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The Problems with “Straight, Gay or Lying?”
An article titled “Straight, Gay or Lying?” and written by Benedict Carey appeared on the front
page of the New York Times “Science Times” section on July 5.1 The article was featured on the
newspaper’s front page (A-1). There are numerous, serious problems with the article.
The article purports to cover a new study on bisexuality in males that is set to appear in the
academic journal Psychological Science.2 The article concludes that the study “casts doubt on
whether true bisexuality exists, at least in men.” The article (1) fails to note several serious and
obvious questions about the study’s methodology and underlying premises; (2) fails to report the
many serious controversies that have plagued one of the study’s authors in the past; (3) misstates
some of the study’s conclusions; and (4) fails to reflect the views of any leaders in the bisexual
community.
1. The study has a number of methodological problems that the article fails to discuss,
including:
o The study, despite hollow caveats, focuses on sexual orientation being defined by one’s
physical arousal of the genitals while viewing short films depicting people having sex.
The data charts, for example, purport to show “sexual arousal as a function of sexual
orientation” (p. 581). Modern school of thought is that sexual orientation is defined by a
combination of cognitive and physical responses, not just by whether one’s genitals
respond a certain way to pornography. The overarching theme of the article, however, is
to accept the study’s hypothesis that “arousal is orientation.” In its 1,500 words, the
article quotes only one individual who refutes this definitional approach.
o To determine “arousal,” the study relies entirely upon measuring male genital arousal
with penile plethysmograph.3 There is considerable literature that questions its validity as
a scientific instrument.4 There is no standardization of how to use it as a test,5 including a
uniform set of visual stimuli or scoring procedures, let alone agreement on what degree
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of measured physical arousal is clinically significant.6 The lack of uniform sets of visual
stimuli or scoring procedures with this methodology is a glaring issue in this study never
mentioned in the article.7 There is evidence of false negatives and positives, leading some
professionals to argue that it is a scientifically unreliable method. In fact, according to the
APA (DSM-IV), “The reliability and validity of this procedure (penile plethysmograph)
in clinical assessment have not been well established, and clinical experience suggests
that subjects can simulate response by manipulating mental images” (Paraphilias, at
524).8 At no point does the article question the use of this device.
o More than one-third (35%) of the study participants did not show “sufficient genital
arousal for analyses” (p. 581). The article acknowledges this but accepts at face value a
statement by one of the authors that this “lack of response did not change the overall
findings.” Since the article also quotes one of the authors as saying, “that for men arousal
is orientation,” does this mean that more than one-third of the participants had no sexual
orientation? Any mechanical device that purports to accurately assess a condition and is
unable to do so one out of three times is surely suspect.
o The study is based on a small study population — only 104 participants (30 heterosexual,
33 bisexual and 38 homosexual men) — of whom only 68 (65%) showed “sufficient
genital arousal for analyses.” In fact, only 22 of the men who identified as bisexual
showed “sufficient genital arousal for analyses” (p. 581). This is an extraordinarily small
sample upon which to base such sweeping conclusions. The article does not make this
clear, but calls the study “the largest of several small reports….” In fact, it is not.
o Participants for the study were recruited from advertisements in “gay-oriented”
magazines and an alternative newspaper in Chicago for a paid study on sexual arousal (p.
580). The study population is not random or representative of all men who may identify
as heterosexual, gay or bisexual. Moreover, as noted above, over one-third of the study
population did not register “sufficient genital arousal” and nearly one-quarter of the study
population registered no response whatsoever and were therefore not factored into the
results (p. 580). The article does not note the problems with the sample and its selection.
2. The article fails to mention in any way, shape or form the controversies that have plagued
one of the authors of the study, J. Michael Bailey. Bailey’s conclusions and methods have
been relentlessly challenged by academics and activists. Stories on some of these
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controversies have appeared in The Chronicle of Higher Education,9 Windy City Times,10
ScienceNOW,11 The Daily Northwestern,12 Associated Press13 and Chicago Tribune.14
Readers should — at a minimum — have been put on notice that one of the authors and the
one most extensively quoted in the article is not a dispassionate academic, but one with
highly controversial — and much challenged — opinions and methods.
3. The article misstates and does not fully cover the study’s findings.
o The title of the article, “Gay, Straight or Lying,” and other text strongly suggest that
bisexual men are lying about their sexual orientation. For all the underlying study’s
flaws, no where does it suggest that bisexual men are lying.
o The study, again with all its underlying flaws, does not, in fact, “cast doubt on whether
true bisexuality exists, at least in men,” as the article states. The study states, “In terms of
behavior and identity, bisexual men clearly exist” (p. 580). Rather, the primary
conclusion of the study is that “male bisexuality appears primarily to represent a style of
interpreting or reporting sexual arousal rather than a distinct pattern of genital sexual
arousal” (p. 579).
o The study found that the study subjects’ subjective arousal to the visual stimuli did, in
fact, show that the men who identified as bisexual had “bisexual arousal patterns” (p.
581). The article does not mention this significant finding, again buying the notion that
arousal, alone, is orientation.
4. The article fails to quote the opinions of the wide array of bisexual leaders, including activists
and academics. Only one openly bisexual person is quoted, who offers a purely personal
observation. Given the article’s underlying theme — bisexuality in men does not actually exist
— the article should have sought out the opinions of bisexual leaders and thinkers.
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