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Abstract

This research examined endorsement and timing of sexual orientation developmental milestones. 

Participants were 1235 females and 398 males from the Growing Up Today Study, ages 22 to 29 

years, who endorsed a sexual minority orientation (lesbian/gay, bisexual, mostly heterosexual) or 

reported same-gender sexual behavior (heterosexual with same-gender sexual experience). An 

online survey measured current sexual orientation and endorsement and timing (age first 

experienced) of five sexual orientation developmental milestones: same-gender attractions, other-

gender attractions, same-gender sexual experience, other-gender sexual experience, and sexual 

minority identification. Descriptive analyses and analyses to test for gender and sexual orientation 

group differences were conducted. Results indicated that females were more likely than males to 

endorse same-gender attraction, other-gender attraction, and other-gender sexual experience, with 

the most gender differences in endorsement among mostly heterosexuals and heterosexuals with 

same-gender sexual experience. In general, males reached milestones earlier than females, with the 
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most gender differences in timing among lesbian and gay individuals and heterosexuals with 

same-gender sexual experience. Results suggest that the three sexual minority developmental 

milestones may best characterize the experiences of lesbians, gay males, and female and male 

bisexuals. More research is needed to understand sexual orientation development among mostly 

heterosexuals and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience.

Keywords

sexual minority development; sexual orientation; sexual identity development; developmental 
milestones

Sexual orientation development among sexual minorities (non-heterosexual individuals) has 

received increased attention in recent decades as researchers have investigated the 

experiences of sexual minorities beyond psychopathology. Initially, researchers proposed 

that sexual orientation developed in a linear fashion for sexual minorities and that all sexual 

minorities progressed similarly through specific stages of development, beginning in 

adolescence (Cass, 1979; Meyer & Schwitzer, 1999). More recently, researchers have 

suggested an alternative developmental trajectories approach that acknowledges the potential 

for group-level heterogeneity in sexual orientation development (Floyd & Stein, 2002; 

Author et al., 2008; Worthington & Reynolds, 2009). Sexual minority researchers have also 

highlighted the importance of considering sexual minorities beyond the heterosexual and 

lesbian/gay dichotomy to include bisexuals (e.g., Klein, 1993), mostly heterosexuals (e.g., 

Author et al., 2007; Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2013), and completely heterosexuals 

with same-gender sexual experience (e.g., Cochran & Mays, 2007). As the majority of 

research on sexual orientation developmental milestones has been conducted on lesbian and 

gay individuals, little is known about whether these milestones also apply to other sexual 

minority subgroups. The current study examined endorsement and timing of sexual 

orientation developmental milestones among female and male young adults across a range of 

sexual minority orientations.

Sexual orientation is conceptualized as multidimensional, primarily comprised of attractions, 

sex/gender of sexual partners, and sexual orientation identity (IOM, 2011; Klein, Sepekoff, 

& Wolf, 1985; Author et al., 2014). Sexual orientation developmental milestones may 

include first experiencing attractions toward a person of the same or another gender and first 

engaging in sexual behavior with a person of the same or another gender. The major 

developmental milestones for sexual minorities include first experiencing same-gender 

attractions and first engaging in sexual behavior with same-gender individuals, as well as 

first identifying as a sexual minority. Other related sexual minority developmental 

milestones include first questioning sexual orientation (Diamond, 2003; Author et al., 1996), 

first disclosing a sexual minority identity to others (D’Augelli, 2006), and first same-gender 

relationship (Garnets & Kimmel, 1993). These milestones have often been referred to as 

“sexual identity [italics added for emphasis] developmental milestones,” following Erikson’s 

(1968) identity development theory. However, we use the term “sexual orientation [italics 

added for emphasis] developmental milestones” throughout this paper to avoid the 

assumption that developmental milestones refer only to sexual orientation identity, rather 
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than encompassing multiple dimensions of sexual orientation (attractions, sex/gender of 

sexual partners, and sexual orientation identity).

The application of life course theory to sexual orientation development proposes that an 

individual understands their sexual desire in the context of a specific cultural model of 

human sexuality that then leads to sexual behaviors and the assumption of a sexual 

orientation identity (Hammack, 2005). In the United States, individuals develop their sexual 

orientation within the context of heteronormativity, in which heterosexuality is perceived as 

the default. Although it is important to recognize that heterosexual individuals also undergo 

a process of sexual orientation development (Morgan, Steiner & Thompson, 2010; Morgan 

& Thompson, 2011; Worthington, Savoy, & Dillon, 2002), the process of sexual minority 

development differs in that sexual minority individuals face stigma related to sexual minority 

orientation, which may affect the process of forming a minority sexual orientation. It should 

be noted that stigma related to sexual minority orientation may be changing over time. A 

study that analyzed trends in U.S. opinion polls about same-gender orientation found that 

opinions toward sexual minorities have become more positive over time (Hicks & Lee, 

2006). For example, in 2001 when data were collected for the current study and participants 

were young adults ages 22–29 years, 52% of adults surveyed believed that “homosexuality 

should be considered an acceptable alternative lifestyle” compared to 44% in 1996 and 38% 

in 1992, when participants in the current study were adolescents. However, 43% of adults 

surveyed in 2001 believed homosexuality was unacceptable, suggesting that stigma related 

to sexual minority orientation was still quite present.

