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Exploring gay men’s threesomes: Normalisation, concerns, and sexual opportunities 

Introduction

Much of the prior research on group sex among gay men, and men who have sex with men (MSM) comes from a public health perspective, aiming to understand sexual risk behaviour and minimise instances of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) (e.g. Phillips et al. 2014; Rice et al. 2016). Although an important and valuable area of study, these studies have frequently focused on specific venues, locations, and organised events at which group sex takes place (e.g. Meunier 2018; Meunier and Siegel 2019) or locations where people are tested for STIs (e.g. Violette et al. 2019). These approaches pre-select participants with an assumption of sexual risk (Frank 2019) thus providing a skewed understanding of group sex. 
Further complicating matters, few of these studies attempt to adequately understand and acknowledge the many different group sex activities (see: Frank 2013) which might take place in a given situation (cf. Grov et al. 2013). However, Barry Adam (2006) has suggested that individuals may be specifically motivated to engage in certain forms of group sex yet avoid others; a viewed shared by others (LaSala 2004; Scoats 2020). Accordingly, given that group sex is a collection of diverse (albeit overlapping) sexual behaviours, it is important to understand different facets of it rather than view it (and those who engage in it) as a homogenous whole. 
This paper expands the literature on group sex by exploring a component of the field that is under-examined, threesomes. Commonly understood as “sexual interaction between three people whereby at least one engages in physical sexual behaviour with both the other individuals” (Scoats 2020: 37), there is a lack of research into this form of group sex (Thompson et al. 2020). This is a particularly salient omission when we consider that it has been highlighted as one of the most engaged in group sex behaviour between MSM (Grov et al. 2014). Furthermore, there appear to be important differences between engaging in a threesome in contrast to other forms of group sex (e.g. the types of behaviours engaged in, whether or not protection was used; see Grov et al. 2013). 
This article contributes to the literature on gay/mostly gay men’s group sex through an exploration of their most recent threesome with two other men, specifically focusing on how and why they engaged in this particular sexual act. This research expands our understanding of threesomes among gay men, specifically the normalisation of group sex, the ease by which threesomes are discussed and arranged, and the role of experience in constructing differing understandings of threesomes.

Men’s interest in group sex

Research into group sex often concentrates on populations perceived to escalate or be at greater risk to sexually transmitted infections (Frank 2019). As a result of HIV, gay men and MSM have thus been the focus of much of this research (e.g. Grov et al. 2013; McInnes et al. 2011; Phillips et al. 2014). Research also suggests that gay men and MSM engage in group sex at higher rates compared to the general population (see Herbenick et al. 2017). For example, William Goedel and Dustin Duncan (2018) found just over two fifths of their sample of 202 MSM had engaged in some sort of group sex within the last 3 months, and just under three quarters had lifetime engagement in group sex. Similarly, Lauren Violette et al. (2019) found, from 841 sexual health clinic visits by MSM (690 individual participants), 34.8% had engaged in some sort of group sex within the last 3 months of their visit. Likewise, Randolph Hubach et al. (2014) found that 36.8% of their non-urban (i.e. rural/mixed rural) MSM sample had engaged in group sex or a threesome within the last year (an additional 27.7% had experiences more than 1 year ago). In comparison, Debby Herbenick et al.’s (2017) nationally representative sample of adult men and women in the United States found much lower rates of lifetime group sex experience (11.5% and 6.3% respectively). 
There is also evidence to suggest that rates of men’s group sex encounters may actually be rising, at least in some contexts. Eric Chow et al. (2019) showed that rates of group sex among gay and bisexual men in Melbourne and Sydney increased from 30.9% in 2013 to 36.8% in 2018. 
Exploring precisely why gay men and MSM appear to engage in group sex at a higher rate than other populations, it is important to consider several interconnected factors, such as the influence of sex and gender. For example, both biological predisposition and social expectations around gender may contribute to men being more sexually explorative and agentic than women (Katz-Wise and Hyde 2014). In addition, independent of sexual orientation, men universally tend to have a stronger sex drive (Baumeister et al. 2001) and a higher desire for sexual novelty seeking than women (Schmitt 2003). Men also tend to hold more permissive attitudes towards casual sex (Schmitt 2005; Twenge et al. 2015) and tend to be less restricted in their sexual practice (Cubbins and Tanfer 2000; Hatfield et al. 2012; Petersen and Hyde 2011). Whether we understand these attitudes and desires as a result of biological differences or social influences, the perception of their naturalness also has the potential to feed into the social scripts men draw upon to justify their need or engagement in extradyadic sex (Anderson 2010; Coelho 2011; Sowell et al. 1998). Accordingly, gay men and MSM’s higher involvement in group sex may be a result of both biological and social factors.
Understanding gay men and MSM’s group sex is further complicated when factoring in some of the specific features which might make this form of sex an attractive prospect to some. Group sex might be a means by which couples bring excitement and novelty to their sex lives (De Visser and McDonald 2007; Karlen 1988), an exploration of power dynamics (Frank 2013), or constitute a form of play and recreation (Harviainen and Frank 2018). It might be the pinnacle of one’s sexual fantasies (Lehmiller 2018) or perhaps just another sexual behaviour to be engaged in because they can (Scoats 2020). Accordingly, group sex specifically may be appealing because it allows for experiences that other forms of sex do not.
Beyond motivation and a desire for group sex it is also important to consider the role of opportunity (Weinberg and Williams 1975). For some, the infrastructure of gay culture seemingly provides them with a potentially wide array of opportunities for sex; as Adam (2006: 23) suggests: “many men experience gay sexual culture as an efficient delivery system for ‘fast food’ sex”. Physical spaces such as sex clubs, bath houses, circuit parties and cruising spots all provide opportunities for casual encounters, recreational sex, and group sex encounters (Bérubé 2003; Frank 2013; Hayward 2020; Meunier 2018). Increasingly, there are also opportunities for men to meet via the use of online means such as websites and geo-social networking apps (Goedel and Duncan 2018), which some have argued may specifically help facilitate group sex (e.g. Tang et al. 2016). Theoretically, the advent of these multiple opportunities for group sex may also help to normalise it through the continued exposure it creates; similar to how viewing pornography may contribute to expanded sexual horizons (Weinberg et al. 2010). Consequently, it is possible that gay men and MSM’s development of sexual scripts (Gagnon and Simon 1973) may also be more likely to include group sex. In contrast, the normalisation, interest, engagement, and opportunities for group sex between sexual minority women only may be less (Blumstein and Swartz 1983; Gotta et al. 2011; Levine et al. 2018; Wosick 2012). Thus, in addition to individual motivational factors, the available sexual opportunities may also facilitate group sex encounters. 

