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ABSTRACT 

Asexuality, a sexual orientation characterized by a lack of sexual attraction, is a topic 

that is not widely discussed within society. This leads to misunderstanding about the 

sexual orientation and contributes to discrimination against these individuals. Within 

institutions of higher education specifically, there is currently not an understanding of the 

unique needs of asexual students and how to best support them. This study looked at the 

experiences of five self-identified asexual students at three different four-year 

predominantly White institutions (PWIs) of higher education in the United States and 

found that because of a widespread lack of recognition and understanding about 

asexuality, these students are often silenced and isolated in institutions of higher 

education. Because this topic is widely unacknowledged and misunderstood, it is crucial 

that future research continue to understand the experiences of asexual students, so that 

institutions of higher education can develop more inclusive practices. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The transition into college life creates various challenges for incoming students. 

Many students are experiencing independence for the first time, having to learn to 

navigate a different structure of learning, and on top of that, one of the key challenges for 

new students is coming to terms with and developing their identity (Robinson, 2003). 

Identity development is a process of coming to understand who you are as a person, and 

student development can be understood as variety of intersecting aspects of identity such 

as social, cultural, and personal aspects of one's identity (Patton et al., 2016). As students 

learn about their identity, they begin to develop a sense of self, and understand the 

different aspects of who they are, and how they fit into the world around them (Robinson, 

2003; Patton et al., 2016).  

Although entering a college setting can be an incredibly rewarding and 

developmental experience, it can also bring with it increased risk for psychological 

distress (Kirsch, Conley, & Riley, 2015). Any student entering into the college 

atmosphere can be susceptible to such stressors however, research has shown that sexual 

minority students have an increased risk of experiencing psychological distress, which 

can contribute to increased participation in high risk behaviors such as binge drinking, 

drug addiction, or self-harm (Kirsch, Conley, & Riley, 2015). Along with this, sexual 

minority students can also experience discrimination, victimization, and isolation because 

of their identity (Kirsch, Conley, & Riley 2015; Rankin, 2005). These transitional 

speedbumps for sexual minority students can create a hostile environment for them on 

campus and make it harder for them to explore their identity than it is for their sexual 
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majority peers (Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson, & Lee, 2007; Rankin, 2005; Tetreault, 

Fette, Meidlinger, & Hope, 2013). 

Although there are a lot of unique challenges that sexual minority students face in 

their transition into college, having a variety of systems of support can help them to 

successfully navigate through these challenges (Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016). These 

support systems can include community and educational services, familial and peer 

support, and opportunities for socialization and community building such as gay and ally-

based groups (Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016; Brown & Colbourne, 2005). Research 

has shown that having a network of supportive peers can make a significant difference in 

the lives of people who identify as sexual minorities by allowing them the opportunity to 

network and explore their sexual identity with peers (Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016; 

Doty, Willoughby, Lindahl, & Malik, 2010; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2008). In 

the context of institutions of higher education, Bradon-Friedman and Kim (2016) found 

that a campus group for individuals that identify as sexual minorities had the biggest 

impact on the identity development for these individuals because they had someone who 

could relate to the struggles they were facing. It gave these individuals affirmation in 

their identity as well as reducing their concerns about acceptance. 

Spaces that research has defined as important for sexual minority student 

development are spaces termed ‘safe spaces’ provided by schools or communities (Doty 

et al., 2010; Rosario, Schrimshaw, & Hunter, 2008). The National Association of Student 

Personnel Administrators (NASPA) points out that the terminology of ‘safe spaces’ has 

been utilized in various contexts within higher education, but typically refers to spaces 

that are centered around safety and comfortability for marginalized and oppressed groups 
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(Ali, 2017). However, when shining light onto the terminology of safe spaces, its use 

throughout history during the civil rights, gay liberation, black power, and antiwar 

movements has tied the terminology to advocacy (Ali, 2017). This terminology has also 

been used within theoretical approaches such as critical race theory and queer theory to 

make a case for academic inclusion and equity, and within student support services to try 

and create spaces for everyone to feel safe (Ali, 2017).  

With such broad usage, it is important to recognize that while safe spaces are one 

way of working to create inclusivity on campus, marginalized populations such as sexual 

minority students still experience isolation and alienation (Ali, 2017). It is important to 

work towards shifting campus climate towards inclusion in various ways, not just by 

creating a physical space (Ali, 2017). It is also important to recognize that safe spaces 

may not be safe for everyone. Stengel and Weems (2010) point out that safe spaces still 

leave room for perpetuation of violence against marginalized populations, as systems of 

power and privilege are still relevant. While these spaces may provide some form of 

benefit to students, they also carry a dual nature, by simultaneously limiting what speech 

is allowed and what experiences are validated (Stengel & Weems, 2010). It is important 

to think about the spaces being provided on campus for sexual minority students to 

explore their identities, as this can impact their ability to feel safe, and their 

comfortability to explore their identities (Rankin, 2005). 

It is necessary for students to gain a sense of self, as well as a sense of belonging 

somewhere on campus. Without this foundation of understanding, there can be serious 

negative impacts on the student's educational experience as well as persistence to 

graduation (Robinson, 2003). Being able to develop a sense of self allows students to 
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form a strong core upon which their future identities will be based. Failure to develop a 

foundation for their identity can lead sexual minority students to struggle with their 

individuality, their ability to form relationships with others, and their sense of direction in 

life (Brandon-Friedman & Kim, 2016).  

While we do have some knowledge about the experiences of lesbian, gay, and 

bisexual individuals within higher education, “there is growing scholarly recognition of 

the experience and diversity of sexual orientation beyond ‘heterosexual,’ ‘gay,’ and 

‘lesbian’ identities” (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Much foundational research on sexual 

minorities worked to establish and test stage models of non-heterosexual identity 

development however it utilized largely white homosexual male populations (Bilodeau & 

Renn, 2005; Cass, 1979, 1984; Savin-Williams, 1988, 1990; Troiden, 1979, 1988). This 

research has been used to guide many sexual minority studies and make larger 

generalizations about sexual minority communities, without taking into account the 

variety of experiences that fall within these communities (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005).  

There are a variety of different and intersecting aspects of identity that create and 

differentiate each person from one another such as social, cultural, and personal aspects 

of one's identity (Patton et al., 2016). Researchers have been exploring new perspectives 

on the experience of multiple and intersecting identities related to race, ethnicity, 

nationality, as well as the influence of gender, socioeconomic class, ability, and 

spirituality on sexual minority identity development (Bilodeau, 2005; Bilodeau & Renn, 

2005; DuMontier, 2000; Kovac, 2002; McLelland, 2000). By expanding the scope of 

research studies on sexual minority populations in order to explore the multiplicity of 

identities that intersect with a sexual minority identity, we can come to gain an 
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understanding of the needs of these populations to update practices and study trends 

within different types of identities that fall within sexual minority communities. 

When referencing sexual minority populations, it has become increasingly 

prevalent to utilize the acronym LGBTQIA, which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, and asexual or ally (Daily, 2017). A 

population that falls within the scope of the LGBTQIA community but is often left out of 

the research on LGBTQIA individuals is asexuality (Cerankowski & Milks, 2010; 

Hinderlater, 2009; Sherrer, 2008). This study looks to hear the voices of asexual 

individuals as a unique population in comparison to the rest of the LGBTQIA 

community. As such, the acronym LGBTQI will be utilized when speaking about this 

population, to highlight that asexuality has not been incorporated into dialogues around 

the LGBTQIA community. Along with LGBTQI, the label sexual minority will also be 

used to reference previous literature studying the LGBTQIA community, as not all 

research in the past has been inclusive of all identities within the community. 

Asexuality is largely unacknowledged within society which has resulted in 

discrimination against asexual individuals (Bulmer & Izuma, 2018; Chasin, 2011; 

MacInnis & Hodson, 2012). The definitions of asexuality vary across different disciplines 

and approaches (Bogaert, 2006; Parent & Ferriter, 2018) but Bogaert (2004) defined it as 

a lack of sexual attraction and this definition is often used in research (Yule, Brotto, & 

Gorzalka, 2017). This definition, a lack of sexual attraction, will also be utilized to frame 

this study of asexuality. Based on the current body of research on asexuality outside of 

the context of higher education, researchers have already seen that asexuality is markedly 

different than the experiences of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender individuals, as 
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identifying as asexual places one into a category that is inherently non-sexual (Bishop, 

2013; Bogaert, 2006; Prause & Graham, 2007).  

Within the context of higher education there is currently a gap in the literature, 

with no research studying the experiences of students who identify as asexual in 

comparison to their sexual-identifying LGBTQI peers. Because of this there is little that 

is known about their unique experiences within higher education, and the impact that an 

asexual identity can have on the development of identity for these students. This leaves 

higher education institutions in a position where they do not have the knowledge or 

resources to understand and support these students. This could lead asexual students to 

feel that they do not have a place within higher education, and that their identity is not 

important. This can also lead to misunderstandings amongst peers, professors, and 

administrators who may be reinforcing oppressive practices upon asexual students. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to focus on the experiences of asexual 

students within four-year public predominantly White institutions (PWIs) in the United 

States. College is often a time when students come to understand and explore different 

aspects of their identity (Morgan, Mancl, Kaffar, & Ferreira, 2011). Research is just 

beginning to explore the process of identity development for asexual individuals 

(Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016) and currently it is not clear if processes that align with 

other sexual minority populations such as coming out are generalizable to asexual 

individuals (Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016). This study seeks to gain an understanding of 

what it is like for an asexual student to explore their identity within a college 

environment. 
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In addition, current literature implies that support systems are positively 

associated with sexual minority students feeling comfortable to explore their identity 

(Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016; Brown & Colbourne, 2005). However, there is 

currently a gap in the literature about whether asexual students experience support or feel 

that they are a part of a community amongst other asexual individuals or within the 

LGBTQI community. This study will look to understand if asexual individuals are able to 

find support to explore their asexual identity amongst peers at their institution. 

Along with the lack of research specifically focused on asexual individuals, and 

how their experiences differ from other members of the LGBTQI community, there is 

also a lack of research on the campus climate for asexual individuals. Campus climate 

can be defined as “the cumulative attitudes, behaviors, and standards of employees and 

students concerning access for, inclusion of, and level of respect for individual and group 

needs, abilities, and potential” (Rankin, 2005, p. 17). Increased stressors that sexual 

minority students experience, combined with the feelings of isolation and alienation from 

being discriminated against, can lead to a hostile campus climate that discourages sexual 

minority students from exploring their identity (Longerbeam, et al., 2007). To best 

support students, it is important to understand the experiences they are having on-

campus. If higher education faculty and staff understand different contributors to the 

negative campus climate that are created for sexual minority students, they can work to 

address these issues. 

 Creating positive environments that are supportive of sexual minority student 

development are important because it will allow students to incorporate these aspects of 

their identity with other aspects of identity that they hold, and ultimately promote holistic 
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student development (Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016). This study is important in 

understanding the experiences of asexual students at four-year public PWIs, and how 

faculty and staff can better work to support these student's development. Overall, this 

study will look to gain insight into the experiences of asexual students on college 

campuses, provide insight into an area that is currently lacking empirical research, 

provide recommendations for future practices that will work to be more inclusive and 

supportive of asexual identities. 

It important to recognize that there are various experiences that fall underneath 

the umbrella term LGBTQIA. Likewise, the same is true, or can be said when looking 

specifically at the ‘A’- asexual individuals. This study does not seek to investigate all of 

the differing experiences of each individual community member, but instead to focus on 

the experiences of asexual individuals. In an attempt to remain inclusive, this study will 

utilize the catch-all terms LGBTQI or sexual minorities when referring to sexual 

minorities as a community, and asexual when referring to the specific participant group 

which is the focus of this study.  

Statement of Problem 

A 2010 study asserted that LGBTQI individuals are the “least accepted group 

when compared with other underserved populations” (Rankin, Weber, Blumenfeld, 

Frazer, 2010, p. 9). Discrimination and harassment of LGBTQI individuals in and out of 

the classroom can impact their ability to learn and engage in these environments (Garvey, 

Tayler, & Rankin, 2015) while also impacting retention, as students who do not feel safe 

or comfortable tend to withdraw from school (Sanlo & Espinoza, 2012). As a subset of 

the LGBTQI community, it is only in the past decade that asexuality has begun to receive 
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serious academic attention, beginning with Bogaert’s 2004 study (Yule, Brotto, Gorzalka, 

2015). Because of this lack of empirical research on the topic of asexuality, there is often 

a lack of understanding about what asexuality is and heterosexual individuals have 

reported seeing asexual people as “less human” than other sexual minorities (MacInnis & 

Hodson, 2012).  

It is estimated that between 1% (Bogaert, 2004) and 4% (Poston & Baulme, 2010) 

of the population identify as asexual. However, in 2006, Anthony Bogaert spoke about a 

study conducted by CNN, where 6% of almost 110,000 respondents identified themselves 

as asexual, as a way of drawing attention to the fact that a sizeable amount of people are 

choosing to identify with this term, even though its definitions and its acceptance as a 

unique sexual orientation are not yet accepted in scientific communities (Bogaert, 2006).  

Asexuality lacks not only adequate study in academia, but it remains a widely 

unacknowledged topic within society (Bulmer & Izuma, 2017). Due to this lack of 

research and social awareness, many people who might be asexual may not know about 

asexuality and may feel excluded within a sexualized world (Bulmer & Izuma, 2017; 

Pryzbylo, 2011). Recently there has been more of an effort to investigate asexuality and 

bring it into the cultural conversation (Parkin, 2016; Sweeny, 2016), although asexual 

people are still the target of discrimination for defying heteronormative and sexual 

cultural norms (Chasin, 2011; MacInnis & Hodson, 2012). This creates various negative 

consequences for asexual individuals. Asexual individuals have higher rates of anxiety 

and interpersonal problems than the sexual population (Yule, Brotto, & Gorzalka, 2013), 

report reactions of people trying to pathologize or diagnose their identity (Gupta, 2017), 

disbelief that asexuality exists, and negative treatment when sharing their identity with 
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family and friends (Gupta, 2017). Asexuals may engage in sexual acts with others, 

sometimes due to peer pressure or a desire to be normal (Carrigan, 2011; Dawson, 

McDonnell, & Scott, 2016), or to please (Carrigan, 2011) or show their love for their 

partner (Van Houdenhove, Gijs, T’Sjoen, & Enzlin, 2014). 

With the amount of harassment and discrimination that research has shown exists 

for LGBTQI and asexual individuals (Chasin, 2011; Kirsch, Conley, & Riley 2015; 

MacInnis & Hodson, 2012; Rankin, 2005), it is paramount that more research be 

conducted on asexual individuals to elucidate a more thorough understanding of the 

population and the needs of these individuals. Along with this, pinpointing the 

intersections of experiences between asexual individuals and their LGBTQI peers will 

help postsecondary institutions to gain a more thorough understanding of not only the 

asexual community, but the LGBTQI community. More research will help to guide more 

inclusive practices and allow for a wider acceptance of asexual identities. 

Research Questions 

This study will be conducted as an introduction to the study of asexuality as a 

topic within the context of higher education. Since there is currently no research on the 

topic of how an asexual identity can impact the experience of being a student. The 

primary research question is:  

• What are the experiences of asexual students within the context of four-year 

public predominantly White research institutions? 

The secondary research questions are: 
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• Do asexual students feel that their individual concerns as an asexual person are 

acknowledged within LGBTQI spaces on campus? 

• Do asexual students perceive that the institution recognizes their asexual identity? 

Theoretical Framework 

Research on sexual minority students in higher education has relied heavily on 

developmental theories and models that are dated and have not had a representative 

population of research participants (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Research on sexual 

minority student development began in the 1970s, during which time, researchers focused 

on “the resolution of internal conflict related to identification as lesbian or gay” 

(Bilodeau & Renn, 2005, p. 25). Some examples of these stage models are Cass’s model 

of homosexual identity formation (Cass, 1979, 1984), Troiden’s homosexual identity 

development model (Troiden, 1979, 1988), and Fassinger’s model of gay and lesbian 

identity development (Fassinger & McCarn, 1996; Fassiner & Miller, 1997). Each of 

these models outlined a series of stages that non-heterosexuals move through in the 

process of coming to terms with their identity, with variation amongst each, showing the 

difficulty of having one unified model to accurately represent the process of identity 

formation for all sexual minority individuals (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). 

Many of these prominent sexual minority identity development theories within the 

field of higher education have never been extended to the rest of the LGBTQI population 

to see if they apply outside of the largely White, gay male population on which they were 

tested. Research has already shown that bisexuals experience identity development 

processes differently than gay men and lesbians do (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Fox, 1995; 

Klein, 1990, 1993). Along with this, Robins, Low, and Query (2016) have pointed out 
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that is it highly unlikely that traditional sexual minority identity development models 

would apply to asexual individuals, bringing up the following example from Cass’s 

model that shows these models would have difficulty explaining asexual identity 

development: 

Models of homosexual identity development typically begin with a stage that is 

marked by a latent perception of being different from heterosexual peers, called 

“identity confusion” by some researchers. These models describe pubescent 

individuals who cannot yet articulate their same-sex feelings but have an internal 

sense of alienation from others. Cass points out that during this stage, emerging 

homosexuals do not assign any personal meaning to the label of homosexuality 

although they have encountered social information about sexuality throughout 

their lives and are very privy to the stigma and social condemnation of 

homosexuality. Because asexuality is not widely known as an available sexual 

orientation category, the lack of social information about asexuality may be an 

important point of contrast in asexual identity development. (pp. 757-758) 

Robbins, Low, and Query (2016) instead tried to develop their own model to 

describe the phenomena of asexual identity development coined the asexuality 

identification model. This model sought to describe the process of individuals 

discovering and incorporating their asexual identity, with a focus on the role that the 

internet has played in the asexual individuals finding the right terminology to understand 

their identity (Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016). Past research has also validated the 

importance of finding the right terminology to explain asexual identity (Brotto & Yule, 

2009; Chasin, 2011; Jay, 2003; Sherrer, 2008). The model of asexual identity 
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development has been criticized as much previous asexual research has been for pulling 

their research population from exclusively online sources, which may bias the research as 

those who join online communities may do so knowing what definition of asexuality they 

are looking for or may come to develop a shared definition of asexuality that may not 

apply to the entirety of the population of asexual individuals (Robbins, Low, & Query, 

2016).  

Because the asexual identity development model was developed by an exclusively 

online-recruited population, it is not generalizable to the experiences of all asexual 

individuals and therefore a theoretical framework that is more inclusive and 

encompassing of the diversity of individual experience will be utilized. Looking 

specifically at the experiences of asexual individuals in the context of higher education, 

Muted Group Theory and the Minority Stress Model will be the theoretical framework 

and model used in terms of this study. 

Muted Group Theory 

As a theory that was first coined by Edwin Ardener in 1975, muted group theory 

has often been thought to apply specifically to women, as that has been a main focal point 

of its application, however “muted group theory includes the question whether everyone 

in society has participated equally in the generation of ideas and their encoding into 

discourse” (Ardener, 2005, p. 51). This theory is focused on how power is imbedded into 

the function of language; in our talk, writing, and language (Kramarae, 2005). This 

theory explains how the language of a culture does not serve everyone, for not all 

speakers are given power to contribute to its formation. Muted group theory is concerned 

with how the power infused in our language can work to suppress groups that are not 
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considered to be a part of the dominant cultural narrative (Arender 1975; Ardener, 2005; 

Kramarae, 2005; Turner, 1992). Kramarae (2005) speaks to many of the main points of 

this theory: 

Muted group theory suggests that people attached or assigned to subordinate 

groups may have a lot to say, but they tend to have relatively little power to say it 

without getting into a lot of trouble. Their speech is disrespected by those in the 

dominant positions; their knowledge is not considered sufficient for public 

decision-making or policy making processes of that culture; their experiences are 

interpreted for them by others; and they are encouraged to see themselves as 

represented in dominant discourse. The theory further suggests that an important 

way that a group maintains its dominance is by stifling and belittling the speech 

and ideas of those they label as outside the privileged circle. (p. 55) 

Ardener (1975) points out that dominant groups in society maintain power by 

established systems of communication which reinforce their dominant viewpoints. This 

system is reinforced through social ritual, ridicule, and harassment (Turner, 1995). It also 

creates a culture where groups whose experiences fall outside of the perceptions and 

experiences of the dominant group are ‘muted’ and classified as secondary or 

‘subordinate’ (Ardener, 1975; Turner, 1995). When it comes to navigating society as a 

silenced group “traditionally marginalized group members strategically enact certain 

practices based on the intersection of six factors: field of experience, perceived costs and 

rewards, ability, situational context, communication approach and preferred outcome” 

(Orbe & Batten, 2017, p. 20).  
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Muted group theory points out the need to recognize that dominant cultural 

narratives work to exclude people. Within the field of higher education, it is important to 

consider the experiences of marginalized groups such as asexual individuals. Asexual 

individuals are often left out of the dominant narrative in society and it is a widely 

unacknowledged sexual orientation (Bulmer & Izuma, 2017). This ‘muted’ status in 

society may be prevalent in the educational environments on campus and further 

reinforce the suppression of this group’s identity.  

