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Performance anxiety related to sexual functioning
— the role of sexual identity and minority stress.

Bartosz Grabski, Krzysztof Kasparek

Abstract

Aim of the study: The study aimed to inquire if sexual identity was related to performance anxiety, and if
proximal minority stress processes contributed to performance anxiety in gay and bisexual men.

Subject or material and methods: The present study was based on a database obtained from a larger In-
ternet-based research project on the sexuality of Polish men of different sexual identities. The present sam-
ple consisted of 3,495 participants, i.e., 1,096 straight, 1,701 gay, and 698 bisexual men. The main out-
come measure was performance anxiety which was measured using a single-item question: During the last
12 months has there ever been a period of several months when you felt anxious about your ability to per-
form sexually? Explanatory variables were demographics, relational and sex life characteristics — measured
using a self-designed questionnaire, and minority stress processes — measured using the Sexual Minori-
ty Stress Scale.

Results: Gay and bisexual identities were related to performance anxiety in bivariate analyses however they
lost their significance when other factors were controlled for. Relational status was identified as responsible
for this change. Internalised homophobia, and expectations of rejection contributed to performance anxiety
in minority men.

Discussion: A subset of gay and bisexual men, i.e., men who do not stay in committed relationships, may
be particularly prone for developing performance anxiety, which is one of major factors contributing to sexu-
al dysfunctions. Minority stress processes should be included in planning clinical interventions targeting sex-
ual problems in theses populations.

Conclusions: Gay and bisexual men’s sexual problems need to be addressed in an individualised manner,
with inclusion of minority specific processes.
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INTRODUCTION

Performance anxiety is the fear of future sex-

ual failure associated with sexual activity. It is

Bartosz Grabski', Krzysztof Kasparek? 'Jagiellonian University
Medical College, Faculty of Medicine, Department of Psychiatry,
Sexology Lab; Krakéw, Poland 2Jagiellonian University, Faculty of
Philosophy, Institute of Sociology, Centre for Evaluation and Analysis
of Public Policies, Krakow, Poland

Correspondence address: bgrabski@wp.pl

a common maintaining contribution for almost
all male and female sexual dysfunctions. Many
theorists considered performance anxiety to be
the central causal factor interfering with sexual
arousal, since it serves as a distraction from sen-
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sual feeling, undermines sexual self-confidence
and leads to sexual avoidance. It is one of the
major inhibitory factors in psychogenic sexual
dysfunctions, especially in men [1].

Gay sexual milieu was described as particu-
larly challenging in terms of valuing sexual per-
formance, potency, and endurance, making gay
men exposed to evaluation by, comparison and
competition with other men and thus particular-
ly prone to performance anxiety [2, 3, 4].

Some studies [5], but not all [6] indeed showed
that it is more prevalent or pronounced in gay
men. Bisexual men particularly seem not to have
been studied in this regard at all.

Minority men are also exposed to minori-
ty stress, which was described as the unique,
chronic, and socially based additional burden
experienced by those with socially stigmatised
identities. Distal (e.g., prejudice events) and
proximal (i.e., internalised homophobia, expec-
tation of rejection, concealment) minority stress
processes were described [7]. Internalised homo-
phobia is considered to be particularly vicious in
terms of its negative impact on sexual function
and satisfaction as it interferes from the within
an individual’s psyche with sexual and mental
wellbeing [8, 9, 10].

As minority stress is an additional burden ex-
perienced by stigmatised groups, it is possible
that it will be a contributing factor to sexual dif-
ficulties, performance anxiety included. Studied
exploring this latter possibility seem not to have
been conducted by now.

AIM

We aimed to answer two research questions to
fill existing gaps:

1. Is sexual identity related to performance
anxiety?

2. Do proximal minority stress processes con-
tribute to performance anxiety in gay and
bisexual men?

1 No 122.6120.140.2016

MATERIAL AND METHODS
Procedure and study design

The present analysis drew on a database ob-
tained from a larger research project on the sex-
uality of Polish men of different sexual identities
(N = 3,697), which methodology has been fully
described in our previous publications [e.g., 8].
This was an online cross-sectional study. It was
carried out between June and September 2016
on a convenience sample of men. The research
project was approved by the Bioethical Com-
mittee of the Jagiellonian University' and meets
the requirements of the Declaration of Helsin-
ki. Inclusion criteria of this parent study were:
1) minimum age of 18 years; 2) male gender; 3)
informed consent to take part in the study, ex-
pressed by clicking a button to confirm that the
participant had read the provided information
on the study; 3) past and/or current sexual con-
tacts. Participants were recruited through an-
nouncements placed on health — and lifestyle-
related websites, and websites directed at the
non-heterosexual audience.