Previous research on sexual orientation development among sexual minorities has 

emphasized the timing of sexual minority developmental milestones, demonstrating that 

sexual minorities typically reach milestones during adolescence, with some milestones 

occurring in early adolescence (e.g., same-gender attractions) and other milestones occurring 

in late adolescence (e.g., coming out to other as a sexual minority) (D’Augelli, 2006; Floyd 

& Bakeman, 2006; Author, 2014), with similar patterns across generations (Author et al., 

2011). Some research has found differences by race and ethnicity in the timing of sexual 

minority development (Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999; Parks, Hughes, & Matthews, 2004), 

but these findings have not been confirmed by other research (Author et al., 2004).

Previous research on sexual orientation developmental milestones has also examined the 

order in which milestones occur. D’Augelli (2006) found that both female and male sexual 

minority youth typically experienced same-gender attractions before having a same-gender 

sexual experience, but that some participants self-identified as a sexual minority prior to 

having a same-gender sexual experience, whereas other participants self-identified as a 

sexual minority after having a same-gender sexual experience. This study examined gender 

differences in milestone timing and order, but did not separately examine the experiences of 

lesbian/gay vs. bisexual individuals.

One limitation of previous research on sexual minority development is that studies are often 

limited to individuals who identify as lesbian or gay (e.g., Cass, 1979), rather than including 

the experiences of individuals with attractions to or sexual behavior with individuals of more 

than one gender (e.g., bisexual or mostly heterosexual). In addition, studies of sexual 
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minority development that have included bisexuals have failed to consider their experiences 

independently from lesbian and gay individuals (D’Augelli, 2006; Floyd & Bakeman, 2006). 

Mostly heterosexuals in particular may have unique developmental trajectories that are 

marked by continuous identity exploration (Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2007; Thompson 

& Morgan, 2008). Emphasis on the timing of developmental milestones is problematic 

without first considering whether all sexual minority groups experience such milestones in 

the first place. In addition to timing, the current study will examine endorsement of sexual 

orientation developmental milestones across a range of sexual minority orientations.

Gender differences in sexual minority development are another important consideration. 

Previous research has demonstrated that male sexual minorities typically reach sexual 

orientation developmental milestones earlier than female sexual minorities (D’Augelli, 

2006; Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Author, 2014; Author et al., 1996). Such gender differences 

might also be found within specific sexual minority groups, such as bisexuals or mostly 

heterosexuals. The timing of sexual minority developmental milestones is important to 

consider because of the association between timing and other risk factors; for instance, 

earlier timing of milestones is associated with homelessness among sexual minority youth 

(Author et al., 2012). Some risk factors associated with timing of sexual minority 

developmental milestones may be gendered, such as childhood maltreatment, although these 

associations have not yet been examined in samples that included more than one gender. 

This highlights the importance of examining gender differences in the timing of milestones. 

Unfortunately, little research has addressed the question of whether endorsement and timing 

of sexual orientation developmental milestones differ by both gender and sexual orientation 

subgroup.

The current study examined endorsement and timing of sexual orientation developmental 

milestones, using data from the Growing Up Today Study (GUTS), a prospective cohort of 

adolescents and young adults in the United States. The GUTS sample is unique for studying 

sexual minorities, because participants were not recruited based on sexual minority status, 

thus yielding a more representative sample. The aim of this study was to describe the pattern 

of endorsement and timing of sexual orientation developmental milestones by gender and 

sexual orientation group, with particular emphasis on exploring unique experiences across 

the sexual minority spectrum.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants in this study were 1235 females and 398 males who endorsed a sexual minority 

orientation or reported same-gender sexual behavior in the 2010 wave of GUTS (Total N = 

5630 females and 3060 males), a prospective cohort of 16,875 children of women 

participating in the Nurses’ Health Study II (Brigham and Women’s Hospital/Harvard 

Medical School). Initial recruitment procedures are reported elsewhere (Field, Camargo, 

Taylor, Berkey, Frazier, Gillman et al., 1999). Youth ages 9 to 14 years were originally 

enrolled in GUTS in 1996 and followed annually or biennially. Data for the current study 

came from the 2010 wave when participants were ages 22 to 29 years. Other demographic 
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information for the sample is reported in Table 1. This research was approved by the 

[blinded] Institutional Review Board.

Measures

Sex/gender—Sex/gender was assessed in 1996 as female or male. Participants who 

reported a different sex/gender from 1996 in a wave prior to 2010 (n = 1) were excluded 

from the current study.

