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Results and Discussion

(

A total of 10 topics emerged from the analyses as being the most
meaningful themes. Each of these will be discussed in turn.
Theme 1: Definition of Asexuality
There was a consistent theme to how asexuals defined asexuality, A "lack of sexual attraction" was evident in nearly all
interviews, and individuals distinguished this lack of attraction from other aspects of sexual response which may still
have been present, such as sexual desire. If sexual desire or
arousal were present, asexuals argued that they were not
"directed" at anyone. This persistent or lifelong lack of
sexual attraction was differentiated from the normative decline in sexual attraction that takes place with relationship
duration:
~
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I have a sexual drive that comes up regularly through
my hormonal cycle, before Imenstruate, there are times
when I feel aroused, but it is not directed towards any
individual. (Participant 8)
Another recurrent theme around definitions of asexuality
was that there was a lack of anticipation leading up to any
sexual experiences, and such a lack of anticipation, they argued, is what differentiated sexuals from asexuals. Notably,
there was still excitement and anticipation for other (nonsexual) activities; thus, this did not appear to be a general
blunting of all excitement:
I think sexuals have a lot of anticipation and pleasure
leading up to the sexual experience. I don't have any of
that. I could do without it. Even though it is very
pleasurable and exciting while I am doing it, I have
absolutely no anticipation for it at all. I have no interest
or desire that would lead me towards that in the way that
I do towards other activities that I enjoy. (Participant 8)
Icould be attracted to someone. Ican ... you know, think
they're good looking and think they're interesting and
want to spend time with them and get to know them
better. Buttomeit' s never, oh, yeah, I hope we end up in
bed. (Participant 2)
Prause and Graham (2007) argued that the lack of sexual
attraction was related neither to a fear of sexual activity nor to
a fear of forced sexual activity. This was replicated in our
findings where individuals reported enjoying and looking
forward to romantic contact, but had no interest in, rather than
avoiding, sexual activity.
Theme 2: Feeling Different
A sense that one has always been different than others was
also apparent throughout most of the interviews. Several
talked about puberty and how their experiences contrasted
with their friends in that they did not experience intense
sexual urges or interests, and they could not understand
"what the fuss was about":
I always knew that I was different and I always knew
that I didn't have that interest like my friends had .. .I
always had this babysittingjob and I though it was great
because they would always give me a huge tip, but then
my friends would go, "Oh we went to this really cool
party and everybody was making out and it was so much
fun and you should come next year." I would make a
point of getting a babysitting job because there was no
way I wanted to be in that kind of environment because
I. ..I just didn't want to. (Participant 3)
Some elaborated on the theme of feeling different by
noting that although they could not relate to their peers'
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sexual interests, they were unaware at the time that they may
be asexual. Many added that once they discovered AYEN,
and the large community of other asexuals, they felt that the
asexual label explained them and their experiences completely. There was also strong agreement that asexuality was
a sexual orientation rooted in biology. Some felt that if the
biologic underpinnings of asexuality could be proven, then
stigma associated with asexuality would lessen.
Theme 3: Distinguishing Romantic from Asexual
Relationships
It was not the case that asexuals did not desire any kind of
relationship, and there was a careful distinction between
romantic versus sexual aspects to relationships. Several reported wanting the closeness, companionship, intellectual,
and emotional connection that comes from romantic relationships, and in this regard, they were similar to sexual
individuals who desire closeness and intimacy. Many also
discussed hopes of marrying one day, of having a "life
partner," and possibly of having children.
Basically, I just enjoy being close to someone and
spending time with them and doing things that make
them happy. Not sexually ..... Well, like I like being
touched and held but I just don't really want to do
anything sexual if that makes any sense. Like I desire to
be held and like to cuddle and stuff but not to have sex.
(Participant 1)
The desire for a romantic relationship was not universal in
our sample. Some indicated that they desired neither sexual
nor romantic interactions. Among those who did desire a
romantic relationship, they defined those relationships
according to romantic as opposed to sexual attractions (e.g.,
hetero-romantic instead of hetero-sexual).
