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Abstract
This is the first research to assess the prevalence of same-sex kissing among college-
attending, heterosexual men in the United States. We utilized a mixed-method study 
of 442 quantitative surveys and 75 in-depth interviews with participants from 11 
universities in order to understand the frequency, context and meanings of same-sex 
kissing. We found that the prevalence of kissing on the cheek among these partici-
pants was 40%, and kissing on the lips 10%. Both types of kisses were predicted by 
positive attitudes toward gay men and both types of kissing were generally described 
as non-sexual expressions of affection. We situate these empirical results within 
contemporary theoretical debates about masculinities and contend that the meanings 
associated with heterosexual masculinity are undergoing a profound shift in U.S. 
culture. This trend of same-sex kissing needs further attention to fully understand 
these shifts and the emerging homosocial and tactile experiences of young Ameri-
can men.
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Introduction

Recent research has documented the emergence of heterosexual men kissing 
each other in public settings, while still maintaining heterosexual social identi-
ties (Anderson et  al. 2012a, b; Drummond et  al. 2014). Heterosexual same-sex 
kissing between men is most prevalent in the United Kingdom, with lower preva-
lence rates in Australia. In both studies, it was argued that a decrease in cultural 
homophobia had enabled men to kiss each other without social censure. There is 
no empirical examination of the extent to which heterosexual men in the U.S. are 
kissing each other, even though the liberalization of attitudes toward gay people 
found in the U.K. and Australia is also present in the U.S. (Keleher and Smith 
2012; Loftus 2001; Twenge et  al. 2016), albeit to a lesser extent than the U.K. 
(Clements and Field 2014).

Given this trend of heterosexual men kissing each other in other countries 
(Anderson et al. 2012a, b; Drummond et al. 2014), we assess the prevalence of 
same-sex kissing behavior among heterosexual young men in the U.S. in this arti-
cle. We utilize a mixed-method study of 442 quantitative surveys and 75 in-depth 
interviews among a racially diverse group of male participants from 11 univer-
sities in order to understand the frequency, context and meanings of same-sex 
kissing. We found that 40% of participants had kissed another man on the cheek 
and 10% on the lips. Both types of kisses were generally described as non-sex-
ual expressions of affection, occurred between friends in a range of contexts, and 
were predicted by positive attitudes toward gay men. Thus, we contend that same-
sex kissing occurred in a greater range of contexts than previously found. We sit-
uate these findings within masculinities theory and the meanings associated with 
heterosexual masculinity in U.S. culture.

Literature Review

The Censure of Same‑Sex Kissing Between Heterosexual Men

Central to the study of men and masculinities is the recognition that many men gain 
social privilege from their gender (Carrigan et al. 1985). These benefits are unevenly 
distributed, with white, heterosexual middle-class men gaining the most benefits as 
a group. However, also fundamental to this framework of masculinities is the notion 
that even this group of men suffer both physically and psychologically from the 
social dynamics of masculinities (Addis et al. 2010; Mahalik et al. 2007). For exam-
ple, homophobia has been used to regulate heterosexual men’s emotional (Monroe 
et al. 1997; Way 2011) and physical intimacy with each other (Derlega et al. 1989). 
Behaviors that are coded as sexual, including same-sex kissing between men (Floyd 
2000), are particularly stigmatized in this context.

Social norms related to traditional forms of masculinities encourage men to 
put their health at risk (Courtenay 2000), and stigmatize behaviors that have been 
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associated with positive mental and emotional health (Way 2011). Emotional 
expressionism, intellectual endeavor, physical tactility and exhibiting caring 
behaviors are all stigmatized due to their association with femininity (Plummer 
1999). This ‘antifeminity mandate’ (Vandello and Bosson 2013: 102) is perva-
sive, and the conceptualization of masculinity as the absence of femininity has 
been a consistent research finding (e.g. Bosson et al. 2005; Kierski and Blazina 
2009; McCreary 1994).

However, the stigmatization of femininity is also a factor in the explicit rejection 
of same-sex desire from masculinity for heterosexual and closeted gay men. This is 
because sexuality and gender are conflated in the U.S. (Schwartz and Rutter 1998), 
such that the presence of feminine behaviors in men is deemed indicative of being gay 
and any same-sex desire thus questions masculinity. This stigmatization of gay people 
has been so extreme that any individual act socially coded as ‘gay’ has traditionally 
been used to marginalize a person as having a stigmatized gay identity, regardless of 
their orientation, behavior and identity (McCreary 1994). This has been particularly 
prevalent during adolescence, and at schools (Epstein 1997; Plummer 1999).

Anderson (2008a) conceptualized this conflation of a socially coded “gay” behav-
ior with a gay identity as the “one-time rule of homosexuality.” Drawing on Harris’s 
(1964) notion of the one-drop rule of race, the rule holds that any single act of same-
sex intimacy can cause the participant to be socially labeled as gay. For example, Floyd 
(2000) highlights how homophobia was deployed by men when they hugged, but this 
was dependent on its configuration of the hug and whether it was perceived to inti-
mate same-sex desire. Yet this one-time rule only applies to same-sex interactions: As 
Schwartz and Rutter (1998: 12) write, it is “as if one drop of homosexuality tells the 
truth of self while one drop of heterosexuality in a homosexual life means nothing.” So 
intense was this rule in the homophobic 1980s that two heterosexual men participating 
in non-sexual same-sex kissing would normally result in them being socially perceived 
as gay (Anderson 2008a; Derlega et al. 1989), unless it occurred in particular hetero-
masculine and homophobic contexts that were deemed to expunge any sexual desire.