Minority Stress Model 

One of the most prominent and explanatory theoretical models for sexual minority 

health risks is the minority stress model (Dentato, 2012). The minority stress model looks 

at the relationship between minority and dominant values, and the conflict experienced 

by minority group members in social environments (Mirkowsky & Ross, 1989; Pearlin, 

1989). When looking specifically at stress, Pearlin (1989) noted that “many stressful 

experiences, it should be recognized, don’t spring out of a vacuum, but typically can be 

traced back to surrounding social structures and people’s locations within them” (p. 242). 

Minority stress as a theoretical model has been approached from several different 

disciplines but is typically characterized as the stress that individuals face as a result of 

their social position, which is often classified as a minority position (Meyer, 2003). Three 

common characteristics of minority stress are that it is unique meaning that it is added on 

top of common stressors experienced on a day-to-day basis by all people, chronic 

meaning that it has some relation to the social and cultural structures of society, and 

socially based meaning that it stems from the social environment beyond the individual 

(Meyer, 2003).  
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When looking at a minority stress model specifically for sexual minorities, Meyer 

(2003) suggests a distal- proximal distinction. Meyer (2003) describes that distal minority 

stressors do not depend on the perspectives of an individual, but instead come from the 

environment, whereas proximal minority stressors are subjective and have to do with an 

individual’s identification with a sexual minority label. Put another way, distal minority 

stressors may be applicable when you perform actions that align with a certain label, even 

if you do not ascribe to that label. Because your actions align with what the social 

environment deem to be a stereotype of a label, you would be subject to the negative 

consequences and experiences that people who identify with that label experience. Distal 

stressors are psychologically taxing and include victimization of sexual minority 

individuals and social stigma (Lick, Durso, & Johnson, 2013). Proximal minority 

stressors on the other hand apply to various stress processes association with sexual 

minority identity such as expectations of rejection, concealment of identity, fear of harm, 

and internalized negative feelings related to social stigma around sexual minority 

identities (Meyer, 2003). These stressors are internal to the individual and are triggered 

by experiences of victimization (Lick, Durso, & Johnson, 2013). 

Sexual minority individuals experiencing minority stress have shown negative 

impacts on their physical and mental health (Lick, Durso, & Johnson 2013). Lick, Durso, 

& Johnson report: 

Upwards of 94% of LGB adults report experiencing verbal harassment related to 

their sexual orientation, with 17-28% reporting physical assault and property 

damage. There have been more than 15,000 federally reported hate crimes against 

sexual minority individuals in the United States since 1998, making sexual 
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orientation the second most frequent category of single-incident hate crimes after 

race. (p. 528)  

Research has shown that experiencing, or even fearing anti-LGBTQI stigma can 

cause stress in individuals that can have negative consequences on mental health. (Lick, 

Durso, & Johnson 2013; Meyer, 2003). Psychological stress can also lead to a variety of 

different diseases that can impact the physical health of sexual minority individuals as 

well (Denton, 2012; Frost, Lehavot, & Meyer, 2011; Lick, Durso, & Johnson, 2013). 

Asexual people are often not brought into the literature related to the LGBTQI 

community and it can often be difficult to equate their experiences since, as has been 

mentioned, their experiences are categorically very different. Asexual people, however, 

are considered a minority group, since the current statistics that we have illustrate that 

they make up a small percentage of the population. The minority stress model will be 

used within this study to help identify different stressors that asexual students experience 

within higher education. 

Assumptions 

This qualitative study maintains three assumptions. First, it will assume that self-

disclosed asexual individuals will have a developed understanding of asexuality and be 

able to speak to their experiences as an asexual person. It is assumed that the criteria 

outlined for this study is appropriate and therefore assures that participants have 

experienced the same or similar circumstances. Second, this study will also operate under 

the assumption that participants interviewed will answer interview questions honestly and 

candidly. Third, this study will assume that research participants who are choosing to 
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participate have a sincere interest in contributing to the study, and do not have other 

motives for participation.  

Delimitations 

This qualitative study will focus on the experiences of asexual students within the 

context of four-year public PWIs. Currently research does not point us to a particular type 

of school as the most dominant for asexual students to attend. Because current statistics 

show that asexuality is a small population, four-year PWIs were chosen, hoping to 

capture a subset of larger schools as opposed to private institutions, Historically Black 

colleges and universities (HBCUs), tribal colleges and universities, women’s colleges, 

and minority serving institutions. Because asexual students could be at any college or 

university in the United States, this was also done to narrow the focus of the study and 

provide direction for where to look. The population included in this study will be students 

at current four-year public PWIs who openly identify as asexual. While it is currently 

unknown how large the asexual student population at colleges and universities is and the 

community at large cannot yet be studied, by limiting the scope of the study, this study 

hopes to gain enough participants to gain some insight into the experiences of asexual 

students in higher education institutions in the United States.  

Definitions of Key Terms 

Asexual: “The lack of a sexual attraction or desire for other people” (Human 

Rights Campaign, 2018). 
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Bisexual: “A person emotionally, romantically or sexually attracted to more than 

one sex, gender or gender identity though not necessarily simultaneously, in the same 

way or to the same degree” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

Campus Climate: “the cumulative attitudes, behaviors, and standards of 

employees and students concerning access for, inclusion of, and level of respect for 

individual and group needs, abilities, and potential” (Rankin, 2005, p. 17). 

Coming Out: “The process in which a person first acknowledges, accepts and 

appreciates their sexual orientation or gender identity and begins to share that with 

others” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

College: “A postsecondary school that offers general or liberal arts education, 

usually leading to an associate's, bachelor's, master's, or doctor's degree. Junior colleges 

and community colleges are included under this terminology” (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, n.d.) 

Gay: “A person who is emotionally, romantically or sexually attracted to 

members of the same gender” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

Gender Identity: “One’s innermost concept of self as male, female, a blend of 

both or neither – how individuals perceive themselves and what they call themselves. 

One's gender identity can be the same or different from their sex assigned at birth” 

(Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

Gender-Expression: “External appearance of one's gender identity, usually 

expressed through behavior, clothing, haircut or voice, and which may or may not 
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conform to socially defined behaviors and characteristics typically associated with being 

either masculine or feminine” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorder (HSDD): “Persistently or recurrently deficient 

(or absent) sexual fantasies and desire for sexual activity” (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2000, p. 539). This disorder is one of the most closely related to asexuality 

and is usually marked by “distress or interpersonal difficulty” (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2000, p. 539) about lack of sexual feelings.  

Intersex: “A person is born with a combination of male and female biological 

characteristics, such as chromosomes or genitals, that can make doctors unable to assign 

their sex as distinctly male or female” (Planned Parenthood, n.d.). 

LGBTQIA: Abbreviation that stands for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 

Queer or Questioning, Intersex, and Asexual or Ally (Daily, 2017). 

Lesbian: “A woman who is emotionally, romantically or sexually attracted to 

other women” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

Postsecondary Education: “The provision of formal instructional programs with a 

curriculum designed primarily for students who have completed the requirements for a 

high school diploma or equivalent. This includes programs of an academic, vocational, 

and continuing professional education purpose, and excludes avocational and adult basic 

education programs” (National Center for Educational Statistics, n.d.)  

Queer: “A term people often use to express fluid identities and orientations. 

Often used interchangeably with LGBTQ” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018) 
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Questioning: “A term used to describe people who are in the process of exploring 

their sexual orientation or gender identity” (Human Rights Campaign, 2018) 

Sexual orientation: An inherent or immutable enduring emotional, romantic or 

sexual attraction to other people (Human Rights Campaign, 2018). 

Transgender: “An umbrella term for people whose gender identity and/or 

expression is different from cultural expectations based on the sex they were assigned at 

birth. Being transgender does not imply any specific sexual orientation. Therefore, 

transgender people may identify as straight, gay, lesbian, bisexual, etc.” (Human Rights 

Campaign, 2018).  

Summary of Introduction 

The transition into college life is accompanied by various challenges that all 

students face. Sexual minority students are more susceptible to experience difficulty in 

their transition into college than their sexual majority peers. Previous research on the 

sexual minority students has helped student affairs administrators to understand the needs 

of these individuals in college settings and has helped to shape practices that are 

supportive of these individuals, to help alleviate some of the trouble that they experience. 

However, due to dated research with un-inclusive samples, there are still several sexual 

minority groups that have not been studied thoroughly. One of those populations is the 

asexual population. There has been no research specifically studying the experiences of 

asexual students in higher education and currently postsecondary institutions do not know 

how applicable sexual minority research is to asexual students since their experiences as 

non-sexual are markedly different than other sexual orientations. This study will look to 
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learn more about the experiences of asexual students in higher education. It is hoped that 

the results of this study will help to guide future research and practice to best support the 

unique needs of this student population.  

Organization of Research 

Chapter II will focus on a review of relevant literature related to sexual minority 

history, the current climate for LGBTQI individuals in higher education, as well as an 

outline of the development of asexuality and current trends in asexuality research. 

Chapter III will examine the methodology and research design used for this study. 

Additionally, it will describe data analysis and the coding process that was used to 

discover themes within the research. Chapter IV will present the findings from the 

research conducted and identify themes from the interviews. These themes include a lack 

of credible information, understanding, and consistency as well as campus climate for 

asexual individuals within LGBTQI spaces addressing inclusion and gatekeeping. It also 

includes gatekeeping within the asexual community and the discovery of asexuality rings. 

Finally, Chapter V will discuss how these findings relate to current research on 

asexuality, as well as discussing implications that this research has on higher education 

based on other findings in relevant sexual minority research. Additionally, it will describe 

recommendations and directions for future research on the topic of asexuality within the 

context of higher education. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide background information about the 

development of research surrounding both the LGBTQI community and asexuality. 

LGBTQI and asexual people have always existed, but it wasn’t until the mid-to-late 

1990s that these topics began to gain academic attention, and this occurred largely 

because of some of the social activist movements of the time such as the civil rights 

movement, the sexual revolution, and eventually the gay liberation movement (Bullough, 

1998; Martin, 1996; Renn, 2010; Smith, 1990). This chapter will explore how asexuality 

was left out of the dialogue surrounding the LGBTQI community from the start, and how 

it began to develop on its own. This chapter will then illustrate the current climate for 

these populations. It will begin by looking at the current campus climate for LGBTQI 

individuals on college campuses. Then it will explore the topic of asexuality as it is 

understood today and highlight some of the key components of this field of research, 

while also addressing the lack of knowledge about the experiences of asexual students in 

higher education. The chapter will then conclude with the identification of areas where 

further research is needed.  

Historical Context 

To this day, the history of the LGBTQI community is still being uncovered 

(Reichard, 2012). This topic has been developed over the last 50 years, but there is still a 

lot that is not known about the history of the community (Reichard, 2012). Research has 

illustrated a history of discrimination, criminalization, and pathologizing of LGBTQI 
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individuals (Nash & Silverman, 2015; Renn, 2010). Although researchers and educators 

have worked to shift their mindset surrounding the LGBTQI community, there is still a 

lot of work to be done (Kite & Bryant-Lees, 2016). Throughout the development of 

LGBTQI studies, asexuality has been either brushed over as a topic, or left out of the 

conversation altogether. For a large period of time in the late 1900s, asexuality was not 

being studied with the rest of the community. However, in the last 20 years, asexuality 

has begun to gain traction as a topic of study, which has revealed a history of being 

silenced and unincluded in LGBTQI conversations (Bishop, 2013; Johnson, 1977).  

LGBTQI History 

Although today research has been conducted to study the LGBTQI community 

and the identity development of sexual minority students, this field of research was 

largely unheard up before the 1970s. Before this time, homosexuality was often seen as a 

disease; something dangerous and contagious. The campus environment openly 

discriminated against, and sometimes even expelled students suspected of, or found to be 

participating in a homosexual relationship (Renn, 2010). Although we don't often hear 

about this history, research has found evidence that schools openly purged or expelled 

students and faculty that were suspected or assumed to be homosexual (Nash & 

Silverman, 2015). 

A shift in mindset began as people started to end pathologizing, or medicalization, 

of homosexuality. The American Psychological Association played a large role in ending 

this pathologizing of homosexuality, and as they did, they left little room to justify the 

denial of education for homosexual students (Clawson, 2014). By allowing more students 

onto campus, and taking a developmental approach with these students, as opposed to a 
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disciplinary approach, campuses began to see their sexual minority student populations 

grow (Renn, 2010).  

As sexual minority students flooded onto college campuses, they began to form 

communities and student organizations centered around the mission of destigmatizing 

homosexuality (Renn, 2010). The 1970s were a time of social and political organization, 

and sexual minority student organizations emerged in part because of the social climate 

of the time. The civil rights movement, New Left political movements, and campus 

protests created a climate of change which allowed homosexual students to feel safe 

enough to disclose their identities and begin to organize. This climate also allowed sexual 

minority activist movements to gain support from their straight peers (Clawson, 2014). 

The decrease in pathologizing of homosexuality, combined with sexual minority 

student visibility, and a critical look at campus climates, established the beginnings of 

sexual minority student development research (Renn, 2010). An interest was brewing 

amongst student affairs practitioners about the experiences of non-majority students and 

the sexual minority students became a population of interest. Student affairs professionals 

taking the issues of sexual minority students seriously helped to create support systems 

for these students (Clawson, 2014).  

While we do have knowledge about the history of sexual minority students in 

higher education, and developmental patterns of sexual minority students, it is important 

to note that both of these topics have developed within the last three decades (Clawson, 

2014). There are still pieces and parts of sexual minority student history that we do not 

know about, as many stories have been erased. Because this population was highly 
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contested on campus for so long, historians today are still working to uncover more of the 

narratives of sexual minority student history (Reichard, 2012).  

Today, noticeable progress has been made, but we are far from being rid of 

discrimination within education. Educational authorities have been drawn into a growing 

number of lawsuits over discrimination against sexual minority students in recent years 

(DeMitchell & Fossey, 2008). These lawsuits show that although there is progress, 

LGBTQI students have experienced discrimination that has impacted their educational 

experiences. Studies show that in recent years, public support of the LGBTQI community 

has increased, but because people believe things are getting better for the LGBTQI 

community, they will likely forget about the discrimination that this community has faced 

in the past and their historic struggles will not be taught in the classroom (Kite & Bryant-

Lees, 2016). A topic that is currently not being incorporated into either classroom 

curriculum or conversations, is asexuality, which is a sexual minority that is not currently 

a part of the cultural conversation surrounding the LGBTQI community (Bulmer & 

Izuma, 2017). 

History of Asexuality 

Although asexuality as a topic of study has gained traction over the last decade, 

the idea of not being sexually attracted to others is not completely new. The first 

appearance of the idea behind asexuality appeared in 1948 and 1953 with the publication 

of both Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human 

Female (1953) by Kinsey and colleagues (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948; Kinsey, 

Pomeroy, Martin, & Gebhard, 1953). These publications together came to be known as 

the Kinsey Reports (Bullough, 1998). In these publications, Kinsey and colleagues 
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reported their findings from thousands of interviews with participants about their sexual 

histories. From this research, they noticed that people did not fit neatly into categories 

that were exclusively heterosexual or exclusively homosexual, which they viewed as the 

extreme ends of what they believed to be a dichotomous spectrum of sexuality. They 

noticed that among the population there was “a considerable portion of the population 

whose members have combined, within their individual histories, both homosexual and 

heterosexual experiences and/or psychic responses” (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948, 

p. 639). They created what is known as the Kinsey Scale of heterosexual-homosexual 

rating which assigned each participant a “rating” from 1-6, that placed them somewhere 

along the continuum of heterosexuality-homosexuality, with each number portraying a 

different meaning within both extremes (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948; Kinsey, et 

al., 1953). 

The research of Kinsey and colleagues was important to the initial development of 

asexuality, because in their findings for both males and females, they noticed that there 

were individuals that did not fit onto the Kinsey Scale at all. For these individuals, they 

created a separate category known as “category X” (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948; 

Kinsey, et al., 1953). In their 1948 study of the sexual behaviors of males, Kinsey and 

colleagues described this category as “without socio-sexual contacts or reactions” 

(Houdenhove, Gijs, T’Sjoen, & Enzlin, 2014; Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948) and 

found that between 3 and 4% of unmarried men fit within this category, while they were 

unable to place any married men into this category (Houdenhove, et al., 2014; Kinsey, 

Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948). In their 1953 study of the sexual behavior of females, Kinsey 

and colleagues (1953) were working with a significantly larger population of participants 
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and their findings were more comprehensive. They found that 14 to 19% of unmarried 

women fit within this category, while 1 to 3% of married women between the ages of 20 

and 35 fit within this category, and 5 to 8% of previously married women also fit within 

this category (Houdenhove, et al., 2014; Kinsey, et al., 1953). Kinsey and colleagues 

(1953) defined “category X” by stating “Individuals are rated as X’s if they do not 

respond erotically to either heterosexual or homosexual stimuli, and do not have overt 

physical contacts with individuals of either sex in which there is evidence of any 

response” (p. 472). 

Although asexuality as a term is not specifically mentioned, Alfred Kinsey 

revolutionized the way that people think about human sexuality and challenged many 

commonly-held beliefs by bringing new topics forth into the societal conversation; such 

as the prevalence of homosexuality and the notion that not all people fall into either 

strictly homosexual or strictly heterosexual categories (Bullough, 1998). Alfred Kinsey’s 

studies were also important in helping to shape some of the progressive thinking in an 

age known as the sexual revolution, that began to take hold of America from the 1960s 

and 1970s (Bullough, 1998; Martin, 1996). This period marked significant shifting of 

societal attitudes around various topics of sexual behavior such as pre-marital sex, sex 

education, and birth control (Martin, 1996; Smith, 1990) and shifts in attitudes 

surrounding the sexuality of women, homosexuality, and freedom of sexual expression 

(Bullough, 1998; Martin 1996). This period contributed to the beginnings of both 

homosexual civil rights movements as well as feminist movements (Bullough, 1998; 

Martin, 1996; Smith, 1990). 



Texas Tech University, Courtney Savage, May 2019 
 

   
 

29 

In a time period marked by progressive movements, Myra Johnson criticized 

these movements, and society as a whole, for excluding asexual women from the 

dialogue about human sexuality in both the sexual revolution and feminist movements of 

the 1960s and 1970s (Johnson, 1977). In her publication “Asexual and Autoerotic 

Women: Two Invisible Groups”, Johnson (1977) is the first to bring the term ‘asexuality’ 

into the conversation, and define it as follows: 

There appear to be few really appropriate words in the English language to 

describe the individual who, regardless of individual or emotional condition, 

actual sexual history, and marital status or ideological orientation, seems to prefer 

not to engage in sexual activity. Oppressed by a consensus that they are 

nonexistent, these are the unnoticed who in this article are called ‘asexual’- by 

default. (p. 97) 

The term ‘asexuality’ had been mentioned in the indexes of several volumes 

throughout the 1970s, however this was the first time that anyone had tied the term with a 

definition and spoken about asexuality in reference to human beings (Houdenhove, et al., 

2014). Johnson (1977) criticized current literature for using vague definitions of 

asexuality that carry negative connotations, stating that “these various definitions suggest 

that people are restrained from sexual relations with others either by physical or 

psychological damage, or by devotion to certain religious tenants” (p. 97). Johnson 

argues that these definitions can be harmful to asexual women by assuming that were 

these barriers not in place, sexual interaction would occur. She illustrates this by a quote 

she pulled from the 1972 Playboy’s Complete Book of Party Jokes:  
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A young virgin suffering from acute nervousness due to repressed desires paid a 

visit to a highly recommended psychiatrist. The doctor took one look at the 

voluptuous maiden and lost all of his professional objectivity. ‘Take off your 

clothes’, he ordered, scarcely able to disguise the lust in his voice. ‘Now lie down 

on the couch. Now close your eyes and very slowly spell the word bedroom.’ 

She began, ‘B-E-D-R-Oh!-Ohhhhhhhhhh-Mmmmmmmmmmmm.’ 