Everyone's definition of sexual activity is somewhat
different but I mean asexual people just aren't interested in intercourse and there are all different levels of
how far they'll go ... there are some asexuals who are
aromantic and they don't want anyone to touch them
and they hate being touched at all .... in asexuality there
is the same types of romances there is with sexuality.
There's aromantic, heteroromantic, biromantic, and
homoromantic and their sexualities could differ and
what they desire could differ. It just depends on the
person. (Participant 1)
Theme 4: Asexuality is not Another Disorder
"In Disguise"
Many opposed the notion that asexuality was a symptom or
component of another disorder, including HSDD. Because
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asexuals lack interest in sexual activity, and the defining
feature of HSDD is a distressing lack of desire (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000), Bogaert (2006) noted that
there might be a subgroup of asexuals who are at the lower
polar end of the desire continuum. He also noted that there is
likely another subgroup of asexuals who have normal, or
even high, desire, despite the lack of sexual attraction
(Bogaert, 2006). This hypothesis was presented to the current
sample who clarified that they felt an important difference
between them and that those with HSDD is that the latter still
have a sexual attraction for others, whereas asexuals do not.
In addition, as borne out in our quantitative data, levels of
sexual distress for the majority of participants fell below
clinical cut-off scores, and this was supported in the
interviews.
I've never had the interest and so, even if today you
could say, "Oh here ... here's a pill that will fix
you" ... no, that's okay, thanks. (Participant 3)
I know there is a spectrum of asexuality, so there are
people who do experience some sexual attraction, but
for me, low sexual desire says that I think there is a
problem with who I am, I want to desire sex, I know
what that feels like some of the time to have some kind
of desire, and now I am not experiencing any desire, so I
see this as a disorder. Whereas for me, I have never felt
any kind of sexual attraction, so I do not miss what I do
not know. (Participant 9)
There was resistance to labeling asexuality as any type of
disorder because of the emphasis on the pathological aspects
of the term. Instead, the sentiment was that if asexuality were
more accurately considered as an orientation, and not as a
disorder, that this would reduce stigma and enhance nonjudgmental research into asexuality.
Everyone in the asexual community wants to spread the
message that it's [asexuality] not a disorder and it's not
something that's a problem and needs to be fixed and
that's the big thing, the reason that we're trying to get
the word out about itas an orientation because if it's not
considered an orientation then there must be a problem
because you have to have an orientation. (Participant 1)

Theme 5: Overlap with Schizoid Personality
We found in Study 1 that social withdrawal featured strongly
among a subset of the sample. Given that the Personality
Disorders considered within Cluster A of the DSM-IV-TR
are characterized by social withdrawal, we probed this further throughout the interviews. Specifically, participants
were asked about the extent to which they could relate to
some of the features of Schizoid Personality Disorder, which
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include having little interestin sexual experiences, emotional
coldness, limited capacity to express warm feelings towards
others, and lacking desire for close, confiding relationships.
Some asexuals noted that several of the members of AYEN
were introverts, and therefore fit the descriptions of the
Cluster A personality disorders. In our probing, seven of the
15 participants felt that they personally met criteria for
Schizoid Personality Disorder:
To, at least a moderate extent, I pretty much match all of
them (referring to Schizoid criteria) ... although I've
never been formally diagnosed and probably never
will .. .I am pretty sure that if I did walk in, they would
probably diagnose me with Schizoid Personality Disorder. (Participant 11)
Interestingly, whereas we did not specifically solicit the
information, a number of participants suggested that many
asexuals might also fit the criteria for Asperger's Disorder,
which is characterized by having more pervasive problems
with social interactions (as well as stereotyped patterns of
behaviors). One participant noted that this was discussed
widely on the AYEN discussion board, and that researchers
might turn there for preliminary ideas to fuel research on the
topic. As we did not probe this information from all participants, this possible link requires further exploration.