Sexual orientation—Sexual orientation was assessed in 2010 with the item “Which of the 

following best describes your feelings?” and the following response options: completely 
heterosexual (attracted to persons of the opposite sex), mostly heterosexual, bisexual 
(equally attracted to men and women), mostly homosexual, completely homosexual (gay/
lesbian, attracted to persons of the same sex), and not sure. For the current study, 

participants who responded not sure were excluded from the analyses (n = 26) and 

participants who responded mostly homosexual and completely homosexual were combined 

into a lesbian/gay group due to small sample sizes. For participants who responded 

completely heterosexual, a second item measuring lifetime sexual experiences with females 

or males (“During your lifetime, have you ever had sexual contact with a female/male?”) 

was used to form the category heterosexual with same-gender sexual experience. Thus, four 

sexual orientation subgroups were examined in the current study: lesbian/gay, bisexual, 
mostly heterosexual, and heterosexual with (lifetime) same-gender sexual experience.

Sexual orientation developmental milestones—Sexual orientation developmental 

milestones were assessed in 2010 with five items adapted from the Sexual Risk Behavior 

Assessment Schedule–Youth (SERBAS-Y; Meyer-Bahlburg, Ehrhardt, Exner, & Gruen, 

1994): 1) “During your life, have you ever identified yourself as ‘mostly heterosexual,’ 

bisexual, or lesbian or gay?” 2) “During your lifetime, have you ever been sexually attracted 

to females?” 3) During your lifetime, have you ever been sexually attracted to males 4) 

“During your lifetime, have you ever had sexual contact with a female?” and 5) During your 

lifetime, have you ever had sexual contact with a male?” Items 2–5 assessed sexual 

attraction and sexual contact separately for the same and other gender. Items 4 and 5 were 

the same items used to form the sexual orientation subgroup category heterosexual with 
same-gender sexual experience. Response options for each milestone question were yes and 

no. For participants providing a yes response, age in years was assessed for when each 

milestone was first experienced. Reliability and validity of the SERBAS-Y have been found 

in previous research (Author et al., 2004; Author et al., 2012; Author et al., 2009; 

Schrimshaw, Rosario, Meyer-Bahlburg, & Scharf-Matlick, 2006).

Data Analysis

Descriptive analyses were conducted to assess the frequency of endorsement and timing (age 

first experienced) of sexual orientation developmental milestones by gender and sexual 

orientation group. For endorsement, frequency and percentage were computed for each 

milestone. Then, frequency and percentage were computed to determine the overlap of 

endorsement of all possible combinations of two and three sexual minority developmental 

milestones (same-gender attractions, same-gender sexual experience, and sexual minority 
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identification) for each subgroup; for example, the frequency of heterosexual females with 

same-gender sexual experience who endorsed both a sexual minority identity and same-

gender attraction in their lifetime. Overlap percentages were computed only among 

participants who provided an answer (yes or no) to all three sexual minority milestone 

questions. Age of milestone was systematically missing if a participant did not endorse 

having experienced a milestone as participants were not asked to report an age for 

milestones they did not endorse. In addition, age of milestone was missing if participants left 

blank the age of experiencing a milestone but endorsed having experienced the milestone.

Analyses were also conducted to test for differences in milestone endorsement and timing by 

gender and sexual orientation group. To test for gender differences within each sexual 

orientation group, chi-square tests and Fisher’s exact tests were conducted for endorsement 

(yes, no) and t-tests were conducted for timing (mean age) of each milestone. To test for 

sexual orientation group differences within females and males, chi-square tests and 

ANOVAs were conducted for endorsement (yes, no) and timing (mean age) of each 

milestone, respectively. Finally, for each gender group, differences between milestones in 

mean age of attainment were tested by fitting mixed models with milestone as the predictor 

and the age at which the milestone was reached as the outcome. These models included a 

random intercept term to account for multiple observations (age of each milestone) for each 

individual. No covariates were included.

Results

Endorsement of Sexual Orientation Developmental Milestones

Females and males—Gender differences in milestone endorsement were examined 

without regard to sexual orientation subgroups (Table 2) and within each sexual orientation 

group (Table 3). Females were more likely than males to endorse same-gender and other-

gender attractions and other-gender sexual experience. Among lesbian and gay individuals, 

females were more likely than males to endorse other gender attraction and other-gender 

sexual experience. Among bisexuals, females were more likely than males to endorse other-

gender sexual experience and use of a sexual minority identity. Among mostly 

heterosexuals, females were more likely than males to endorse same-gender attractions, 

same-gender sexual experience, and other-gender sexual experience. Finally, among 

heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience, females were more likely than males to 

endorse same-gender attractions, other-gender sexual experience, and use of a sexual 

minority identity.

Females—Milestone endorsement was compared between sexual orientation groups 

among females (Table 3). Bisexuals and lesbians endorsed same-gender attractions and a 

sexual minority identity more frequently than other sexual orientation groups, whereas 

heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience endorsed these milestones less frequently. 

Other-gender attraction was endorsed less frequently by lesbians than by the other three 

sexual orientation groups, but there was high endorsement of lifetime other-gender sexual 

experience by all four groups. By definition, 100% of heterosexuals with same-gender 
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sexual experience endorsed same-gender sexual experience; a high percentage of lesbians 

also endorsed same-gender sexual experience.

