 
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the perceived lack of inclusive school education, offline support services, 
or ‘real-life’ community engagement for pan individuals. In contrast, the 
internet, specifically social media and particularly Tumblr, were depicted 
as providing inclusive information and opportunities for liaising with like-
minded peers:

I learned of pansexuality online, and that is where I do most of my research. I first 
saw it on Tumblr, a blogging website where many people are open and unafraid to 
discuss progressive topics. There are also many online articles that are very helpful in 
explaining the difference between sexualities […] I would say the internet has been 
the most helpful resource. […] I appreciated the fact that my school tried to explain 
different sexualities, but I do wish they would have done more research” (P15, no 
demographics, pansexual).

Most participants stated they had discovered and learned about pan 
identities on “the internet, definitely” (P45, 25, woman/cisgender, Chile, 
panromantic), and often through Tumblr specifically: ‘I learned about 
pansexuality mainly through online friends and the internet, especially 
through tumblr’ (P29, 22, non-binary/agender/transmasculine, U.K., pan-
sexual). They reported having independently engaged in often extensive 
online ‘research’ of sexualities and associated topics before settling on their 
pan label, hence this was framed as an almost academic endeavor, albeit 
via the internet. This online research was used to fill the gaps left by the 
largely heteronormative formal sex education reported by virtually all 
participants: “My school only ever really talked about hetero relationships 
and at most maybe one or two gay relationships. Bi or pan people were 
never mentioned” (P46, 20, woman, U.K., pansexual). Simultaneously, many 
expressed their wish for a more inclusive formal sex education:

It would have been liberating and helpful to learn about sexual orientations and 
genders at school. I don’t remember this discussion at all and it is so important to 
address during adolescence, at least! (P6, 23, woman/genderfluid, U.K., pansexual).

Whilst Lapointe (2017) noted that U.S. pan individuals exchanged knowl-
edge with their teachers, fostering a general awareness of pansexuality, 
anything akin to this was not apparent in this data. However, our partic-
ipants’ accounts are in line with previous literature which has reported 
that both formal education and scholarship lag behind online and ‘real 
life’ communities (Elizabeth, 2016; Lapointe, 2017). Those who discussed 
any involvement in sexuality-related communities would most often do so 
on social media, notably Tumblr (Lapointe, 2017). The internet was where 
pan was reported to be best-established as an identity and accordingly 
participants reported that it was social media which had the biggest com-
munity of pan people: “Tumblr is full of pansexual nonbinary people. It’s 
out in the rest of the world it’s hard” (P42, trans/non-binary/genderqueer, 
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U.K., pansexual). There was a distinct split between the relative safety of 
an inclusive internet environment versus an exclusionary real world. Some 
participants referred to specific negative experiences of prejudice, social 
exclusion, and discrimination in offline LGBTQ + community groups. This 
was in contrast to the support received via social media:

LGBT society at [university] is very dominated by gay men and doesn’t feel inclusive 
of the other identities. FetLife [a BDSM, fetish & kink social network] has been great 
for helping me link with similarly minded people, also queer groups on Facebook (P6, 
23, woman/genderfluid, U.K., pansexual).

However, whilst many participants discussed receiving support and 
positive experiences online, some noted that even online spaces were 
potentially risky in terms of prejudice and discrimination due to negative 
views of pan identities. As with offline communities, negativity was some-
times reported to come from within the wider LGB community online too:

Straight people don’t make me feel bad about my identity because they don’t know 
what it is. […] But the misinformed pan posts on Tumblr from bi, gay, and lesbian 
persons are hard to escape./I have seen posts on Tumblr about how pansexuality 
is a transphobic label, a biphobic label, a label for people trying to be "even more 
special" than just bi. […] Pretty much any awful shit straight people say about non-
straights, non-straights have said about pans” (P50, 24, woman/cisgender, Canada, 
panromantic).