She was cured. (p. 115) 

These types of jokes and this mindset that a lack of sexual desire is a problem to 

be cured denies and oppresses asexual women the freedom to express themselves in ways 

that they feel comfortable, redefines their experiences for them, and tells them that they 

as unique individuals do not exist. At the time that this article was written, the idea that 

some women may prefer an asexual life-style was rarely examined (Johnson, 1977). This 

idea did not appear in research until 1980, when Michael Storms developed his two-

dimensional model.  

Although Kinsey’s work revealed a substantial population who do not respond to 

either heterosexual or homosexual stimuli, known as ‘category X’, Kinsey did not 

explore this population in-depth, or reveal any insights about this population. In Michael 

Storm’s 1980 study “Theories of Sexual Orientation”, he expanded upon Kinsey’s 

‘unidimensional’ model of sexuality by creating a ‘two-dimensional model of sexual 

orientation’ (Storms, 1980, p. 785). In Kinsey’s original model, Kinsey saw 

homosexuality and heterosexuality as opposite extremes on a bipolar, unidimensional 

continuum, where most people fall somewhere in the ‘bisexual’ middle (Kinsey, 
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Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948; Kinsey, et al., 1953). Storms expanded this model by 

proposing that homosexuality and heterosexuality are each separate erotic dimensions 

and that individuals can have varying levels of each (Storms, 1980). In this revised 

model, Storms then added the dimensions of ‘bisexuality’ and ‘asexuality’ with bisexuals 

being individuals who score highly in both homosexual and heterosexual dimensions, and 

asexuals as “those who score low on both dimensions” (Storms, 1980, p. 790). Although 

little attention was drawn to asexuality in this article, this was the first time that the term 

‘asexual’ was brought up and defined within a research context. After the publishing of 

this article, asexuality seemingly disappeared from the context of scientific research until 

2004, with what many people call the founding study of asexuality as a topic, by Justin 

Bogaert (Houdenhove, et al., 2014). 

In 2004, Justin Bogaert expanded upon the work of Storms by seeking to gain 

more of an understanding of the asexual orientation and some potential trends amongst 

those that identify as asexual. To do this, Bogaert used data from a national probability 

sample of British residents. In a sample of about 18,000, approximately 1% of the 

population or 195 people, identified themselves as asexual (Bogaert, 2004). Bogaert 

(2004) was also able to identify some patterns in the data, noting that more women than 

men identified as asexual, and factors such as short stature, religiosity, poor health, low 

socioeconomic status, and low education were related to asexual identity.  

Another important historical event that paved the way for our current 

understanding of asexuality was the establishment of the Asexuality Visibility and 

Education Network (AVEN) by David Jay in the Spring of 2001 (Hinderliter, 2013). 

Although not the first online platform for asexual individuals to engage, AVEN was the 
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only domain at the time that was large enough to contain the conversation happening 

around asexuality and is still the predominant site for asexual individuals today 

(Hinderliter, 2013). Prior to AVEN’s existence, the most prevalent group for asexual 

individuals was a group known as the Haven for the Human Amoeba (HHA). This group 

began in 2000 and with its listserv and chatroom format, and it worked to create dialogue 

between asexual individuals. Eventually the number of people and the terminology 

developed by the HHA became too great to be useful to individuals in the email and 

listserv format. David Jay, a member of the HHA “obtained the domain asexuality.org in 

May 2002, moved AVEN there, and set up forums” (Hinderliter, 2013, p. 171). 

During the formative years of the asexual community online, there was some 

disagreement about what makes someone asexual. Jay's 2006 account talked about how 

there was a division between two groups. “‘anti-sexuals,’ who thought that people who 

were asexual were better than those who were not. The second division involved a group 

who thought that only people who did not masturbate could be asexual”. Nat Titman 

disagrees with the cause of the early split in the asexual community and instead feels that:  

The first major split in the asexual community was, in fact, led by David Jay and 

Nat. In the early asexual community, what connected people was not having sex. 

By defining asexuality in terms of sexual attraction rather than behavior, and 

explicitly positioning it as a sexual orientation, a much different vision of 

asexuality was offered. According to Nat, the second major division in the asexual 

community concerned whether people who masturbate can be asexual. 

(Hinderliter, 2013, p. 171; Nat’s personal correspondence, February 2, 2011) 
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 These early splits within the online asexual community led to the development of 

various online social platforms for asexual individuals such as The Official Asexual 

Society developed by Geraline Levi Jones who believed in the view that individuals who 

masturbate cannot be asexual (Hinderliter, 2013). In 2004 the site was renamed to The 

Official Nonlibidoism Society (Hinderliter, 2013). Another online community for early 

asexuals was LiveJournal (Hinderliter, 2013). David Jay wanted to avoid gatekeeping on 

AVEN:  

As AVEN developed on asexuality.org, it was built around a philosophy that 

rejected both anti-sexuality and overly narrow definitions of asexuality. Presently 

on AVEN, there is a prohibition against telling people who identify as asexual 

that they are not asexual, and people are told that only they can decide if they are 

asexual or not. For various reasons, AVEN came to be the main site about 

asexuality, and its vision of asexuality has come to dominate.  (Hinderliter, 2013, 

p. 172) 

Today AVEN operates with two distinct goals of “creating public acceptance and 

discussion of asexuality and facilitating the growth of an asexual community” 

(Asexuality Visibility and Education Network, n.d.). AVEN is a source for a dialogue 

around asexuality and has been a source of recruitment for asexual individuals into 

research studies (Brotto & Yule, 2017). Brotto and Yule (2017) discuss how there is a bi-

directional relationship between AVEN and researchers, looking at how discussions on 

forums often pertain to published research on asexuality, while AVEN is also used to 

recruit participants for studies and also gain answers to questions that researchers pose to 

asexual individuals. 
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LGBTQI Students in Higher Education 

It is currently unknown exactly how many LGBTQI students there are within 

higher education. Many individuals who identify as LGBTQI may not feel comfortable to 

come forward due to fear of victimization for disclosing their identity (Sanlo & Espinoza, 

2012). College is a time where many students begin to experiment with different 

identities that they hold, and the environment on campus can have an impact on student's 

comfortability with experimenting and trying to understand their different identities 

(Morgan, Mancl, Kaffar, & Ferreira, 2011). For LGBTQI individuals in particular, a 

hostile campus climate can make it more difficult for them to explore their identity than 

their non-LGBTQI peers (Longerbeam, Inkelas, Johnson, & Lee, 2007; Rankin, 2005; 

Tetreault, Fette, Meidlinger, & Hope, 2013). In order to promote holistic student 

development on campus, it is important for campuses to create a climate that promotes 

inclusion, acceptance, and safety (Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016). Without a feeling 

of support, LGBTQI students may feel hopeless and isolated (Morgan et al, 2011; 

Rankin, 2005) which can have negative consequences on their academic performance 

(Sanlo & Espinoza, 2012; Morgan et al, 2011; Robinson, 2003), put them at a higher risk 

of participating in high risk behaviors (Kirsch, Conley, & Riley, 2015), and impact their 

retention and persistence to graduation (Garvey, Taylor, & Rankin, 2015; Morgan et al, 

2011; Robinson, 2003).  

Campus Climate 

There are various components that contribute to the campus climate of an 

institution of higher education such as attitudes, behaviors, inclusivity, and standards 

(Rankin, 2005). Campus climate can be perceived differently by every student depending 
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on the different identities that they hold (Rankin, 2005). With an ever-changing student 

population continuing to enter higher education, campuses need to continue to evolve and 

adapt in order to meet the needs of these students (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011). For 

LGBTQI individuals, campus climate can have an impact on their comfortability 

exploring their identity (Rankin, 2005). Literature suggests that many LGBTQI 

individuals wait until college to “come out” because they perceive it to be a more 

accepting environment for them and feel that they will be able to learn more about their 

identity by meeting others who identify within the LGBTQI community (Beemyn & 

Rankin, 2011).  

However, LGBTQI individuals also perceive a more hostile campus climate 

towards them than their non-LGBTQI peers (Rankin, 2005). LGBTQI students tend to 

view the climate this way due to experiencing some form of harassment (Taylor, 2015) 

and with their experiences with tolerance and acceptance on campus (Sevecke, Rhymer, 

Almazan, & Jacob, 2015). Institutions of higher education may mirror dominant 

ideologies which seek to normalize views and experiences reflected within the 

community. This can lead to campuses reinforcing heteronormative ideologies of gender 

and sexuality, which seek to exclude the narratives of LGBTQI individuals and paint 

them as the ‘other’ (Jones, 2014). This type of environment can contribute to feelings of 

isolation and exclusion for LGBTQI individuals (Rankin, 2005).  

LGBTQI students’ perceptions of negative campus climate for them can 

contribute to difficulty for LGBTQI students in the classroom and lower academic 

performance of LGBTQI individuals (Morgan et al, 2011; Robinson, 2003; Sanlo & 

Espinoza, 2012). Students who face discrimination within the classroom may experience 
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difficulty learning (Garvey, Taylor, & Rankin, 2015). Along with this, LGBTQI students 

may face further discrimination at institutions of higher education due to a “lack of 

LGBTQ programming and resources” (Garvey, Taylor, & Rankin, 2015, p. 529). 

LGBTQI students who struggle with discrimination and harassment on campus are less 

likely to persist to graduation and may withdraw from institutions of higher education 

(Garvey, Taylor, & Rankin, 2015; Morgan et al, 2011; Robinson, 2003). 

Although these research findings paint a bleak picture for LGBTQI individuals on 

campus, administrators have been seeing an increase in acceptance of LGBTQI 

individuals as well as inclusive policies and services (Beemyn & Rankin, 2011; 

Trammell, 2014). Studies have found that students who become engaged within the 

campus and participate in extracurricular activities are more likely to experience 

increased development and learning (Bilodeau & Renn, 2005). Along with this, being 

involved in a student organization or participating in an event that is tied to an 

individuals’ specific identity can help students to feel comfortable and increase likeliness 

they will explore and develop their personal identity (Brandon-Freidman & Kim, 2016; 

Renn & Bilodeau, 2005). In order for institutions of higher education to create positive 

environments for LGBTQI individuals on campus, it is important for them to understand 

what is currently known about these students and what kinds of environments lend 

themselves to LGBTQI student development.  

Residence hall and classroom environments that are perceived by LGBTQI 

students as safe environments encourage them to feel comfortable disclosing their sexual 

orientation (Longerbeam, et al., 2007). Students perceive a safe residence hall 

environment as one that has LGBTQI role models for them to relate to, a strong sense of 
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community where housing administration address homophobic comments, and 

programming about LGBTQI issues (Longerbeam, et al., 2007). To create a safe 

classroom environment, it is important for faculty to recognize and problematize that they 

hold power and privilege, while encouraging multicultural competence amongst their 

students. To do this, educators need to recognize the different identities they are bringing 

to teaching, and how their own identities have the potential to create different forms of 

bias and discrimination.  

Along with this, it is important to understand the different internal and external 

factors that can impact the learning environment, such as student and peer expectations 

(Hendrix, Jackson, & Warren, 2003). In college settings, research has shown that sexual 

minority students perceive more growth in critical thinking than their heterosexual peers. 

This can be influenced by the context and whether or not they feel safe to engage in 

conversations. At times when LGBTQI student identity is largely prevalent, it can blind 

LGBTQI students from awareness of other liberal learning topics such as race and ethnic 

diversity (Longerbeam et al., 2007). Teachers should work remain objective and ensure 

that all identities are respected and incorporated into classroom conversations.  

LGBTQI Students often report feelings less support and satisfaction with their 

support systems (Kirsch, Conley, & Riley, 2015). One of the biggest predictors of 

LGBTQI students feeling satisfaction with their support is involvement in an 

organization for students who identify as sexual minorities. This group allows LGBTQI 

students to realize that they are not alone and experience the challenges of their identity 

with others who can relate to them and help them to feel positive about their sexual 

orientation. LGBTQI students also report feeling safer when they feel that they have a 
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family member or role model that they can communicate with about their struggles. 

Research also supports the development of campus resources such as diversity centers but 

depending on the area many schools experience significant challenges when working to 

establish these support resources for students based on the political climate and personal 

beliefs of the surrounding community (Brandon-Freidman & Kim, 2016). 

Health 

Even though homosexuality was eliminated as a diagnosable mental disorder by 

the American Psychiatric Association in 1973, many individuals continue to see a sexual 

minority identity as an indicator of a disorder (Drescher, 2010), leading to negative 

psychosocial consequences for individuals who identify as a sexual minority, such as 

increased social isolation, mental health concerns, and difficulties developing a coherent 

sense of self (Brandon-Friedman, & Kim, 2016; King et al., 2008; Rosario, Schrimshaw, 

& Hunter, 2011). Along with this, microaggressions are experienced by LGBTQI 

students which lead to psychological distress and feeling unsafe (Bradbury et al., 2016; 

Kosciw, Greytak, Giga, Villenas, & Danischewski, 2016). Many LGBTQI students have 

also stated that they have heard homophobic comments being made by their teachers or 

other school staff. The occurrence of microaggressions and discrimination against 

LGBTQI individuals can lead to poor grades and low retention rates (Bradbury et al, 

2016). 

Campus Responsibility 

It is important for institutions of higher education to understand their campus 

climate (Jones, 2014). “Students in the LGBT community and their families and friends 
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expect institutions of higher education to be assertive in enforcing policies that will 

ensure their overall well-being" (Ball, 2013, p. 23). For institutions to help LGBTQI 

students, it is important for them to understand this student population and their unique 

needs. By working to develop an understanding of LGBTQI students, institutions can 

move towards developing a more inclusive campus community, this can aid in the 

removal of barriers that can inhibit access to higher education for LGBTQI students and 

persistence to graduation. A population that is not currently understood, on campuses or 

within the larger cultural context of society is asexuality (Bulmer & Izuma, 2017). 

Institutions of higher education need to do more to understand asexuality so that they can 

meet the responsibility that is expected of them to work to support asexual students. The 

following section outlines current understandings about the topic of asexuality and 

outlines a need for further research into the experiences of asexual students in institutions 

of higher education. 

Asexuality 

Currently within LGBTQI research, asexual individuals are not incorporated into 

the conversation (Cerankowski & Milks, 2010; Hinderlater, 2009; Sherrer, 2008). Along 

with all of this, asexuality is not widely understood or accepted within society which can 

lead to denial of the identity, misunderstandings about what the label actually means, and 

discrimination against individuals who openly identify as asexual (Bulmer & Izuma, 

2017; Chasin, 2011; MacInnis & Hodson, 2012). Asexuality research has been 

conducted, but researchers often disagree about the definition of asexuality, and the 

methods that should be used to study asexual individuals, since a lot of LGBTQI theories 

do not apply to a non-sexual population (Bishop, 2013; Bogaert, 2006; Houdenhove, 
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Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017; Prause & Graham, 2007). Within higher education there have not 

been research studies looking specifically at the experiences and unique needs of asexual 

students in higher education. This means that we do not have any sort of understanding 

about the unique needs of asexual students, what struggles they may be facing, and what 

institutions of higher education can be doing to support them.  

Studying Asexuality 

Although there is scant research on the topic of asexuality, it has been gaining 

increased interest in recent years from gender and sexuality researchers (Bishop, 2013). 

However, something that up to this point has defined asexuality research has been a 

disagreement among scholars on how to study asexuality. There has been wide 

disagreement about what the definition of asexuality is, and whether it is warranted to be 

classified as its own unique sexual orientation (Bogaert, 2006; Houdenhove, Enzlin, & 

Gijs, 2017). The practice of classifying asexuality under sexuality research has also been 

up for debate, since at its core asexuality is the absence of sexuality (Bishop, 2013). 

However, on the flip side, sexuality research focuses on sexual minorities (Bishop, 2013), 

and under many factors including population and current knowledge about asexuality, 

asexual individuals could be considered sexual minorities.  

Asexuality challenges many commonly held understandings about human nature 

as inherently sexual (Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016) as well as some of the commonly 

held ideas in a sexualized society (Gupta, 2017). The idea that human beings can be non-

sexual is one that is not easily accepted, and oftentimes an asexual identity is invalidated, 

stigmatized, or attributed to some form of sexual aversion disorder (Bogaert, 2015; Foster 

& Sherrer, 2014; Gupta, 2017; Yule, Brotto, & Gorzalka, 2015). Bogaert (2004) 
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theorized that asexuals may often get left out of the conversation because their orientation 

does not call as much attention to itself as other atypical sexual orientations. He also 

mentioned that it is likely that sexual people are more likely to participate in sexual 

research than non-sexual people (Bogaert, 2004). 

 Despite all of this however, a lack of sexuality was not perceived negatively until 

relatively recently (Bogaert, 2006). Looking at human history, the importance of celibacy 

or sexual abstinence cannot be overstated (Bogaert, 2015). In many segments of society, 

particularly religious segments, celibacy has been seen as a virtue, as godly, and as 

something that humans should aspire to (Bogaert, 2015). As Bogaert (2015) mentioned 

regarding the cultural prevalence of asexuality throughout history, we see that the 

concept behind asexuality has existed for a long time, though it may not have always 

been referred to as asexuality: 

Much of the early cultural record was spotty in providing evidence of historical 

figures who were asexual, although there is some evidence of asexuality among 

notable figures such as Isaac Newton and Emily Bronte. Throughout human 

cultural history, artists have depicted figures and characters with an asexual aura 

in art and literature (e.g., Sherlock Holmes). Modern popular media—for 

example, the character Sheldon on the television show The Big Bang Theory—

also portray (quasi-)asexual characters. These depictions of characters indicate 

that sexual variability, including its extreme forms, have been recognized 

throughout history. (p. 363) 

Current Western views and ideologies create a “pro-sex” contemporary culture. 

These Western views privilege sexual relationships over non-sexual relationships and 
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create the idea that sexual attraction is a universal motivating force or an essential 

component of adult identity (Gupta, 2017). Przybylo (2011) termed this ideology as the 

“sexusociety” to draw attention to the permeation of sexuality and sex in our Western 

society. This ideology can create a negative environment for people who identify as 

asexual and can have serious negative consequences such as pathologizing of asexuals, 

isolation and invisibility, unwanted sex, and relationship conflict (Gupta, 2017). Przybylo 

(2011) accentuates this problem in the following quote: 

The ‘sexual world’ is for asexuals very much akin to what patriarchy is for 

feminists and heteronormativity for LGBTQ populations, in the sense that it 

constitutes the oppressive force against which some sort of organizing and 

rebellion must take place. (p. 446) 

 Przybylo (2011) argued that current asexual activism seeks public recognition for 

asexuality as an innate sexual orientation characterized by a lack of sexual attraction and 

does not pose a fundamental challenge to contemporary sexual structures. Instead, by 

establishing new types of intimate relationships not based on sexuality, asexuals 

challenge Western society’s privileging of sexual relationships over nonsexual 

relationships and can undermine Western society’s merging of romantic and sexual 

attraction (Gupta, 2017; Przybylo, 2011). This allows for different forms of attraction and 

love to become valid and destigmatizes non-sexual individuals.  

Lack of Understanding 

Although there has been debate on how to study asexuality, asexuality has still 

been studied and continues to gain interest as a topic of study (Bogaert, 2006; 



Texas Tech University, Courtney Savage, May 2019 
 

   
 

43 

Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). One of the most prevalent debates amongst asexual 

scholars that has been present since the beginning of asexual research is how to define 

asexuality. The definition of asexuality seems to be constantly changing, resulting in 

asexuality being an umbrella term covering varying different experiences under the term 

asexual. This has raised questions about if the current definitions that we have of 

asexuality are actually helpful (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). Along with this, it is 

difficult for scholars to come to an agreement because asexual individuals also put forth 

varying definitions of asexuality. In a 2008 study by Sherrer, of over 75 individuals, 50 of 

the participants put forth a definition that did not strictly align with the AVEN definition 

that the remaining population adopted (Sherrer, 2008).  

Asexuality as HSDD, paraphilia, or pathological issue. Often, asexuality is 

compared to or equated with different pathological issues in an attempt to explain it 

(Bogaert, 2004, 2006; Foster & Sherrer, 2014; Hinderliter, 2013; Pryzbolo, 2011; Yule & 

Brotto, 2017). Pryzbolo (2011) mentioned that there has been “a veritable binding of 

(a)sexuality to the body” (p. 230) and that in studying asexuality proof is sought in, and 

on the body. Asexuality is often compared with sexual aversion disorder and hypoactive 

sexual desire disorder (HSDD) (Bogaert, 2004). Issues such as sexual aversion disorder 

and hypoactive sexual desire disorder (HSDD) typically involve a physical reason such as 

anxiety of aversion to genitals which prevents sexual contact (Bogaert, 2004).   