Explanatory variables measurement

Data was collected using a self-designed ques-
tionnaire developed for the parent study, which
consisted of single — and multiple-choice items,
as well as open - and closed-ended questions.
It was subject to assessment by a group of 6 com-
petent judges (2 gay men, 2 heterosexual men,
1 sexologist, and 1 methodologist), whose feed-
back was used in the development of the final
version of the survey. The variables collected for
the present analysis were: demographics (age,
education, place of residence, financial situa-
tion), and relational and sex life characteristics
(relational status, number of sexual partners in
the last 12 months). Additionally, minority stress
proximal processes — internalised homophobia
(IH), expectations of rejection (ExR), and con-
cealment (Clm), were measured using the Sexual
Minority Stress Scale (SMSS). The scale is based
on Meyer’s minority stress model [7]. The scale
consists of the Likert-type subscales, which eval-
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uate individual minority processes. The scale
has been translated and adapted for use in Pol-
ish language [11]. The alpha reliability coeffi-
cient (Cronbach’ alpha) for the individual sub-
scales of the Polish version used in this study
was IH = .86, ExR = .88, Clm = .83.

DEPENDANT VARIABLE MEASUREMENT

The main outcome measure was performance
anxiety which was measured using a single-item
question based on the National Health and So-
cial Life Survey (NHSLS) [12]: During the last 12
months has there ever been a period of several
months when you felt anxious about your abili-
ty to perform sexually?

PARTICIPANTS

202 respondents (5.5%) from the parent study
were excluded from the present analysis on the
grounds of reporting incomplete data. The final
sample consisted of 3,495 participants, including
1,096 straight, 1,701 gay, and 698 bisexual men.

Straight men in our sample were statistical-
ly slightly younger than both gay and bisexual
men, and bisexual men were the oldest group.
Straight, and gay men more often resided in big-
ger cities (> 500,000), and bisexual men in small-
er towns (< 50,000). They less often experienced
financial hardship than both gay and bisexual
men. Bisexual men less often than straight and
gay men had higher education level. Straight
men more often than gay and bisexual men
stayed in committed relationships.

The demographic characteristics of the study

sample are summarised in the Table 1 and Ta-
ble 2.

Table 1. Categorial variables.

Variables Straight Gay (n=1701) Bi (n=698) Total (n=3495) Effect Size
(n=1096)

% n % n % n % n
Education chi2(4) = 46.50.
Vocational or lower 40 | 44 | 85 | 144 | 104 | 73 | 75 | 261 F’V<_-08;-
Secondary 363 | 397 | 371 | 631 | 426 | 298 | 380 | 1326
Higher 507 | 655 | 544 | 926 | 469 | 327 | 546 | 1908
Place of residence chi2(4) = 51.69.
< 50 281 | 308 | 268 | 455 | 382 | 267 | 295 | 1030 PV<_-08;-
50.1 - 500k 279 | 305 | 326 | 554 | 321 | 224 | 310 | 1083
> 500k 440 | 482 | 407 | 692 | 208 | 207 | 395 | 1381
Relationship status chi2(2) = 247.99.
Single 289 | 316 | 577 | 981 | 571 | 399 | 485 | 1696 pv<_-08;-
In relationship 71.1 780 42.3 720 42.9 299 515 | 1799
Financial problems chi2(2) = 19.39.
Without problems 644 | 706 | 566 | 963 | 564 | 393 | 590 | 2062 PV<_-08;-
Some problems 356 | 390 | 434 | 738 | 436 | 305 | 410 | 1433

Note: Effect size = chi2 test with Crammer’s V correlation.
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Table 2. Continuous variables.