Theme 6: Motivations for Masturbation
We specifically probed experiences with masturbation and
the rationale for engaging in this behavior given that some of
the negative media attention to asexuality has focused there.
Specifically, the criticism has been that asexuality is an
inappropriate label for an individual who continues to engage
in intentional and planned sexual activity. A sizeable proportion of the interviewees (but by no means all) admitted to
masturbating and this was proportionately higher in men than
in women (as is the case in the general population; Oliver &
Hyde, 1993). There was a strong sentiment that "sex with
oneself' was qualitatively different from sex with another in
that the former can exist without sexual attraction. Furthermore, in masturbation, the motivation stemmed more from
physical/physiologic needs rather than from emotional or
relational reasons:
Even though they (an asexual) might want to clean
out the plumbing once in a while, they don't have
any interest in doing it with someone else .... so that
would ... you know, that would qualify (as an asexual).
(Partici pant 4)
At least a third of participants had great discomfort in
talking about masturbation and one individual elected not to
talk about his motivations for masturbation. This suggests
that just as there may be confusion in the non-asexual
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community about why an asexual might desire masturbation,
there may also be embarrassment, guilt, shame, or other
negative emotions associated with reasons for masturbation,
or associated with the consequences of masturbating. One
might posit that such reluctance around talking about masturbation might be even more pronounced than in the sexual
person given that an open admission of masturbatory activity
could threaten one's asexual identity. Although this possibility was not probed in the current study, it deserves greater
exploration.
Theme 7: Technical Language
In discussing their experiences with masturbation, it was
highly evident that the language used to describe masturbation, sexual intercourse, and their bodies was void of any
pleasurable or sexual affect. Instead, these experiences were
discussed in more of a technical, emotionally-stripped
manner. This was the case when individuals were discussing
emotional changes at puberty, sexual arousal, and feelings for
their genitals, among other sexual domains. For example:
Puberty, well uh, you know I had the hormones, uh stuff
starting working there but I really didn't have anything,
nothing to focus it on. I did you know test the equipment
so to say and everything works fine, pleasurable and all
it's just not actually attracted to anything. (participant
2)

Yeah, I'd say I was ... well I would say I was lubricated I
guess ... but enough? It's hard to know. Um ... you
know, I mean like the plumbing works, let's say, if you
want an expression
Well, I don't know ifI'd call it
aroused. I mean, just because I'm lubricated doesn't
necessarily mean I'm aroused. (Participant 13)
In reference to their feelings about their genitals, several
stated that "they are just there." For some with artistic
backgrounds, they stated being able to appreciate the artistic
value of the genitals, but that this was not sexual. Most noted
that the genitals neither "bothered" nor "excited" them, and
disgust with genitals did not playa role in their asexuality.
Notably, these emotionally-bare descriptions were specific to
discussing sexual activity, and not to other aspects of the
individual's lives or behaviors. Thus, corroborating our
findings from Study 1, it did not appear as though asexuals
were, in general, alexithymic, or void of the ability to experience emotions.
Theme 8: Negotiating Boundaries in Relationships
In Study 1,26% of women but only 9% of men were currently
in a relationship; however, 70% had reported ever previously
being in relationships. Some asexuals had been/were
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currently in relationships with another asexual. In such cases,
there was little need for negotiating sexual activity since both
partners were presumably uninterested in sex. Among those
individuals paired with an asexual partner, participants
talked about the advantage of not having to contend with "the
messiness" of relationships. They reported being able to be
naked and physically close to their partners without the
pressure or expectation that it would lead to intercourse.
Among those couples where a partner was sexual, the asexuals talked about having to negotiate what types of sexual
activities they were willing to take part in, the frequency, and
the boundaries around the relationship in the event that the
asexual did not engage in any sexual activity with hislher
sexual partner.