Delineating group sex

Although there is now a wealth a researching exploring gay men and MSM’s group sex, there are still aspects of this topic which are under-developed; specifically, explorations of differing types of group sex (e.g. van den Boom et al. 2016; Rice et al. 2016). As Christian Grov et al. (2013) suggest, much of the prior research on group sex encounters between men has focused on organised group sex parties but neglected other contexts and varieties of group sex. This approach, however, is problematic (particularly from a public heath perspective) as there are meaningful differences between who and how men engage in group sex. For example, Grov et al. (2013: 2291) found there to “significant differences with regard to sexual behavior, substance use, and relationship status” when comparing those whose last group sex encounter was a threesome, spontaneous group sex, or at an organised sex party—e.g. those who engaged in organised sex parties were significantly more likely to have engaged in unprotected anal intercourse. Consequently, a focus on specific environments may distort our understanding of particular sexual acts, behaviours, and groups.
An alternative approach to focusing on group sex environments and organised events is to explore specific group sex behaviours themselves, as this allows for a broader range of experiences and participants to be studied. One of the most common group sex acts engaged in by MSM are threesomes (Grov et al., 2014). Most of the data on all male threesomes, however, is concerned with couple’s relationship arrangements (Grov et al. 2013) or focuses on relationship structures. For example, some gay couples describe having “threesome only” arrangements whereby they only engage in extra-dyadic sex when with their partner in a threesome (e.g. Adam 2006; Hosking 2013; LaSala 2004; Philpot et al. 2017). In contrast, much less is known about men’s same-sex threesomes away from the context of established romantic relationships. Highlighting the need for more research in this area, Ryan Scoats & Eric Anderson (2019) suggests there may be differences in how those involved in romantic relationships approach threesomes in comparison to those not, particularly in relation to sexual health and jealousy. 
Accordingly, the current research aims to expand understanding of men’s same-sex threesomes through a focus on how and why they happen. Rather than focusing specifically on relationship arrangements that allow for threesomes or environments in which threesomes occur, it is the view that a focus on the threesome itself can provide a potentially more inclusive understanding of how and why people engage in them.

Sampling

Our survey was advertised on via social media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter) and shared with the researchers’ social networks, some of whom shared it with theirs. Snowball sampling has been shown to be useful to find participants from very specific, or stigmatized groups (Browne 2005; Mangan and Reips 2007) and was thus considered an appropriate method. It was theorised that the anonymity of the online survey format, combined with the lack of affiliation of the respondents to the researchers, would positively impact the validity of the responses (Burkill et al. 2016). 
The survey was part of a larger study exploring sexual behaviour and group sex more generally. It intended to capture the experiences of a wide range of participants and was thus shared internationally and open to all, regardless of sexuality, experiences with group sex or threesomes. The current study only focuses on men whose last threesome included men only (for information regarding the other threesome data collected during this study see: Scoats 2020).

