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Important Note: We are using "bisexual" as an umbrella term to cover a range of 
sexual orientations involving attraction to more than one gender. Those 
orientations include but are not limited to bisexual, pansexual, polysexual, fluid, and 
queer.  Bisexual is our preferred term due to the continuity with historical human 

rights activities undertaken by people attracted to more than one gender. 
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Introduction 

In March 2017, the United Nations Office of the High Commission for Human Rights 

(OHCHR) released the 2016 Progress Report on its Free & Equal campaign.1 It highlighted, 

amongst other things, that the campaign has reached an impressive 1.5 billion people, 

through multiple on-the-ground and online campaigns.  

 

This level of outreach for the Rainbow/LGBTI+ community is unprecedented.2  

 

The scale of the campaign is an enormous opportunity, but also a significant risk for bisexual 

people around the world. Given the campaign's reach, the esteem of the UN and the 

OHCHR, plus the history of bisexual erasure from LGBTI+ campaigns, there is a real risk 

that bisexual people and their specific issues will be erased again, perpetuating biphobia, but 

this time on a global scale. 

 

Conversely, the Free & Equal campaign offers a powerful opportunity to model bisexual 

inclusion, and to directly address the unique characteristics of biphobia and, therefore, the 

particular issues affecting the human rights and wellbeing of bisexual people.  

 

In this context, the purpose of this document is to propose a targeted programme for 

bisexual people within the Free & Equal campaign. To this end, it sets out the context for 

this programme, including bisexuality itself, along with the pressing issues of biphobia. It 

proposes a targeted programme that uses tools and methods that the Free & Equal campaign 

has already employed, so that it can build on that expertise and experience.  

 

This proposal is intended to fit within the aims of the Free & Equal campaign, which is to 

target the heterosexual community and build a broader base of allies. Therefore, the starting 

point is "zero", that is, the programme needs to assume that much of the audience will have 

no prior exposure or understanding of bisexuality.  

  

                                                
1  UN Free & Equal Campaign: Progress Report 2016 (OHCHR, March 2017). For information about the Free 

& Equal campaign, see <www.unfe.org>. 

2  Note that the terms Rainbow and LGBTI+ are used interchangeably. 

http://www.unfe.org/
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1. Bisexuality 

The word "bisexual" is an umbrella term that covers a range of sexual orientations involving 

attraction to more than one gender. Those orientations include bisexual, pansexual, 

polysexual, fluid, and queer. Some bisexual people also identify as gay when that word is used 

as an umbrella term for anyone who is not straight. Bisexual is the authors' preferred term 

due to the continuity with historical human rights activities undertaken by people attracted 

to more than one gender. 

 

All of these terms have distinctions, which should be respected.3 Broadly, however, bisexual 

orientations are those where the person is romantically and/or sexually attracted to people 

of more than one gender. This differs from monosexual orientations, such as heterosexual 

or homosexual, where the person is attracted to a single gender. For bisexual people, the 

degrees or forms of attraction to various genders may or may not change over time.4  

 

It is difficult to quantify how many people identify as fitting within this umbrella, as there 

are different statistics from different studies, different age groups, different genders, different 

countries, and at different times. Historically, bisexual people have literally been erased from 

research through being conflated with lesbians and gay men.  However, recent demographic 

studies with more nuanced approaches to sexuality suggest that around half of those within 

the LGBTI+ community are bisexual.5 The actual figure may be much higher, with one study 

in the United Kingdom finding that half of the respondents who were aged 18–24 years old 

identified as neither exclusively heterosexual or exclusively homosexual.6 

2. Biphobia 

Just as homophobia is the underlying cause of prejudice towards homosexual people, at the 

heart of problems facing bisexual people is biphobia. However, the two phenomena should 

not be conflated; biphobia is distinct from homophobia. It refers to negative attitudes, 

behaviours and structures that are specifically directed towards bisexuality and bisexual 

people.7 Although biphobia can be influenced by orthodox heterosexism, it is a form of 

                                                
3  These identities are defined individually in Ashley Mardell The ABC's of LGBT+ (Mango Media Inc, 

2016). 

4  Robyn Ochs "Bisexual" Robyn Ochs <https://robynochs.com>. 

5  See Gary J Gates How many people are lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender? (The Williams Institute, April 
2011). 

6  Will Dahlgreen "1 in 2 young people say they are not 100% heterosexual" YouGov 
<https://yougov.co.uk>. 

7  Meg Baker and others The Bisexuality Report: Bisexual inclusion in LGBT equality and diversity (Centre for 
Citizenship, Identities and Governance and Faculty of Health and Social Care, The Open University, 
February 2012) at 19. 

https://robynochs.com/bisexual/
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2015/08/16/half-young-not-heterosexual/
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prejudice with unique characteristics.8 Biphobia is given effect through bisexual erasure, 

bisexual invisibility, and negative stereotypes.  And, as with homophobia and transphobia, 

the negative attitudes, behaviours and structures operate at ideological, institutional, 

interpersonal and internalised levels.     