Variable Straight Gay Bi Total Effect Size
8 - 1S S | 1S K . S K . 1S
3 g | 8|z | 8|z [ g g |
S £ S £ S £ S £
Age 26 9 |[18-73| 27 | 11 [18-72| 28 | 15 | 18-71| 27 | 12 | 18-73 | F (2, 3492) = 15.086,
p <.001, eta?=0.01
No of sex 1 1 /0-50| 2 | 5|0-300] 2 | 4 |0-150| 2 | 3 |0-300|F (2, 3492)=55.66,
part (last p <.001, eta?=0.03
12 m)
H - - - 1318 [9-36 |19 |11 [9-36 |14 | 9 | 9-36 F (2, 2397)
=274.90, p < .001,
eta?=0.10
EXR - - - 136 |6-24|12| 8 | 6-24 | 13| 6 | 6-24 | F(2,2397)=2.01,
p <.156, eta?< 0.01
CLM - - - 1419 [6-30 |18 | 8 | 6-30 | 16 | 9 | 6-30 |F (2, 2397)=99.26,
p <.001, eta?= 0.04

Note: No of sex part (last 12 m) = number of sexual partners in the last 12 months; IH: internalised homophobia;
EXR: expectations of rejection; CLM: concealment, Effect size = one-way ANOVA with eta2 correlation

STATISTICAL ANALYSES

The differences between participants of the three
sexual identities in terms of preselected varia-
bles, were examined with a chi-square test and
Crammer’s V as an effect size measure for cat-
egorical variables, and ANOVA with eta2 as
an effect size for continuous variables. The re-
lation between the dependent variable (0 = no
performance anxiety, 1 = performance anxiety)
was tested with logistic regression model (“log-
it” command in Stata 17.0 software). A bivariate
analysis (a series of logistic regression models
with a single predictor) with a set of preselect-
ed variables assumed to influence performance
anxiety was conducted. For the sexual minor-
ity men subsample, proximal minority stress
processes measures (internalised homophobia,
expectations of rejection, and identity conceal-
ment) were tested. Finally, a multivariate logis-
tic regression model was created, with signifi-
cant variables as confounders. To test the signifi-

cance of the minority stress processes, a separate
multivariate logistic regression model was con-
structed for the sexual minority men subsample.
The overall model fit for both the models was
measured using the McFadden pseudo-R2 sta-
tistic and Hosmer-Lemeshow test.

Results

Bivariate analyses

In the bivariate analyses both gay (OR = 1.35)
and bisexual (OR = 1.42) identities positively
predicted the experience of performance anxi-
ety. Other positive predictor were financial dif-
ficulties and all the investigated proximal mi-
nority stress processes (i.e., internalised homo-
phobia, expectation of rejection, concealment).
Age, higher education, and being in a relation-
ship negatively predicted performance anxiety.
The full results of the analyses were presented
in the Table 3.
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Table 3. Performance anxiety in bivariate models

| OR |SWEr| z | Pvale | 95% Cl
ALL MEN
Sexual identity (ref = straight)
Gay 1.35 0.109 3.78 <.001 1.16 1.59
Bi 1.42 0.140 3.54 <.001 1.17 1.72
Age 0.99 0.004 -3.22 .001 0.98 1.00
Education (ref = vocational or lower)
Secondary 0.80 0.105 -1.67 .094 0.62 1.04
Higher 0.63 0.081 -3.62 <.001 0.49 0.81
Place of residence (ref = < 50k)
50.1 — 500k 0.89 0.078 -1.38 167 0.75 1.05
> 500k 0.95 0.079 -0.60 549 0.81 1.12
In relationship (ref = single) 047 0.033 -10.63 <.001 0.41 0.54
No of sex part (last 12 m) 1.00 0.003 -1.20 232 0.99 1.00
Financial problems (ref = without problems) 1.46 0.102 549 <.001 1.28 1.68
GAY AND BISEXUAL MEN
Sexual identity (ref = gay)
B | 105 | 0093 | 050 | 614 | 08 | 125
Minority stress
IH 1.06 0.007 9.37 <.001 1.05 1.07
EXR 1.05 0.010 4.91 <.001 1.03 1.07
CLM 1.05 0.007 717 <.001 1.04 1.06

[H: internalised homophobia; EXR: expectations of rejection; CLM: concealment

Univariable analyses

The results for all men (Table 4) showed loss of
statistical significance for gay and bisexual iden-
tities. The factor responsible for this change,
which was identified in stepwise analysis was
relational status (Table 5). Age, higher education,
financial problems, being in a relationship, and
financial problems maintained their predictive
value and the direction of the association with
performance anxiety. The analysis conducted in

Archives of Psychiatry and Psychotherapy, 2023; 3: 63-70

minority men only (Table 6) revealed no differ-
ence between gay and bisexual identities in this
respect, with both being statistically insignifi-
cant. Internalised homophobia (OR = 1.04), and
expectation of rejection (OR = 1.02) both posi-
tively predicted performance anxiety, and again,
higher education, being in relationship, and fi-
nancial problems maintained their significance
and the direction of association with the out-
come variable.
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Table 4. Performance anxiety in multivariable analysis for the sample of all men.