In looking into the differences between asexuality and HSDD, it is important to 

note that in a 2017 study by Yule and Brotto, participants who met diagnostic criteria for 

HSDD were significantly more likely than asexuals to be in a relationship (80% vs 22 %), 

to masturbate (88% vs 73 %), and to have engaged in kissing and petting behaviors (84% 
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vs 36 %) (p. 622). Milks and Cerankowski (2010) also note that “there is a marked 

difference between those who experience a decrease in sex drive or lack of sexual desire 

and are distressed by this and those who do not experience sexual desire and are not 

distressed by this supposed ‘lack’” (p. 653).  

Asexuality—or, more specifically the lack of attraction or desire—is often viewed 

in scientific communities as abnormal and symptomatic of a mental or physical illnesses 

or conditions. Diagnosis of issues such as sexual aversion disorder and HSDD illustrate 

how the medical community has defined and pathologized a lack of sexual desire despite 

growing evidence that this lack is not strictly problematic, in and of itself (Foster & 

Sherrer, 2014). 

In contrast to these things, asexuality is often defined as “the absence of a 

traditional sexual orientation” (Bogaert, 2004, p. 279). When looking at the differences 

between asexuality and sexual aversion disorders such as HSDD, it is important to note 

where they come from and how they were developed. Asexuality was developed from the 

angle of LGBTQI discourse, whereas HSDD was developed from sex therapy, medicine, 

and psychotherapy (Hinderliter, 2013). Along with this, Hinderliter (2013) points out 

another important difference between HSDD and asexuality: 

As HSDD is a psychiatric disorder, it is diagnosed (i.e. applied to an individual) 

by a 

clinician. If a person presents to a clinician complaining of some sexual issues, 

the clinician (depending on the clinician’s theoretical orientation) will generally 

ask questions to tease out ‘what is really going on,’ or at least ask questions to try 
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to get the person to identify ‘what is really going on.’ By contrast, AVEN strongly 

insists that asexuality is applied to individuals by themselves; as its FAQ states: 

‘Only you can decide to use asexual as a label for yourself.’ New members 

regularly come asking the question ‘Am I asexual?’ Due to the taboo against 

trying to answer this question for others, it is not directly answered, though 

suggestions may be given, and the person may be asked additional questions/told 

things to consider. (p. 173) 

While the neurobiology of asexuality remains unknown, this may be due to the 

fact that within the asexual community there is some resistance to a biological 

explanation for asexuality (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). Asexual individuals are 

content in their identity and are not looking to be cured (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 

2017). Along with this some people assume that asexuality is caused by a history of 

abuse or sexual trauma, further locating asexuality as an undesirable abnormality (Foster 

and Sherrer, 2014). These assumptions render asexual people invisible and aid in the 

creation of a culture that invalidates the lived experiences of asexual people (Foster & 

Sherrer, 2014).  

Some have suggested that at least a subset of the asexual population may be 

paraphilic or have a paraphilia. Paraphilias are defined as atypical sexual attractions and 

are not, by themselves considered a disorder (Bogaert, 2006; Yule & Brotto, 2017). To 

meet criteria for a paraphilic disorder, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders 5th edition requires that individuals with paraphilic interests experience 

significant personal distress or that their desires or behavior creates distress for someone 

else, or involve an unwilling partner (Yule & Brotto, 2017). Since asexual individuals 
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have been shown to be marked by a lack of distress over their sexual orientation 

(Hinderliter, 2013; Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017), it is unlikely that this label would 

apply to them. Along with this Bogaert (2006) noted that “Even most people with 

paraphilias (e.g., fetishists) usually have some level of human partner 

involvement/interest, even if they have a strong attraction to some object (e.g., women’s 

shoes)” (p. 242). Since asexuality is often defined as a lack of sexual attraction to others 

(Bogaert, 2004), this would also make it unlikely that asexuals are paraphilic.  

In contrast to the diagnosis conversation of asexuality, Foster and Sherrer (2014) 

found that asexuality is a healthy orientation for a few reasons; It reduces risk of sexually 

transmitted diseases (STDs) and pregnancy, and it may decrease psychological distress in 

relationships because it does not involve a sexual component. Brotto and Yule (2017) 

argue asexuality should not be seen as a psychiatric diagnosis, or a symptom of one and 

instead the discussion should shift from one of pathology to one of identity.  

Asexuality as a unique sexual orientation. As far as whether or not asexuality 

should be classified as a unique sexual orientation or not, there are arguments for both 

sides. Based on some definitions of sexual orientation which involve a component of 

what genders you are sexually or romantically attracted to, asexuality cannot be defined 

as a sexual orientation since it is defined as a lack of sexual attraction (Houdenhove, 

Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017; Yule & Brotto, 2017). There is also concern about the overlap 

between low sexual desire and a lack of sexual attraction (Bogaert, 2006). Yule and 

Brotto (2017) address this concern my mentioning that a lot of different classifications 

that may overlap with asexuality are not mutually exclusive and there may be crossover 

whether asexuality is defined as a unique sexual orientation or not. However, Yule and 
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Brotto (2017) also point to the variety of experiences that fall underneath asexuality to 

call its identification as a useful sexual orientation into question: 

The category of individuals who adopt the label ‘asexual’ appears to be becoming 

more heterogeneous since Bogaert’s (2004) original paper. The most recent 

AVEN Community Census revealed widespread diversity in questions about 

participants’ sexual orientation, gender identity, and romantic orientation. As 

such, it is likely that how one experiences their asexual identity is likely to differ 

compared to others who fall under the same asexual umbrella. Future research 

should aim to explore the different trajectories that had led these different 

subgroups toward adopting an asexual identity. (p. 625) 

Asexual advocates and those within the asexual community have pushed for 

asexuality to be seen as a unique sexual orientation and have fought for its inclusion in 

sexual minority groups and pride events (Yule & Brotto, 2017). Bogaert (2006) also 

argues for asexuality as a unique sexual orientation after finding that many asexual 

individuals report having always felt that way. This may be an indicator of lack of 

sexuality as a lifelong, innate characteristic of a person and a part of who they are. 

Scherrer (2008) also highlights similarities between asexuality and other sexual 

minorities. Both have faced challenges in connection with medical institutions, being 

seen as psychiatric illnesses or disorders. Along with this, both have utilized networking 

to create identity- based communities (Sherrer, 2008). Although current research does not 

agree about whether or not asexuality should be considered a unique sexual orientation 

Bishop (2013) argues that sexuality research focuses on sexual minorities, and under 

many factors such as numbers of people who identify as asexual, currently estimated to 
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be between 1% (Bogaert, 2004) and 4% (Poston & Baulme, 2010), knowledge about 

asexuality, and public perception of being non-sexual, asexual individuals could be 

considered sexual minorities.  

Self-labeling. “Available evidence suggests that, in common with other sexual 

identifications, asexuality is a complex self-categorization" (MacNeela & Murphy, 2015, 

p. 800). Identifying as asexual can have several implications both positive and negative; 

Identifying with asexual allows individuals to assign meaning to their experiences and 

come to terms with a label that allows them to accept that part of themselves. However, 

identifying as asexual may also bring up interpersonal conflict due to lack of awareness 

around asexuality as well as fear of social stigma (MacNeela & Murphy, 2015). In 

research, the practice of self-identifying is the criterion that is most often used to classify 

persons as asexual (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017).  

While allowing individuals to come to terms with their identity and identify 

themselves to others, self-identification as asexual can bring up some issues when it 

comes to defining asexuality (Bogaert, 2006, 2015; Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). 

Because everyone is not aware of the label of ‘asexuality’, every person who may be 

asexual may not currently be represented by the current literature, since many studies 

utilize self-identification as asexual as a criterion for selection (Bogaert, 2015; 

Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). Other issues that may be prevalent to self-

identification as asexual may be hesitant in coming out, fluctuating allegiances to the 

label, and political motivation (Bogaert, 2015). Bogaert (2006) also questions the validity 

of self-report as a scientific measure, which can be echoed by current research that shows 

the variability in asexual experience (Yule & Brotto, 2017).  
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Romantic/Affectionate attraction. “Within the asexual community, one key 

distinction drawn is between those who experience romantic attraction (romantic 

asexuals) and those who do not (aromantic asexuals)” (Carrigan, Gupta, & Morrison, 

2013, p. 111). There are a lot of misconceptions concerning asexuality, with one of them 

being that asexual individuals lack any form of interest in others (Robbins, Low, & 

Query, 2016). Current research has considered romance and affection to be other forms 

of attraction that are separate from sexual attraction and can be applied to asexual 

individuals (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). “Romantic asexuality refers to those 

asexuals who seek closeness, companionship, and the intellectual and emotional intimacy 

of a romantic relationship, without a sexual component Among romantic asexuals, there 

are those who desire physical intimacy, excluding sex, and those who do not” (Robbins, 

Low, & Query, 2016, p. 751). Carrigan (2011) was able to identify four different 

categories of romantic orientations that asexual individuals fell into; Heteroromantic, 

homoromantic, biromantic, and panromantic with “heteroromantics only feel romantic 

attraction to the opposite sex, homoromantics to the same sex, biromantics to both sexes 

and panromantics without reference to sex or gender” (p. 469).  

Umbrella term. “Many see ‘asexual’ as an umbrella term that encompasses 

myriad variations. For example, it might include those who seek romantic relationships 

devoid of sex, those who experience sexual attraction but have no desire to act on it, 

those who are repelled by sex, those who are disinterested in having sex, and many other 

attitudes and behaviors”  (Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016, p. 751). It is true that 

researchers often refer to asexuality as an umbrella term that encompasses a variety of 
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different experiences that can be classified as ‘asexual’ (Carrigan, 2011; Houdenhove, 

Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017; Yule & Brotto, 2017).  

Consensus is growing that asexuality refers to a lack of sexual attraction 

(Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). Although there is variability, one thing that most 

studies share is that subjects consistently report a lack of sexual attraction (Houdenhove, 

Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). Under certain conditions some do report feeling sexual attraction 

when engaged in a committed relationship (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). This 

consensus brings up concerns however about not taking into account the variability that 

exists within the asexual community (Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017). One reason 

why Houdenhove and colleagues (2017) feel that this may be so is because asexuality is 

often characterized by what is not, instead of focusing on all the things that it is.  

Researchers have also identified several areas where asexuality is heterogeneous. 

Hinderlater (2009) feels that asexuality is socially constructed and points out that people 

may move into and out of the category of asexual. Chasin (2011) feels that sexuality is a 

continuum, and that people are not strictly ‘sexual’ or ‘asexual’ but are somewhere in 

between. Cerenkowski and Milks (2010) feel that asexuality should be defined as people 

who are “sexually inactive, whether short-term or long-term, not through a religious or 

spiritual vow of celibacy but through feminist agency” (p. 659). Kim (2011) however 

feels that asexuality can be defined as a ‘dis-identification’ with sexuality.  

Along with this, Carrigan (2011) points to variability in asexual individuals' 

attitudes towards sex between individuals who are sex positive, sex neutral, sex averse, 

and anti-sex. Those who are sex-positive see sex as positive and healthy, sometimes with 

intellectual interest in it, although they do not experience sexual desire or engage in sex 



Texas Tech University, Courtney Savage, May 2019 
 

   
 

51 

themselves. Those who are sex-neutral lack interest in sex. To those who are sex-averse 

or anti-sex, the idea of sex, as well as the practice of sex itself is deeply problematic to 

them. Within these last two there can be some variety when it comes to these feelings that 

range from being slightly uncomfortable to outright disgust and distress. Those who are 

anti-sex tend to relate these feelings in response to sex for others whereas for those who 

are sex-averse, these feelings relate to themselves (Carrigan, 2011).  

Along with this, Carrigan (2011) points out that other orientations such as 

demisexuality and Gray-A fall underneath the ‘asexual umbrella’ although their 

experiences may depart from the traditional notion of asexuality. “Demisexuals 

experience sexual attraction as a consequence of romantic attraction but not 

independently of it. When they are emotionally connected to a person sexual attraction 

may ensue but only directed toward that person. Gray-A is a catch-all term which refers 

to those who fall in the perceived grey area between sexual and asexual.” (Carrigan 2011, 

p. 470). Robbins and colleagues (2016) point out that asexuality is a dynamic construct, 

as is reflected by the various experiences that fall underneath it. Because of this the 

definition is constantly in flux and is always being redefined, especially as asexual 

individuals continue to refine the types of intimacy that they are comfortable with.  

Social Stigma 

As has been discussed, the lack of awareness and dialogue surrounding asexuality 

can lead to misconceptions surrounding asexuality, such as pathologizing, erasure, and 

denial (Foster & Sherrer, 2014; Pryzbolo, 2011). Yule, Brotto, and Gorzalka (2015) 

mention that “there are pervasive stereotypes that assume all asexual individuals are 

aromantic, female, afraid of sex, highly religious, disabled, victims of sexual trauma, or 
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as making a conscious choice to be asexual (p. 148). McInnis and Hodson (2014) point 

out that not only are asexuals treated differently based on a ‘difference is a deficit’ 

pattern of sexual minority, but they also differ from other sexual minorities in that they 

lack sexual desires. This can contribute to bias against them as a sexual minority group 

because it works to reinforce the dominance of normed sexual majority groups (McInnis 

and Hodson, 2014).   

Bogaert (2006) mentions that “to label something as pathology is often to 

stigmatize it” (p. 248). Simply by labeling asexuality as an ‘other’ group, it is being 

placed in a vulnerable position to face stigmatization, discrimination, and harassment by 

dominant groups (Bogaert, 2006; McInnis and Hodson, 2014; Yule, Brotto, & Gorzalka, 

2015). As has been mentioned, asexuality often demands proof from researchers and 

from society (Pryzbolo, 2011), however as Myra Johnson (1977) stated in “Asexual and 

Autoerotic Women: Two Invisible Groups”, “If you have an alive body, no one can tell 

you how to experience the world. And no one can tell you what truth is, because you 

experience it. The body does not lie” (p. 105). 

Methodological Issues 

Although asexuality as a topic of research has gained traction within recent years, 

there are still a lot of areas of asexuality that remain unclear and create methodological 

issues for those hoping to study asexuality (Chasin, 2011; Hinderlater, 2009). Asexuality 

tends to be a largely online community (Bishop, 2013). The extent to which asexuals 

share their identities outside of online platforms remains unknown as well as the 

prevalence to asexual individuals who do not engage with others online (Robbins, Low, 

& Query, 2016). The Internet has been vital to the formation of the asexual community, 
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with the establishment of sites like AVEN, which have enabled an emotionally isolated 

and geographically dispersed group of people to connect with each other (Carrigan, 

2011). Carrigan, Gupta, & Morrison (2015) point out a central issue with such a heavy 

online population: 

The centrality of this medium to the asexual community has resulted in 

researchers being overly reliant on electronic surveys and the online recruitment 

of participants. This entails a risk that researchers might fail to adequately 

recognize the lives led by asexual individuals beyond their participation in online 

communities and/or the range of their lived experience above and beyond that 

which follows from their identification as asexual. Furthermore, the increasingly 

active ‘offline’ asexual community, though unevenly distributed in a geographical 

sense, means that asexual sociality is being misrepresented on an empirical level 

if it is assumed to constitute nothing more than its online manifestations. (p. 116) 

Another issue that has hindered progress for asexual scholars has been the 

absence of a clear definition for asexuality that captures the heterogeneous experiences of 

all the individuals who identify as asexual (Carrigan, Gupta, & Morrison, 2015; 

Hinderliter, 2009). Along with this, a pattern exists within asexuality research which 

shows a lack of consistency in regard to self-identification of individuals as asexual 

(Chasin, 2011). The lack of continuity with respect to how asexuality is measured also 

makes it difficult to integrate study findings and formulate general conclusions. In 

addition, no reliable and valid indicants of prejudice and discrimination directed against 

asexual men and women exist currently (Carrigan, Gupta, & Morrison, 2015). Along with 

this, little is known about the demographics of the asexual population (Chasin, 2011). 
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Asexuality in Higher Education 

Currently there have not been research conducted to study the experiences of 

asexual individuals within a higher education context. LGBTQI studies within higher 

education have not explored the experience of asexual students to see how their 

experiences either align with other LGBTQI individuals or depart from them. Because of 

this, there is a gap in the research as it pertains to LGBTQI students within higher 

education, excluding the narratives, needs, and unique challenges that asexual students 

face.  

Future Directions 

Research is just beginning to explore the process of identity development for 

asexual individuals (Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016). The model of asexual identity 

development was developed in attempt to explain how individuals discover and 

incorporate their asexual identity (Robbins, Low, & Query, 2016); however, this model 

has not been widely tested. Future research should seek to test this model while also 

generating other theories related to asexuality development in various intersections of 

identities and contexts. Along with this, understanding asexuality’s role in college student 

development is another important step in developing inclusive administrative practice for 

these individuals. Sherrer (2008) pointed to the need for more research on the topic of 

asexuality in general. Since this is a relatively young research topic, it is important for 

researchers to continue to study trends within the asexual community, as well as new 

development that may occur outside of the online community, or within the various 

experiences of asexuality.  
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Summary 

Both LGBTQI and asexuality research are relatively recent fields, emerging 

largely within the last three decades. In the process of uncovering narratives of LGBTQI 

individuals in the context of higher education, researchers were able to uncover that there 

was a lot of discrimination within the system that worked to exclude LGBTQI 

individuals. Even today discrimination and harassment of LGBTQI individuals on 

college campuses still occurs. However, a developed body of research has helped to show 

that campus climate for LGBTQI individuals can have an impact on not only their 

academic performance in college, but also their persistence to graduation. It has also 

shown how crucial support systems are to LGBTQI students, and this knowledge has 

worked to guide administrative practice. On the other hand, asexuality as a topic is still 

working to be developed and the foundations of this field of research are still largely in 

debate. There are not established theories used to guide asexual research, and even the 

definition of asexuality itself is largely in debate. Because of a lack of foundation, there 

has not been research to focus on the needs of asexual individuals in the context of higher 

education. This study hopes to gain some initial insight into an understudied area of both 

asexuality research and higher education research. Chapter III will describe the 

methodology used to guide this research study. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will describe the methodology used when conducting this qualitative 

research study. Specifically, this chapter will review the purpose and research questions 

of the study. It will then provide context for the study, discuss data collection and data 

analysis, and then it will provide information about the positionality of the researcher 

before wrapping up with limitations of the study.  

Restatement of Purpose 

This qualitative study was conducted to better understand the experiences of 

asexual students within four-year public predominantly White institutions (PWI). Since 

there is currently a gap in higher education research on the topic of asexuality, and how 

an asexual orientation can impact the experience of being a student. The primary research 

question was:  

• What are the experiences of asexual students within the context of four-year 

public predominantly-White institutions? 

The secondary research questions were: 

• Do asexual students feel that their individual concerns as an asexual person are 

acknowledged within LGBTQI spaces on campus? 

• Do asexual students perceive that their institution recognizes their asexual 

identity? 
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Rationale 

This study utilized a qualitative approach to research. Creswell and Poth (2018) 

cite Denzin and Lincoln (2011) who refer to qualitative research as a “situated activity 

that locates the observer in the world. Qualitative research consists of a set of 

interpretive, material practices that make the world visible” (p. 11). Utilizing a qualitative 

approach, guided by muted group theory and the minority stress model, this study sought 

to shed light on the experiences of asexual students, a group of students not typically 

included in the dominant cultural narrative on sexual minority populations (Bulmer & 

Izuma, 2017).  

This study sought to understand the experiences of asexual students utilizing a 

constructivist paradigm. When describing the social constructivist perspective, Creswell 

and Poth (2018) discuss how people’s development of meanings of the world around 

them are “negotiated socially and historically. In other words, they are not simply 

imprinted on individuals, but are formed through interaction with others (hence social 

construction) and through historical and cultural norms that operate in individuals’ lives” 

(p. 24).  This means that people come to understand themselves and the world around 

them through interactions with others. Through these interactions, people begin to 

interpret their environment and understand where they fit within the environment they are 

embedded. Carrigan, Gupta, and Morrison (2013) discussed how “individuals who 

identify as asexual are shaped by the languages and practices developed by the asexual 

community, which influences how asexual individuals understand and experience their 

lack of sexual attraction” (p. 114). Thinking from a constructivist viewpoint while also 

utilizing muted group theory and the minority stress model has aided in identifying how 
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the dominant narrative of sexuality within society has worked to shape the ways that 

asexual individuals understand and shape their experiences.  