You know, the only reason I do it (intercourse) is to
make the other person happy. And so, we were in a
relationship and you know, he wanted to do it and we
had been dating for a while and you know, I was in love
or whatever and I thought we'll be together forever. So
urn... yeah, so we kind of planned it and that's ... yeah .. .1 mean it wasn't. ..I mean the way he was talking
about it, oh it's so great and you're going to love it, blah,
blah, blah, and then okay ... you know, I believed
him ..... (Participant 14)
Although asexuals rejected the notion that they were
engaging in nonconsensual sexual activity with their sexual
partners, their consensual sexual activity was unwanted,
similar to what has been described for heterosexual dating
samples in which one study found the prevalence of such
unwanted but consensual sexual activity to take place in 38%
of the sample (e.g., O'Sullivan & Allgeier, 1998). Sexual
ambivalence (i.e., exploring the many dimensions ofwanting
and not wanting sex; Muehlenhard & Peterson, 2005) has
been described among heterosexual couples and is highly
relevant in cases of sexual-asexual pairings. Among such
dyads, the asexual participants added that sexual activity did
not help them to feel closer to their partners in the way that
their (sexual) partners described. This was captured by the
following quote from a woman:
(My boyfriend said to me) "Oh gosh, I would like to
crawl into you," andlsaid, "Wow, I would like to crawl
into you too!" And then he said that maybe that's what
sexual feelings are, when I want to have sex with another person-that is the ultimate "crawling into". And
then I said, "Well, aren't sexuals then disappointed
when they find out that they have gone through all of
this trouble to crawl into a person and then finally they
have just had sex and are still not in the other person?
(Participant 10)
At least a few of the participants who engaged in sexual
activity reported having to focus on something else while
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being sexual and this made the asexual person experience
only the physical stimulation aspects of sex, stripped of the
emotional intimacy. One woman discussed having mythical
fantasies during intercourse that served as a way to take her
mind away from the act of sex. Another asexual woman who
spoke about sexual activity she engaged in with her sexual
partner described it as curiosity not triggered by anything
even remotely sexual. The technical, emotionally-void language was also highly apparent in her description:
Well, because he is sexual and I am asexual, we have
tried to see what our body parts do to each other, trying
to find out what body positions are most appropriate for
us, or what kind of feelings it brings about when we
touch that body part ... while touching my genitals
doesn't do anything to me either, but I like very much
them being very close to his, when the whole body is
connected with the other body. (Participant 10)
Infidelity was a feature of asexual relationships, however,
the unfaithfulness was discussed as being focused more on
having romantic attractions with someone else as opposed to
having sexual attractions and behaviors with another. Some
ofthe participants indicated that if a sexual partner wished to
(or needed to) have sexual activity, the asexual would be
accepting of that person seeking it outside of the relationship,
on the condition that the sexual relationship did not become
emotional. There was a great deal of variability across the
participants in the extent to which they might be bothered by a
partner's sex with another person outside the relationship:
Basically in a sexual relationship cheating on someone
is if the person has sex with someone else. In a purely
romantic relationship cheating would just be like if I
have a boyfriend who considers himself in love with
another girl and like he goes and sees her and kisses her
and stuff and cuddles with her and tells her he loves her.
(Participant 5)
Theme 9: Religion
It has been speculated previously that religious prohibitions
against sexual activity might underlie the experiences of
some asexuals. In other words, is the expressed resistance
against sexual attraction and sexual activity a manifestation
of moral or religious feelings about sexuality? We probed this
among our current sample and found, contrary to our predictions, a disproportionately high number of atheists in our
sample. When questioned about this link between asexuality
and atheism, one individual explained it by:
I think it (atheism and asexuality) might be related. I do
think that because asexuals are forced to realize that
they are different and they know they are different than
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everybody else, they have to think about something that
is perfectly natural for everybody else, I think it does
sort of encourage a nonconformist streak in people to
where if they have any tendencies whatsoever to be
skeptical, then they are going to go that way ... And a lot
of religions place a lot of value on marriage and
appropriate gender roles to include sex, so you can
imagine somebody growing up asexual who doesn't
want to have a relationship or who doesn't want to get
married or doesn't want to be fruitful and multiply .. .It
would be easier for them to reject the religion and become atheist. (Participant 14)
On the web site as well as there was an informal poll and
there seemed to be a quite a lot of atheist people.