This stigmatization of same-sex kissing means that it has been erased from many 
arenas of men’s public lives (Connell 1995; Kimmel 1994). However, it also speaks 
to the historical and social context of masculinity. It has been possible, for example, 
for heterosexual men to kiss in particular contexts in the U.S., such as at sports events 
and when drunk (see Anderson et al. 2012a, b), and between father and son. Similarly, 
certain kinds of same-sex kissing between men are neither stigmatized nor indicative 
of gay identity in homophobic countries like Iran (see Anderson 2009), where kissing 
is part of a ritualized greeting behavior. In order to understand the operationalization of 
homophobia in policing gender in the U.S. context, it is necessary to theorize the links 
between homophobia and masculinity.

Theoretical Framework

Homophobia was a core dynamic of the social organization of masculinities in the 
late 20th century (Connell 1995; Floyd 2000; Plummer 1999). While this scholar-
ship on men and masculinities at the time powerfully captured the ways in which 
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homophobia was used to police and stratify masculinities, the cultural context of 
pervasive homophobia in the 1980s and early 1990s (Loftus 2001) meant that there 
was little recognition that this homophobic version of masculinity was specific to 
that period. Contemporaneous research did not explain how homophobia regulated 
men’s behaviors in some homophobic countries (e.g. U.S.) but not others (e.g. Iran).

Anderson (2009) developed the concept homohysteria to understand the social 
conditions necessary for homophobia to regulate gendered behaviors. Defined as 
the fear of being socially perceived as gay, there are three factors that determine 
the level of homohysteria in a culture (McCormack and Anderson 2014). For a cul-
ture to be homohysteric, there must be: (1) recognition in that culture that same-sex 
desire exists as a static sexual orientation within a significant portion of the popula-
tion; (2) high levels of attitudinal homophobia; (3) a conflation of gender and sexu-
ality such that femininity in men is equated with a gay identity. When these con-
ditions are met, homophobia serves as an effective mechanism to socially regulate 
masculinities (McCormack and Anderson 2014). Homohysteria enables recognition 
of the different ways in which homophobia is operationalized in specific contexts, 
giving greater understanding of the dynamics of those cultures.

McCormack and Anderson (2014) developed a stage model of homohysteria 
rooted in research on masculinities in the U.S. since the late 1800 s. They argue that 
three stages exist: (a) homoerasure (1880s–1970s); (b) homohysteria (1970s–1990s); 
(c) inclusivity (1990s-). In the stage of homoerasure, gendered behaviors were not 
regulated by homophobia because it was not recognized that men could be gay. 
Here, there were homophobic laws and condemnation of same-sex sexuality, yet 
men exhibited physical and emotional intimacy (see Ibson 2002). These cultures 
were homophobic but not homohysteric.

A combination of social factors led to an upsurge in homophobic attitudes in 
the 1980  s. High levels of homophobia occurred for three reasons: (1) HIV/AIDs 
became synonymous with gay identity and was labelled the ‘gay plague’ in a way 
that resulted in an upsurge of antigay violence and homophobia (Ruel and Campbell 
2006); (2) there was a growth in homophobic religious beliefs, with fundamentalist 
Christianity gaining increasing political sway (Loftus 2001); and (3) the Republican 
party used fear of AIDS to create a moral panic around gay people (Lugg 1998). It 
was in this homohysteric culture that hypermasculine gendered displays predomi-
nated (Connell 1995).

The third stage is one of inclusivity. McCormack and Anderson (2014: 154) 
define this as “a culture where people with positive attitudes toward homosexuality 
are in the majority, and where there is widespread recognition of homosexuality as 
a sexual identity” (see also Dean 2014). It does not mean inclusivity of all differ-
ence, nor does it suggest that heteronormativity and heterosexual privilege have dis-
appeared. The focus, instead, is on how such cultures have transitioned away from 
homohysteria.

The key driver for the decline in homohysteria is the improving attitudes 
toward gay people (McCormack and Anderson 2014). There is evidence of liber-
alizing attitudes toward gay people in the U.S. (Keleher and Smith 2012; Twenge 
et al., 2016): General Social Survey (GSS) data show the proportion of the U.S. 
population condemning same-sex sexuality has steadily declined since 1987. In 
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a statistical analysis of these data, Keleher and Smith (2012: 1232) contend that 
“willingness to accept lesbians and gays has grown enormously since 1990.” 
While more progressive attitudes toward gay people are partly due to generational 
replacement (Loftus 2001; Keleher and Smith (2012: 1324) show that all demo-
graphic groups analyzed became more tolerant; arguing that “we are witnessing 
a sweeping change in attitudes toward lesbians and gay men.” There is also evi-
dence of a generational effect, with younger people having more positive attitudes 
(Anderson and McCormack 2016). While the precise year the U.S. entered a 
stage of inclusivity related to homohysteria is questionable, it is clear that homo-
phobia had significantly decreased by the mid-1990s (Dean 2014; Ghaziani 2014; 
McCormack and Anderson 2014).

In a national survey, almost 100% of heterosexuals supported legal equality 
for gays and lesbians (Doan et  al. 2014). Fifty-five percent of participants also 
approved of gay men kissing on the cheek in public. The support for public dis-
plays of affection between gay couples occurs alongside a softening of masculin-
ity among heterosexual men (Adams 2011; Haltom and Worthen 2014). Barrett 
(2013) documented the importance of bodily touch in friendships between gay 
and heterosexual men, and hugging and cuddling is present in U.S. high schools 
(Anderson 2014). Young men increasingly value emotional support and tactility 
as integral components of close friendships (McCormack 2011), even labelling 
these friendships bromances (Robinson et al. 2018).