This study utilized a narrative approach as the primary paradigm within 

qualitative methodological research. Narrative research as a method “begins with the 

experiences as expressed in lived and told stories of individuals” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, 

p. 67). Along with this, narrative research seeks to understand the context within which a 

narrative is embedded (Clandinin, 2013). This study sought to gain an understanding of 

our current knowledge surrounding asexuality and to then hear the stories of asexual 

students, and the degree to which they feel that they are heard or muted in their specific 

context on campus. Narratives were gathered for this study through semi-structured 

interviews with asexual students at four-year public PWIs. These interviews have 

revealed unique insights into the experiences of asexual students, and the degree to which 

they feel that their universities support them.  

It is important for institutions to recognize asexual individuals and understand the 

ways to best support these individuals. LGBTQI individuals are known to experience 

various forms of discrimination on college campuses; however, very little is known about 

the degree to which the asexual community can be included in this dominant narrative. 

For this reason, both muted group theory and the minority stress model were utilized to 

guide this study. Muted group theory sought to identify the language surrounding 

asexuality and how it departs from the dominant narrative of what Pryzbylo (2011) terms 

the “sexusociety”. The minority stress model was utilized to help determine the stressors 

that asexual students face on top of the everyday stressors that all people endure. This 
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theoretical model looked to identify how institutions of higher education could be 

contributing to creating stressors unique to asexual individuals.  

Context of Study 

This study investigated the experiences of asexual students at four-year public 

PWIs of higher education within the United States. Because current statistics show that 

asexuality is a small population, four-year public PWIs were chosen, hoping to capture a 

subset of larger schools than private institutions, Historically Black colleges and 

universities (HBCUs), tribal colleges and universities, women’s colleges, and minority 

serving institutions (MSIs). With the asexual student population being a new population 

of study, the nature of state-funded institutions typically requires regulations surrounding 

diversity policies makes it more likely for these institutions to incorporate inclusive 

policies, and have the funding to create resources, provide support programs, and have 

staff dedicated to disenfranchised students.  

Data Sources 

Prior to beginning recruitment for this study, approval was gained from the 

Institutional Review Board. The data sources for this study are interviews that were 

conducted with asexual students at eligible four-year public PWIs. These individuals 

were recruited in three ways. The first way that individuals were recruited was through a 

flier that was created with a call for participants, a picture of the asexual flag, and contact 

information for the researcher. This flier was distributed in digital format in a few 

different ways. First, the researcher is currently an employee at a four-year public PWIs. 

The researcher shared it on their personal social media pages and allowed public sharing 
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permissions so that friends and colleagues at other institutions could share the flier on 

their own pages or pass it along to individuals who may be interested in participating. 

Along with this, the researcher was able to share the flier on both the Office of 

LGBTQIA and Gender and Sexuality Association social media pages at their institution. 

The researcher was working with AVEN to share the flier on their social media sites, but 

the approval process did not fit the timeline of the research project. The second way that 

the individuals were recruited was through physical fliers that were posted at the 

researcher's institution. The researcher worked with the Office of LGBTQIA to hang 

fliers in different academic buildings around campus. The last way that individuals were 

recruited for this study which was revealed in the interview was through word of mouth. 

A couple of participants mentioned that they had only agreed to do the interview because 

someone they trusted had told them about the study.  

Other forms of promotion had been planned, such as reaching out and sharing the 

flier with other institutions, however, the needed number of participants was reached 

before this method of recruitment was necessary. Since there was a limited timespan for 

recruitment and because the asexual population is estimated to be small (Bogaert, 2004; 

Poston & Baulme, 2010), it was determined that five participants would provide 

sufficient data. While conducting interviews, the researcher could see patterns in the data 

and felt that this number of participants had reached a saturation point (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). Regarding interviewing participants, a 60-minute semi-structured interview was 

conducted with questions focused on the experiences and perceptions of asexual students 

about their asexuality and their student experience at their respective institution.  
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The criteria for participation in this study were that the individual had to openly 

identify as asexual and had to be a current student at a four-year public PWI in the United 

States. There was no limitation on gender expression or identity, but the target age group 

was between the ages of 18 to 28.  

Data Collections Method 

As individuals expressed interest in the study, the researcher emailed the 

participants a consent form with information about the study, as well as qualifications 

that needed to be met to participate in this study. Once the researcher received a signed 

consent form from participants through email, the primary researcher would work to set 

up an interview time with the participant. For students at the researcher’s institution, they 

would be provided the option to do an in-person interview. For students at other 

institutions in the United States, they were given the option to do a Skype interview.  

Each interview was recorded with the permission of the participant. After starting 

the recording for each interview, as well as prior to asking any research related questions 

to the participant, the researcher reiterated consent to each participant and made sure they 

understood before proceeding. Each interview was transcribed by the researcher and 

compared to the audio to verify accuracy. Names of participants as well as names of 

individuals mentioned throughout the interviews were removed from the transcripts to 

protect the identity and personally identifiable information of participants. The 

transcription was then sent to the participants to review and validate before being utilized 

as data in this research project. Following the validation of transcript accuracy, all audio 

recordings were destroyed in order to protect the identity of the research participants.  
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The questions that were utilized for this study can be found in Appendix A. The 

questions asked throughout the interviews were built to answer the research questions. 

The first research question was answered when the researcher asked the participants 

about how they found out about asexuality and developed their definition. While 

answering these questions, the researcher also gained context about how being a student 

at an institution of higher education impacted their experiences as an asexual individual. 

The second question was answered when the researcher asked participants about their 

experiences with other LGBTQI individuals on campus while also reflecting on whether 

or not they felt that asexuality was being included within LGBTQI initiatives on campus. 

The last question was answered when the researcher asked the participants to express 

whether they felt their institution recognized and supported their asexual identity. The 

researcher also asked participants to make recommendations for what institutions of 

higher education could be doing that they aren’t already to support asexual individuals.  

Because of the semi-structured nature of the interview, the researcher asked 

several follow up questions to the participants to gain more insight into things that they 

were saying. For example, if a participant mentioned that they had struggled, the 

researcher would ask them what some of the things they struggled with were, how they 

handled that struggle, and how they found support to make it through that struggle. Along 

with this, the researcher provided time at the end of each interview for participants to 

state anything that they felt was relevant to the topic of asexuality that wasn’t currently 

being incorporated into the conversation.  
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Data Analysis 

Interviews with research participants were recorded and transcribed by the 

researcher. To analyze the interview data, the researcher coded the transcripts to find 

common themes guided by both muted group theory and the minority stress model. For 

the purposes of this study, a saturation point was reached because although there was 

some variation in small aspects of the data, common themes were able to be determined.  

Data Management Plan 

 Data has been managed following university policies and research ethics. All 

obtained personal identifiers were separated from any collected data. Contact information 

for participants such as emails and phone numbers were only be utilized for setting up 

interviews and review of transcriptions. Throughout the data collection process, research 

participants were assigned a pseudonym for the purpose of keeping their personal 

identifiers separate from the data. Pseudonyms will be used to refer to collected data, 

while all personally identifiable information on physical documents is being kept in a 

locked location, separate from any collected data. All electronic data is secured in a 

Microsoft office online file with a unique login that must be updated regularly. Once 

participant interviews were transcribed and validated, the audio files were destroyed. Any 

physical documents that have personally identifiable information about research 

participants are in a locked and secure location.  

There are no intentions of publishing any personally identifiable information from 

the participants. Any responses that are quoted within the results are connected to a 

pseudonym. The analysis and coding include the themes that appear in the data. The 
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researcher is the only individual with access to the research data. All physical copies of 

obtained data have been kept in a secured and location when not being utilized for data 

analysis. Data will be securely retained for a minimum of three years, in accordance with 

the Code of Federal Regulations (Protection of Human Subjects, 2009). The process of 

destroying physical documents and paper copies of data will involve shredding the 

documents. Electronic data files will be erased using approved software. 

Trustworthiness and Transferability 

When addressing the trustworthiness of this study, it is important to ensure that it 

addresses issues of transferability, credibility, dependability, and confirmability (Perez & 

Saenz, 2017). When looking at the credibility of this study, any data that did not align 

with the original themes was addressed and explored to ensure that all sides were 

considered (Perez & Saenz, 2017). In an effort to aid in the transferability of the study, 

detailed descriptions of the participants will be provided, as well as their experiences 

surrounding the situation being studied (Perez & Saenz, 2017). By providing detailed 

descriptions of participants, future researchers can determine what level of the outcomes 

can be generalizable to their current situation. To address the dependability and 

confirmability of this study, it has been important for the primary researcher to remain 

objective to ensure that personal biases did not interfere with the results of the study 

(Perez & Saenz, 2017). 

Positionality/Research Bias 

I, as the researcher openly identify as an asexual individual, which may bias this 

research towards my views on asexuality and my experiences as an asexual student. 
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Along with this, I have only been a student at four-year public PWIs and may have a pre-

conceived idea of what the experience of being an asexual student at a four-year public 

PWI may be like.  

Limitations 

Conducting this study encountered a series of limitations. Because this study is 

focusing on the experiences of asexual students at four-year public PWIs, the findings 

may not be applicable to other types of institutions such as private institutions, 

community colleges, Historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), tribal 

colleges and universities, women’s colleges, and minority serving institutions. Because 

one of the requirements for participation is the self-identification with the term 

‘asexuality’, this study may be excluding the experiences of individuals who are asexual 

but are not aware of the term or do not choose to identify with the label. Along with this, 

because of the short amount of time that the researcher had with participants, they may 

not have been able to establish a close relationship which could have led to more detailed 

accounts of the participants’ experiences. Through conducting a small, qualitative study, 

the results may not be generalizable to all asexual students.  

Summary 

This chapter has outlined the methodology used within this research study. This 

study has been guided by a constructivist paradigm, and narrative research will be used in 

Chapter IV to frame the analysis of the findings. Data was collected for this study 

through semi-structured interviews of asexual students within four-year public 

predominantly White institutions (PWIs). The data was transcribed and verified by 
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participants and has been coded utilizing muted group theory and the minority stress 

model. This chapter worked to address limitations, researcher positionality, as well as 

transferability and trustworthiness of the research study. Chapter IV will expound upon 

the findings of the research. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Overall, this research study looked at the experiences of five students from three 

different four-year public predominantly White institutions (PWIs) in the United States. 

In order to aid in the transferability of these findings, detailed descriptions of the 

institutions involved, as well as the participants will be provided to allow future research 

to assess generalizability. After these descriptions have been provided, the findings will 

be assessed utilizing the theoretical framework of the study, and then will proceed to 

emergent themes and recommendations from the participants. These findings will provide 

insight into the experiences of asexual individuals, as people and as students.  

Institutional Profile 

The first institution termed Institution SW is a large public research institution in 

the Southwest region of the United States. This institution has a 4.5 out of 5-star rating on 

the Campus Pride Index Scale assessing inclusivity for sexual minority individuals and is 

located in a medium city with between 100,000 to 500,000 people (Campus Pride Index, 

n.d.). This institution has an office that specifically works to focus on the needs of sexual 

minority individuals that is named ‘The Office of LGBTQIA’.  

The second institution termed Institution MW1 is a large public research 

institution in the Midwest region of the United States. This institution has a 4 out of 5-

star rating on the Campus Pride Index Scale assessing inclusivity for sexual minority 

individuals and is located in a small city with between 25,000 to 100,000 people (Campus 

Pride Index, n.d.). This institution has an office that specifically works to focus on the 
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needs of sexual minority individuals that is named ‘Gender and Sexuality Resource 

Center’. 

The third institution termed Institution MW2 is a public institution in the 

Midwest region of the United States. This institution has a 3.5 out of 5-star rating on the 

Campus Pride Index Scale assessing inclusivity for sexual minority individuals and is 

located in a small city with between 25,000 to 100,000 people (Campus Pride Index, 

n.d.). This institution has an office that specifically works to focus on the needs of sexual 

minority individuals that is named ‘Gender and Sexuality Services’. 

Student Profile 

There were five participants in this study who had a wide variety of backgrounds. 

Non-gendered pseudonyms and pronouns will be utilized within this discussion to protect 

the identities of the individuals who participated in this research study. This section will 

give background on which institution each participant is from, basic information about 

their background as a student, their involvement or familiarity with the LGBTQI 

community on their campus, and details about how each participant identifies within the 

scope of asexuality. 

Student 1 is a third-year student at Institution MW1. Student 1 identifies as gray 

A, meaning that they feel sexual attraction “once in a blue moon” but most of the time 

other people feel it more than student 1 does. Student 1 described feeling sexually driven 

every once in a while, but most of the time not feeling into it. Student 1 is not heavily 

involved in the LGBTQI community on their campus but did stumble across the Gender 

and Sexuality Resource Center once on the way to class and is aware of its existence. 
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Student 1 is aware that there are safe spaces on their campus but mentioned not knowing 

a lot about resources specifically geared towards asexual students.  

Student 2 is a graduate student at Institution SW. Student 2 identifies as 

demisexual heteroromatic which they describe as only having “sexual attraction to people 

you have a strong emotional attachment to um and that could be close friends or romantic 

relationships”. For student 2, they mentioned that this applies “exclusively to the opposite 

sex”. Student 2 mentioned that their comfortability discussing or thinking about sex 

fluctuates and they would describe themselves “in between sex favorable and sex 

indifferent” but they also mentioned there are some specific circumstances that can make 

them feel “very sex repulsed”. Student 2 is involved in activities at the university related 

to their major, but also has a pretty good familiarity with the LGBTQI community on 

campus and has worked with the Office of LGBTQIA on a project before.  

Student 3 is a fifth-year undergraduate student at Institution MW2. Student 3 

started their journey into asexuality by identifying as demisexual or gray A for about a 

year before finally deciding that they identify as asexual. Student 3 identified themselves 

as “pretty sex positive” and talked about how they are comfortable discussing the topic 

and oftentimes friends will go to student 3 as a resource to learn about asexuality. Student 

3 identifies as heteroromantic, potentially a little biromantic, but mentioned that is not 

something that they have had the opportunity to explore since they have been in a 

heteroromantic relationship for almost three years. Student 3 is heavily involved on their 

campus but is not specifically involved with the LGBTQI community because their other 

commitments do not allow time for further involvement. However, student 3 is aware of 
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what resources exist on their campus for LGTBQI students and discussed how they have 

engaged with asexuality largely through social media.  

Student 4 is a graduate student at Institution SW. Student 4 identified them self 

as asexual and mentioned that they may potentially be biromantic but have not been with 

anyone, so they are unsure. Student 4 mentioned several times that they are constantly 

surrounded by people that are obsessed with sex and but for them it has not been a 

priority. Student 4 described that they think asexuality may be genetic for them, 

mentioning having relatives and their sibling that are or were asexual. Student 4 

mentioned that they are comfortable with sex, especially because it is such a large part of 

the mainstream media. They mentioned that the concept of sex does not scare them but 

mentioned that “it’s just like it’s there” and it is not a priority for them. Student 4 is not 

very involved with the LGBTQI community on their campus and mentioned not knowing 

a lot of other asexual people, or whether or not there were other asexual individuals on 

campus or in the surrounding community. 

Student 5 is an undergraduate student at Institution SW. Student 5 is gender non-

binary and identifies as asexual and aromantic. They mentioned that they have not 

identified this way for very long, and they are still trying to process through where they 

fit within the LGBTQI community. Student 5 talked about being sex repulsed and talked 

about how “the repulsion is not so much in the moment as it is the idea of it or the idea of 

ever doing it in the future, the idea of ever doing it in the past”. Student 5 talked about 

being involved with asexuality through online mediums such as the Asexuality Visibility 

and Education Network (AVEN) forums, but also mentioned that they have attended 
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events put on by the Office of LGBTQIA and have begun to feel comfortable reaching 

out and trying to connect with other individuals in the LGBTQI community.  

For the purposes of this study, as well as future studies, it is important to 

understand the context of each participant. Each participant brings a different experience 

of asexuality to this research study, which has impacted their understanding of asexuality, 

but also illustrates the array of heterogeneous experiences that can exist under the 

umbrella term of asexuality.  

Muted Group Theory 

To briefly review muted group theory, it is important to remember that this theory 

focuses on the power imbedded within language, and how the dominant discourse can 

work to suppress or ‘mute’ groups that are not considered to be a part of the dominant 

cultural narrative (Arender 1975; Ardener, 2005; Kramarae, 2005; Turner, 1992). Within 

this study, it became very apparent that asexuality is not considered to be a part of the 

dominant cultural narrative about sexuality, and there are various ways that the dominant 

cultural narrative works to mute the experiences of asexual individuals. The following 

sections will begin by looking at some of the ways that sexuality is given power within 

society and then explore some of the different ways that asexual individuals are muted 

through denial and minimization. 

Power 

Power works to suppress groups that are not in the dominant cultural narrative 

(Kramarae, 2005). In Chapter II it was discussed how society privileges sexual 

relationships over non-sexual relationship (Gupta, 2017). Throughout this research study, 
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participants alluded to a lot of the ways that they have experienced the power of sexual 

relationships that have made them feel different, or incomplete. Student 1 talked about 

their experiences growing up surrounded by this narrative of power and how it made 

them feel:  

I’ve kind of always like questioned it. Cus like, just like, I mean in every soci- 

like in every day society it seems like, sex is always very out there and like in just 

normal conversation like growing up like it usually comes up and like people like 

tell all you stories and share all their experiences and like like how they feel 

towards each other like different stuff like that. But like, I’ve always like kind of 

found like, that I like lacked in that. Like I never like really had like, as like, as 

motivated feelings as like everyone else does or like as felt as high like, as 

sexually driven as most people 

Student 2 talked about how early on they began to feel that they were asexual and 

how the power of the dominant cultural narrative about sex in society prevented them 

from being able to fully realize their demisexual identity:  

I knew I was asexual but there's like that, like that first flag where it's like, like 

you know you're different from everyone else but like you don't know your- you 

don’t have- you don't put the identity to it until much later, you- and that- that’s 

what I was- uh, yeah I knew I was different when I was in 6th grade but I kind of 

just like, it was just kind of in the back of my mind and it wasn't until my first 

semester of college that I found out I was I was demisexual 
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Student 2 also discussed how some of the ways that they knew that they were 

different from other growing up started when they looked at the opposite sex differently 

than their friends and to them sex was not a priority. It was something they may want to 

try one day but it was not something they were actively wanting to do.  

Student 3 discussed feeling like sex was an inside joke that they just didn’t quite 

get but had to pretend that they did so that they could fit in and they discussed how 

different forms of mainstream media can make asexual individuals feel like they don’t 

belong and that society wasn’t made for them. They said: 

I know about Marketing in general and like sex sells things and when you're not 

really interested in that it feels like a lot of the times the advertisements were 

made not for you, which is like- oh I don’t like- ‘this product isn't for you because 

you don't want the sex that's selling it’ and it's like okay 

This narrative piece illustrates the power that sex is given within marketing and 

how it communicates the dominant cultural narrative of sexual relationships as normal. 

When student 3 talks about how this can make asexuals feel like products are not made 

for them, this shows that not all relationships are given equal value within marketing, 

which communicates a message that not all relationships are as valued within society.  

Student 4 talked about how the dominant narrative of sexual relationships has 

been communicated to them through their family and friends growing up, and how for a 

while they didn’t realize that there was any other possibility. Student 4 said: 

Ever since I was young, um people have always asked me well, who’s- ‘who do 

you have a crush on?’ Like who do you want to be with? and um, I never was 
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attracted to anybody as a kid, but I thought you had to be for some reason, so I 

would just throw out names of people I like generally as a friend. So, I'd be like 

‘oh I like this guy’ and I really had no romantic feelings, nor would I seek it with 

them at all, but I just said that because my friends were saying it. So, I’m just like 

‘oh you know’, and then when I realized you didn't have to marry somebody 

someday, and that you don't have to commit yourself to a person and have 

children, I’m like ‘woah okay great I'm not gonna’ and it was actually kind of 

great coming to that realization 

Muted group theory discusses how within the dominant cultural narrative, not all 

voices are represented, because not all voices have a hand in crafting the communication 

within society (Arender 1975; Ardener, 2005; Kramarae, 2005; Turner, 1992). Student 

4’s narrative piece shows that the dominant cultural narrative communicated to them as a 

child did not represent the diversity of possibilities for different types of relationships, 

and the power is given to the dominant, sexual narrative. For so long, student 4 didn’t 

realize that there were other options because those options are not given a voice within 

our society’s communication.  