(Participant 6)
Theme 10: A Need to Educate and Destigmatize
There has recently been a vast amount of media attention
focused on asexuality, and in part, this stems from a strong
desire among asexuals to educate the public about what is
asexuality. Because some of the recent media attention has
been negative, members of the AYEN community see it as
part of the "visibility and education" efforts of AYEN to
liaise with researchers to conduct scientific trials on asexuality, in particular if those studies have the result of reducing
stigma.
Well, I think that it's (asexuality) really not perceived
and that's the problem and that's why like we need the
(AYEN) message board and all the news reports and
stuff because nobody or very few people know that it
exists or have heard of it. (Participant 9)
AYEN also was viewed as having the function of being a
place to brainstorm on theories of asexuality and propose
ideas for future study. AYEN members have even initiated a
separate asexuality list-serv group for sexuality researchers.
Some of the participants indicated that they encouraged
researchers to use the AYEN discussion board as fodder for
future studies. Another educational function of the AYEN
website was to provide information and a sense of community
for individuals who felt different, but who did not know enough about asexuality to feel like he/she could identify with
it. Some talked about a great sense of relief upon discovering
AYEN, particularly in finding that many others had also
experienced a non-distressing lack of sexual attraction like
them.
I am very keen on getting the word out because had I
known years ago my life could have been so different. I
always knew that I was different and I always knew that
I didn't have that interest like my friends had. But I never
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heard of asexuality. I didn't realize that I could say, hey,
I'm asexual, you know ... go away. (Participant 6)

Conclusion
The results from our two studies supported the definition,
which characterized asexuality as a lack of sexual attraction,
as proposed by Bogaert (2004, 2006). The definition of
asexuality should not depend upon (absence of) sexual
activity given that some asexuals continued to engage in
sexual intercourse and many masturbated. The position held
by A YEN-that each individual experiences and expresses
sexual desire, arousal, and behavior somewhat differentlywas borne out in the current studies where there was a great
deal of variability in sexual response and behavior.
Our study also replicated and expanded upon several of the
findings from Prause and Graham (2007) and provided an
empirical test of some of the conceptual points raised by
Bogaert (2006). For example, asexuality did not appear to be
a fear-mediated construct, and the lack of sexual activity was
not related to avoidance or disgust when envisaging the
genitals. There was also a great deal of heterogeneity in the
sexual behaviors engaged in by our sample. Some had rather
frequent sexual intercourse and others had never had sexual
intercourse. There was a general sentiment that since one
could have sex without love, why could one not also have love
without sex? Among those who were currently sexually active, many talked about motivations for intercourse stemming from the partner rather than from the asexual's own
desires. Some also talked about wanting to preserve some
sexual activities in an effort to "seem normal." Among those
in relationships with a sexual person, the theme of negotiating
the boundaries within that relationship was apparent. Communication was an essential element in [he early stages of
asexual-sexual
partnerships to establish the rules around
touching and sexual activity. Finally, there was a very apparent motivation to educate the public, via media outlets,
participating
in research, and through A VEN, to bring
awareness about asexuality and to reduce stigma to those who
are asexual.
Several of the transcripts also supported the finding by
Prause and Graham (2007) that asexuals have low levels of
sexual arousability or excitement. Many discussed a lack of
anticipation of sexual activity and this bears some resemblance to women described by Basson (2000, 2002) who lack
sufficient reasons or incentives for responding to a partner's
sexual advances or for initiating sexual activity on their own.
It may be possible that one subgroup of asexuals represents
those at the low polar end of the sexual desire spectrum, and
that encouraging
them to deliberately
anticipate sexual
activity may bring them above the threshold to a point where
the distress prompts them to seek attention. The border
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between

HSDD and asexuality

is unclear.