The pattern of sexual minority milestone endorsement within sexual orientation groups was 

also examined among females who provided a response to all three sexual minority 

milestone items (same-gender attraction, same-gender sexual experience and sexual minority 

identification) (Figure 1a–d). It was more typical for bisexuals and lesbians to endorse all 

three sexual minority milestones (73% and 93%, respectively) than to endorse only one 

sexual minority milestone (1% and 2%, respectively, endorsed same-gender sexual 

experience only). Heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience showed a different 

pattern: only 18% endorsed all three sexual minority milestones, but 50% endorsed only 

same-gender sexual experience (Figure 1d).

Males—Milestone endorsement was compared between sexual orientation groups among 

males (Table 3). Bisexuals and gay males endorsed same-gender attractions and gay males 

endorsed a sexual minority identity more frequently than other sexual orientation groups, 

whereas heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience endorsed these milestones less 

frequently. Gay males had the lowest frequency of endorsing other-gender attraction and 

other-gender sexual experience, compared to the other three sexual orientation groups. By 

definition, 100% of heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience endorsed same-

gender sexual experience; a high percentage of gay males also endorsed same-gender sexual 

experience.

The pattern of sexual minority milestone endorsement within sexual orientation groups was 

also examined among males who provided a response to all three sexual minority milestone 

items (Figure 1e–h). The males followed a pattern similar to females with respect to 

endorsement of the three milestones.

Timing of Sexual Orientation Developmental Milestones

Females and males—Mean age at achieving each milestone was compared between 

females and males without regard to sexual orientation subgroups (Table 2) and within each 

sexual orientation group (Table 4). Males reached all three sexual minority milestones earlier 

than females (Table 2); this was also true among lesbians and gay males (Table 4). However, 

females reached the other-gender sexual experience milestone earlier than males. Among 

mostly heterosexuals and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience, males reached 

the other-gender attraction milestone earlier than females. Among heterosexuals with same-

gender sexual experience, males also reached the sexual minority identity milestone earlier 

than females. No significant gender differences were found for milestone timing among 

bisexuals.

Females—Among females, the mean age at which each milestone was reached was 

compared between sexual orientation groups (Table 4). Significant sexual orientation group 

differences were found for timing of same-gender attraction, other-gender attraction, and 

other-gender sexual experience. Lesbians and bisexuals reached the same-gender attraction 

milestone earliest at ages 14.5 years and 14.8 years, respectively. Mostly heterosexuals and 

heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience reached the other-gender attraction 
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milestone earliest at ages 9.6 years and 9.3 years, respectively. Lesbians and heterosexuals 

with same-gender sexual experience reached the other-gender sexual experience milestone 

earliest at ages 15.5 years and 15.6 years, respectively. The mean age of attainment was 

significantly different for the three sexual minority milestones, p < .001.

Across females, average milestone ages occurred in the following order: other-gender 

attraction at age 9.8 years, other-gender sexual experience at age 16.2 years (6.4 years later 

than other-gender attraction), same-gender attraction at age 16.8 years (0.6 years later than 

other-gender sexual experience), sexual minority identification at age 17.5 years (0.7 years 

later than same-gender attraction), and same-gender sexual experience at age 18.1 years (0.6 

years later than sexual minority identification; Table 2). For sexual minority sub-groups, 

average milestone ages occurred in the same order for lesbians and bisexuals: other-gender 

attractions, same-gender attraction, other-gender sexual experience, sexual minority 

identification, same-gender sexual experience (Table 4). Average milestone ages occurred in 

a similar order for mostly heterosexuals and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual 

experience, with both groups experiencing other-gender attraction first and other-gender 

sexual experience second. However, mostly heterosexuals then experienced same-gender 

attraction before sexual minority identification, whereas heterosexuals with same-gender 

sexual experience experienced sexual minority identification before same-gender attraction. 

Both groups experienced same-gender sexual experience as the last milestone.

Males—Among males, the mean age at which each milestone was reached was compared 

between sexual orientation groups (Table 4). Significant sexual orientation group differences 

were found for timing of all five milestones. Gay males reached the same-gender attraction 

milestone earliest at age 11.9 years, and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience 

reached the other four milestones earliest at age 8.2 years for other-gender attraction, age 

12.4 years for same-gender sexual experience, age 13 for sexual minority identification, and 

age 15.8 years for other-gender sexual experience.

Across males, average milestone ages occurred in the following order: other-gender 

attraction at age 9.6 years, same-gender attraction at age 14.9 years (5.3 years later than 

other-gender attraction), same-gender sexual experience at age 15.2 years (0.3 years later 

than same-gender attraction), sexual minority identification at age 16.5 years (1.3 years later 

than same-gender sexual experience), and other-gender sexual experience at age 16.6 years 

(0.1 years later than sexual minority identification; Table 2). However, average milestone 

ages occurred in a different order for each of the sexual orientation subgroups (Table 4). All 

groups experienced other-gender attraction first, but then experienced the other milestones in 

different orders. Mostly heterosexuals and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual 

experience both experienced same-gender sexual experience as the second milestone, 

whereas gay males experienced same-gender attraction and bisexuals experienced sexual 

minority identification as the second milestone. Gay males and heterosexuals with same-

gender sexual experience experienced other-gender sexual experience as the last milestone, 

whereas bisexuals experienced same-gender sexual experience as the last milestone and 

mostly heterosexuals experienced sexual minority identification as the last milestone.