| OR |SWEr| z | Pvale | 95% Cl

Sexual identity (ref = straight)

Gay 1.07 0.093 0.82 414 0.91 1.27
Bi 1.16 0.123 1.42 156 0.94 1.43
Age 0.99 0.004 -2.65 .008 0.98 1.00
Education (ref = vocational or lower)

Secondary 0.82 0.115 -1.38 167 0.63 1.08
Higher 0.76 0.105 -1.98 047 0.58 1.00
In relationship (ref = single) 0.51 0.038 -9.00 <.001 0.44 0.59
Financial problems (ref = without problems) 1.37 0.100 432 <.001 1.19 1.58
constant 1.14 0.214 0.72 AT2 0.79 1.65

Note: R2McFadden = .03, Model x2 = 160.25, P <.001; H-L x2 (8) 6.30, P = .614.

Table 5. Changes in the significance of the sexual identity variable with adding confounders to the model

step 1 step 2 step 3 step 4 step 5
= <D O = [CH S = SRS = LS = @ O
x|Y| |3 2 (Y| cg x (W3 (g x|Y |3 (g AN (g
STzl B ICElT sl (ClElT e (ClElTIZE 1=l &
n [a 8 [<3) n o | o n oo N o |o n o (<)
Sex identity (ref = straight)
Gay ) = = o)) ~ N
) © ® o vz w |o [y o ™o o oo [av |~ ~ oo |~
KIS |If vzl B (@ |a o= |n|]|e|=|lolf bS8 RIS |N
i R R RV Rl R Rl P R BN Rl Rl Bl PR Rl Al R Rl Rl PR R N Rl e Rl =R S R ESH RS
) [Te} ~ | |o e} INEENREr) © ~|< © < © N [ | @
TSI |I=|IR|IFIe | |8|a|lw | |TF|IS o= |IR|T|TFIN|os|=|I~I=|I¥|IS |||
A P R IV R Rl Rl PR F N I Rl Rl PR o A R R Al D P el R R R DR R Al PN
Age < - -« < <
© <X ~ o (o @ © o (o™ @ © o | Qlo|xo |o
S|8N [ISla|ad|a|8|n|a|la|ad|a|8|0|c|a|a|a |89 |=2|s|S
S|s Y|y o|lo|lo|s|R|@|oc|jo|s|s ||| |c|o|(s|N|2|o |~
Education (ref = vocational or lower)
Secondary ~ B9 -|lololo|B|lcirn|loldx LRI~ |o
~[I2IQ9v|v|a|k|I2|IN|0|C|S|R [T |N|—||S
S |s CQlol~|o|ls|TI@|o|~|o|ls | SRS
Higher |V TN (o|lw|o|B|IQ|o|0|[=|o|B|Q|(~|xo|o
OB |Igvw|® | RIBlLovao|x |22 x|V (S
S|lg|®|IC|lo|lola|s N oclo|lo|ls T2 |o |~
Financial problems (ref = without P N P = P P P T O = PR
problems) IN= |22 d|e |2 < (2T |2
oYV~~~ v |~ |
In relationship (ref = single) 885 |s|e
[Ye) S ) [S |W©v
S|lc|®|v|e|e
constant |, SIS S|l ls|Y|o|lo|lalo|lo|=|ltlo|la|t TR |o|o|lov|l|la|o|o|o
< |Slc|e|e~N|ISIQ|f v |eo|R (|22 Q|0 (] |= (&N~ |©
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Note: R2McFadden = step 1 < .01, step 2 = .01, step 3 =.01, step 4 = .01, step 5=.03
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Table 6. Performance anxiety in multivariable analysis for the sample of gay and bisexual men.

OR Std. Er. z P value 95% Cl

Sexual identity (ref = gay)

Bi 0.84 0.086 -1.65 099 0.69 1.03
Age 0.99 0.005 -143 152 0.98 1.00
Education (ref = vocational or lower)

Secondary 0.72 0.114 -2.05 .040 0.53 0.99
Higher 0.63 0.099 -2.93 .003 047 0.86
In relationship (ref = single) 0.59 0.053 -5.89 <.001 0.49 0.70
Financial problems (ref = without problems) 1.32 0.117 3.16 .002 1.11 1.57
HR 1.04 0.009 5.34 <.001 1.03 1.06
EXR 1.02 0.010 2.32 .020 1.00 1.04
CIM 1.0 0.009 1.60 109 1.00 1.03
constant 0.37 0.098 -3.76 <.001 0.22 0.62

Note: R2McFadden = .05, Model x2 = 168.98, P <.001; H-L x2 (8) 6.24, P = .621.