However,

it is

possible that the woman with lifelong lack of sexual attractions and interests and who is unbothered by her sexual status
may better fit the asexuality label, whereas the woman initially labeled as asexual who, after declaring distress linked
with her lack of interests, and also experiences
sexual
attractions, better fits the sexual dysfunction category of
HSDD, and might therefore seek appropriate treatment. Only
a fraction of women who report sexual problems, across all
domains of sexual response, experience concomitant distress
(Bancroft, Loftus, & Long, 2003; King, Holt, & Nazareth,
2007), and interestingly, among women who did not have any
sexual problems, over 10% did experience marked distress
about their relationship or marked distress about their own
sexuality (Bancroft et aI., 2003). Predictors of distress in
their study were: negative mental state, overall physical
health, subjective response during sexual activity (including
pleasure, feeling emotionally close), impaired physical response, thinking about sex with interest, and college education (Bancroft et al., 2003). Just as a more thorough examination of the construct of distress may be integral to determining whether a sexual problem is a dysfunction, distress
may also be at the heart of differentiating a problematic lack
of sexual desire (HSDD) from a non-distressing
lack of
attraction (asexuality). The validity of this distinction requires empirical testing.
Seventy per cent of the sample had previously been in a
romantic relationship, however, at the time of this study, only
7 % of men and 20. 8% of women were in a relationship. Study 1
showed that 11% defined their relationships with a focus on the
romantic (i.e., hetero-romantic), and not the sexual (i.e., heterosexual). Moreover, their descriptions of the qualities they
soughtin a romantic partner were not at all different from those
described by sexual individuals. Because sexual desire and
romantic love are independent (Diamond, 2003), itis possible
to have love without sex,just as one can have sex without love.
By studying the developmental period in adolescence during
which sexual desires and romantic love become interconnected (Furman & Wehner, 1994; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994),
this may shed light on their separateness for asexuals. Given
the natural human propensity to form pair-bonds that are
sexual in nature, why there is a preference for pair-bonding via
romantic attachment in asexuals is remains to be studied.
The link between Schizoid Personality, and possibly Asperger's, is also intriguing and deserves further study. The
qualitative data provided a valuable opportunity to explore
asexuals' experiences and thoughts around Cluster A personality features. The A VEN message board might be a
useful source of analysis for the relationship between Schizoid Personality and Asperger's Disorder given that there is
more candid dialog without potential socially desirable
responding. Recent data have found a significantly higher
proportion of asexuals among women with Autism Spectrum
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Disorders compared to a matched control group without
Autism (17% vs. 0%, respectively; Ingudomnukul, BaronCohen, Wheelwright, & Knickmeyer, 2007). Whether the
higher rates of asexuality in those with Autism were related to
aberrations resulting in higher levels of testosterone, or to the
social challenges inherent to having a diagnosis of Autism, is
unknown.
Finally, the fact that all asexuals interviewed believed that
asexuality was biologic and that there may be a genetic
component to it deserves further study. There was also the
very strong sentiment that it should be conceptualized as
a sexual orientation, as suggested also by Bogaert (2006).
Sexual psychophysiologic techniques (e.g., vaginal photoplethysmography, penile plethysmography), as well as
digit ratio, handedness, and birth order mapping in asexuals
may be worthwhile research avenues to pursue in hopes of
clarifying the extent of physiologic and biologic involvement
in the development of asexuality.
Some limitations of the studies must be considered.