Katz-Wise et al. Page 8

J Sex Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 February 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Discussion

The purpose of this study was to describe patterns of endorsement and timing of sexual 

orientation developmental milestones across gender and sexual orientation groups using data 

from a national prospective cohort of youth who were not recruited based on sexual 

orientation. Much of previous research on sexual orientation developmental milestones has 

focused on lesbian, gay and bisexual individuals (D’Augelli, 2006; Floyd & Bakeman, 

2006), without considering sexual orientation group differences beyond gender and whether 

milestones are relevant to the experiences of other sexual minority groups, such as mostly 

heterosexual. Results from this research suggest unique patterns of endorsement and timing 

of sexual orientation developmental milestones across gender and sexual orientation groups.

Endorsement of Sexual Orientation Developmental Milestones

One goal of this study was to examine milestone endorsement within gender and sexual 

orientation groups. It is a common misperception that all sexual minorities progress through 

the same sexual orientation developmental milestones. Although some research has begun to 

show greater variability in the timing of when milestones are reached (Charbonneau & 

Lander, 1991; Diamond, 1998; Diamond & Savin-Williams, 2000; Floyd & Stein, 2002; 

Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1995; Author et al., 1996; 2008; Worthington & Reynolds, 2009), 

much of this research is based on the assumption that each of these groups will reach such 

milestones at some point during sexual orientation development. Results from the current 

study suggest that sexual orientation developmental milestones may not be equally relevant 

for all gender and sexual orientation groups. However, it is possible that individuals who did 

not endorse milestones at the time of data collection may endorse such milestones later in 

life. Research on retrospective recall of sexual orientation developmental milestones in a 

large age-diverse sample found that milestones can indeed be reached at later ages (Author 

et al., 2011). However, the number of individuals who experience milestones later is likely to 

be small, as most experience milestones during adolescence.

Patterns of milestone endorsement differed across sexual orientation subgroups. 

Heterosexual females and males with same-gender sexual experience were the least likely to 

endorse same-gender attraction and ever use a sexual minority identity, compared to other 

sexual minority groups of the same gender. These findings suggest that same-gender 

attractions and the use of a sexual minority identity may be more relevant to the experiences 

of bisexual, lesbian, and gay individuals who were more likely to endorse these milestones. 

However, many heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience still endorsed same-

gender attractions and lifetime sexual minority identification, suggesting that these 

milestones are also relevant for this group, even if these individuals did not currently endorse 

a sexual minority orientation in 2010.

The endorsement of same-gender attractions and sexual minority identification among 

heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience may represent a form of experimentation, 

rather than an indication of a sexual minority orientation. Same-gender sexual play is 

common during childhood (Martinson, 1994) and experimentation and exploration are 

considered integral to the process of general identity formation during adolescence (Erikson, 

1968; Marcia, 1987) and into young adulthood. As evidence, some research has indicated 
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that same-gender kissing is common among heterosexually identified women at college, 

who attribute this behavior in part to the belief that college is a time of experimentation 

(Yost & McCarthy, 2012). Models of sexual orientation development that are both specific to 

heterosexual identity development (e.g., Worthington et al., 2002) and encompass identity 

development for both sexual minorities and heterosexuals (Dillon, Worthington, & Moradi, 

2011) include the component of active exploration as part of the process of forming a sexual 

orientation identity. Active exploration may include both same- and other-gender sexual 

behavior and cognitive exploration, such as “trying on” sexual orientation identity labels 

(Dillon et al., 2011). However, it is unclear whether same-gender sexual behavior among 

heterosexuals or other-gender sexual behavior among sexual minorities constitutes 

experimentation, sexual fluidity in sexual orientation (Diamond, 2008; Author, 2014), or 

other phenomena, such as nonconsensual sexual encounters. Research using longitudinal 

designs and mixed methods is needed to fully examine patterns of sexual fluidity in sexual 

orientation over time, as well as how individuals interpret and explain these changes.

It may be assumed that experiencing all three sexual minority developmental milestones 

(same-gender attractions, same-gender sexual experience, and sexual minority identification) 

will occur prior to having a sexual minority identity. However, not all sexual minorities 

experience all three milestones. Among heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience, 

gender differences in milestone endorsement were found, with females more likely than 

males to endorse both same-gender attractions and lifetime sexual minority identification. 

One interpretation of these results is that it is not necessary to experience all three sexual 

minority milestones before adopting a current sexual minority identity. For some individuals, 

experiencing all three sexual minority developmental milestones may be necessary for 

current endorsement of sexual minority orientation, whereas for other individuals it may 

only be necessary to experience one or two milestones. Therefore, it is possible for 

individuals in this study to currently endorse a sexual minority orientation without having 

ever endorsed the sexual minority identity milestone; for example, 31% of females who 

responded mostly heterosexual and 6% of females who responded lesbian for their current 

sexual orientation never endorsed a sexual minority identity previously (Figures 1c and 1a, 

respectively).