However, there has not been any research about the prevalence of heterosex-
ual young men engaging in same-sex kissing in the U.S. This is despite research 
showing same-sex kissing occurring between heterosexual male students in the 
U.K. and Australia. Indeed, short interviews conducted at two British universi-
ties found that 89% of heterosexual men reported kissing their heterosexual male 
friends on the lips, with half reporting that they would kiss a gay male friend in 
a similar fashion (Anderson et al. 2012a, b). In a replication using interview data 
from 90 heterosexual Australian undergraduate men, 29% reported kissing their 
heterosexual male friends on the lips (Drummond et al. 2014).

The current study explores the prevalence and meanings associated with kiss-
ing between heterosexual men in the U.S. Research on men in university cultures 
in the U.S. (e.g. Adams 2011; Anderson 2008b) has found cultures of homosocial 
tactility and intimacy, similar to but less pronounced than in the U.K. (Ander-
son 2014; Anderson et al. 2012a, b). Given that attitudinal data shows the U.K. 
is more accepting of homosexuality than the U.S. (Anderson and McCormack 
2016), it is possible that rates of kissing between men in the U.S. are lower than 
the U.K., research is needed to explore the prevalence of kissing in the U.S. and 
reasons why men engage in these behaviors. As such, our research questions are:

R1  What is the prevalence of kissing between heterosexual men in universities in 
the U.S.?

R2  What are the general attitudes toward homosexuality of the participants?
R3  How do rates of kissing correlate with fraternal affiliations?
R4  What are the reasons given for not kissing other men?
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Methods

This research uses a mixed-methods design to investigate the frequency and mean-
ings of heterosexual young men kissing in the U.S. To examine prevalence, we sur-
veyed university students located in the Southern, Eastern, and Western regions 
of the U.S., including those located in both liberal and conservative states. Three 
universities had religious affiliations (Christian), although none had compulsory 
religious education. We utilized 442 surveys from undergraduate heterosexual men 
across 11 geographically diverse U.S. universities during the 2011–2012 academic 
year: 4 universities were located in States in the West, 4 in the East, and 3 in the 
South. We undertook 40 surveys at 10 institutions, and 42 at one institution.

We then added 75 in-depth, semi-structured interviews. We interviewed seven 
participants at nine of the universities, and 6 at the remaining two. These univer-
sities were the same institutions as those where the surveys were collected. Par-
ticipants ranged in age from 18–25 years old, fewer than half (43%) belonged to a 
sport team or fraternity, and 37% were White (39% Asian, 12% Hispanic/Latino, 4% 
Black, 8% other). No other demographic information was collected. These interview 
participants were paid $20 for their participation.

Survey Procedure

We utilized two methods for recruiting participants for the survey. First, two White 
male undergraduate research assistants recruited 40 undergraduate participants from 
populated areas (e.g., near a food court) within each of eight universities (3 from 
the West, 3 from the East and 2 from the South). The same two research assistants 
undertook this work at all universities. Every third male who passed the research 
assistants was asked to participate in a brief, anonymous study. We approached every 
third male to avoid bunching and selecting multiple men from the same friendship 
group. Interested participants were verbally asked their age, sexual orientation (by 
how they identify), racial identity, and fraternal or sporting affiliation. Only those 
who identified as heterosexual, undergraduate students and between the ages of 18 
and 25 were invited to continue the study. We restricted the age range of 18–25 as 
this corresponds with Arnett’s (2004) notion of emerging adulthood.

In the second approach to survey data collection, we recruited students from 
three general education courses at one Western (n = 40), one Southern (n = 40), and 
one Eastern (n = 42) university. At these institutions we did not recruit participants 
through the first method. These surveys were completed during participants’ regu-
larly scheduled class time. This approach enabled us to collect data from students 
who do not readily put themselves forward for research (i.e. those recruited using the 
first method). We gained access to these classrooms through professional contacts at 
each university.

In total, 442 people took the survey (40 participants each at 10 universities, and 
42 participants at one university). Eligible participants were briefly informed about 
research findings concerning heterosexual men kissing in the United Kingdom and 
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Australia and were told that they would be asked questions to ascertain what was occur-
ring in the United States. After hearing this information, participants were asked ‘what 
is your attitude to gay men,’ and given a 4-point rating scale (1 = Entirely Negative, 
2 = somewhat negative, 3 = somewhat positive, 4 = Entirely Positive). We determined 
that neutral would be a confusing response, so eliminated that as a choice. This is not 
intended as a nuanced tool for understanding attitudes toward gay men, but as a method 
of understanding a person’s general attitude toward gay men.

Next, participants responded to 13 short questions related to kissing men on the 
cheek and lips (see Table 1). Importantly, “kissing” was not defined for participants; 
rather, they made use of their own definitions, and we did not differentiate between 
kisses that were active (i.e. the person instigated the kiss) or passive (i.e. the person 
received the kiss). This open definition reflects the personal and contextualized nature 
of intimate behaviors.