 

A. Bisexual Erasure 

Biphobia may be expressed by bisexual erasure. This may be denying the existence of 

bisexuality altogether: 'there's no such thing'. Alternatively, it may involve situations where 

the revelation of a person's bisexuality is met with assertions that they are not; that, instead, 

they are: 

 Actually lesbian or gay;  

 Actually straight;  

 Just experimenting or "going through a phase";  

 Too young to know ("I thought I was bi too when I was your age");  

 Too scared to come out "properly" as lesbian or gay; 

 Just lonely;  

 Just seeking attention;  

 Just wanting to have lots of sex; and/or 

 Being part of a social 'trend'. 

 

As well as outright denial, bisexual erasure can also be expressed by attempting to define it 

in a narrow way that erases what it means for many bisexual people, for example, claims that 

bisexuality is only real if it means equal attraction to cis-men and cis-women, or that it refers 

only to cisgender people.  These ideas mean many bisexual people do not feel they "belong" 

in wider Rainbow community groups, events and celebrations because they are not treated 

as being authentic members of the Rainbow community.  

 

B. Bisexual Invisibility 

Bisexual erasure also has a passive form, bisexual invisibility, where – rather than being  

actively erased – bisexuality and bisexual people are omitted, or falsely described or conflated 

with homosexual people.  

 

Common examples are the phrases "gay rights", "gay marriage" and "gay pride". Such 

language conceals the fact that bisexual people have been involved in the various rights 

movements (and are therefore removed from history and academia). These types of phrases 

also fail to disclose the fact that bisexual people could benefit from such movements and 

events, since they too have similar gender relationships.  

 

                                                
8  Tania Israel and Jonathan J Mohr "Attitudes Towards Bisexual Women and Men: Current Research, 

Future Directions" (2004) 4 Journal of Bisexuality 117 at 210. 
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The word "gay" is not synonymous with LGBTI, and "homophobia" is not synonymous 

with queerphobia. "Gay" and "homophobia" are not inclusive words. Instead, they render 

bisexual people invisible, and hide their uniqueness and their unique issues. 

 

One of the more insidious examples of bisexual invisibility is inside research contexts, where 

bisexual people are literally conflated with lesbians and gay men.9  This means bisexual 

people's differential experiences – and often, more severe impacts as a result of 

discrimination – are literally invisible inside pieces of research investigating social and health 

outcomes for people with non-normative sexualities.  

 

Another example is the failure of Google to allow searching for "bisexual" and related words 

to autocomplete when the first few letters are typed into a search engine.  Only after many 

years advocacy from bisexual community groups was this policy changed.  The policy was 

bisexual-specific in that other terms such as heterosexual and homosexual could 

autocomplete.10 

 

C. Negative Stereotypes 

Biphobia may also be expressed by negative stereotypes. Some of these are associated with 

the erasure phenomena. A bisexual person may be said to be: 

 Too scared to come out as gay or lesbian; 

 Confused; 

 Just experimenting; and/or 

 Trying to be trendy. 

 

Other negative stereotypes include claims that bisexual people are: 

 Promiscuous and indiscriminate; 

 Unfaithful; 

 Dishonest; 

 Generally untrustworthy; 

 Unstable in relationships; 

 Leading double lives and, therefore, deceptive; 

 Spreading sexually transmitted diseases; and/or 

 Non-monogamous. 

 

Any of these things may be true for some bisexual people, as they may be true for some 

hetero- and homosexual people. On the whole, however, these ideas are often assumed for 

                                                
9  Amy Andre found one study where the authors stated, "In this study, we looked at lesbians and bisexual 

women, who from here on will be referred to as lesbians": Amy Andre "Nothing Without Us" (26 
September 2013) Huffington Post <www.huffingtonpost.com>. 

10  Faith Cheltenham "Google's Bisexual Problem" (18 July 2012) Huffington Post 
<www.huffingtonpost.com>. 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amy-andre/nothing-about-us-without-us_b_3992237.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/faith-cheltenham/google-instant-search-bisexual_b_1682654.html
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bisexual people (unlike for people of other sexual orientations) and are, therefore, used as 

bases for prejudice and violence towards bisexual people.  These ideas are also internalised, 

and have serious and severe impacts on bisexual people's ability to establish community, and 

on mental and physical health outcomes. 

 

These stereotypes are perpetuated by, inter alia, bisexual tropes in film and television, as 

shown in Figure 1 below. 

 

 

 
Fig 1. In the media, bisexual people are almost universally portrayed as depraved villains, 
as femmes fatales, as unfaithful, as ambivalent about their sexual orientation, or any 
combination of those traits. Pictured are the characters Frank Underwood from House of 
Cards, Kalinda Sharma from The Good Wife, and Barbara Kean from Gotham, all of which 
are bisexual, manipulative, and unfaithful characters. 
 