Firstly, 27 individuals in Study 1did not indicate their sex and
were, therefore, removed from the analyses. Unlike the
question about sexual orientation (which was free-response),
the question about sex only offered "male" and "female" as
response options. It is unlikely that this item was missed in
error since it appeared at the very beginning of the online
survey. It is possible that individuals deliberately left this
item blank because they did not label themselves exclusively
as male or female (i.e., agendered, gender queer, homoaesthete asexual, pan-asexual gender-free, gender-fluid girl born
with an outie) or perhaps they identified equally as male and
female. Given that this was not explored in the qualitative
study, the extent to which this explanation accounts for the
missing data on "sex" is unclear. It must also be acknowledged that there were potential selection biases in the sample
recruited from AVEN. Those belonging to AYEN may be a
distinct group given that they have (somewhat publicly)
acknowledged their asexual identity, although it is important
to point out those only aliases, and not actual names, are
typically used on AVEN. Some of the similarities of the
findings from the current study and that of Prause and Graham
(2007) may be due to the fact that both studies recruited
asexuals from AYEN. It is also possible that distress is a
motivating factor for joining an online web community and
this might have inflated psychopathology scores. However,
given that those in Study 2 indicated that their distress significantly lessened once they found a community in AVEN,
this possibility is unlikely.
It bears mentioning that there were many more female
participants than male participants in Study I (71% female)
and Study 2 (73% female). Bogaert (2004) found a significantly greater proportion of women than men in his population-based study, and because it is men, and not women, who
are more likely to volunteer for questionnaire studies on

sexuality (Wolchik, Braver, & Jensen, 1985) our findings
may reflect a true population gender difference in the prevalence of asexuality. Because women have been described as
having greater sexual plasticity in sexual response and sexual
orientation (e.g., Baumeister, 2000; Chivers, Rieger, Latty, &
Bailey, 2004; Diamond, 2005), and to be more likely to show
desynchrony between mental and physiologic arousal than
men (Chivers, Seto, Lalumiere, Laan, & Grimbos, 2008), if
this sex difference in asexuality prevalence is valid and not
merely a volunteer bias, then it is reasonable to assume that
women might also be more likely than men to lack sexual
attractions. In a survey on AVEN conducted in July 2007
(http://www.asexuality.org/enlindex.php?showtopic=24599),
61.9% of the sample endorsed female, 32.8% of the sample
endorsed male, and 5% endorsed other categories (intersex,
male-to-female transsexual, female-to-male transsexual). In
the message board following the online poll results, several
AVEN participants indicated that they had not completed the
question about their biologic sex because they did not feel
they could relate to any of the categories provided. Thus, the
question of sex differences in the prevalence of asexuality is
more complicated that simply assessing male versus female;
it encompasses discussions of gender identity.
Overall, this study illustrated a number of personal and
sexual characteristics of asexuals (Study 1) and illuminated
these characteristics in more depth using detailed interviews
(Study 2). Similar to the proposition by Bogaert (2006), the
findings suggested that asexuals are a mentally healthy group
who continue to seek out and engage in rewarding, emotionally connected relationships. They may be more likely to
question conformity, as illustrated by their atheism, and they
may be more likely to focus on the technical aspects of sexual
activity during masturbation or partnered sexual activity.
There is strong motivation for conceptualizing asexuality as a
biologic, perhaps genetic, sexual orientation and, as such,
asexuals are highly invested in working with sex researchers
to execute this important research.
Whereas this study attempted to uncover some of the
characteristics of asexuality by exploring asexuals' own
narrative truths, this study did not address the true nature of
asexuality. To what extent is asexuality a sexual identity
versus a sexual orientation? Sexual orientation traditionally
refers to behavioral characteristics and a predisposition towards a certain gender (Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948)
whereas sexual identity includes the recognition, acceptance,
and identification with one's preferences (Mohr, 2002).
Shively and De Cecco (1977) advanced a broad definition of
sexual identity, which encompassed sexual orientation, biologic sex, gender identity, and social sex-role identity.