Student 5 talked about how although they have always known that they were 

repulsed by sex, the way that asexuality was perceived changed as they got older, and 

potentially will change as they further depart from dominant cultural narratives: 

I came from a very, very Catholic background, so my family thought that was a 

good thing that I was repulsed by sex. They were like ‘oh you're such a good 

Christian.’ So, I was basically taught ‘oh pat-on-the-back this means I’m being a 

good Christian.’ So, I was taught that it was normal, and then suddenly I got older 
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and then I wasn't wanting to date any boys and my dad was like but, but- and I’m 

like ‘you just told me this was good’ and so I had a bit of identity crisis when I 

realized that this isn’t because I'm being good. Because being good implies a 

struggle- there wasn't a struggle for me. So, even now my mom's like ‘oh yeah 

God just blessed you that way. He just blessed you without the temptation.’ But 

I'm just like, and yet on the other hand she's saying, ‘well one day I want 

grandkids.’ She doesn't- she wants one side but not the other side of the coin. 

This narrative displays how although student 5’s parents were okay with their sex 

repulsion when they were younger, it is the belief within society that humans are 

inherently sexual (Robbins, Low, & Query 2016). Although student 5 aligned with the 

dominant cultural narrative within their religion that values not engaging in sexual 

activity until after marriage, it is still an expectation that one day they would be in a 

sexual relationship whether that was to procreate or to attract a life partner.  

As has been mentioned, the current dominant cultural narrative communicates 

sexual relationships as the normal relationships. Asexuality is currently not incorporated 

into cultural dialogues and remains widely unacknowledged (Bulmer & Izuma, 2017). 

Because of the lack of power that asexuals have in cultural conversations, asexual 

individuals may not always have the power to explain what they are going through in a 

way that other people would understand. Student 1 mentioned not being able to talk to 

their partner about being uncomfortable with sexual activity because they were worried 

their partner wouldn’t listen or respect what they were saying. Student 1 also talked about 

how they knew their partner wanted more, and although they didn’t want more, they may 

be obligated to do it to make their partner happy. 
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 Student 5 described a time during their freshman year where they didn’t have the 

knowledge or understanding to explain to a professor what they were going through and 

because of that their grades suffered: 

My freshman year before I realized I was Ace, I had this class- it was hard-boiled 

crime fiction, which was really cool but there was this one book- and I remember 

it was the one with the uh, Black Swan murder- not Black Swan, not black swan, 

black something like that- oh Black Dahlia. That one. That murder. And you know 

I could deal with gore and stuff like I've- I mean I’ve watched and read some like 

pretty, more gory stuff cus like, I like to analyze different literature techniques. I 

can handle the gore. What I couldn't handle was the sexual content of them 

sexualizing this girl and it was just so graphic it got to the point where I couldn't 

finish the book, and then I had to explain this to the teacher. ‘I didn't finish the 

book.’ And he was like ‘But why?’, and he thought it was like a moral issue that it 

was so uncomfy morally that I couldn't finish it, and that he was like ‘You need to 

challenge yourself with being able to read this grisly content.’ But I’m like- I 

couldn’t. I didn't have the language then to explain to them, but I can't. So I had to 

sacrifice that grade for the sake of my own comfort in my identity and what- well 

it wasn’t even my identity at that point, but just for me to feel like I wasn't being 

forced to do something that made me so uncomfortable that I couldn't stand it. 

This narrative, as well as the example from student 1 are examples of times where 

the participants mentioned that they have felt uncomfortable because they didn’t have the 

power to defend their asexuality in a way that other people would understand. Student 3 

mentioned hearing about a lot of other harmful consequences that asexual individuals 
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may face due to a lack of power such as corrective rape and pressure sexual assault. 

Student 3 also mentioned just not having the terminology to tie to the experiences. They 

mentioned:  

I remember seeing at one point like a text post of someone who was like I just 

came out to my mom as Ace and her face lit up because she was like ‘That sounds 

like me too.’ and like that makes me really sad to like think about people who like 

went their whole lives without having a, a word for how they felt, or you know, 

know who they are 

All of these different examples illustrate how language carries power within our 

society, and when an identity, such as asexuality, is not considered a part of the dominant 

cultural narrative, it can actively work to exclude those individuals in detrimental and 

even harmful ways.  

Muted 

When power works to exclude individuals and groups that are not considered to 

be a part of the dominant cultural narrative, those groups are considered to be ‘muted’ 

(Arender 1975; Ardener, 2005; Kramarae, 2005; Turner, 1992). Ardener (1975) discusses 

how dominant groups work to maintain power by establishing systems of communication 

that reinforce their dominant viewpoints. This power is reinforced through social ritual, 

harassment, and ridicule (Turner, 1992). This was something that within the research was 

prevalent in three ways; Through denial of asexuality as a sexual orientation or denial of 

the validity of an asexual person’s feelings, through harassment, as well as through 

minimization of asexual experiences.  
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Denial. A common response that 3 out of 5 of the participants mentioned 

experiencing when sharing their asexual identity, or bringing it up in conversation, was 

denial. Participants mentioned a variety of responses to their asexuality such as 

individuals trying to convince them that they are not asexual or trying to explain away 

their asexuality. Student 1 mentioned that after trying to share with their mom that they 

were asexual, they were told that they were too young to understand. Student 4 talked 

about how when trying to explain their asexuality to their parents, they combatted it by 

saying that one day they would understand, and that they were just “late bloomers” in 

their family. Student 4 also mentioned several times that people had tried to convince 

them that they were not asexual. 

Student 3 shared an example of how when they had attempted to share their 

demisexuality with people, people had a harder time accepting demisexuality than they 

did when student 3 came out as asexual. Student 3 said: 

I have a very good friend who's also a co-worker who when I first was kind of 

starting on this whole journey thing, when I told her about demisexuality, she's like 

‘that sounds fake.’ And I was like ‘well it's a real thing.’ And she's like ‘well I feel 

like a lot of people are like that.’ And I was like ‘well they probably are.’ And I 

think she was kinda like saying ‘oh that's not like a real label because other people, 

like a lot of people feel like that.’ And I was like ‘Maybe people just don't know 

that there's a label for it, you know what I mean.’ So, I did get some invalidation 

and that was actually happened more on like the Demi, kinda gray side of things. 

Cus I don't think people understood how it could be like ‘oh sometimes you feel it, 

but sometimes you don't’, like they didn't get that necessarily. Whereas when I just 
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started telling people I was like ‘Nope, I’m Ace. I just, I'm not really interested in 

it.’ And they were like ‘oh okay’ and they just kind of were more accepting. 

Denial is something that works to erase asexual individuals by telling them that 

their experiences are not real or are not valid. Denial is one form of muting the experiences 

of asexual individuals and placing them in a subordinate position to the dominant sexual 

narrative of our society.  

Harassment. Another form of muting that occurs for asexual individuals is 

harassment. Harassment creates negative stigma around asexuality that often in the context 

of this research has stemmed from a lack of understanding. Student 5 mentions an example 

from their own past where in grade-school, one of their classmates was calling another 

classmate asexual. Because student 5 didn’t quite understand what that meant, they called 

their classmate out saying, “Why are you calling her an amoeba?”.  

Student 1 talked about how after breaking up with their partner, they were trying to 

explain that one of the reasons they had done so was because they had struggled with the 

sexual intimacy because they were asexual. Student 1 mentioned that their mom had 

responded by saying “well like, I don't understand. Like what does that mean? Like, like 

what- like, what I have like two daughters and like a worm child. Like that doesn’t really 

make any sense.” Student 1 talked about how they hadn’t taken this comment personally, 

but they did feel like it came from a lack of education.  

Another example Student 1 gave and described that they felt that it was from a lack 

of education was when student 1 said”  



Texas Tech University, Courtney Savage, May 2019 
 

   
 

80 

I remember freshman year um we were kind of like jokingly talking about it. Like, 

um, the group of people I lived with, and like we all hung out and stuff and someone 

brought up asexuality and like, people like, they were like ‘Oh well like I don't 

understand that. Like, how can you reproduce? Like do you just like, like split in 

half like a worm or something.’ Like I'm just like ‘No I don't think so, but okay.’ 

Student 4 talked about a negative experience they had after sharing their identity 

with someone who was making them uncomfortable: 

Other guys for example that’ll flirt with me- and they tend to be not the highest-

quality guys. Um they- one of them for example, and I was very sick during the 

time so I'm just like ‘I'm not dressing up, I don't care.’ Um one of them would, he 

would, he was like clawing to get my phone number, telling me how romantic he 

was, and I was just like ‘You know, I'm asexual. I'm not really attracted to 

anybody.’ And he's just like ‘Well you don't need to worry because you're ugly.’ 

These examples show the muted status of asexual individuals can create 

misconceptions that can lead to hurtful and harmful comments from people who do not 

know about or understand asexuality.  

Minimization. One of the other forms of muting that occurs for asexual 

individuals is the minimization of their experiences or their identity. This minimization 

can come in different forms and for the participants that shared experiences of being 

minimized, they each experienced it differently. Student 2 mentioned that the worst that 

they had experienced was just that people did not know what asexuality was. Student 4 

talked about how when people aren’t trying to convince them that they are not asexual, 
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they are trying to make a case that student 4 has not tried sex and they would just need to 

“sleep with somebody” to understand, which student 4 was quick to point out that “that’s 

not how it works.” 

Student 1 explained how they have struggled with and continue to struggle with 

people understanding and accepting their asexuality. Student 1 also described a pressure 

from friends to try sex but talked about why they do not feel that that would help. Student 

1 said: 

 Every once in a while, like when I first started like addressing it, and like kinda 

like coming out, um, I like said that I was a gray A. So then, they like all kind of 

like started going like ‘oh well maybe you should just like experience sex’ cus 

like- cus I'm still a virgin. So, they were like ‘well maybe you should just try it. 

Like just, like try it. Like who knows. Like maybe you'll like it. Like you, you 

might not be asexual. Like it's just something you have to like do, you have to 

feel.’ And it's just like well how can like you do it if like- like, it would kind of be 

more painful for me, you know. So, it's like they just kind were like not as 

understanding, but like they were trying to understand. And like now, like we still 

kinda talk about, and they still kinda like want me to like go and experience sex, 

but I don’t know if like I want to or like if I will ever. 

These examples illustrate how minimization not only mutes asexual individuals, 

but it also works to erase their experiences and tell them that they are not valid.  
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Minority Stress Model 

The minority stress model focuses on the stressful experiences that members of 

marginalized, or minority groups face as a result of their minoritized position within 

social settings (Meyer, 2003). Three common characteristics of minority stress are that it 

is unique, meaning that it is something that is experienced on top of common stressors for 

all individuals, chronic, meaning that it is related to social and cultural structures, and 

that it is socially based, meaning that it comes from the social environment and not the 

individual (Meyer, 2003). Within this research, there is evidence that asexual individuals 

experience minority stress in social situations, which can have harmful impacts on these 

individuals.  

Unique 

The first aspect of the minority stress model involves additional stressors that are 

imposed upon a minority group, based on their social status. These are additional 

stressors that minority groups face, on top of the day-to-day stressors that everyone 

experiences (Meyer, 2003). As a minoritized group that is not incorporated or widely 

discussed, student 1 mentioned that “asexuality is kind of looked at as like alien”. This 

lack of understanding, paired with the lack of power that asexual individuals have can 

lead asexual individuals into situations where they feel uncomfortable, but also powerless 

to say or do anything to change it. An example of this that student 2 talks about is when 

their friends will make hypothetical situations where they are talking about sex and they 

use student 2 as the subject of that conversation. Student 2 talked about how this kind of 

hypothesizing or fantasizing can make them feel very uncomfortable and sex repulsed.  
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Student 4 shares a different experience where when they challenge themselves to 

even think about having a sexual relationship, it can make them feel uncomfortable, or 

stressed out. They said: 

I don't think I can imagine, ever imagine having um sex with a guy or like 

everyday sex with any human being. Um, I think that sounds like a nightmare and 

I’d be catering to something. That they're not looking at me as a human being, 

they’re looking at me like for like my body, or my vagina or whatever. 

Another situation that may cause stress for minority groups is attempting to 

conform to the dominant groups. Student 2 talked about their experience trying to fit in and 

join in the conversations their friends were having around sex, and how even just some of 

the words related to sex made them feel uncomfortable. Student 2 said: 

The word hot for instance was a very disgusting word to me and I could never 

understand like- every, every time I would say it, it would it would come out as 

very forced. Cus when I would say it, I would say it to kind of fit in and stuff like 

that. 

The examples provided so far have touched on some of the unique stressors that 

can arise for asexual individuals when they attempt to cater to the dominant narrative and 

“fit in”. However, regardless of how hard they try, the dominant cultural practices create 

unique stressors that make asexual individuals feel broken and/or isolated. 

Broken. One of the unique stressors that asexual individuals face is feeling 

different, abnormal, or broken. All five participants discussed feeling different, which 

was something that prompted many of them to either do research or allowed them to 
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relate to asexuality once they found it. Student 1 talked about how they felt by saying “I 

just feel like sometimes like I'm just not normal or like I just don't have someone to go to 

who can like kind of like guide me through or like help me figure things out or something 

like that.” This feeling can create stress for individuals who feel that they can’t connect to 

others or feel like they are the only one who is this way.  

Asexuality is a community that exists online, which is a place where student 5 

often engages with other asexual individuals but has also noticed that asexuality is also 

criticized and ridiculed. Student 5 said: 

I saw this Tumblr post once that was really cool. It said- it was talking- it was 

trying to um- it was counteracting an argument that someone had said that ‘oh 

yeah asexual is just a term that Tumblr made up’ and it said like ‘yes I started 

identif-’ and this person responded ‘Yes I started identifying as Ace because I 

found it on Tumblr, but that's because before then I was identifying as broken.’ 

Although asexuality lacks a clear definition, the label itself can provide comfort to 

individuals to know that they are not alone. 

Isolation. A stressor that participants mentioned makes being asexual difficult is 

that asexuality can be isolating. Student 1 and student 4 talked about how it is very 

difficult to find other individuals who identify as asexual and that people who do not 

identify as asexual do not understand what they are going through. Student 5 talked about 

how it can be great to have allies but connecting with other asexual individuals online has 

been more helpful because they can connect with people who understand what they are 

going through. Student 3 talks about how difficult and isolating it can be when they said: 
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Asexuality in and of itself like I said before- it kind of feels like you're not in on 

an inside joke that everyone else is, so you kind of like feel alone and isolated and 

like not quite sure what this whole like sexuality thing is about. 

Student 2 and student 4 talked about how they are unsure if there are other 

asexual individuals in their surrounding communities. This feeling of isolation can further 

marginalize asexual individuals because it can deprive them of the ability to feel 

validated in their identity and connect with other people who know what they are going 

through.  

Chronic 

Another aspect of the minority stress model is that stressors are related to social 

and cultural structures in society (Meyer, 2003). Student 3 hit on this when talking about 

how oftentimes, things are marketed and sold using sex, and how as an asexual person, it 

can feel like a lot of things aren’t made for you since you don’t want the sex that is 

selling it. Student 5 talked about how culture can really work to create an environment 

that holds sexual relationships over all other types of relationships. They said: 

I feel like that's the main thing in our society, especially since um romantic 

relationships uh in this society are kind of held over platonic relationships, they're 

like ‘Oh yeah you can have all the friends in the world but if you're single people 

think of you as sad.’ That like ‘Oh no it's okay you'll find one eventually’, as if it's 

a requirement for happiness and there's- you know media also pushes this as well 

with rom-coms and all this other kind of stuff you know always has to end- if 

there's two characters in a movie that's not even supposed to be romantic you 
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know they're going to end up kissing at the end. You know it never ends with like 

a high-five or a fist-bump. 

This discounting of non-sexual relationships can create stressors for asexual 

individuals by making them feel that they aren’t normal since they do not see themselves 

being represented within media and the cultural dialogue makes them feel ashamed for 

being who they are. Student 4 also discussed the constant presence of sexual relationships 

by talking about how all the people around them always want to talk about their 

relationships and aren’t always open to talking about things that student 4 is interested in. 

This constant presence of sexual relationships and their reinforcement throughout various 

different aspects of society make the minority stressors that asexual individuals feel 

qualify as chronic. 

Socially Based 

The last aspect of the minority stress model is that the stressors imposed upon the 

minority group stem from the social environment surrounding an individual, not from the 

individual themselves (Meyer, 2003). There have been various examples of this 

throughout the research, but one of the biggest socially based reasons why asexual 

individuals are considered minorities has to do with the lack of education and dialogue 

around asexuality. The dominant cultural narrative enforces common beliefs that humans 

are inherently sexual (Gupta, 2017) and since that is what people know, that is what they 

work to reinforce, and that is why the challenge that asexuality imposes on the dominant 

narrative can be met with defensive responses.  
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An example of this socially based reinforcement came from student 4 who 

mentioned being given a hard time by their parent when they didn’t dress up before 

leaving the house. Student 4 said: 

My mom would be like go back, you didn't put on enough makeup today and all 

that. And I’m like ‘I don't understand’, and they’re like ‘if you don't dress up now, 

you're going to regret it. You're going to regret it, and you should really try to find 

somebody. 

This narrative is an example of a socially based reinforcement of the dominant 

cultural narrative that encourages sexual relationships. This narrative encourages people to 

look their best to try and attract someone to be with. This reinforcement of the status quo 

can make asexual individuals feel inadequate or uncomfortable for not seeking that 

relationship, or not making sexual relationships a priority. Along with this, a lot of times, 

people may not have the understanding of asexuality which, as was illustrated, can lead to 

denial, harassment, and minimization. Student 2 mentioned that in order to successfully 

navigate social situations without being invalidated “you kind of have to be an expert on 

your own sexuality to kind of- which is something that other sexualities don’t have to deal 

with.” 

Lack 

Up to this point in the findings, it is apparent that asexuality is a minority identity 

and is treated as subordinate to sexual relationships in social situations and in various 

aspects of society. But what causes this ‘mutedness’, or subordination? One of the 

emergent themes in the research pointed to a lack in several areas. Asexuality lacks a 
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wealth of credible information, a sense of understanding amongst non-asexual 

individuals, and consistency amongst the asexual community. The different aspects of 

this emergent theme will be explored in the following sections.  

Credible Information 

A pattern that arose within the literature was the lack of credible information that 

asexual individuals have access to. As was discussed in Chapter II, asexuality is a largely 

online community, and while there has been research conducted on the topic, a lot of the 

research has been published in journals that require fees to gain access to. Of the five 

students that participated in this study, only student 2 mentioned getting information from 

research and peer-reviewed literature.  

Student 1 discussed googling asexuality and trying to find credible information, 

but in the end found mostly blogs and forums. Student 1 mentioned that when trying to 

find credible information on asexuality “I think it seemed more difficult than easy 

because like I don’t think this is part of the LGBT community that’s like discussed like 

the most often of times.” Student 1 talked about how:  

Just doing my little bit of research there wasn't a lot of stuff like to come across. 

There was probably only like a couple articles, a couple blogs, couple chat rooms, 

like stuff like that. So, I think like there definitely does need to be more research 

done so other people who are curious like whether they want to just learn more or 

like identify or whatever um they have more like information and stuff to go off 

of. 
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Student 3 mentioned doing a lot of research through the Asexuality Visibility and 

Education Network (AVEN) and through social media sites such as Tumblr and Twitter. 

Student 3 mentioned that on Twitter there are different hashtags that asexuals might use to 

connect, referencing a recent one that was titled #ThisIsWhatAsexualLooksLike. Student 

3 talked about how social media was an in for them into the asexual community but has 

also been a place where they have gained access to helpful resources and information. 

Student 3 mentioned finding a Tumblr post that had a list of links to asexuality resources. 

Student 3 had also mentioned sharing photos related to asexuality and connecting with 

other asexual individuals through social media. Student 4 also mentioned discovering 

asexuality through social media, specifically through a Tumblr post.  

While social media, and online resources such as AVEN and blogs are great for 

people to share their stories and connect, these sites cannot guarantee that the information 

that they contain is correct. This creates an access issue not only for individuals looking to 

potentially understand an asexual identity, but also to further develop asexuality as a field 

of study. This could also be a reason why asexuality has not been widely discussed within 

society.  

(Mis)Understanding 

Another pattern that arose within the literature was a lack of education around and 

understanding about the topic of asexuality. Because of this lack of understanding, there 

are a lot of misconceptions about asexuality that can be harmful to asexual individuals. 