 

D. Biphobia within the Rainbow Community 

Biphobia is frequently evident in the Rainbow community. For example, phrases like, "gold 

star lesbian/gay" imply that bisexual people represent some poorer standard.11 Also, there is 

an assumption of "straight-passing privilege". This assertion suggests that bisexual people 

can benefit from living closeted lives by "choosing" different-gender partners and living as 

ostensibly heterosexual, even though the homosexual people who make such suggestions 

often know the harms of remaining closeted from their own lived experiences. 

 

Biphobia in the Rainbow community is reflected in the activities of LGBTI+ civil society 

organisations. The work of these organisations has focused on (inter alia) "gay rights", "gay 

pride", "gay marriage" and the like. There is very little work done by such organisations that 

                                                
11  For more examples of such intra-community biphobia, see Zachary Zane "8 Subtle Biphobic Phrases 

Gay Folks Say All the Time" (19 July 2016) Pride <www.pride.com>. 

http://www.pride.com/bisexual/2016/7/19/8-subtle-biphobic-phrases-gay-folks-say-all-time
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targets the unique issues confronting bisexual people. There is an assumed "trickle-down 

effect", where progress for homosexuals is expected to not only benefit bisexuals but do so 

comprehensively. Given the aforementioned unique forms and bases of prejudice, this is a 

significant over-simplification. 

 

Bisexual people, biphobia and bi-erasure are extremely unlikely to be addressed by 

mainstream Rainbow organisations.  For example, an analysis of grant-making for LGBTI+ 

groups in the United States regularly reports that bisexual people receive less than 1% of 

funding for specific groups inside the wider Rainbow community.  In 2011, the bisexual 

community received $5000, compared with $6.4 million for lesbians; $8.3 million for gay 

men; $5 million for trans people, and $111,000 for intersex people.12 

 

Similarly, many supposedly-Rainbow organisations, media outlets and events erase bisexual 

people from their names. Examples include ILGA, IDAHOT, GLAAD, and Gay Star News. 

Frequently, "gay", "gay and lesbian", and "homophobia" are erroneously employed as 

synonyms for LGBTI+ or Rainbow.  

 

Examples of biphobia from the Rainbow community are illustrated in figures 2–6 below. 

 

 
Fig 2. This [since-deleted] tweet by Boy George in January 2017 
exemplifies stereotype-based biphobia and bisexual erasure from within 
the Rainbow community. 

 

 

                                                
12   Ben Francisco Maulbeck and Lyle Matthew Kan 2012 Tracking Report: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender 

and Queer Grantmaking by U.S. Foundations (Funders for LGBTQ Issues, December 2013). 
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Fig 3. The opening line in the much-celebrated "LGBT children's book", 
Promised Land by Adam Reynolds and Chaz Harris is "Once upon a time, 
in a land not far away, A place where no one cared if you were straight or 
you were gay, …" Bisexual readers might wonder if anyone cared about 
their sexual orientation in this idyllic fantasy world. 

 

 
Fig 4. This tweet from the UN Foundation erroneously uses "gay" as 
synonymous with "LGBTI". 
 
 

 
Fig 5. In this meme tweeted by Free & Equal, biphobia is overlooked in 
the opening words, "Homophobia and transphobia harms [sic] the 
mental health of LGBT youth". It also pools the statistics together, 
which erases the fact that mental health issues are frequently worse for 
bisexual people than for homosexuals. 
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Fig 6. The headline of this image, taken from the Free & Equal 2016 
Progress Report, assumes or implies that, while similar-gender 
relationships are criminal between gay people, they are lawful between 
bisexual people. It is also implied more subtly that bisexual people can 
'choose' different-gender relationships and be safe from such laws. 
 

 

Inclusive language is, of course, entirely possible. Certain civil society and media 

organisations have changed their names so that they are not erasing bisexual people. 

However, those efforts are often undermined by their refusal to update their acronyms. 

IDAHOT, for example, supposedly stands for "International Day Against Homophobia, 

Biphobia and Transphobia". This, of course, if false, since the "B" continues to be omitted. 