This narrative contributes to the view of the wider (heteronormative) 
society as reportedly lacking awareness and/or understanding of diverse 
sexualities. However, what was seemingly more offensive were the negative 
perceptions, stereotypes, and prejudice coming from within wider LGB 
communities. Whilst most published research focuses on the experiences 
of discrimination shared by plurisexuals (Brown et  al., 2017; Flanders, 
2017), there is little documentation of the prejudice pansexuals face from 
other plurisexual groups (e.g. bisexual people). These accounts of their 
experiences contribute to and extend existing literature on the unique 
patterns of discrimination pansexuals face from both heteronormative 
society and other LGB sexualities (Belous & Bauman, 2017). Despite these 
experiences, the overall picture was one of the internet as a place for 
becoming educated about gender and sexuality and finding a community 
of likeminded and similarly educated others.

Discussion and conclusion

The present study is, to the best of our knowledge, the first to explore 
pansexual and panromantic people’s understandings and experiences of 
their identities within a mainly U.K. context. The findings of our analysis 
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both reflect and depart from previous research, where bisexuality has been 
framed as binary, pansexuality has been understood as breaking down 
gender binaries, or the two identities have been positioned as vaguely 
synonymous (see, Galupo et  al., 2017; Lapointe, 2017). In this study, the 
relationship between bi and pan identities included all these elements, at 
times within the same response. Participants’ accounts of their identities 
were sometimes contradictory, seemingly complex, and often contingent 
on context, hence they strategically selected which terms they used within 
which contexts. This meant that whilst at times pansexuality was clearly 
distinct from bisexuality, so too were the boundaries sometimes blurry. 
Researchers who have recently published their research are drawing similar 
conclusions within a European context, where for young people in Finland 
the boundaries between bisexuality and pansexuality were both dependent 
on context and somewhat fluid (Juvonen, 2019, as cited in Kangasvuo, 2020).

To be strategic in the use of identity terms may be tiring and constitute 
a compromise, with many reporting that the term bisexual was less fitting 
for them than pansexual. As in other previous research, it was also notable 
that pansexual and panromantic identities were associated with the desire 
to explicitly acknowledge, accommodate, and validate gender identities beyond 
a binary and to therefore disrupt dichotomous understandings of gender and 
sexuality. This explicit non-binary inclusivity largely underpinned the par-
ticipants’ preference for pan labels, despite their strategic use of bisexuality 
in particular contexts (Belous & Bauman, 2017; Elizabeth, 2013). Our findings 
are novel in demonstrating a shift away from the so-called bisexual versus 
pansexual debates (to some extent). Many of our participants did not per-
sonally position bisexuality as binary, although they perceived that others 
might. This played a part in disrupting boundaries between bisexuality and 
pansexuality and may indicate that broader definitions of bisexuality (away 
from attraction to both genders and toward attraction to more than one 
gender, or to those of my own gender and other genders) are being more 
widely recognized. Indeed, some have noted that as definitions of bisexual 
began to broaden to become explicitly inclusive of trans and non-binary 
identities, terms such as pansexuality and other plurisexualities were already 
emerging and becoming established (Pennasilico & Amodeo, 2019). Our 
results indicate that there are potential similarities between plurisexual iden-
tities, but that it is nonetheless important to recognize that those under the 
‘bisexual umbrella’ likely have specific preferences and distinct experiences 
of their identities. However, it would be preferable for those who occupy 
marginalized plurisexual (and other) identities to also seek to be united 
rather than to be divided and be in solidarity with each other.

A particularly novel finding in our data was the way in which pansexual 
and panromantic were consistently positioned as distinct from bisexual 
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identities through a narrative that pan identities require those who occupy 
them to be educated. Participants presented themselves as enlightened 
about gender and sexuality through their independent and often inter-
net-based education. The perception was seemingly that many others would 
not have their level of knowledge and understanding. In this sense, par-
ticipants told their ‘social stories’ (see Plummer, 2013) in particular ways 
which served to present them as educated and enlightened experts of 
gender and sexuality. To (have to) educate others was sometimes positioned 
as an enjoyable activity for the benefit of others (see, Lapointe, 2017), but 
in other accounts, or under particular circumstances, to (repeatedly) explain 
their sexuality was portrayed as burdensome. This also has implications 
in terms of sex education which rarely (if ever) includes pansexuality, 
meaning that participants learnt about contemporary identities online 
(Lapointe, 2017). Finally, participants emphasized the importance of online 
spaces, which was where they could socialize with others, share experi-
ences, and discuss their identities. This has important implications for 
educators and community groups when considering how to most appro-
priately engage in outreach and support activities.