Student 5 recalled growing up as an asexual, and not understanding that people felt things 

differently than student 5 did. Student 5 discusses how for the longest time, they thought 
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that having sex was a choice that people made, and not a feeling that they had, and had a 

lack of understanding about why. Student 5 said:  

I was like ‘Why are people just going around like having sex when it's so 

dangerous? Like that's such a weird choice.’ I thought it was completely a choice 

and it was really, really easily avoidable. I was like ‘Why do people say it's 

difficult?’ I didn't understand. And then I was like ‘Wait this is real it's just not 

something I experience. So, it was about a year-and-a-half ago or so that I finally 

started kind of delving into the research of realizing what asexual is and what this 

means for me and stuff like that. 

Because there is a lack of understanding and discussion around asexuality, student 

5 did not have access to the resources to understand asexuality or realize that it was 

another option for a long period of time. Unfortunately, to this day there are a lot of 

people that do not have an understanding of what asexuality is and this can lead to a lot of 

misconceptions. Student five talked about a misconception they came across: 

I’ve heard a lot that oh that, that's a sexual variant just like sadomasochism is a 

sexual variant, like they’re two opposite sides of the spectrum, and I'm like ‘that's 

not how it works.’ I mean I can see where you're coming from, but it's about 

attraction not what you do during sex.  

Student 2 discussed their experiences with a common misconception about 

asexuality. They said: 

Asexuality has a lot of misconceptions and a lot- the most common one I see is that 

asexuals don't date, which they do. Um and so, I have to kind of constantly correct 
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that a lot. Um and so like yeah, I’ve never been in a relationship before and that's 

part mostly because of social anxiety, but also due to the fact that it's just like um I 

always get the sense that it's just like people like just assume I'm not interested and 

therefore just kind of, there’s not really that kind of  camaraderie in that sense. 

This same sentiment was echoed by student 4 who mentioned that not only do 

people believe this, but this misconception can also often times be paired with a lack of 

understanding about how a relationship would work without sex, since for some people 

that is an essential element of their relationships. Student 4, however, mentioned that they 

personally would still like to potentially explore having a meaningful relationship with 

someone someday, but that a lot of times when people are talking to them, there is a 

pressure to have sex. Student 4 also mentioned that in a conversation with someone they 

had mentioned that they couldn’t imagine how a relationship without sex would work and 

for them that would be the end of a relationship.  

To alleviate some of these misunderstandings, student 1 and student 3 had good 

examples to provide of healthy asexual relationships. Student 1 talked about how their boss 

was dating an asexual person, and through a lot of conversation and healthy dialogue, they 

were able to gain a mutual understanding of what the other was comfortable with and 

develop relationship habits that were satisfying to both of them. Student 3 discussed their 

own asexual relationship with their partner and talked about how their partner was very 

respectful of their boundaries and would always check in to see how student 3 was feeling 

and what they were comfortable with.  

Although there is a lack of understanding about asexuality, student 5 talked about 

how it isn’t just the responsibility of asexual individuals, but of anyone who knows about 
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asexuality to be able to step up and work to educate others about it. Every participant 

discussed the importance of addressing misconceptions and trying to help people 

understand asexuality better.  

Consistency 

Another issue that was apparent in the literature explored in Chapter II, as well as 

through the research in this study, is that there is a lack of consistency when it comes to 

asexuality. Student 2 talked about how “the asexual community doesn't really talk about 

it and because of that we kind of get a lot of conflicting definitions on what is asexuality 

and what isn’t”. In this research, there was a variety of experiences that the participants 

brought to the table, but two areas where there was a very obvious lack of consistency 

was in the way that the student define asexuality, and their view on labels related to 

asexuality being incorporated into the LGBTQI community.  

Definitions. One of the areas that lacked consistency, that also lacks consistency 

within the literature on asexuality was the way that students define asexuality. While 

there were some consistent pieces in some of the definitions, no two definitions looked 

exactly alike. The following responses are the answers that each student gave when asked 

the question “How do you define asexuality?” 

Student 1 defined asexuality as follows: 

 In my opinion umm I feel like it’s a person who isn’t as sexually driven or 

like their sex drive isn’t as high as like, I don’t want to say normal people, 

but like, as like it is as a norm in society. And like I feel like not that like 

we’re lacking but like in some areas it’s like you’re not just like into it all 
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the time or umm, I don’t know exactly how to define it, but I’d say like 

your sex drive either isn’t there or it is there some of the time. 

Student 2 defined asexuality as follows: 

I like to describe it as uh little to no sexual attraction to um people. I don't, 

I don’t say exclusively men or women I just say people. Um and uh I say 

little to no, because that kinda just, so I can imply the spectrum of it. Yeah, 

cus you- most people like, most asexuals just kind of accidentally say no 

when they don't kinda consider that just there’s that slight path part of it 

Student 3 defined asexuality as follows: 

To me asexuality is just not feeling sexual attraction to like people, and from 

all the things I've read and all the things I've consumed, I know that there's 

like a huge like whole Spectrum. The base definition for me is just in 

general, does not experience sexual attraction and I know that there's 

different places on the Spectrum where in certain situations or certain 

people um can trigger that, but not always and I don’t know. I know that 

there's like a whole um spectrum and it's different for everyone 

Student 4 defined asexuality as follows: 

When people say asexuality, they think you don't want to be with any 

partners, and you don't wanna have any sex. Now to be honest, like I'm not 

sex repulsed, so if my partner wanted something, as long as it wasn't 

extremely excessive, I may be obliged. But again, it’d have to be very rarely, 

and I don't feel like doing it all the time. Most the time I'm completely turned 
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off, that's just who I am and so it's- I would define asexuality as not being 

sexually - a relationship where you're not sexually attracted to somebody. 

Maybe you're not necessarily attracted to anybody and that's just who you 

are. Um but you're not- like sex isn’t the main part of the relationship. Um 

and that's kind of what I'm looking for and that's why I've avoided most 

relationships because I know sex is a huge part of it, especially if you're 

dating a guy- that's all they can think about and that makes sense again 

biologically because I am a scientist and I just know that there'd be an issue 

with that and I wouldn’t be able to give them what they want and I don't 

really want to perform all the sexual acts that would gratify them and I don't 

want to deal with all that nonsense. And so that's how I define asexuality is 

maybe not being very just obsessed with sex and that's pretty much it, yeah. 

Student 5 defined asexuality as follows: 

I try to keep away from gatekeeping terms, so I try to define it as broadly as 

possible- that anyone that feels comfortable or feels as if they don't 

experience sexuality in the same way as people who just like experience it 

like on site. Like and this includes like demisexuals, demiromantics anyone 

in that Spectrum should be welcome in the Ace Community. Asexual, like 

the base definition is that you don't experience, or don't experience often, 

sexual attraction which is very hard to pin down and define especially for 

those of us who don't experience it. 

Although there is some diversity in the answers, there is a pretty shared 

understanding of a lack of sexual attraction that involves little to no sexual attraction, and 
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most of the students mentioned that there is a spectrum of experiences that fall underneath 

asexual. Student 5’s definition was more specific in what populations could be included, 

but this could also potentially exclude populations such as aromantic asexuals. Student 4 

also mentioned an obsession with sex which wasn’t talked about in any of the other 

definitions. Along with this, none of these definitions talk about the comfortability of 

asexual individuals with talking about sex which can range from sex repulsed to sex 

positive. All of this to say that, there are some shared idea about what constitutes asexuality, 

but even amongst asexual individuals, there is still not an agreed upon, inclusive 

understanding of what all asexuality encompasses.  

Labels. Another area with more inconsistency within asexuality has to do with 

labels. Something that a couple of the students brought up is that the letter A in the 

acronym LGBTQIA sometimes is either shared with or replaced by the term Ally. The 

students had varying opinions about both the letter A in this acronym, as well as the 

acronym LGBTQIA.  

Student 1 did not have a lot of awareness of the full label LGBTQIA and was 

unaware of what the I stood for. Student 1 also mentioned that oftentimes in their 

experience, the I and the A are left off the acronym, and it is just LGBTQ. Student 1 did 

not think that ally and asexual sharing the letter A was an issue because to them, the more 

inclusion in the community seemed better.  

Student 2 talked about not liking the acronym LGBTQIA and said that instead they 

personally prefer the terms queer or sexual minority. Student 2 also favored allies being 

included in the LGBTQIA community and gave an example about why they felt this way. 

Student 2 said:  
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I haven't seen anybody like identify as ally I guess, but I- I'm actually in favor of 

having ally in the initials- like asexual sharing initials with ally, if only because I've 

seen allies gets a lot of marg- get as much marginalization um from the community. 

I remember attending a meeting and I remember this teacher um who is an ally, and 

I remember getting fired from her job because her son was gay and so like that right 

there was just kind of an indicator, it's just like they go through it too even though 

they may not identify as personally as an LGBT person. 

Student 3 had a very different opinion, feeling that asexuality sharing a letter with 

ally was not a good thing, as it could be invalidating to asexual individuals. Student 3 said: 

I also think there needs to be conversation about um the A in LGBTQIA- that it's 

for asexual and not for ally, because allies are welcome but they're not like in the 

acronym you know what I mean? Like it always kind of bothers me and I think it 

was oh what was it, um the Human Rights Campaign like released something uh in 

the fall that it was like the whole acronym and then Ally instead of Ace and I was 

like ooh. It kind of felt like a big slap in the face. 

Student 4 did not have any strong opinions about the label but simply said that it is 

nice to have a label and to feel like they belong in a category.  

Student 5 agreed with student 4 that the label is helpful and talked about how the 

label asexual help people to realize that “it is a thing”. Student 5 also agreed with student 

3 in disagreeing with asexuality sharing the letter A with ally. Student 5 said: 

I think it's very harmful that ally is even in the alphabet soup. I know it's a very, 

very controversial topic um but the way I've seen it kind of on on tumblr is mostly 
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it's just like ‘oh congratulations you're not an asshole’ type thing you know. Like I 

understand that our allies are very important you know my best friend, my main 

support group is an ally; She’s cis and she’s straight. But she helps me a lot through 

all this stuff so I understand they're very important to the community but it's not 

nearly the same as having a community of people that are like you. Like as helpful 

as she is she's- she'll never be quite as helpful to me as the trans friends that I have 

that helped me through my gender experiences, um and the ace people and I talk on 

the internet about our shared experiences. 

Student 5 also talked about how with the controversy over the letter A in 

LGBTQIA, they feel like people are trying to compare it to the feminist movement where 

men can be feminists, but they combatted that by saying “feminist is a platform. LGBT is 

not a platform, it’s an identity, so I feel like there should be a differentiation a little bit 

between like the identity and the platform, like politically and activist-wise.” 

The controversy and lack of consistency when it comes to opinions about the labels 

associated with asexuality and the LGBTQI community can have impacts on asexual 

individuals in a few different ways. When it comes to the controversy over the sharing of 

the letter A, that is something that can make asexual individuals feel either supported, or 

invalidated, and currently both sides of the argument have valid reasons why they feel it 

should or shouldn’t be shard. Along with this, the acronym may not always be inclusive, 

or may not make asexual individuals feel valued within the LGBTQI community, so the 

switch to a different term may aid in them feeling included or hurt that.  
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Campus Climate 

When it comes to the campus climate related to the LGBTQI community, almost 

all participants described their campuses as having pretty good environments. Student 1 

talked about how Institution MW1 is a liberal institution and although they haven’t 

directly experienced the LGBTQI culture on campus, they feel that the campus would be 

very open to the community. Student 2 talked about how the culture at Institution SW 

was very good when it comes to LGBTQI campus climate, and that a lot of this good 

climate is led by some of the great initiatives put on by the Office of LGBTQIA. Student 

3 talked about knowing there is a very active LGBTQI population at Institution MW2, 

but also talked about how students are very active online and step up and call out 

problematic behavior. Student 4 was the only student who negatively described their 

experience which is at Institution SW. They mentioned struggling with the conservative 

nature of the Southwest and how they felt that this can create a culture on campus that is 

against the LGBTQI community. Student 5 however felt that the culture of Institution 

SW is very eager to be inclusive but has room to grow. Student 5 said: 

I feel like it's really good that we have this really accepting environment on campus. 

I feel like the only flaw to it is that we’re so eager to be so inclusive that we assume 

that everyone knows and that everyone's caught up. I feel like we would be able to 

kind of deepen that inclusivity if we were to kind of bring people in slowly and be 

more patient with them. 

When it comes to the campus climate for asexual individuals however, all five 

participants stated that they do not feel that their campus is aware of or recognizes 

asexuality as a unique sexual orientation. Student 2, student 3, and student 5 talked about 
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how the awareness of asexuality may exist among some members of the LGBTQI 

community, but even that is not a guarantee. However, as a whole, all five participants 

agreed that all three institutions as a whole do not recognize their asexual identity and 

campus climate for asexual individuals is almost non-existent. 

Student 2 talked about how they feel that asexual individuals are so hidden and 

dispersed that it is hard to know how many of them are actually on campus. Student 4 

echoed this sentiment and talked about how they did not know anyone who was asexual 

or if there was anyone in the local community who identified as asexual.  

When it comes to things that the institutions do and do not do, student 2 talked 

about how there are not a lot of events, nor is there a lot of information or forums related 

to asexuality. On the flip side, however, student 3 talked about how they were aware that 

there had been asexuality panels on their campus. Student 3 and student 5 were also able 

to speak to the inclusive titles of their offices that focused on LGBTQI issues, with the 

Office of LGBTQIA incorporating the A to stand for asexual, and the Gender and 

Sexuality Services seeking to encompass all variations of gender and sexuality. Student 1, 

Student 2 and student 3 also talked about how they feel that people on their campus are 

willing to sit down and listen and potentially try to learn, which is something that has 

made them feel comforted to know that they can find support. Student 4 mentioned that 

they struggle with this a little. They mentioned that no one will go out of their way to do 

research, and when student 4 tells them things, they may fight back, but then they won’t 

bring it up again.  

Something that student 3 and student 5 brought up when talking about the campus 

climate for asexual individuals was little ways that their campus provided validation for 
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their identities. Student 3 talked about how they were initially nervous to engage with 

Gender and Sexuality services, and how them including asexuality was something that 

made them feel safe. Student 3 said: 

When I first started the whole journey I kind of stayed back a little bit and kind of 

like watched the like social media, cus I was kind of like, I don't know, like 

obviously they do a lot for the other LGBT students but like they don't say the QIA 

and I was like ‘I don't know like what everyone's position on that and I have seen a 

lot of stuff like invalidating Ace people online’ and so I was like ‘I'm just going to 

stay back’ until I saw at an event they had an Ace Flag like hanging and I was like 

‘okay so at least that’s something that is included under their umbrella.’ So, after 

that I felt a lot more reassured that um, that I was going to be accepted there. 

Along with that, student 5 speaks to a very impactful experience they had on their 

campus that was very validating for them: 

I remember I went to the gala and um we- there wasn't a whole lot of Ace mentions 

there, but like it was at the very beginning of Pride Week and then- so um my friend 

was like ‘Hey they’re doing like tie dye t-shirts, like come down and meet me here 

right now’, and so like I ran down and I was expecting ‘Okay I'm just going to make 

a rainbow tie-dye shirt you know, cus that's like, I mean um there's a lot of 

arguments there- like there’s a lot of arguments on the internet as to whether that's 

taking away the gay flag from the people who are exclusively gay- there’s some 

arguments about that, but I was just like anyway I'm just going to make a gay flag 

and I, I go there and there's the asexual flag with the colored dyes and my friend 

said that I was so cute because I was just sitting there I was, I was apparently so 
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excited I was just over the Moon. I was like ‘they have my colors.’ Like I can't 

describe just how validating that felt how excited I was that like they included me 

in there.  

This variety in experiences amongst the different participants, as well as at the 

different campus can shed light into some things that institutions of higher education are 

currently doing well, as well as some areas where they need to grow. Specifically, 

institutions of higher education could to more to promote asexuality within spaces where 

dialogues around gender and sexuality are already occurring. Along with this, they could 

work to create more programming and resources centered around asexuality. To gain a 

more thorough understanding of the environment for asexual individuals on campus, the 

next few sections are going to discuss asexuality on campus, its inclusion in the LGBTQI 

community, as well as some of the gatekeeping that happens both within the LGBTQI 

community and the asexual community.  

LGBTQI Spaces 

Participants in this study had some insight into asexuality’s relationship to the rest 

of the LGBTQI community. All five participants felt that asexuality should be considered 

a part of the LGBTQI community and four out of the five participants mentioned that 

they felt that the LGBTQI community on their campus had been open to accepting 

asexual individuals. However, participants also mentioned that in some LGBTQI spaces, 

in person and online, there can be a lot of gatekeeping amongst LGBTQI individuals 

about who should be included in the LGBTQI community and who shouldn’t be. The 

following sections will explore asexual inclusion within the LGBTQI community as well 

as gatekeeping that occurs within the LGBTQI community. 
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Inclusion. Student 1 talked about how they have personally not experienced 

exclusion from the LGBTQI community and feel that asexuality should be a part of the 

community. Student 1 also mentions that they do not feel like asexuality is currently 

included, referencing how sometimes the A is not tagged onto the end of the acronym. 

Along with this, student 1 mentioned that it doesn’t seem like asexuality is talked about 

in LGBTQI spaces.  

Student 2 mentions that although they are aware that there is gatekeeping within 

the LGBTQI community, they feel that the people they have come across within the 

LGBTQI community have been okay with asexuality. Student 2 feels that asexual 

individuals go through a similar identity growth as LGBTQI individuals, which is a 

further reason why they should be incorporated into the LGBTQI community.  

Student 3 talks about the potential intersections of identity that asexuality can 

have with other aspects of the LGBTQI community, which further cements why they 

should be included. Student 3 said: 

As far as I've experienced like ace is definitely welcome, but I know there are some 

places where it's questioned or invalidated or um not seen as like a real identity and 

I think that that is an underlying community as a whole, like an underlying issue 

because I think that some people think that like ‘Oh ace people are just trying to 

claim their part of the LGBT community but like you're straight or you’re gay, but 

you’re like ace is not a real thing.’ And I’m like ‘but like you can be ace and gay 

you could be ace and straight you can be ace and you know whatever.’ 
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Student 3 also talked about how although they identify as heteroromantic, they still 

had to come to terms with the fact that technically they are not straight in the heterosexual 

way. These various experiences provide some insight into why asexuals feel that asexuality 

belongs within the LGBTQI community.  

Gatekeeping. As has been mentioned, gatekeeping is something that participants 

mentioned can be prevalent within the LGBTQI community. Student 5 brought up an 

argument that they noticed has been brought up within the community to exclude some 

asexual individuals. Student 5 said: 

Aces that are more easily passable is heteronormative are often kind of pushed 

away out of the LGBT community. Like I feel like it's almost like a Venn diagram 

of like Ace people that are like on more like the homoromantic spectrum are like 

more included in the umbrella, whereas the ones that are either in the middle or on 

the other side are kind of just fall out of the umbrella a little bit and they aren't 

always included. Um so particularly like heteroromantic aces are normally like 

kind of pushed out cus it's just like ‘oh yeah you just you just don't like sex you 

can still, you're still straight, you're technically still straight, you're not queer’ 

kind of thing. It's kind of that gatekeeping identity that should be the choice that 

person as to whether they identify as LGBT or not. 

Student 3 offered a counter to the argument that the LGBTQ community might 

have against heteroromantic asexuals by saying: 

I get that there's like, I understand that there's a lot of validity to the uh straight 

privilege argument. So, like, I am straight passing, I have a boyfriend, like nobody 
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would question my identity at any point in time unless I chose open up to them 

and like I get that. But I also think that there's a whole component of like I kinda 

mentioned before but like being, like feeling isolated and feeling like you're 

broken and feeling like the whole world is in on something that you're not and 

like kind of feeling like the world’s not made for you. 