An LGBTI+ organisation in New Zealand, Rainbow Wellington, has very recently begun to 

publicly correct the acronym to IDAHOBiT in materials for the 2017 events, as shown in 

figure 7 below. However, the primary organisation persists with the biphobic acronym in its 

name, its URL (dayagainsthomophobia.org), its Twitter and Facebook handles 

(@may17IDAHOT), and the articles and materials it produces. Consequently, it will 

participate in and perpetuate biphobic erasure to its global audience on 17 May 2017. 
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Fig 7. In this poster, the New Zealand organisation, Rainbow 
Wellington, has unilaterally corrected the acronym or IDAHOT to 
IDAHOBiT. 
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E. The Harms from Biphobia 

At least through the 2000s, there has been a small but steady stream of research that focuses 

on bisexual people, primarily due to more rigorous disaggregation of bisexual people from 

lesbians and gay men after earlier, less sophisticated research often conflated these groups as 

discussed above.13 Unsurprisingly, a review of that literature finds no positive effects from 

biphobia on bisexual people well-being, but a wide range of adverse effects.14 In terms of the 

discriminatory treatment, as noted above, biphobia is distinct from homophobic and other 

forms of prejudice.15 Indeed, because of its unique drivers and characteristics, experiences of 

biphobia increase with disclosure of orientation ('outness').16 Unsurprisingly, then, bisexual 

people have heightened concerns about stigma and biphobia, and are less likely to disclose 

their sexual orientation than homosexuals.17 In fact, bisexual people are more likely than all 

other sexual identities to hide their sexuality from others, even people close to them.18  In 

one US study, 25% of bisexual people had never told anyone their sexuality, compared with 

4% of lesbians and gay men.19  Even when bisexual people are out, their sexuality will often 

be deduced – incorrectly – by the sex of their current partner by people around them.  

 

Bisexual people, therefore, suffer sexual minority stigma-related stress.20 But, more 

specifically for bisexual people, there is also a greater sense of isolation and lack of social 

support.21 This disconnection is not just from heterosexual communities, but also from gay 

                                                
13  The Journal of Bisexuality, for example, had its first edition in 2000. 

14  Some of the studies group bisexuals with other cohorts within the wider Rainbow community, although 
most of the articles referred to here are focused on bisexual people.  

15  See Mary-Anne McAllum "'Bisexuality is just semantics…': Young Bisexual Women's Experiences in 
New Zealand Secondary Schools" (2014) 14(1) Journal of Bisexuality 75 at 81–82; Anne E Tweedy and 
Karen Yescavage "Employment Discrimination Against Bisexuals: An Empirical Study" (2015) 21 Wm 
& Mary J Women & L 299; and Ann E Tweedy "A Bisexual Perspective on Law School Hiring" (2015) 
31(1) Columbia Journal of Gender and Law 82 at 85. 

16  Tangela S Roberts, Sharon G Horne and William T Hoyt "Between a Gay and a Straight Place: Bisexual 
Individuals' Experiences with Monosexism" (2015) 15(4) Journal of Bisexuality 554 at 564. Yoshino 
identifies three particular and overlapping incentives that heterosexuals and homosexuals have to engage 
in bisexual erasure: "(1) an interest in the stability of social orientation categories; (2) an interest in the 
primacy of sex [and gender] as diacritical characteristic; and (3) an interest in the preservation of 
monogamy": Kenji Yoshino "The Epistemic Contract of Bisexual Erasure" (2000) 52(2) Stanford Law 
Review 353. 

17  Eric W Schrimshaw, Martin J Downing Jr and Daniel J Cohn "Reasons for Non-Disclosure of Sexual 
Orientation Among Behaviourally Bisexual Men: Non-Disclosure as Stigma Management" (2016) 
Archives of Sexual Behavior, Epub 8 June 2016. 

18    William Leonard and others Private Lives 2: The second national survey of the health and wellbeing of GLBT 
Australians (Australian Research Centre in Sex, Health and Society, La Trobe University, 2012). 

19  "Understanding Issues Facing Bisexual Americans" (Movement Advancement Project, BiNet USA, and 
Bisexual Resource Center, 2014). 

20  Frank Pega, Lee A Smith, Tom Hamilton and Scott Summerfield "Factors increasing and decreasing 
binge-drinking in young people attracted to more than one gender: A qualitative study of focus groups" 
(Department of Public Health, University of Otago, Public Health Monograph Series No. 29, 8 
November 2012) at 15 

21  A S Callis "The black sheep of the pink flock: Labels, stigma, and bisexual identity" (2013) 13(1) Journal 
of Bisexuality 82. 

http://apo.org.au/node/10451
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men and lesbians.22 This can be especially distressing because bisexual people assume support 

from the remainder of the LGBTI+ community that they are a part of.  

 

Bisexual people are also subjected to prejudice in the legal realm, with cases of bisexual 

people being denied child custody on the basis that their supposedly-ambivalent sexual 

orientation makes them and their relationships too unstable. There have also been cases of 

bisexual people being denied asylum because, either, their same-sex relationships are 

perceived to be a sham for claiming persecution by reason of sexual orientation, or because 

they can "choose" to be in different gender relationship that will supposedly shield them 

from homophobic persecution in their home State.23  

 

The issues for bisexual women are especially profound. Almost 1 in 2 bisexual women have 

experienced rape, which is 2.6 times higher than the rate for heterosexual women and 3.5 

times higher than that for homosexual women. Similarly, bisexual women experience far 

greater rates of intimate partner violence, with nearly half reporting severe physical intimate 

partner violence.24 The reasons for these extreme levels of violence are believed to relate to 

some of the negative stereotypes described above: bisexual women are thought to be 

indiscriminate in their choices of sexual partners, and untrustworthy in their relationships.  