Patterns of overlap in sexual minority milestone endorsement suggest that bisexuals, 

lesbians, and gay males were the most likely sexual orientation groups to have experienced 

all three milestones (see Figure 1a–h). Original conceptualizations of sexual minority 

development were formulated based on the experiences of lesbians and gay males (e.g., 

Cass, 1979). Therefore, it follows that these milestones would best capture the experiences 

of these sexual orientation groups. Results from this research suggest that these milestones 

are also relevant for bisexuals, especially bisexual females. For instance, 73% of bisexual 

females and 50% of bisexual males endorsed all three sexual minority milestones (Figure 1b 

and 1f, respectively). However, 21% of bisexual females and 19% of bisexual males 

endorsed only same-gender attraction and sexual minority identification, suggesting that 

many individuals who identify as bisexual have not acted on their same-gender attractions. It 

appears that for some bisexual individuals, having same-gender attractions is enough to 

qualify as bisexual, without having same-gender sexual experiences. More research is 

needed to understand how bisexually-identified individuals understand bisexuality.
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Timing of Sexual Orientation Minority Developmental Milestones

Another goal of this study was to examine milestone timing by gender and sexual orientation 

subgroup. Consistent with previous research on gender differences in milestone timing 

(D’Augelli, 2006; Floyd & Bakeman, 2006; Author, 2014; Author et al., 1996), males in the 

current study reached most milestones earlier than females. Gender differences in milestone 

timing were also found within some sexual orientation groups. Among lesbian and gay 

individuals, gender differences in timing were found for all milestones except other-gender 

attraction, with males reaching milestones earlier than females. Among mostly heterosexuals 

and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience, males experienced same-gender 

sexual experience earlier than females, and among heterosexuals with same-gender sexual 

experience, males used a sexual minority identity at a younger age than females. It is 

noteworthy than no significant gender differences in timing of milestones were found among 

bisexuals, although there were mean differences in the ages at which some milestones were 

reached. Considering that the current sample of bisexual males was quite small, more 

research is warranted to clarify whether gender differences in milestone timing exist among 

bisexuals.

Previous research on milestone timing has not examined specific sexual orientation groups 

independently from other sexual orientation groups (D’Augelli, 2006; Floyd & Bakeman, 

2006; Author, 2014; Author et al., 1996). For females and males in the current study, sexual 

orientation group differences were found regarding milestone timing among those 

individuals who endorsed the milestones. Among females, sexual orientation group 

differences were found for same-gender attractions, other-gender attractions, and other-

gender sexual experience, with lesbians and bisexuals reaching the same-gender attraction 

milestone at an earlier age than the other two groups, and mostly heterosexuals and 

heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience reaching the other-gender attraction 

milestone at an earlier age than the other two groups. Among males, sexual orientation 

group differences were found for all five milestones. Gay males experienced same-gender 

attraction earlier than other sexual minority groups, but heterosexuals with same-gender 

sexual experience reached the other four milestones earlier than other sexual minority 

groups.

It was surprising that heterosexual males with same-gender sexual experience were the 

youngest group to first use a sexual minority identity, considering that these individuals did 

not endorse a sexual minority orientation in 2010, when they were classified as 

“heterosexual with same-gender sexual experience.” It is possible that many of these 

individuals may have previously identified as a sexual minority and then relinquished that 

identity in favor of a heterosexual identity. However, a closer examination revealed that out 

of 96 heterosexual males with same-gender sexual experience, only 16% identified 

themselves as a sexual minority in previous waves of data collection. Alternatively, it is 

possible that heterosexual males with same-gender sexual experience initially identified as a 

sexual minority based on experiencing nonconsensual same-gender sex, but later realized 

they did not have a sexual minority orientation. Previous research using data from GUTS has 

indicated that nearly 35% of heterosexual males with same-gender sexual experience report 

any sexual abuse, a percentage higher than all other sexual orientation groups (Roberts, 
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Rosario, Corliss, Koenen, & Austin, 2012). It is clear that more research is needed to 

understand sexual orientation development among heterosexuals with same-gender sexual 

experience.

The order in which milestones were reached was also examined by looking at the order of 

average milestone ages across the sample and within females and males. When sexual 

orientation groups were combined, both females and males experienced same-gender 

attraction at a younger age than the age at which the other two sexual minority milestones 

were experienced. On average, females appeared to follow an “identity-centered sequence” 

(Dubé, 2000) for sexual minority milestones, using a sexual minority identity before 

experiencing same-gender sexual experience, whereas males appeared to follow a “sex-

centered sequence” (Dubé, 2000), experiencing same-gender sexual experience prior to 

using a sexual minority identity. However, taking into account other-gender milestones and 

examining sexual orientation sub-group differences painted a more complex picture of 

heterogeneity across sexual orientation groups. For instance, both females and males across 

all sexual orientation subgroups experienced other-gender attractions as the first milestone. 