Student 3 talks about how everyone experiences their identities differently and it 

may be harder for some people than it is for others, but that it can be harmful to gatekeep 

who can be a member of the LGBTQI community and who can’t. Student 3 mentioned 

that suffering shouldn’t be a requirement for being a part of the community. Student three 

mentioned that “It’s a community. It’s not, we’re not trying to have an exclusive little 

club that only people who have suffered can be allowed into.” In the end student 3 said 

that the only requirement to be considered a part of the LGBT+ community should be 

that you identify as LGBT+ 

Gatekeeping in the Asexual Community 

Although gatekeeping is a prevalent issue in the LGBTQI community, there were 

also participants that mentioned it being an issue in the asexual community. Student 5 

had one of the most detailed examples from when they were first coming to terms with 

their identity and trying to make sense of it by seeing if there were other people who 

experienced similar things. Student 5 said: 

It was difficult at first because um, I was seeing really um, and even after I found 

AVEN like any time I went, there was still some things that just didn't align 

properly. Like there was some people that were saying ‘if you like experience 
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sexual attraction even once you’re not ace anymore you’re gray ace and that's like 

as far as you can identify.’ Whereas there were some people that were really 

accepting and it's like ‘what really matters is that sexuality is fluid and what matters 

is how you identify as now and feel comfortable with identifying’, and so there was 

some kind of gatekeeping going on. There was some people that were just, there 

would be sometimes that I would post something and I was just trying to get 

validation for my experience. I wasn't asking them to diagnose me but they were 

trying to diagnose with ‘Oh well maybe you’re this thing’, ‘Maybe you’re actually 

panromantic and you just feel it on like a very low scale’ or like ‘Maybe you’re 

grayromantic’ and they would just try to throw labels at me when I was just asking 

for ‘Hey does anyone else experienced this?’ So, it was easy to find information it 

was harder to find correct and validating information. 

While having a label can be helpful to people and allow them to make sense of their 

experiences through connections with other people going through similar circumstances, 

the policing of labels and regulations about who can claim what label can be harmful to 

individuals that feel comfortable identifying a certain way, and can invalidate their 

experiences.  

Asexuality Rings 

One additional finding from this research study which was not present in the 

literature was the idea of asexuality rings. Student 3 and student 5 both wore a black ring 

on their fingers which they termed an asexuality ring. This ring, to them was a small token 

of pride and symbolism. Student 3 talked about the meaning of the ring for her and said: 
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One of the huge things in the LGBT+ Community is like, is pride and and 

symbolism and like that's why we have flags that have their specific colors and I've 

seen like every piece of merch under the Sun in all sorts of identities and I love that. 

Like I'm all for that and so- but to have something like really subtle and like I don't 

know there's something really fun about it. To me, because um like when I’m not 

out to my parents, like if my parents ask what it is, uh I also wear a black ring on 

my right hand for um my boyfriend's mom had had melanoma at one point in her 

life and that was the melanoma awareness ring. So if anyone asks but I don't want 

to come out to, that's what it is, and if someone asks that I feel comfortable then I 

can just tell them. So, I think its- and there was also- one point where I was like 

scrolling through YouTube and I like saw this cool little craft video and I was like 

‘Oh cool’, and so I clicked on it and I noticed that the creator was wearing a black 

ring on the middle finger of her right hand and I was like ‘Huh.’ And so I googled 

her and asexual and it like popped up like the first video was like ‘Coming out as 

asexual’ and it was like ‘Wow that's super cool.’ So, I think a a really cool way of 

recognizing other people in the community. 

Student 5 also discussed the meaning behind why they wear an asexuality ring and 

what it means to them as well. Student 5 said: 

One it's kind of a comfort item for me a little bit. Um like I've always like worn 

rings, um and they all have a different meaning to me, but sometimes the meaning 

kind of fades on a certain days. But this is something, this is a part of my identity 

that never goes away, so I feel like it's more helpful to have this on my finger then 

something else, um cus some of my other- like has something to do with- I have 
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some like, a friendship ring and sometimes there are days that you know we don't 

always get along quite well or we haven't talked to in a while and I’m like ‘Well I 

don't have as much of a connection to this friendship ring right now’ or another one 

I have is more religious and I’m like ‘Well I'm not feeling particularly religious 

today.’ So, I, I feel like my asexuality for me is like one of my most core parts of 

my identity and the one that kind of never goes away so it's very comforting for me 

to have that item and also, I like the idea of someone seeing that. Maybe just, even 

just if they vaguely recognize it you know especially if an ace person sees it even 

just from a distance, even if they never talk to me about it, even if I never know, I 

just, I like the idea of an ace person can see that and go ‘There's one out there.’ 

Both students mentioned that the asexuality ring, to them, was a way to show pride 

in their asexual identity, while also serving as a way to connect with other asexual people, 

whether directly or passively.  

Summary 

The findings for this study provided insight into the experiences of five asexual 

students at three different four-year public predominantly White institutions (PWIs) in 

the United States. This chapter gave context of the students and the institutions to aid in 

transferability and generalizability. It also utilized muted group theory and the minority 

stress model to describe the experiences of asexual students and illustrate how asexual 

voices can be minoritized and create unique stressors for these individuals. This study 

gained insight into areas of asexuality where there is a lack of credible information, 

understanding, and consistency. It also learned about the campus climate for asexual 
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students in relation to the LGBTQI community, as well as in relation to other asexual 

individuals.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

This study has sought to gain insight into the experience of asexual students in the 

context of four-year public predominantly White institutions (PWIs) in the United States. 

This study did this by conducting semi-structured interviews with individuals who openly 

identify as asexual and are currently students at a four-year public PWIs in the United 

States. The interviews were coded to identify themes utilizing muted group theory and 

the minority stress model. This chapter will discuss how the findings of this study align 

with and expand upon our current understanding of asexuality within the context higher 

education.  

Research Questions 

This study was looking to explore three research questions. The primary research 

question was:  

• What are the experiences of asexual students within the context of four-year 

public predominantly White research institutions? 

The secondary research questions were: 

• Do asexual students feel that their individual concerns as an asexual person are 

acknowledged within LGBTQI spaces on campus? 

• Do asexual students perceive that the institution recognizes their asexual identity? 
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Asexual Student Experiences in Higher Education 

The findings of this study revealed that within higher education, asexuality is not 

widely talked about or acknowledged. The findings revealed that based on the theoretical 

framework, the dominant cultural norms within society give power to sexual relationships 

and mute the experiences of asexual individuals. Because these individuals are muted and 

minoritized, they experience stressors associated with their asexual identity such as 

denial, minimization, and harassment, as well as feelings of being different and isolation. 

For the students in this study, sharing their asexual identity with students was met with 

mixed responses; The LGBTQI community seemed to be open to asexuality, whereas 

some other people reacted negatively and created uncomfortable situations for asexual 

students. Without more widespread knowledge about asexuality, asexual students may 

continue to be subject to harmful and invalidating experiences that can impact their 

comfortability on campus.  

Asexuality and the LGBTQI Community 

When it comes to the relationship between asexuality and the LGBTQI 

community, participants in this study were able to identify their LGBTQI peers as some 

of the most open and accepting people on campus. However, participants did mention 

that asexuality is not always included in the LGBTQI community, whether it be in 

programming and discussions surrounding LGBTQI issues, or in the acronym itself; The 

full acronym would be LGBTQIA. The findings of this study also indicated that there can 

be some gatekeeping within the LGBTQI community, especially when it comes to 

heteroromantic asexuals, who are often times pushed away and told that they do not 

belong within the LGBTQI community. While there is a pretty positive relationship 
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between the LGBTQI community and asexual individuals, it is important to be aware of 

areas where this relationship could improve in order to create a more inclusive 

community for all LGBTQI individuals.  

Campus acknowledgement 

Overall, the findings of this study revealed that asexual students do not feel that 

their institutions recognize their asexual identity. Students talked about how there is not 

very widespread knowledge or acknowledgement of their asexual identity and there are 

not a lot of ways that asexuality is incorporated into campus culture. There is currently 

not a lot of information or programming surrounding asexuality, and there are a lot of 

people throughout the university who do not understand what asexuality is. 

Misconceptions and a lack of knowledge can contribute to discrimination against asexual 

individuals and can also prevent asexual students from being able to feel comfortable. 

While there is a lot of work to do to develop in this area, this study does have some 

direction to provide. Asexual students in this study talked about how incorporating 

asexuality into the current dialogues surrounding gender and sexuality is a good place to 

start. Along with this, little forms of validation such as including the asexual flag at 

LGBTQI events or ensuring that asexuality is acknowledged within LGBTQI spaces can 

go a long way in making students feel welcome in those spaces and validated in their 

identities.  

Discussion 

When looking into how this study aligns with what we already know about 

LGBTQI and asexual individuals, some of the findings can draw parallels to current 
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research. Robinson (2003) discussed how college is a time of identity development and 

exploration. This study confirms this finding as each of the participants talked about how, 

although they may have felt different before coming to college, college was a time where 

they explored their identities and learned more about asexuality. Along with this, Kirsch, 

Conley, & Riley (2015) talked about how LGBTQI individuals can be at an increased 

risk of experiencing psychological distress and can be susceptible to discrimination and 

isolation. The findings of this study illustrated some examples of how asexual individuals 

experience minority stress which can lead to isolation and are also muted by dominant 

cultural narratives that silence and erase their experiences. This can lead to denial, 

minimization, and harassment that these individuals face.  

Specifically related to asexuality research, this study aligned with the current 

literature in illustrating the difficulty or creating a definition for asexuality. Asexuality 

researchers currently do not agree on what the definition of asexuality is (Bishop, 2013; 

Bogaert, 2006; Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017; Prause & Graham, 2007), and along a 

similar vein, the participants of this study each had some differences of opinion about 

what exactly constitutes and is included in asexuality. Along with this, the research talks 

about how there are a variety of experiences that fall underneath the umbrella term of 

asexual (Carrigan 2011; Houdenhove, Enzlin, & Gijs, 2017; Yule & Brotto, 2017). The 

findings of this study, as well as the demographics of each participant showed how 

heterogeneous the experiences of asexual individuals can be.  

The findings of this study also shed light on some new findings within asexuality 

research. Although there is research that has been conducted to better understand 

asexuality, this isn’t widely available to everyone and not a lot of people have access to 
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credible information about asexuality. Social media plays a large role in creating 

community for asexual individuals who otherwise might now have it and has also been an 

avenue for many individuals to learn about their identity.  

In relation to the LGBTQI community, asexual individuals felt that asexuality 

should be included within the community. Participants had not had negative experiences 

with LGBTQI individuals but were aware that there can be tension between asexual and 

LGBTQI individuals. Asexual individuals also did not feel that currently the LGBTQI 

community actively works to support them and would like to see asexuality incorporated 

into more LGBTQI conversations.  

As far as the climate for asexual individuals on campus, the findings of this study 

indicated that there is not a very prevalent culture that exists currently within higher 

education that acknowledges asexuality as a unique sexual orientation. LGBTQI 

populations may be more aware of asexuality, but this is not a guarantee, and even if 

LGBTQI students are aware of asexuality, they may not work to include asexuality 

within the LGBTQI community.  

Something new that was revealed within the findings of this study that has not 

been referenced in prior research is the concept of an asexuality ring. Two of the five 

participants of this research study wore what they called an asexuality ring, which was a 

simple black ring. This ring, to them was a symbol of their pride in their asexual identity 

and is a subtle way to communicate to others that they are asexual. 
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Implications on Higher Education 

Based on the findings of this study, institutions of higher education must 

recognize that currently they do not work to support asexual students. One of the most 

salient findings of this study was that asexual students do not feel that their asexual 

identity is acknowledged by their institutions. In order to improve, institutions of higher 

education need to recognize that there is currently a lack of support for these students and 

work to find ways to better incorporate these students into current practices. This 

realization has three implications on institutions of higher education.  

The first implication on higher education is that there are various spaces on 

campus that create the campus climate for asexual individuals. This research study 

revealed that a lot of asexual students will attempt to talk with their peers about their 

identities. With this in mind, institutions of higher education need to be thinking about 

what they are doing to prepare students so that they can be open to learning about new 

topics such as asexuality and can be prepared to support students in exploring their new 

identities. Institutions need to look at what measures they have in place to create allyship 

amongst students of varying identities, and not just LGBTQI.  

This implication also applies to spaces on campus inside and outside of the 

classroom. One of the participants in this research study discussed how they were forced 

to take a grade deduction because the sexually explicit content of the course material 

made them uncomfortable to the point where they could not engage. With this in mind, 

institutions of higher education, including staff and faculty members, need to think about 

how they could be working to counter dominant cultural narratives, and challenge 

themselves to think about what voices are being silenced. This is also something that 
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institutions need to be cognizant of in programming spaces, when thinking about whose 

voices are being represented and whose voices are being silenced.  

Another implication that this research has shown is that not all students feel 

comfortable to go to offices related to gender and sexuality, or designated campus ‘safe 

spaces’, especially if they do not see themselves represented there. This is something to 

be mindful when staffing, but also in the messages that are being created and the 

identities that are being represented. Currently within LGBTQI spaces, there is not 

always an incorporation of asexuality. Whether it is through programming or even just 

small acts of validation such as hanging and asexual flag and/or ensuring that asexuality 

is mentioned, these small forms of validation can create an atmosphere where asexual 

students feel more comfortable to engage.  

The last implication that has come from this research is the power that language 

has to validate and to erase. The theoretical model of this research study pointed out how 

minoritized groups such as asexuality can easily be erased and discriminated against. As 

an institution of higher education, it is important to analyze the language being created 

overtly and covertly, and how this can send messages to students about whether or not 

they belong on campus.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The recommendations for future research outlined within this section are guided by 

responses and suggestions from the research participants.  

Institutions of higher education should play a role in working to support increased 

visibility for asexual individuals. There are various ways that institutions could do this such 
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as proclaiming their support, working to create more resources and education surrounding 

the topic of asexuality, promoting the Asexuality Visibility and Education Network 

(AVEN) as a resource for asexual individuals, as well as the creation of groups for asexual 

individuals to connect and find support.  

Another thing that institutions could do is work to incorporate asexuality into the 

conversations on campus that are already happening surrounding gender and sexuality. 

This could also be done by ensuring that asexuality is brought up, mentioned, and explained 

in LGBTQI spaces. Along with this, making an effort to recognize asexuality alongside 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and intersex identities as a unique sexual orientation.  

Lastly, more visible acceptance from the campus community would work to let asexual 

individuals know that they are considered a part of the community and are welcome in 

LGBTQI spaces. This also should challenge campus administrators to think about the ‘safe 

spaces’ they are creating and whether or not they are truly safe for everyone.  

Institutions could also work to make sure that they’re doing all that they can to be 

inclusive of asexual individuals. This can be as simple as ensuring that the asexual flag is 

present and/or making sure that the A is included in the acronym. It is also important to 

recognize that if the title of the office that service sexual minority students isn’t inclusive 

of all sexual identities, then asexual students may not feel like that are included. An 

example of this would be if an office was named ‘The Office of LGBT’. Along with this, 

trying to find ways to validate all forms of relationships, be it romantic or platonic. This 

can be done by ensuring that the planning of events or the dialogues within the classroom 

are not solely focused on and further reinforcing the dominant cultural narrative when it 

comes to relationships. 
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Institutions of higher education can work to expand the research within the field of 

asexuality studies. This would allow campuses to develop a more thorough knowledge of 

the asexual community and addressing a lot of misconceptions surrounding asexuality.  

Summary 

This research study has gained insight into the experiences of asexual students at 

four-year public, predominantly White institutions (PWIs). This study revealed that 

asexual students experience various forms of minoritization such as denial of their 

asexual identity, minimization of their experiences, and harassment from people who lack 

an understanding of asexuality. Asexual individuals often feel different since the 

dominant cultural narrative tells them that sexual relationships are what is normal within 

society. This can lead asexual individuals to feel isolated and broken. Current literature 

on asexuality shows us that asexuality is a complex topic that covers a wide array of 

experiences. Although the literature and this study do not fully agree on the concrete 

definition of asexuality, people who chose to identify with this label do so in an attempt 

to understand what it means to be asexual and to try and find support from other 

individuals who share similar experiences as themselves. Within the context of higher 

education, asexuality is not recognized as a unique sexual orientation. Some LGBTQI 

spaces are open to asexuality, while others do not feel that it should be considered a part 

of the community. Ultimately, within higher education and within society, asexuality has 

not been widely discussed. Future research is needed to expand the knowledge on 

asexuality and help spread awareness of asexuality. 
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APPENDIX A 

PARTICIPANT QUESTIONS 

• What are the experiences of asexual students within the context of four-year 

predominantly White research institutions? 

o How and when did you come to identify with asexuality as a sexual 

orientation? 

o How do you define asexuality? 

o How did you develop that definition?  

o How does being on this campus impact your asexual identity? 

• Do asexual students feel that their individual and community concerns as an 

asexual person are acknowledged within LGBTQIA spaces on campus? 

o What do you feel is the campus climate of your institution surrounding 

LGBTQIA individuals? 

o Narrowing in, what do you feel is the campus climate of your institution 

surrounding asexual individuals?  

o How do you feel that your campus climate has influenced your success at 

your institution? 

• Do asexual students perceive that the institution recognizes their asexual identity? 

o Are people aware of asexuality as a unique sexual orientation at your 

institution? 

§ If so, what does your institution do to support asexual individuals?  
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§ On the flip side, if your institution does not identify asexuality as a 

unique sexual orientation, how is this harmful to asexual 

individuals on your campus? 

o What do you believe campuses could do to work to better support asexual 

students? 
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APPENDIX B 

CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT FORM  

What is this project studying?  

The study is about asexual students in four-year predominantly-White research 
institutions. This study will help us learn how your experiences as an asexual person 
affect your experiences as a student. What we learn may help institutions of higher 
education to acknowledge and support asexual students.  

What would I do if I participate?  

In this study, you will be asked to share your experiences, thoughts and feelings. Some 
questions will be about you. Some questions will be about your thoughts. Some will be 
about how you feel and what you experience. The interviews will be audio recorded to 
obtain accurate information.  

How will I benefit from participating?  

You will be providing valuable information on a topic that is not currently being widely 
discussed and $20 for your time.  

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  

Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. Courtney Savage and the 
Institutional Review Board have reviewed the questions and think you can answer them 
comfortably. You may skip any question you do not feel comfortable answering. You can 
also stop answering questions at any time. You are free to leave any time you wish. 
Participating is your choice. However, we do appreciate any help you are able to provide.  

How long will participation take?  

We are asking for 60 minutes of your time.  

How are you protecting privacy?  

Your name will not be linked to any documentation and any use of this material in 
reports, publications or presentations will never be associated with participants in this 
study without permission. No one other than the researchers associated with this project 
will have access to the raw data. All related documentation will be stored either in a 
locked file cabinet in the researcher’s office or on a password protected computer.  

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask?  
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The study is being run by Courtney Savage from the Department of Education at Texas 
Tech University. If you have questions, you can call her at 806-834-1233 or email her at 
courtney.savage@ttu.edu. You may also contact Assistant Professor Hugo Garcia at 
hugo.garcia@ttu.edu. TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who 
participate in research. You can ask them questions at 806-742-2064. You can also mail 
your questions to the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President 
for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409 or email them to 
hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

By signing below, I am consenting to participate in this study. I understand that my 
consent may be withdrawn at any time.  

 

 

_________________________________________  ______________________ 

Signature                                                                     Date 

 

________________________________________ 

Printed Name 

 

**This consent is not valid after 12/10/2019                          

For questions about this study, please contact Primary Investigator Courtney Savage by 
email at courtney.savage@ttu.edu or by phone at 806-834-1233. You may also contact 
Assistant Professor Hugo Garcia at hugo.garcia@ttu.edu.   
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APPENDIX C 

HUMAN SUBJECTS PROTECTION COMMITTEE APPROVAL 

 

Dec 18, 2018 2:18 PM CST  

 

Hugo Garcia-Gonzalez  

Educational Psychology Leaders  

 

Re: IRB2018-980 Experiences of Asexual Students in Four-Year Research Institutions  

 

Findings: Good luck with your research!  

 

Expiration Date:   November 30, 2019  

 

Dear Dr. Hugo Garcia-Gonzalez, Courtney Savage:  

 

A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above 
within the expedited category of:  

6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research 
purposes.  

7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited 
to, research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, 
cultural beliefs or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, 
interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or 
quality assurance methodologies.  
 

The approval is effective from December 18, 2018 to November 30, 2019. The expiration 
date must appear on your consent document(s).  
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Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email 
approximately 30 days before November 30, 2019. At this time, should you wish to 
continue your protocol, a Renewal Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your 
protocol requires a Modification Submission for review and approval before 
implementation.  

 

Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may 
contact you to observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. 
You will be notified if your study has been chosen for a PAR.  

 

Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or 
federal regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.  
 

When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 
Submission to terminate this protocol.  

 

Sincerely,  
 

Scott Burris, Ph.D.  

Chair Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  

Professor, Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  

Human Research Protection Program  

357 Administration Building  

Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  

T 806.742.2064  

www.hrpp.ttu.edu 

 

 