Interview Procedure

We augmented survey responses with 75 in-depth, semi-structured interviews last-
ing an average of 45 min each. These interviews reflected the same themes as the 

Table 1  Survey Questions

1 In total, how many different male friends have you kissed on the cheek (it counts if they kissed you, 
too)?

2 In total, how many different male friends have you kissed on the lips (it counts if they kissed you, 
too)? This kiss can be done for any reason including a bet, a dare, a drinking game, or for sexual 
pleasure

3 What percentage of the time are you drunk when giving or getting a kiss from another man on the 
lips?

4 How many times have you made out (sustained kissing) with another man, for any reason (including 
as a joke or dare?)

5 How many different straight men have you cuddled on the sofa or spooned with in bed for less than 
5 min?

6 How many different straight men have you cuddled on the sofa or spooned with in bed for more 
than 5 min?

7 If you have never kissed, cuddled, or spooned with another man, have you ever wanted to but 
stopped yourself?

8 How many gay or bisexual male friends do you have?
9 If a gay or bisexual man was part of your close friendship group, would you be comfortable kissing 

him on the lips?
10 If a gay or bisexual man was part of your close friendship group, would you be comfortable making 

out with him, even as a joke?
11 Would you be comfortable cuddling or spooning with a gay or bisexual male for any duration of 

time?
12 How many men of any sexual orientation have you given a brief kiss to out of experimentation, your 

own sexual desire, or in a threesome?
13 How many men of any sexual orientation have you made out with out of experimentation, your own 

sexual desire, or in a threesome?
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short survey, but the semi-structured interview processes facilitated for open dis-
cussions about the reasons as to why men do or do not kiss, and the mechanics and 
meanings of said kisses. The participants were obtained by having the two White 
male undergraduate research assistants standing in populated areas of each of the 11 
universities. They asked passing male students if they wished to earn $20 by partici-
pating in a one hour interview for academic research. Interested individuals received 
an information sheet about the study. In order to prevent repetition, we only inter-
viewed men who had not filled out the survey.

The two research assistants conducted the interviews, and briefly described previ-
ous research finding kissing occurring in the UK and Australia—that such behaviors 
existed, and the contexts in which these kisses tended to occur. We carefully consid-
ered the effect of demand characteristics such as social desirability bias on partici-
pant response (Orne 1962), but concluded that describing previous findings regard-
ing same-sex kissing to participants was more favorable than concealing the nature 
of the study because it reduced participant speculation that we were screening them 
for covert same-sex desire. While it remains possible that demand characteristics 
affected participants’ responses, we feel that the continued desire of heterosexuals 
to be labeled as heterosexual makes it unlikely that they would have reported kissing 
another man if in fact they had not.

Analysis

We analyzed responses to the short surveys in several ways. First, we examined par-
ticipants’ self-reported attitudes toward gay men and the number of gay male friends 
they had in order to understand their pre-existing attitudes towards gay people. We 
then examined basic frequencies of same-sex kissing (i.e., kissing on the cheek, 
kissing on the lips). We noted that both indices of same-sex kissing were positively 
skewed, so we applied a Box-Cox transformation to normalize the data prior to sig-
nificance testing. We then explored several predictors of same-sex kissing, including 
Attitudes Toward Gay Men (1 = Entirely Negative to 4= Entirely Positive), Member-
ship in a Fraternal Organization (0 = No, 1 = Yes), and Number of Gay Friends (con-
tinuous). The data were nested hierarchically: multiple students participating from 
each university, so we tested our quantitative hypotheses using multilevel regression 
equations (Generalized Estimating Equations (GEEs); Zeger and Liang 1986) to 
account for within-subject dependencies. In all GEE models, continuous predictors 
were mean-centered and dichotomous predictors were effect-coded prior to testing. 
We report the results of these models in terms of unstandardized regression coef-
ficients (Bs) and Wald zs. Unstandardized regression coefficients represent measures 
of effect size, indicating that a one-unit increase in the predictor variable is associ-
ated with a B-unit increase in the outcome variable.

Then, using a constant-comparative method of open and axial coding, we exam-
ined the qualitative data gained from in-depth interviews. Following initial cod-
ing, we compared 10% of the transcriptions for inter-rater reliability discrepancies 
(IRR.85). We acknowledge that this coding was based on an interpretive framework; 
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however, we contend that the rigor of our interpretive inquiry and the richness of our 
descriptions lend credibility to the analysis (Gubrium and Holstein 1997).

Ethics

The 75 interviewees provided written consent, but the human subject’s approval 
board of the home institution determined that oral consent was sufficient for sur-
veys. The panel maintained it unnecessary to retain written documentation from par-
ticipants. The ethical review boards of all universities we sampled concurred. Thus, 
survey participants provided oral consent and we followed all ethical procedures of 
the American Sociological Association’s guidelines for both sets of participants, 
including anonymity and right to withdraw without penalty.

Results

Prevalence of Heterosexual Men Who Kiss other Men

One of our primary research questions is the prevalence of same-sex kissing among 
straight men in this U.S. sample. Descriptive survey data revealed that 38% of the 
442 heterosexual men reported having kissed another man on the cheek and 9% on 
the lips. There was substantial variability in the frequency of these behaviors, with 
the number of cheek kisses for each participant ranging from 0 to 30, and the num-
ber of lip kisses ranging from 0 to 5. To get an overall sense of whether the men 
in this sample were kissing other men, we conducted one-sample t-tests comparing 
the average number of cheek and lip kisses to a null value of zero. As expected, 
mean levels of kissing were significantly greater than 0 for the cheek, t(442) = 15.44, 
p < 0.001, and for the lips, t(439) = 6.26, p < 0.001.