Strengths, limitations, and future research

These participants provided detailed answers to our survey questions, 
despite the lack of opportunity for follow-up questions (Terry & Braun, 
2017). Therefore, this method generated rich data to meet our research 
aims (Tracy, 2010). We found our survey an excellent method for reaching 
hard-to-find participants and researching this LGBTQ + topic in depth and 
detail (Riggle et  al., 2005). Nonetheless, there were considerable challenges 
recruiting participants, including the paucity of specifically pansexual or 
panromantic online or offline sites. Moderators of groups and forums did 
not always respond to our request for permission to post. Others refused 
on the basis that researchers were intruding within these spaces. However, 
some participants specifically commented that they welcomed the oppor-
tunity to share their experiences and felt validated by our research. Our 
participants’ enthusiasm indicates the contemporary relevance of this study 
(see, Tracy, 2010).

The most successful recruitment site was Tumblr which should be taken 
into consideration when reflecting on the results. Our success via Tumblr 
indicates that pansexual and panromantic people are actively engaged on 
microblogging sites. However, our participants’ emphasis on the importance 
of cyberspaces may reflect our online data collection. The data is therefore 
most likely to only be transferable to those pansexual/panromantic people 
who participate in online communities, rather than necessarily being 
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representative of any broader demographic. There is also a risk that par-
ticular people were excluded through our use of an online survey and 
accordingly our sample and data are likely to reflect the experiences of 
relatively privileged individuals (Trau et  al., 2013). Whilst our survey was 
effective, future researchers may find that in person interviews, which 
offer opportunities to probe participants, could be suitable to further 
explore the complex ways in which a range of pansexual and panromantic 
people define, relate to, express, experience, and navigate, their lives and 
identities. Researchers could investigate pan sub-groups, including those 
less affiliated with online communities, and seek to recruit more diverse 
participants (e.g. beyond mainly non-disabled white women). Indeed, 
previous research on sexualities has identified that plurisexual people of 
color are likely to have distinctive and complex lived experiences of iden-
tities, discrimination, and communities (e.g. Lim & Hewitt, 2018; 
Thompson, 2012).

In this study, participants reported incidents of social exclusion, and 
identity erasure which has important implications for future researchers 
considering pan prejudice and discrimination. For example, participants 
commonly reported that they did not disclose their identities because 
others lacked awareness of their meaning, whilst others described instances 
when their identities had been questioned or invalidated (Galupo et  al., 
2015, 2017). Panphobia and pan marginalization may be areas that would 
benefit from in-depth exploration. These participants were seemingly under 
particular pressures in navigating when and whether to withhold their 
pansexual/panromantic identities. This may be in opposition to the wider 
expectation that they should be out and open about their sexuality (e.g. 
the ‘coming out imperative’; McLean, 2007; Rasmussen, 2004). Future 
research could be beneficial in developing our understandings of the 
complexities of concealing or revealing pansexual and plurisexualities and 
the potential implications for health and wellbeing (Feinstein et  al., 2020).

Conclusion

In this study, participants’ definitions of, and distinctions between, pan-
sexual and bisexual identities varied, partly because wider society were 
perceived to be lacking knowledge about gender and sexuality. Participants 
emphasized the importance of the internet and online communities (par-
ticularly Tumblr), where others were seen as educated and enlightened. 
Disclosure of one’s identity outside of online contexts was seen as poten-
tially risky by some due to their experiences of prejudice and discrimi-
nation, especially from other LGBTQ + groups. These findings support the 
notion that pansexual/panromantic identities and experiences may be 
distinct from other plurisexual identities and that researchers need to 
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consider this when conducting their research. More research is needed to 
expand the understanding of the socially and culturally located complexities 
of pansexual and panromantic identities and to further inform psycho-
logical and educational practice.
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