In terms of rape and sexual violence, coercion towards bisexual women may include being 

required to "prove" they are attracted to a particular gender. Overall, there is an intersection 

of issues of biphobia and misogyny, sometimes referred to as bi-misogyny. Further 

intersecting and exacerbating issues can include race, cultural group, or religion or ethical 

belief.25 

 

All of these issues impact on bisexual peoples' wellbeing in wide-ranging ways. They lead to 

internalised biphobia;26 a reduced sense of safety;27 increased rates of depression, anxiety, 

                                                
22  Pega, Smith, Hamilton and Summerfield, above n 20, at 13; and Jean Sergent-Shadbolt "Revolving doors 

and new identities: A report into new bisexuality research in Aotearoa/New Zealand" (2015) 29(2) 
Women's Studies Journal 42 at 47. 

23  Nancy C Marcus "Bridging Bisexual Erasure in LGBT-Rights Discourse and Litigation" (2015) 22 
Michigan Journal of Gender & Law 291 at 295. 

24  Mikel L Walters, Jieru Chen and Matthew J Breiding The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence 
Survey (NISVS): 2010 Findings on Victimization by Sexual Orientation (National Center for Injury Prevention 
and Control, Atlanta, January 2013). 

25  Sandra Dickson Building Rainbow communities free of partner and sexual violence (Hohou Te Rongo Kahukura 
– Outing Violence, April 2016). 

26  Roberts, Horne and Hoyt, above n 16, at 557. Internalised biphobia is, in essence, feelings that one's 
own bisexuality, or that of others, is somehow illegitimate: Robyn Ochs "Biphobia" Robyn Ochs 
<www.robynochs.com>. 

27  M F G Lucassen, T C Clark, E Moselen, E M Robinson, and The Adolescent Research Group "Youth 
12: The Health and Wellbeing of Secondary School Students in New Zealand: Results for Young People 
Attracted to the Same Sex or Both Sexes" (University of Auckland, 2014) at 28. 
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self-harm and suicidality;28 increased binge-drinking,29 substance use,30 and heavy smoking;31 

and lower GP awareness of sexual orientation and behaviour, and therefore lower testing 

and identification of sexually-transmitted diseases.32 Most of these wellbeing indicators are 

worse for bisexual people than lesbians and gay men because of the aforementioned 

prejudice from within the Rainbow community.33 

3. Enhancing Bisexual People's Wellbeing 

Converse to the negative consequences of biphobia, what enhances bisexual people's 

wellbeing at an individual level is coming out. Despite increased incidences of prejudice, 

there remains a strong relationship between revealing orientation and higher levels of mental 

health.34 Furthermore, self-acceptance—which is a part of the process of disclosure—

increases self-esteem, which in turn increases resilience to discrimination.35 Social support 

from friends assists with public disclosure of sexual orientation, and support from family 

assists with self-acceptance.36 Similarly, acceptance from family and friends reduces actual or 

perceived biphobic experiences.37  

 

Other factors that help are online social networks,38 and positive representations and role 

models.39 It is important, too, that bisexual people can access mental health services that are 

                                                
28  Lucassen and others, above n 27, at 22; and see Jeffrey Adams, Pauline Dickinson and Lanuola Asiasiga 

"Mental health promotion for gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and intersex New Zealanders" (2013) 
5(2) Journal of Primary Health Care 105 at 106. 

29  Pega, Smith, Hamilton and Summerfield, above n 20, at 13–14. 

30  Lucassen and others, above n 27, at 24. 

31  Gilbert Gonzales, Julia Przedworski and Carrie Henning-Smith "Comparison of Health and Health Risk 
Factors Between Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Adults and Heterosexual Adults in the United States: 
Results from the National Health Interview Survey" JAMA Internal Medicine (online ed) (27 June 2016) 
<jamanetwork.com>. 

32  Adrian H Ludlam, Peter J Saxton, Nigel P Dickson and Anthony J Hughes "General practitioner 
awareness of sexual orientation among a community and internet sample of gay and bisexual men in 
New Zealand" (2015) 7(3) Journal of Primary Health Care 204 at 206 

33  See for example, Leonard et al (2012): Barker, M., Richards, C., Jones, R., Bowes-Catton, H., Plowman, 
T., Yockney, J. and Morgan, M. (2012) The Bisexuality Report: Bisexual inclusion in LGBT equality and 
diversity;  (Understanding Issues Facing Bisexual Americans (2014): Supporting and Caring for our 
Bisexual Youth, (2014): Human Rights Campaign Foundation, A Resource Guide to Coming Out as 
Bisexual, (2016). 