Data collection

Participants first viewed a welcome screen with general information on the study and a requirement to provide informed consent. We then assessed demographic details including age, sex, education, country of residence, race/ethnicity, and sexual orientation. For the latter, we used a shortened version of the continuous scale by Ritch Savin-Williams (2014) containing the following response options: straight, mostly straight, bisexual, mostly gay, gay.
Within the section specifically looking at threesomes, participants were presented with the following definition of a threesome: “A threesome is a sexual act involving three people, of which at least one engages in physical sexual interaction with the two others.” Participants next indicated whether, per this definition, they had ever had a threesome. Depending on participant response, the survey branched out into different pathways regarding their sexual experiences. Participants with threesome experience were asked about their most recent threesome (so to allow for the collection of in-depth data; see: Prestage et al. 2008), and how many of which type they have had. The key responses being analysed in the present study are the open-ended questions: “Why did you engage in your most recent threesome?”; “How did your most recent threesome come about?” and “Is there anything else about threesomes that you would like to tell us? This could be a particular experience you had, or maybe something that you feel the previous questions missed”. 
Ethical clearance for this study was gained through the University of Winchester, whose guidelines correspond with those set forth by the British Sociological Association. Participants were not under any obligation to finish the survey once started nor provide any personal information which might have led to them being identified. Participants were also able to have their data subsequently removed from the study by contacting the research team (no requests were received). 

Participant Demographics

In total, 365 men filled out the survey, 104 of who’s most recent threesome was with two other men. After removing participants who had not provided any response to the qualitative questions the sample consisted of 87 men. Twenty-three participants provided information for all three open-ended questions, a further 55 provided information for both how and why their last threesome happened, and 9 participants only commented on how their last threesome came about.  
Using the aforementioned 5-point scale to measure sexuality, 27 identified as mostly gay, and 60 as gay. Most participants were currently residing in England (63) or the US (12) with a small number of participants from other locations with the United Kingdom and as well as across the globe. 
Participants also predominantly identified as white (73), one identified as Black/Black British, one as having other mixed heritage, and 12 did not answer this question. Most participants were educated to University level or higher (71), 12 to college (UK) or sixth-form level, 3 to secondary school level, and the remaining participant did not provide information. There was a mean age of 32 years old (std. dev. 11.49), although 20 participants did not answer this question. 

Data analysis 

The responses to the open-ended questions within this survey were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). Adopting an inductive approach (Nowell et al. 2017), two researchers independently conducted analysis and generated initial codes. These codes were then compared, an agreed upon set of codes (or codebook; Berends and Johnston 2005; Richards and Hemphill 2018) were established, and the data set was then coded collaboratively by the two researchers.
These two researchers then generated themes with an aim to capture the “patterns of shared meaning” within the data (Braun and Clarke 2019: 592). Finally, in collaboration with the rest of the research team, these themes were (re)organised until it was agreed that the data was meaningfully and accurately represented by the chosen themes (Nowell et al. 2017). Within this article, some participant quotes have been altered to remove identifiable information and adjusted for grammar  


Findings

Participants described a range of experiences and perspectives related to their most recent threesome. Circumstances, motivations, and experiences with threesomes all appeared to impact how and why they were engaged with. Threesomes were frequently constructed as a normalised sexual activity and not particularly difficult to arrange. Despite these attitudes, few participants seemed to enter threesomes without any forethought, instead, they would foster strategies they believed would reduce the potential negatives of an encounter. 


The normalisation of threesomes

For much of the sample, threesomes appeared to be a normal part of their sex lives. As Scoats (2020) has argued, beyond one’s first experience, threesomes have the potential to take on a normalised status as a sexual behaviour and may be viewed as simply another option in one’s sexual repertoire without internal stigma. This perspective might explain why those who have had threesomes in the past appear more likely to have future threesomes (Morris et al. 2016), although this is influenced by a range of factors (Adam 2006; Scoats 2020). 
In the present sample, participants were often fairly well-experienced with threesomes and the normalisation of threesomes corresponded with the quantity of threesomes participants estimated they had engaged in. Of the sample, only 7 participants suggested that their most recent threesome with two other men (MMM) had been their first. In contrast, 5 participants estimated they had had 100 or more MMM threesomes; the median number of previous MMM threesomes being 5 (mean 13.10, Std. Dev 23.54). One interpretation of this may be that the normalisation of threesomes within this sample is a result of their multiple experiences. Alternatively, it may be that the normalisation of threesomes is what (in part) allowed participants to have multiple experiences. 
One way in which threesomes were normalised was through the relative insignificance placed on them—both in terms of their own view, and the collective view of their social network. Demonstrating the diminished importance around threesomes one participant said: 

We are very open about our sexuality and it seems silly to close yourself off to attractive friends. All gays are flirty with each other, even when they are just friends, so it seems natural that you should be able to have sex with your partner and friend together and it not be a big deal. Everyone just wants to have fun.