We noted slight differences in rates of reported kissing between the surveys and 
the in-depth interviews. 9% of heterosexual men reported kissing or being kissed by 
another man on the lips in surveys, whereas 13% reported kissing in the interviews. 
A similar trend emerged for reports of kissing on the cheek: 38% of those surveyed 
indicated that they had kissed or been kissed on the cheek by a heterosexual male 
friend, compared to 53% of those undergoing in-depth interviews. Averaging across 
the two methodologies, 10% of self-identified heterosexual undergraduate men in 
our sample reported kissing or being kissed by another man on the lips, and 40% 
reported kissing or being kissed by another man on the cheek.

Attitudes Towards Gay Men

We examined participants’ feelings toward gay men in terms of explicit attitude rat-
ings and self-reported number of gay friends. To begin, we conducted a one-sam-
ple t test on mean ratings of attitudes toward gay men, comparing the mean to the 
midpoint of the scale to determine whether participants’ attitudes were generally 
positive or negative. The mean rating of attitudes toward gay men was significantly 
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above the midpoint of the scale (M = 3.11, SD = 0.88, t(409) = 13.66, p < 0.001), 
indicating that participants reported relatively favorable attitudes toward gay men. 
Descriptively, 74% of participants reported ‘somewhat positive’ or ‘entirely posi-
tive’ attitudes toward gay men. Furthermore, participants in this sample had an aver-
age of more than four gay friends (M = 4.25, SD = 11.31), with 80% of the sample 
reporting at least one gay friend. It seemed likely that the variables tapping explicit 
attitudes toward gay men and total number of gay friends were closely related, such 
that participants who had more gay friends probably had more favorable attitudes 
toward gay men. To test this hypothesis, we regressed Attitudes Toward Gay Men 
onto Number of Gay Friends. As expected, participants who reported having more 
gay friends reported marginally more favorable attitudes toward gay men in general, 
B = 0.0029, SE = 0.0017, z = 1.73, p = 0.084.

Data from in-depth interviews confirmed these findings. Of the 75 men inter-
viewed, only one offered disparaging remarks about gay men, and two reported 
too little contact with gay men to draw strong conclusions. Conversely, unlike het-
erosexual men of the previous generation (Plummer 1999), most men maintained 
friendships with gay men.

There was evidence that social contact with gay men promoted inclusivity toward 
gay men for these participants (see Pettigrew 2008). Corey said, “I have lots of gay 
friends. In fact the closet friend I have is Gabriel, and he’s gay… I share everything 
with him.” Rob even grew emotional when discussing his gay male friend:

I was at a party my freshman year, sitting talking to one of my close gay guy 
friends and I told him my whole life story, including some bad stuff that hap-
pened in the past. After, I said to him ‘the support you show me is why I will 
always support gay rights. I want to stand up and be counted.’

Six of the 75 men interviewed said that their best friend or a close friend was gay. 
This type of positive social interaction among gay and heterosexual men occurred 
even on conservative campuses. Charles, who we interviewed at a small, politically 
conservative campus in the American South, said:

Me and Austin have roomed together in college for the past 2 years. I don’t 
really see him as ‘gay’ anymore. I kind of forget that some people might think 
it’s strange that we share a room. I’d never swap him for anyone though.

Contextualizing Kissing

Previous work in the U.K. (Anderson et  al. 2012a, b) and Australia (Drummond 
et al. 2014) found that homosocial kissing occurred at higher rates among men who: 
(1) were involved with either a fraternity or an all-male competitive sport; (2) had 
more positive attitudes toward gay people; and (3) consumed alcohol. We sought to 
replicate and extend these findings to undergraduates in the U.S.

To explore links between fraternal affiliations and same-sex kissing, we regressed 
both of the kissing variables (cheek and lips) individually onto Membership in a 
Fraternal Organization. Compared to men who were not in a fraternal organization, 
those who were in a fraternal organization reported significantly more kissing on 



36 E. Anderson et al.

1 3

the lips, B = 0.007, SE = 0.003, z = 2.29, p = 0.022, but not on the cheek, B = 0.008, 
SE = 0.006, z = 1.35, p = 0.178.

The increased rate of homosocial kissing among members of fraternal or sports 
organizations was something that participants also noted during interviews. Evi-
dencing this, Jordan said, “I guess I see it [same-sex kissing] much more between 
men on the sports teams; I mean everyone knows that they do that kind of thing.” 
Derek agreed, saying, “A few of the guys in the frat have been known to kiss each 
other when drunk, it’s become pretty normal now. We all know who the kissers are! 
[laughs]” Alan also identified the normalcy of same-sex kissing in sport teams and 
on fraternities: “After scoring a goal it’s kinda expected that you’ll receive a lot of 
high fives, hugs and maybe a kiss.”

We then tested whether participants’ broader attitudes toward gay men were asso-
ciated with reports of same-sex kissing by regressing both of the kissing variables 
(cheek and lips) individually onto Attitudes Toward Gay Men. Compared to partici-
pants with less favorable attitudes toward gay men, those with more favorable atti-
tudes toward gay men reported significantly more kissing on the cheek, B = 0.008, 
SE = 0.002, z = 5.21, p < 0.001, and marginally more kissing on the lips, B = 0.007, 
SE = 0.004, z = 1.82, p = 0.069.

Interviews with men who kissed other men explained that this form of tactility 
was an expression of affection for a close friend (see also Anderson et  al. 2012a, 
b). University men often kissed in public venues like dance clubs and house par-
ties. Tom, a biology student at a university located in the American South, said, 
“Me and my friend were drinking and dancing in a bar and we kissed on the lips. It 
was just in the moment of ecstasy. It’s not really an issue in these kinds of places.” 
Exemplifying the possible influence of alcohol on cross-cultural rates of kissing (see 
Peralta 2007), survey participants who reported having kissed another man on the 
lips indicated that this behavior occurred in the context of alcohol about 10% of the 
time (M = 10.29, SD = 28.44). While similar effects have not been quantified in other 
research, alcohol consumption emerged as a dominant theme in British men’s kiss-
ing narratives (see Anderson et al. 2012a, b]).