34  Eric W Schrimshaw, Karolynn Siegel, Martin J Downing Jr and Jeffrey T Parsons "Disclosure and 
Concealment of Sexual Orientation and the Mental Health of Non-Gay-Identified, Behaviourally 
Bisexual Men" (2013) 81(1) Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology 141 at 146–147. 

35  Pega, Smith, Hamilton and Summerfield, above n 20, at 16. 

36  G Shilo and R Savaya "Effects of family and friend support on LGB youths' mental health and sexual 
orientation milestones" (2011) 60(3) Family Relations 318; and Paul Kwon "Resilience in Lesbian, Gay, 
and Bisexual Individuals" (2013) 17(4) Personality and Social Psychology Review 371 at 372. 

37  Roberts, Horne and Hoyt, above n 16, at 564. 

38  Sergent-Shadbolt, above n 22, at 46–47. 

39  Pega, Smith, Hamilton and Summerfield, above n 20, at 28–29; and Sergent-Shadbolt, above n 22, at 
47–48. 
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culturally safe and appropriate, and where providers can address the unique issues 

confronting LGBTI+ people, including biphobia and bi-erasure.40 Finally, bisexual people 

developing their abilities to accept and process emotions during stress, and tolerating stress 

helps to enhance wellbeing.41  

 

At a 'global' level, what assists bisexual people is education and general public awareness 

campaigns which address prejudice in the macro-social system.42 This needs to flow through 

into ensuring that bisexual people are treated as equals in the legal system and by its actors, 

which would also provide a certain sense of security. Education is also necessary within 

LGBTI+ organisations and communities, to ensure that bisexual people are respected as 

equals and are in safe spaces in those groups. 

4. A Bisexuality-Focused Campaign 

Given the problems bisexual people experience, and the risks of exacerbating these problems 

with insensitive communications from the UN Free & Equal campaign, there is both need 

and justification for a targeted campaign. 

 

A. Mission 

The mission for this campaign would be to improve the human rights and wellbeing of 

bisexual people.  

 

B. Objectives 

Relative to that mission, the campaign's objectives would be: 

 To "start a conversation" that contributes to eliminating prejudice and violence 

towards bisexual people on the basis of their sexual orientation; 

 To guarantee that the Free & Equal campaign and other work by organs of the UN 

do not erase bisexual people and perpetuate biphobia; 

 To increase general understanding of bisexuality and biphobia; and  

 To increase pathways for bisexual people to "come out" safely, decreasing isolation 

and increasing wellbeing. 

 

Such a campaign could be delivered through models already employed by the Free & Equal 

campaign. 

 

                                                
40  Adams, Dickinson and Asiasiga, above n 28, at 110–111. 

41  Kwon, above n 36, at 372. 

42  Adams, Dickinson and Asiasiga, above n 28, at 110. 
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C. Target Audience 

The Free & Equal campaign targets the straight community, with the aim of increasing the 

number of allies and, therefore, reducing prejudice towards LGBTI+ people. From the 

limited research available, campaigns targeting the straight community are particularly 

important for instances of biphobia that result in intimate partner abuse and violence, in 

sexual violence, and in restrictive attitudes towards sexuality which privilege binary 

understandings. Otherwise, the research points to general global-level awareness raising and 

acceptance.  

 

Although the Free & Equal campaign does not directly target the LGBTI+ community, it is 

clear from the research and from anecdotal evidence that biphobia within that community is 

a key driver for the mental health and other outcomes that are worse for bisexual people 

than lesbians and gay men. Free & Equal may be unable to have a campaign targeted at 

biphobia within the LGBTI+ community, but it the evidence illustrates that it must be borne 

in mind throughout the campaign: "teach by doing"; being inclusive and representative, and 

tackling biphobia. 

 

D. The Current Free & Equal Campaign 

The Free & Equal campaign aims to "raise awareness of sexual, gender and bodily diversity, 

and promote equal rights and fair treatment of lesbian, gay, bi, trans and intersex people 

everywhere". To this end, it aims to:43 

 Project the UN's messages of LGBT and intersex equality and acceptance in 

traditional and social media. 

 Support country-level UN advocacy for the human rights of LGBTI+ people, 

including through distribution of public information materials and tools. 

 Lend support and legitimacy to the work carried out by civil society organisations to 

counter prejudice and harmful stereotypes directed at LGBT and intersex people 

 

According to its 2016 Progress Report, the Free & Equal campaign has included: 

 Making and distributing communications materials, including videos and vignettes, 

memes, gifs and electronic postcards, and factsheets; 

o These materials have been on topics including violence, criminalisation, 

discrimination, sex characteristics, refuge and asylum, LGBT rights in 

international law, and FAQ on sexual orientation and gender identity. These 

remain available for use by UN field offices, civil society organisations, and 

other stakeholders. 