Asexuals in this study conceptualized their asexuality as an
identity but also referred to their asexuality as an orientation
but many rejected the traditional categories of gender and
sexual orientation. On the other hand, all participants
~
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becomes erotic" developmental theory, which posits that
embraced the asexual identity, and this supports previous
physiologic arousal generated by feeling different from
findings in which those with non-conventional sexual feelopposite-sex peers becomes transformed into erotic attracings may have a stronger sense of sexual identity than those
who are unaware of their feelings (McConaghy & Armtion. To explicate how such transformation takes place, Bern
strong, 1983).
proposed three possible mechanisms-one of which is the
Although the majority of research exploring sexual oriextrinsic arousal effect, in which physiologic arousal is
entation identity formation has focused on non-heterosexual
combined with a cognitive causal attribution (e.g., my
identity formation, Cass' (1979) model of identity formation
arousal was elicited by a potential sexual partner), giving rise
might be extended to apply to asexuals. Cass' model illusto erotic desire. Thus, it may be that asexuals lack this cogtrates the transition through identity confusion (confusion
nitive causal attribution and their physiologic arousal does
about who one is in light of their sexual desires and behavnot become directed towards any target. McClintock and
Herdt (1996) prefer a biologic explanation to the developiors), identity comparison (the individual compares their
identity with those sharing a similar identity to cope with the
ment of sexual attraction and strongly link normal attraction
alienation), identity tolerance (the individual seeks to meet
to adrenarche-the period of maturation of the adrenals between the ages of 6 and 10. This marks the first event in a
the social, sexual, and emotional needs that supports his/her
developmental sequence progressing from attraction to fanemerging identity), identity acceptance (the individual is
tasy to sexual behavior. Moreover, this "turning on" of
developing a clearer sense of their identity as gay/lesbian),
sexual attractions takes place at the age of 10 for boys and
identity pride (the individual experiences pride at their
girls, well before gonadal puberty, regardless of sexual oriidentity and may devalue heterosexuality), and identity
synthesis (acknowledging supportive and devaluing nonentation, and has been shown in a number of different
countries (Herdt & McClintock, 2000). They hypothesize
supportive heterosexuals, and developing a sense of wholethat with the maturation ofthe adrenal glands at the age of 6-8
ness). Asexuals in the present study articulated their identity
and the increase in dehydroepiandrosterone secreted from the
confusion, and many discussed long-standing confusion and
adrenal cortex, this alters brain function, including neural
"experimentation" with the heterosexual orientation prior to
proliferation and selective loss of nonfunctional connections.
their knowledge of A YEN. With the discovery of an asexual
Following from this theory of attraction, it is possible that
community, many indeed discussed identity comparison,
disruptions in the process of adrenal maturation, such that the
tolerance, and pride. Asexuality may, therefore, force recchild does not experience the la-fold rise in adrenal androonceptualizations of sexual identity, sexual orientation, and
gens, take place. Alternatively, asexuality may develop from
gender identity to be more inclusive. Future research should
a central mechanism that prevents the activation of neural
be targeted to studying gender identity development in
receptors by these androgens thus preventing proliferation.
asexual individuals, and comparing those who are romantiCertainly, the finding that the majority of our participants
cally inclined to same versus opposite sex partners.
It also bears mentioning that asexuality is likely a hetercould not recall onset of any sexual attractions during childogeneous entity. Some accepted traditional categories of
hood and, instead, reported feeling different from their
peers, who verbalized sexual attractions, points to possible
gender (male/female) and sexual orientation (hetero-, bi-,
and homosexual), whereas others resisted these and preferred
aberrations in the period of adrenarche.
non-traditional descriptions. Also, whereas asexuality was
Longitudinal research designs, as have been conducted in
characterized by a lifelong lack of sexual attractions, 29% in
exploring other facets of sexual orientation development and
changes over time (e.g., Diamond, 2005), might be key to
the current study recalled first sexual interests. Some (27%)
engaged in intercourse despite the lack of attraction. The
better understanding the development, nature, and trajectory
qualitative data indicated a lack of sexual distress, and only
of asexuality. Moreover, the combination of qualitative with
10% scored in the clinical range on the measure of sexual
quantitative methodologies may be essential for defining the
distress. These data suggest that there is not one asexual
central characteristics of this poorly understood construct.
prototype, and that as research continues to explore the nature"'lii--------;r':'"""'i:
- ••••••••
-and characteristics of asexuality, subtypes may emerge. It is
also possible that some individuals may be more accurately
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