Alex, a computer science student from the Midwest, agreed. “You don’t really see 
it on the college campus. It’s more in the bars and clubs we frequent. But I’ve been 
kissed by enough guys on nights out to know that it happens!” Pat, enrolled in a 
university on the West Coast, shared similar experiences, “Just before I took the first 
shot on my birthday one of my friends gave me a kiss on the cheek, so I grabbed his 
face and kissed him back.”

Participants in our study stated that they did not consider their kissing a sexual 
act. Instead, participants likened these brief kisses to a strong embrace and described 
it as a demonstration of affection for a close friend in particular contexts. Highlight-
ing this, when asked about why he kisses his friend, one participant said, “I kiss him 
because I love him. I’m not attracted to him like that, but I do love him.” And when 
another was asked about who is worthy of being kissed, he said, “I guess just my 
really close friends, the guys I’m closest to.”

Kisses occurred in various locations, but most often in public spaces like bars, 
dance clubs, and fraternity parties. Alcohol was frequently involved but not always. 
A few of the participants suggested that they kissed a friend in a private space, such 
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as a dorm room, but this was exceptionally rare. Still, when asked if the kisses were 
performed any different in private, no participant indicated that they were. James 
said, “It doesn’t matter where you kiss him, the point is you’re doing it to show your 
love.”

Thus, our U.S. sample contextualized same-sex kissing as associated with mem-
bership in a fraternal organization, having positive attitudes toward gay men in gen-
eral, and alcohol consumption away from campus. These acts were not described 
as sexual or romantic in nature, framed instead as expressions of friendly affection. 
These findings provide a framework for understanding how, when, and why hetero-
sexual men choose to engage in tactile behaviors with one another.

Men Who do Not Kiss Other Men

In addition to examining prevalence and context of same-sex kissing among young 
men in the U.S., we also investigated the reasons why men did not kiss other men. 
Analysis of interview data highlighted three themes: (1) kissing is reserved for 
romantic relationships only; (2) heterosexual men do not kiss other men; and (3) 
kissing another man is associated with being gay.

The predominant reason that men gave for not kissing another man is that they 
view kissing as something that should be reserved only for sexual relationships. One 
participant from the Midwest said,

I consider it to be an intimate thing, something I’d only do with a significant 
other. That crosses boundaries that aren’t anything to do with gay. I wouldn’t 
even do it with a female friend because that’d just be weird.

Another participant said, “The lips is a little weird. It’s too personal for me, 
something saved for a girlfriend. Most of my friends would be the same. It wouldn’t 
start a fight but it wouldn’t be acceptable.” A participant from the West said, “I don’t 
mind kissing guys on the cheek when playing sports, like after we win or something, 
but on the lips is more a thing that should be kept for my girlfriend.” Another par-
ticipant who had never kissed a male friend added, “It’s not that I’m against it. It’s 
just not for me. Kissing anyone [casually], even a girl, it’s just not who I am.” For 
these participants, kissing remained a sexual endeavor.

Others remarked that they do not engage in same-sex kissing because they had 
no desire to do so. When pressed for details, one participant articulated that, “…it’s 
just not part of our culture.” Another said, “It’s fine that they do that in England, but 
guys just don’t do that here.”

Five of the undergraduates (7%) expressed that they do not kiss other men 
because they associated it with gay identity. One student said, “Kissing [guys] on 
the lips is more towards homosexual or the gay place, and I’m not gay so I don’t like 
doing that. I don’t enjoy that.” Another participant, who said he kisses male friends 
on the cheeks but not the lips, said, “It’s too gay for me.” Three other men said that 
they feared that being kissed or kissing another guy might compromise their hetero-
sexual identity. These three men espoused a more aggressive disposition, one said, 
“I’m not gay. That shit isn’t for me.” This may be evidence of personal homohysteria 
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for these participants, but it could also be because kissing is coded as a form of 
sexual desire rather than homosocial (non-sexual) intimacy. Nonetheless, 89% of the 
men we interviewed did not discuss either personal or social regulation of masculin-
ity related to same-sex kissing. This suggests, at least indirectly, that homohysteria 
was not a particularly strong reason for heterosexual men to avoid same-sex kissing 
contact with one another.

Discussion

This study examined the prevalence and rationales for same-sex kissing among uni-
versity-attending young men across the U.S. Given research that found a new trend 
of heterosexual men kissing each other (Anderson et al. 2012a, b; Drummond et al. 
2014), we examined both the prevalence of same-sex kissing among young adult 
males in the U.S. and the rationales of this behavior. Overall, 40% of the self-identi-
fied heterosexual undergraduate men in our sample reported kissing or being kissed 
by a male friend on the cheek, while 10% reported kissing or being kissed by a male 
friend on the lips. This compares with 89% of men in the U.K. study who report 
having kissed another man on the lip (Anderson et  al. 2012a, b).1 Despite overall 
kissing rates varying across universities, our statistical models accounted for the fact 
that observations were nested within universities. Thus, our estimates refer to the 
sample at large, demonstrating that this form of kissing occurs across these 11 uni-
versities that positioned in different areas of the country and hold diverse student 
populations.