DISCUSSION

In our study we have shown that both gay and
bisexual identities were indeed related to perfor-
mance anxiety at least in bivariate analyses. This
result is in line with those obtained by other au-
thors [5] and meets the expectations when con-
sidered from the perspective of challenging, per-
formance oriented gay sexual milieu [4]. How-
ever, many other factors were also related to
performance anxiety. Committed relationship,
higher education level, and older age reduced
chances of experiencing sexual anxiety. Safety
and trust of a committed relationship can alle-
viate the compulsion to perform, higher edu-
cation gives better access to sex facilitating re-
sources (i.e., appropriate knowledge and ability
to dispute myths or misunderstandings around
sexuality, counselling, or therapy), and sexual
and life experience gained with age could be rea-
sonably assumed to lower anxiety. On the con-
trary poor financial situation, which is known
to negatively interfere with sexual satisfaction
[13] markedly contributed to sexual anxiety. As
the investigated three groups of men differed
in respect to these demographic characteristics
controlling them in multivariable analysis was
a necessary next step. Sexual identity lost its re-
lation to performance anxiety, and age, being in
a relationship, financial situation, and educa-
tional level maintained their significance. It was
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the relational status that proved to responsible
for this effect. It seems therefore that a gener-
alised view that all gay and bisexual men are
exposed to increased levels of anxiety associat-
ed with sexual performance does not adequate-
ly mirror reality. Minority men less often stay
in committed relationships, which may expose
them to increased levels of sexual insecurity, and
thus performance anxiety. A proportion of them,
but not all, participate in a sexual gay scene cre-
ating an additional sexual challenge. It seems
thus necessary when approaching gay or bisex-
ual men clinically to take an individual stance
pertaining to the broader context for their sexual
performance. Additionally, as revealed by anal-
ysis performed in minority men only, proximal
minority stress processes were related to perfor-
mance anxiety, both in the bivariate (internalised
homophobia, expectation of rejection, conceal-
ment), and univariable (internalised homopho-
bia, expectations of rejection) analyses. Unease
concerning self as a gay person and expecting re-
jection by others as such seems by its nature in-
terfere with sexual confidence. In fact, minority
stress processes, especially internalised homo-
phobia, were indicated as factors negatively in-
fluencing sexual performance, and sexual qual-
ity of life in previous studies [8, 9, 10, 14].
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CONCLUSIONS

A proportion of gay men, but not all, may be
more at risk of experiencing performance anxi-
ety related to sexual function. Differences in re-
lational patterns (i.e., being less often in commit-
ted relationships), and proximal minority stress
process (especially internalised homophobia
and expectations of rejection) may be partially
responsible for this increased risk. The latter is
thus a valid target of clinical interventions. How-
ever, sexual identity does not seem per se to be
related to performance anxiety, so each patient
should be assessed clinically in a highly individ-
ualised manner, avoiding clichés and simplified
heuristics. Educational level and financial situ-
ation should also be included in the holistic as-
sessment of the gay and bisexual men’s sexual-
ities and therapeutic approaches. Future stud-
ies might benefit from including explanatory
variables pertaining to the co-existing disorders
(e.g., anxiety/phobic, personality), and personal-
ity characteristics (e.g., attachment patterns, ob-
jects relations or early [maladaptive] schemas).

LIMITATIONS

The limitations of our study include: 1) non-
probability sampling method: young, educat-
ed city-dwellers were over-represented as a re-
sult of convenience sampling and the online na-
ture of the survey method; these demographic
characteristics could have influenced the men’s
sexuality, performance anxiety included, and
openness about sexual lives, as well as levels of
minority stressors; 2) the retrospective method
of data collection, which inevitably must have
led to biases in reconstructing past events (e.g.,
number of sex partners); 3) the use of a single
simple question pertaining to performance anx-
iety with no reference to the experienced dis-
tress or associated dysfunction, which limits its
potential clinical significance.

Despite the above-mentioned limitations, the
study presents considerable strengths: 1) the
sample size is relatively large; 2) and it comes
from an understudied Central-European con-
text; 3) the study enabled a comparison of men
of diverse sexual identities; 4) and it contributes
to this understudied subject.

Although character of the sampling method
affects the generalizability of the results of this
study, it is worth noting that projects aiming at
analyzing complex relations between variables
should not necessarily rely on representative
samples.
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