All sexual minority female subgroups experienced same-gender sexual experience as the last 

milestone, but among males, gay males and heterosexuals with same-gender sexual 

experience experienced the other-gender sexual experience as the last milestone, whereas the 

last milestone for bisexuals was same-gender sexual experience and the last milestone for 

mostly heterosexuals was sexual minority identification. Future research could explore the 

order of milestones within individuals (rather than averaging across individuals) to get a 

better sense of individual developmental trajectories of sexual minority development.

Gender differences in milestone order may be related to societal norms regarding gender and 

sexuality. For instance, adolescent girls are expected to be sexually passive and are 

socialized to believe that they are bad if they have desire and sexual agency (Tolman, 2002). 

Conversely, adolescent boys are expected to be sexually aggressive and agentic. Societal 

norms regarding gender and sexuality may result in females engaging in same-gender sexual 

behavior at an older age than males (age 18.1 years vs. 15.2 years, respectively) because 

they may be less likely to act on feelings of desire and attraction. However, results from the 

current study indicated that females engaged in other-gender sexual behavior at a slightly 

younger age than males (age 16.2 years vs. 16.6 years, respectively), which is inconsistent 

with societal norms regarding gender and sexuality.

Gender differences in milestone order may also be related to how the same-gender sexual 

experience milestone question was interpreted by female participants. The wording of this 

question was “During your lifetime, have you ever had sexual contact [italics added] with a 

female.” There is much heterogeneity in how “sex” between two females is defined 

(Horowitz & Spicer, 2013). It is possible that sexual minority females are just as likely as 

sexual minority males to have experienced some form of sexual contact (e.g., kissing, 

touching genitalia), but that only some sexual minority females interpreted or reported their 

experiences as sexual contact. Further exploration of how sexual minority females and males 

understand same-gender sexual contact in relation to their sexual orientation identity is 

warranted.
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Sexual orientation group differences in milestone order were also found within females and 

males. Among both females and males, a substantial amount of variability was seen among 

sexual orientation subgroups in that each group reached milestones in a different order. 

These findings support a developmental trajectories approach that allows for heterogeneity 

at the sexual orientation subgroup level (Floyd & Stein, 2002; Author et al., 2008; 

Worthington & Reynolds, 2009). On average, mostly heterosexuals and heterosexual males 

with same-gender sexual experience followed a sex-centered milestone sequence, 

experiencing same-gender sexual experience prior to experiencing other milestones. Dubé’s 

(2000) research found that sexual minority men who followed this milestone sequence 

reported higher levels of homophobia toward other males, which may help to explain why 

heterosexual males with same-gender sexual experience in the current study did not report a 

sexual minority orientation when they were surveyed in 2010. However, a lack of sexual 

minority identification among heterosexual males with same-gender sexual experience may 

also be explained by experiencing nonconsensual same-gender sexual contact.

Implications for Sexual Minority Health

The endorsement of milestones may have implications for the health and well-being of 

sexual minorities. The Minority Stress Model proposes that experiencing prejudice and 

discrimination based on sexual minority status leads to negative mental and physical health 

outcomes (Meyer, 2003). In particular, Meyer proposed that sexual minority identification 

may be linked to a number of stress processes, including the internalization of sexual 

minority stigma. This may have implications for individuals who have same-gender 

attractions and engage in same-gender sexual experiences, but do not identify as a sexual 

minority (e.g., heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience). It is possible that these 

individuals are more protected from sexual minority stigma. This would be an interesting 

area of future research.

The timing of milestones may also have important implications for the health and well-being 

of sexual minorities (Author et al., 2013). The Minority Stress Model may be used to 

understand the association between earlier age of sexual minority developmental milestones 

and adverse health outcomes. Some research has suggested that sexual minorities who reach 

sexual minority milestones in early to mid-adolescence may be at greater risk for adverse 

mental and physical health outcomes than sexual minorities who reach sexual minority 

milestones in late adolescence or young adulthood. For instance, earlier age of sexual 

minority developmental milestones was positively linked to childhood maltreatment among 

sexual minority females (Corliss, Cochran, Mays, Greenland, & Seeman, 2009) and sexual 

minority-related victimization and depression among sexual minority males (Friedman, 

Marshal, Stall, Cheong, & Wright, 2008). Other research has documented that sexual 

minorities are more likely than heterosexuals to experience victimization (Author et al., 

2012). It is possible that individuals who reach sexual minority milestones earlier may have 

worse outcomes than individuals who reach sexual minority milestones at an older age, in 

part because they may reach milestones at a point in development (e.g., early adolescence) in 

which they may not have the skills needed to cope effectively with minority stress (Author et 

al., 2013). More research is needed to understand the link between timing of milestones and 

minority stress among sexual minorities.
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Limitations

Some limitations of this research should be mentioned. Although GUTS offers numerous 

benefits associated with being a national prospective cohort, the sample is largely 

homogenous in terms of race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status, due to the fact that all of 

the participants were children of professional nurses. Some previous research has suggested 

that the timing of sexual minority development may differ across race/ethnicity groups 

(Dubé & Savin-Williams, 1999; Parks et al., 2004), although other research has found no 

race/ethnicity differences (Author et al., 2004) and such differences are likely to be 

culturally and historically bound. Future research should assess milestones in samples that 

represent a greater range of race/ethnicities. Another potential limitation of this study is that 

some sexual orientation groups had a small sample size (e.g., bisexual males), which limits 

the stability of estimates. However, GUTS is useful for studying sexual minorities from a 

population-based approach because participants were not recruited based on their sexual 

minority status.