 Making an interactive map showing the history of "gay [sic] criminalization"; 

                                                
43  UN Free & Equal Campaign: Progress Report 2016 (OHCHR, March 2017) at 2. 
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 Producing the LGBT+ stamps set;44 

 Social media campaigns; 

 A targeted "mini-campaign" on intersex awareness, featuring a video and a dedicated 

webpage with information and advice for governments and parents; 

 Support for national Free & Equal campaigns in 25 countries; 

 Support for a ministerial-level event on measures to protect LGBTI+ people's 

human rights; 

 Sponsoring the 'Rainbow crossing' in front of the UN headquarters in New York; 

 Working with Equality Champions and other celebrities; and 

 Honouring dates such as Human Rights Day (10 December), IDAHO[BI]T (17 

May), and Intersex Awareness Day (26 October). 

 

E. Risks 

1. Biphobia in the LGBTI+ community 

Regarding the LGBTI+ community, there are two risks from running a bisexual-focused 

campaign. First, by targeting the straight community and, therefore, not directly addressing 

biphobia within the Rainbow community, a primary driver for bisexual people's mental 

health issues is not addressed. Secondly, there may be biphobic backlash within the LGBTI+ 

community. 

 

2. Biphobic backlash more broadly 

The growth of LGBTI+ rights over recent years has been met with backlash in certain 

quarters, and a targeted programme for bisexual people could have a similar response. If 

there is such a backlash, it will likely be based on the negative stereotypes described in Part 

2(C) above. This could include further violence, particularly against women. 

 

3. Perpetuating myths and stereotypes 

Bisexuality is often erroneously defined by the types of myths and stereotypes described in 

Part 2 above, rather than by facts. There is a risk, already identified by the Free & Equal 

campaign, that addressing the myths might inadvertently perpetuate or even increase them, 

particularly in the straight community.  

 

  

                                                
44  The couples in the LGBT stamp set all appear to be similar-gender couples. A different-gender couple 

would have helped highlight that bisexual people are still bisexual when in different-gender relationships. 
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F. A Proposal for a Bisexual Campaign 

All of the work of the Free & Equal campaign could be enhanced by explicitly (or more 

explicitly) covering bisexual issues, or could be replicated for a bisexual-targeted campaign. 

Based on the campaign's current and previous work, and based on the data in this report and 

the many resources available online, the following proposals are made. 

 

1. What is bisexuality? 

Noting the risk of perpetuating myths, the campaign ought to focus on clear messages that 

only address what bisexuality is, rather than what it is not. The narrative might say something 

like, "There are myths about what bisexuality is, and what bisexuals are like, but bisexuality 

is nothing more than a person being attracted to more than one gender." A message of this 

nature clarifies what bisexuality is and challenges the audience to question their own 

assumptions and misconceptions, without naming and perpetuating them.  Learnings from 

public health support this strengths-based approach, and by privileging the narratives of 

people attracted to more than one gender, the possibilities for expanding understandings of 

sexuality are enormous. 

 

2. What is biphobia? 

Similar to the messages about defining bisexuality, defining biphobia carries similar risks of 

perpetuating the problems described in Part 2 above. Again, the messages should be kept 

simple: "Biphobia refers to negative attitudes, behaviours and structures that are specifically 

directed towards bisexuality and bisexual people. It often involves denying the existence of 

bisexuality or negative stereotypes about how bisexual people behave."  

 

There are certain elements of biphobia that should be addressed explicitly, particularly given 

the risks of backlash noted above. For example, given the high rates of violence towards 

bisexual women, it is recommended that the Free & Equal campaign give States prior notice 

of the campaign, which includes information about those trends of violence, about the risks 

of backlash that may involve further violence, and the potential need to alert women's 

refuges, police and other relevant services. Given the particular vulnerabilities to being 

targeted for partner and sexual violence, one focus of addressing biphobia must include a 

call for services responding to such violence to be appropriate for bisexual women. 

 

It is recommended that the Free & Equal campaign work with both bisexual and general 

LGBTI+ organisations and media outlets on the campaign. Those organisations can be made 

aware of the backlash risk and may assist to counter it through their own preparation for an 

awareness campaign that complements the Free & Equal campaign. Working with these 

organisations on the backlash risks also complements other work with these organisations, 

as outlined in the Proposal above, and it assists with the "teach by doing" ethos. 
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3. Addressing bisexual erasure 

 A programme of addressing bisexual erasure, including: 

o Correcting UN current materials and media so that language is inclusive of 

bisexual people; 

o Ensuring future UN materials and media are correct by, for example, updating 

any style guides; and  

o Working with civil society LGBTI+ organisations and media outlets to educate 

them (further) about biphobia and bisexual erasure, with the objective of 

correcting and updating their names, acronyms, materials, media, and general 

lexicon. 