While same-sex kisses could be viewed as sexual exploration, the narratives of 
participants suggest that kissing does not have sexual connotations for these men. 
They described it as a form of social bonding, and a way of demonstrating close 
friendship. Corroborating international scholarship on men’s kissing behaviors 
(Anderson et  al. 2012a, b; Drummond et  al. 2014), same-sex kissing among het-
erosexual undergraduate men appears to be an act of emotional expression, and 
not sexual fluidity. In the sample of 75 men interviewed, five participants said that 
same-sex kissing would connote a gay identity—7% of that sample. Thus, while het-
erosexual men kissing one another may not be as widespread as in the U.K. or Aus-
tralia, it is similarly a socially acceptable behavior amongst participants in this study 
(c.f. Derlega et al. 1989; Floyd 2000).

The emergence of heterosexual men kissing documented in this study has impor-
tant implications for theoretical understandings of masculinity in the U.S. While 
limited in prevalence, these behaviors provide a challenge to orthodox forms of mas-
culinity that marginalize behaviors associated with femininity or gay identity (Con-
nell 1995; Plummer 1999). Whereas articulations of masculinity during periods of 
homohysteria do not permit heterosexual men to engage in intimate behaviors with 
other men (Kimmel 1996; Plummer 1999), a great deal more flexibility is afforded 
to participants in this study who do not see kissing another man as a threat to their 

1 The U.K. study did not examine cheek-kissing so comparison is not available.
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heterosexual social identity. With participants espousing positive attitudes toward 
gay people (see also Twenge et al. 2016), and engaging in feminized behaviors such 
as kissing without censure, this study supports the growing body of literature that 
discusses the emergence of inclusive masculinities (e.g. Anderson 2014; McCor-
mack 2012; Gottzen and Kremer-Sadlik 2012). Expanding recent research show-
ing that some men engage in same-sex sex while maintaining heterosexual identi-
ties (McCormack 2018; Vrangalova and Savin-Williams 2013), this study highlights 
that kissing is not necessarily sexual and can be coded as an emotional, bonding 
experience.

The data does not enable an understanding of other men’s perceptions of kissing 
behaviors—as such, it is possible that these men are perceived as gay by others, and 
that the one-time rule of homosexuality still exists more generally. This is an impor-
tant factor in guarding against too broad interpretations from these results. We also 
highlight that participants had the opportunity in these semi-structured interviews to 
discuss impediments to same-sex kissing and social issues around it: only five of the 
participants discussed maintenance of a heterosexual identity as a reason for avoid-
ing kissing. Thus, even if others still perceive participants to be gay for kissing, it 
would seem that such perception has lost its ability to police other men’s behaviors 
and expressions of emotional intimacy for me in our sample (Anderson et al. 2012a, 
b; c.f. Plummer 1999).

This study develops the growing body of research on inclusive masculinities in 
several ways. Firstly, by providing quantitative evidence of the emergence of same-
sex kissing among undergraduate heterosexual men, it demonstrates the extent to 
which a once-censured form of tactility is present among men in the U.S. It also cor-
responds with research demonstrating the increasing range of homosocial behaviors 
that inclusive straight men engage in (e.g. Anderson and McCormack 2015; Scoats 
2017). While not the main focus of the study, the positive attitudes toward homo-
sexuality and gay men found among almost three quarters of the sample population 
is further evidence of the social trend of decreasing homophobia, particularly given 
the random sampling procedure at 11 different universities across the U.S. As such, 
this research supports the argument that dominant forms of masculinities in U.S. 
university cultures are transitioning away from a homophobic jock figure, where 
homosexuality was exceedingly stigmatized (as explained by Connell’s (1995) theo-
rizing), to a set of masculinities that are inclusive both of same-sex sexual desires 
and non-sexual displays of intimacy between male friends (Anderson 2014; Scoats 
et al. 2018).

This study also enables comparison of levels of kissing with other Western cul-
tures, namely the U.K. (Anderson et al. 2012a, b) and Australia (Drummond et al. 
2014). We contend that it is the differences in attitudes toward gay people in these 
cultures that are the primary reason for the cross-cultural differences in kissing (see 
Anderson 2014). However, structural variance in access to alcohol is also likely a 
contributing factor. Given that alcohol acts as a disinhibitor that escalates emotional 
expression, the more liberal drinking laws in the U.K. and Australia (where drinking 
is permitted at 18) and on university campuses, may result in more tactile gendered 
behaviors in these contexts. Importanaly, while Peralta (2007) showed how alcohol 
consumption led men to engage in a number of damaging masculine behaviors, our 
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research found that alcohol may facilitate less harmful masculine behaviors in par-
ticular social contexts.

Age and social context are likely to be important factors in this finding. In con-
temporary research, kissing has only been demonstrated among younger men, and it 
is argued that youth culture is an important context in which these behaviors occur 
(Anderson 2014). The developmental stage of ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett 2004), 
in which these young men are currently situated, likely provides the space to explore 
same-sex kissing with heterosexual friends. In addition to being a period in life 
where it is possible to bond closely with other young men (Kimmel 2008), the social 
context of decreased homophobia means that men are less likely to be regulated if 
they engage in such behaviors (Anderson et al. 2012a, b).

The association between membership of a fraternity or sports team and same-sex 
kissing may be attributed to the heteromasculine capital afforded to men in these 
organizations. When masculine capital is elevated, men are afforded more space for 
gender transgression without being labelled as gay (McGuffey and Rich 1999). How-
ever, given that fear of being socially perceived as gay was only the third stated rea-
son for not wanting to kiss other men, the link with fraternal organizations is likely 
more attributable to the way these institutions structure men to spend increased time 
socializing together and where close friendships can form. It is in these contexts 
that ‘bromances’ between friends are more likely to occur and in which homosocial 
friendships are often privileged (Robinson et al. 2018), and that homosocial spaces 
such as fraternities may facilitate exploration of such intimacy.