In terms of measurement, the primary sexual orientation question in GUTS is limited in 

combining attractions and sexual orientation identity; although previous research has 

demonstrated that this assessment of sexual orientation may be most consistently understood 

by adolescents (Author et al., 2007). The sexual orientation question used in this study is 

also limited in that it does not include newer sexual orientation identity labels, such as queer 

or pansexual. In addition, the definition provided for bisexuality as equal attraction to both 

males and females may not represent the experiences of individuals who identify as 

bisexual, but have attraction to more than one gender that is not of equal proportion. The 

discrepancy between the wording of the sexual orientation question (“Which of the 

following best describes your feelings?”) and the sexual minority identity milestone question 

(“During your life, have you ever identified yourself as ‘mostly heterosexual,’ bisexual, or 

lesbian or gay?”) may have lead some participants to currently endorse a sexual orientation 

(e.g., describing feelings as “completely homosexual (gay/lesbian, attracted to persons of the 

same sex)”), but not endorse having identified as such (e.g., using the label “lesbian”) in the 

past. Additionally, the wording “during your life,” may have led some participants to 

respond regarding their sexual minority identity to include both current and past sexual 

minority identification. However, age of first sexual minority identification was also 

assessed, which allowed us to determine when participants first adopted a sexual minority 

identity, and thus to distinguish between past and current identification.

Finally, some participants reported reaching milestones at very young ages (e.g., age 0 or 1 

year old). It is unlikely that participants had the cognitive awareness at that developmental 

stage to recognize attractions or identity, or to accurately remember such feelings or 

experiences. However, it is possible that participants responded as such to indicate that they 

have always felt these attractions or identified as a sexual minority. It should also be noted 

that we do not have information regarding whether first same-gender sexual experiences 

were consensual, although we do know the percentage of individuals within each sexual 

orientation group reporting sexual abuse (Roberts et al., 2012). The results for heterosexual 

males with same-gender sexual experience in particular should be interpreted in light of this 

limitation.
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Conclusions

In conclusion, a number of gender and sexual orientation group differences were found in 

endorsement and timing of sexual orientation developmental milestones. Based on these 

results, it appears that the three sexual minority milestones assessed in this study may be 

most relevant to the experiences of lesbians, gay males, and bisexual females and males, 

although these milestones may also be relevant for mostly heterosexuals and heterosexuals 

with same-gender sexual experience. The inclusion of other-gender milestones allows for a 

more complete picture of sexual orientation development across all sexual minority groups. 

In addition, variability across gender and sexual orientation groups in timing and sequence 

of average age of milestones was common. Findings from this study shed light on the 

relevance of milestones for understanding sexual orientation development of sexual 

minorities and support previous research advocating for sensitivity to group-level 

heterogeneity in trajectories for understanding sexual minority development. More research 

is needed to better understand sexual orientation development among mostly heterosexuals 

and especially heterosexuals with same-gender sexual experience, whose patterns of 

milestone endorsement and timing differed substantially from those of other groups.
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Figure 1. 
Endorsement of sexual minority developmental milestones ever in lifetime prior to 2010 by 

gender and sexual orientation group (based on current sexual orientation in 2010). Sample 

sizes for each sexual orientation group reflect the number of participants who provided a 

response for all three items assessing endorsement of milestones. Numbers outside the Venn 

diagram represent the total proportion of participants who ever endorsed the milestone in 

their lifetime regardless of ever endorsing the other two milestones. Numbers inside the 

Venn diagram represent the proportion of participants who ever endorsed each milestone in 

their lifetime alone and in combination with the other two milestones. For example, among 

heterosexual females with same-gender sexual experience, 20% endorsed a sexual minority 

identity overall, 0% endorsed a sexual minority identity without endorsing the other two 

milestones, 2% endorsed a sexual minority identity and same-gender sexual experience 
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without endorsing same-gender attraction, and 18% endorsed all three milestones. 100% 

endorsement of same-gender sexual experience by heterosexuals with same-gender sexual 

experience is by design.

Figure 1a. Females reporting a lesbian orientation in 2010 (n=82)

Figure 1b. Females reporting a bisexual orientation in 2010 (n=123)

Figure 1c. Females reporting a mostly heterosexual orientation in 2010 (n=765)

Figure 1d. Females reporting a heterosexual orientation in 2010 with lifetime same-gender 

sexual experience (n=239)

Figure 1e. Males reporting a gay orientation in 2010 (n=96)

Figure 1f. Males reporting a bisexual orientation in 2010 (n=16)

Figure 1g. Males reporting a mostly heterosexual orientation in 2010 (n=184)

Figure 1h. Males reporting a heterosexual orientation in 2010 with lifetime same-gender 

sexual experience (n=95)
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