Similarly, another participant suggested that: “It was something to do on a Saturday night”. As threesomes were so frequently seen as “not a big deal” participants would thus engage in them simply because there was an opportunity to do so: “[A] friend we'd had a threesome with before was visiting my partner socially when I got home. Watched a film and had sex because, why not?”. Another participant stated that they had not initially been intending to seek a threesome but were happy to alter their plans to accommodate one: “I was interested in hooking up with our friend again and my partner expressed interest in joining us, which sounded great to all”. 
In line with research highlighting the expanding uses of sex, particularly the capacity for it to be seen as a leisure activity (Atwood and Smith 2013; McCormack and Wignall 2017; Scoats et al. 2018), some participants would have regular arrangements to meet up with others: “This was a regular monthly event. The 3 of us get together at least once a month depending on everybody's work schedule. I have several regular 3-way (and 4-way) groups”. Another said: “Our friend came over to both hang out and have sex. He's a regular, someone whom we met about 2 years ago who we see every couple months”.
Participants also frequently described threesomes as a “fun” or “enjoyable” activity, often lacking any socio or emotional significance or importance (Scoats 2020). For example, when asked why he had had his most recent threesome a participant said: “For fun, stimulation, sexual gratification and because in the past I have enjoyed other threesomes”. Epitomising the casualness in which threesomes were usually described, others said: “Why not? It's just some fun at the end of the day”; “Partner and I wanted to have some fun”; “It was fun. Great chemistry among the three of us. We had hooked up together once before and wanted to repeat it”. 
Within the frame of threesomes being a normalised sexual behaviour, they were thus often incorporated into the concept of sex in general; the former not necessarily being separate or notably different from the latter. In this context, the question of why someone had a threesome is subsequently reduced to: “Why did you have sex?”, and the response for some participants was simply: “Why not?”. Accordingly, when threesomes were seen as a normalised sexual behaviour, asking “Why did you have your last threesome?” was perceived a strange question: 

This seems like a really stupid question. Why do people have sex at all? I was horny. They were horny. We all like group sex. We had the time and opportunity to do something all of us enjoy. So, we fucked. 

Likely a consequence of threesomes being just another sexual option, it was sometimes difficult to determine whether it was specifically a threesome which was desired or just sexual release, in general. For example, one participant simply said: “Sex is fun”. Another suggested: “Not the most eloquent of answers, but...  I was horny”. Indeed, several participants referenced feeling “horny” or being “sexually aroused” as the reason for their most recent threesome: “Because the guys were hot, and I was horny”. Others talked about a desire “for instant gratification” or “pure sexual gratification/enjoyment”, demonstrating that the situation was desirable but not allowing us to understand the specifics of precisely what was desirable.
In contrast, although overall threesomes appeared to be normalised for most, those with limited previous experiences still viewed them as exciting and novel. These participants discussed having threesomes because they were curious; or because they wanted to try something new. One participant responded: “For excitement and wanted to try something different”. Another said: “A new experience, excitement. Alone in the house and travelling on work”. Additional examples are provided later in the article.
Accordingly, participants’ responses suggest that although threesomes may initially be exciting and novel, for those that enjoy them and continue to have them, they are no longer viewed this way. Instead, they become just another sexual option and consequently have a variety of motivations (Meston and Buss 2007; Scoats 2020), as one participant suggested: 

Many gay men have group sexual encounters fairly frequently… I was in a seven-year, open relationship with my last partner. We had threesomes on a semi-regular basis (about every other month) with one of six friends with whom we all shared good chemistry sexually. We also hooked up with a new third guy we met in a bar or online probably two to three times per year. I have also been invited as a third person for a male-female bi couple once and for gay couples several times. I am not including attendance at sex clubs in these numbers.