Comparing these findings with women’s same-sex kisses in university contexts 
is a useful endeavor. Rupp et al. (2014) argue that the college hook up scene is a 
gendered and heteronormative sexual field that fosters the practice of women kiss-
ing other women in public for the benefit of male onlookers, rather than because 
of same-sex sexual desire—even though women’s sexual desires have been shown 
to be quite fluid (Diamond 2008). While they contend that these kisses are primar-
ily for men’s benefits, they also provide new perspectives on how kisses are per-
ceived socially, arguing that as their participants “act in ways that uncouple desire, 
behavior, and identity from heteronormativity, they are participating in the process 
of undoing gender” (Rupp et al. 2014: 229). They discuss how these same-sex kisses 
serve to undo gender and act in ways that subvert dominant binary categorizations of 
sex and sexuality. In a similar manner, while further research will need to interrogate 
how men’s kissing behaviors are determined by institutional context and masculine 
capital, they can also be interpreted as a mechanism by which norms of orthodox 
masculinities are subverted and the one-time rule of homosexuality undermined.

Limitations and Future Directions

There are of course limitations to this study. Social desirability bias may have 
affected participants’ responses, and it is possible that some interview partici-
pants identified as straight rather than admit being gay to another man. Our find-
ings are also restricted to college-attending heterosexual men. While we recruited 
participants from a diverse range of geographical and institutional settings, data 
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is a long way from reflecting the cultural diversity of the U.S. Similarly, while our 
population is diverse in terms of race, we have not provided detailed analysis of 
this variable in this article. Findings may also have been influenced by the posi-
tion of the researcher in the field, and the role of social desirability in participant 
responses.

There were also differences in percentage across surveys and interview, with 
higher rates of reported kissing found among interview respondents compared to 
survey respondents (13% rather than 9% for kissing, and 53% rather than 38% 
for cheek kissing). One explanation for this is that people asked to disclose their 
sexuality to a stranger may be inclined to identify as straight rather than disclose 
a sexual minority identity—and as such, the survey results provide a more rep-
resentative figure. However, we have argued elsewhere that it unlikely that par-
ticipants would opt to convincingly maintain a false identity for the duration 
of an interview, rather than decide to terminate the interview (Anderson and 
McCormack 2016). These could also be attributed to differences in sample size; 
self-selection factor among men opting into a long interview; or that in-depth 
interviews permitted the researchers more clarity in expressing that they were 
not equating kissing behaviors with a closeted gay identity, making participants 
more willing to disclose instances of homosocial tactility. Regardless of the exact 
reason for these differences, it is clear from both in-depth interviews and short 
surveys that our participants reported homosocial kissing at rates greater than 0. 
We refer to the average statistic for these reasons, and note that the differences 
between the average and the survey statistics are quite small.

We have restricted claims of generalizability to men attending colleges in the 
U.S. aged between 18 and 25 as this demographic may be one where same-sex 
kissing behaviors are more likely to apply. First, participants live in a life stage 
of emerging adulthood in which men have more freedom to engage in homosocial 
behaviors and develop deep friendships (Arnett 2004). The literature on same-sex 
kissing among men (Anderson et al. 2012a, b; Drummond et al. 2014) has only 
studied university-attending men and this is because the university is also a con-
text where men are able to develop close friendships and may also be an institu-
tional context for more liberal sexual cultures (Bogle 2008).

While both the survey and interviews distinguished between kissing on the 
cheek and lips, the focus on prevalence and situational contexts in which kiss-
ing occurred (e.g. fraternities, sports etc.) means that there is not the system-
atic data to present findings in this research on the ways in which these kinds 
of kisses occur in different contexts. Examining the different forms of kissing, 
the meanings attached to them and in what contexts they occur are important 
areas of future research. Furthermore, future research needs to examine for these 
behaviors when investigating college men’s social lives, in both qualitative and 
quantitative investigations. Given that research has highlighted the performative 
nature of same-sex kissing for women in mix-sexed groups (Rupp et  al. 2014), 
further research examining for differences in how straight men kiss each other in 
homosocial and mixed-sex contexts would also develop gendered and sociologi-
cal understanding of these issues.
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Conclusion

This research provides a significant addition to empirical understanding of con-
temporary masculinities, showing that same-sex kissing between men is a behav-
ior that can be engaged in while maintaining a heterosexual identity at these uni-
versities. It finds 10% of participants had kissed another man on the lips (R1); 
that participants exhibited positive attitudes toward homosexuality (R2); that 
same-sex kissing was positively correlated with fraternal affiliation (R3); and that 
reasons for not engaging in same-sex kissing related to kissing being reserved for 
romantic relationships, not appropriate for men, and associated with homosexual-
ity (R4). The findings concerning positive attitudes toward gay men are consistent 
with other work suggesting that contemporary heterosexual undergraduate men 
have relatively positive explicit attitudes toward gay men (Woodford et al. 2012). 
We demonstrate that these attitudes are correlated with same-sex kissing behav-
iors. While occurrence is less than found in other Western countries (Anderson 
et al. 2012a, b; Drummond et al. 2014), we demonstrate that a proportion of men 
at these universities are able to engage in same-sex kissing without being regu-
lated by their peers.
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