[To do this in a way that acknowledges all gender identities, it is recommended that 

language such as "similar gender" and "different gender" is employed, rather than "same-

sex" and "opposite sex".] 

 

4. General information campaign 

 Developing and distributing graphs, charts, graphics, videos, vignettes, gifs, memes, fact 

sheets, and the like, to promote: 

o A broad understanding of bisexuality; 

o Understanding of biphobia as a unique form of prejudice, describing its various 

forms of expression, particularly violence against women (which is an opportunity 

here to align this work with that of UN Women, perhaps); 

o Discussing biphobia within the LGBTI+ population, and the harm that results 

from being discriminated against in a supposedly safe space on the basis of sexual 

orientation; 

o The health and other issues arising from biphobia, and the fact that those issues 

are often worse for bisexual people; 

o How to avoid biphobic attitudes, language and behaviours; and  

o How to support bisexual people. 

 Educating people within the programme's sphere of influence, including: 

o UN Free & Equal staff;  

o Other UN staff and officials; 

o The Equality Champions and other outreach personalities; and 

o Civil society organisations and media outlets. 
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 Honouring dates such as Bisexual Visibility Day, 23rd of September (see 

www.bivisibilityday.com) and Bisexual Health Awareness Month, all of March (see 

https://bihealthmonth.org/). 

 

G. People and Resources 

To ensure that the programme succeeds, it is imperative that the Free & Equal campaign 

consults with bisexuals and bisexual organisations to ensure it is dealing with the right issues, 

in the right way.  

 

This process would be smoother if campaign staff familiarise themselves with available 

resources in the first instance. There are many excellent resources, including: 

 Shiri Eisner Bi: Notes for a Bisexual Revolution (De Capo Press, 2013) 

 The Bisexual Resource Center, https://biresource.org/ 

 Bisexual.org, https://bisexual.org/ 

 Robyn Ochs, https://robynochs.com/ 

 Journal of Bisexuality, http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wjbi20 

 Reporting on the Bisexual Community: A resource for journalists and media professionals (GLAAD, 

April 2016) 

 "Invisible Majority: The Disparities Facing Bisexual People and How to Remedy 

Them" The Movement Advancement Project (September 2016) (available at 

http://www.lgbtmap.org/file/invisible-majority.pdf)  

 "Mental Health in the Bisexual Community: Biphobia, Bi Erasure, & Getting Help" 

Bisexual Resource Center (available at http://biresource.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/Mental_Health_Biphobia_Brochure.pdf)  

 "Supporting and Caring for Bisexual Youth" Human Rights Campaign (available at 

http://www.hrc.org/youth-report/supporting-and-caring-for-our-bisexual-youth)  

 "A Resource Guide to Coming Out as Bisexual" Human Rights Campaign (available at 

http://www.hrc.org/resources/resource-guide-to-coming-out-as-bisexual) 

  "Bisexual Visibility in the Workplace" Human Rights Campaign (available at 

http://www.hrc.org/resources/bisexual-visibility-in-the-workplace) 

 "Health Disparities Among Bisexual People" Human Rights Campaign (available at 

http://www.hrc.org/resources/health-disparities-among-bisexual-people) 

  

http://www.bivisibilityday.com/
https://bihealthmonth.org/
https://biresource.org/
https://bisexual.org/
https://robynochs.com/
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/wjbi20
http://www.lgbtmap.org/file/invisible-majority.pdf
http://biresource.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Mental_Health_Biphobia_Brochure.pdf
http://biresource.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Mental_Health_Biphobia_Brochure.pdf
http://www.hrc.org/youth-report/supporting-and-caring-for-our-bisexual-youth
http://www.hrc.org/resources/resource-guide-to-coming-out-as-bisexual
http://www.hrc.org/resources/bisexual-visibility-in-the-workplace
http://www.hrc.org/resources/health-disparities-among-bisexual-people
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5. Conclusion 

The small amount of research that specifically examines the situations for bisexual people is 

patchy but still paints a clear picture that their situation is among the worst in the already-

ostracised LGBTI+ community, particularly for bisexual people who also occupy other 

marginalised identities in terms of class, race, gender identity or disability. However, with few 

exceptions, LGBTI+ organisations and media outlets have shown little interest in this 

cohort. With the democratisation of media online, a handful of bisexual people around the 

world are starting to turn this trend around, but only very slightly, since only a tiny fraction 

of the funding that goes to LGBTI+ organisations addresses biphobia. 

 

The UN Free & Equal campaign has an unprecedented opportunity to make a marked 

difference to the lives of bisexual people around the globe, and to help elevate the handful 

of grassroots campaigns that are starting to make progress. 

 

 

The authors would be honoured to be work with the Free & Equal campaign again in the 

future. 