Attention, communication, and safety

Despite the widespread normalisation of threesomes and the casual way that many participants described them, some still raised issues around safety, the egalitarian distribution of attention, and the importance of communication for having good experiences. Indeed, although concerns around jealousy, neglect, and the exclusion of members of the three was discussed by participants, so too was the importance of communication (Philpot et al. 2017) as a method by which potential difficulties could be minimised. Despite the protective potential of communication some participants still highlighted problems that could stem from these discussions.
Emphasising the potential for people to be left out or neglected, a participant suggested that: “It's always about one other person that you like. Usually the 3rd person is left out”. Another said: “In general I have enjoyed my experiences having threesomes, foursomes and fivesomes with other men, but I tend to prefer one on one sexual encounters. There is less likely to be issues of jealousy or someone feeling neglected”. As this quote highlights, someone feeling left would not be a desirable outcome and may even be a reason to avoid threesomes. Accordingly, someone being left out could be a pivotal factor: “Threesomes can be marvellous as long as everyone is on the same page. It's easy for someone to feel left out, so caring for each other is important. But when everyone is in sync, wow.” 
Despite the potential risks around exclusion, some participants felt that these risks could be reduced if there could be open discussions:

I feel that out of all the threesomes I've had, when I know and trust the people involved, it has always been more enjoyable. Frank conversation about feelings, what you want and expect out of an experience, before and afterwards are important. Much like how I dislike impersonal sex, I feel the same applies for threesomes. It's such an intimate experience, with so much potential for people to feel left out, or get hurt, I can't do it with someone I can't talk to. Hence why my history of them has been with friends or partners or both!

Others also discussed the importance of interpersonal aspects of their threesomes; feeling “comfortable”, “safe” or having “great chemistry” were all seen as significant factors. Most commonly participants referred to having developed a good personal relationship with at least one of the others in the three. For example: “We were all together and openly talking about sex and the subject was raised. We were in a safe environment with people we knew and trusted so I guess it just happened”. Another suggested: “I was feeling horny and was comfortable with this couple after meeting them before. They are an attractive professional couple and it didn't feel awkward”. 
Participants’ conceptualisations of risk and/or safety were, however, varied. In the following two examples both participants suggest that threesomes added variety to their sex lives (Hosking 2013; LaSala 2004) but the locus of risk was situated differently:

Me and my partner gotten into a serious relationship early, and we are often curious about other men. I was 16 and he was 17 when we got together 6 years ago. We see this a way of exploring other men while being together safely and we enjoy doing this together. I see this a way of reducing adultery.

In this example, the participant suggests that it is by sexually exploring together (presumably in contrast to individual exploration) that the couple find safety. He also appeared to suggest that a threesome may reduce the likelihood of infidelity—and presumably the probable breakdown of the relationship (Anderson, 2010). Thus, in this example the perception seems to be that the risks associated with a threesome are less significant than the risks associated with sexual boredom. In contrast, the next example emphasises the risk stemming from the threesome itself:

As part of a poly leather Boy/Daddy relationship, we wanted to explore more possibilities in our sex lives. After much discussion and exploration of safety (emotionally, mentally, & physically), we had a hot time! After we were done, we went back to our place (just the two of us) and had another hot time! Having a threesome made our experience of each other better!

However, making sure everyone was included did not necessarily led to a problem free experience. For example, needing to be cognisant of everyone else’s experience could present its own difficulties: “Threesomes can be a bit hit or miss, sometimes they are really hot, sometimes not so much because you have to think more about it than sex with just another person. You have got to consider who's not getting enough attention etc.”. In contrast, a focus on one particular member of the three might also be seen as a positive: “It's easier to join another couple’s chemistry than try to create your own from scratch with someone single, especially for a night…Guaranteed a lot of attention.”
In sum, although many participants overall viewed threesomes as a normalised sexual behaviour they were not viewed as without risk. Feeling safe, being comfortable with the others present, and the egalitarian distribution of attention (Scoats, 2019) were generally seen as important factor to consider and communication was often a tool through which to navigate these issues. Additionally, perceptions of risk appeared to vary and be influenced by other contextual and experiential factors.   

A network of opportunities
Participants frequently referenced sexual spaces and personal connections/acquaintances as being facilitators to their threesomes. Both in the real world and the virtual, physical locations such as bath houses and sex clubs, as well as online mobile apps such as Grindr, appeared common for aiding and facilitating instances of threesomes. More than a third of participants referenced some sort of sexual space in their responses. Additionally, participants also frequently highlighted how their interpersonal connections and networks provided them opportunities for threesomes.
To look first at physical spaces, these were typically spaces which already had (or were perceived to have) a focus on sex. Describing a specific event, a participant said: “My partner (my Daddy [sic]) and I went to a sex party as part of a leather event for GLBT folks. We approached another participant and had a great time!”. Others also talked about particular locations that had facilitated their threesome: “met friends in a gay sauna”, “At a sex club”; and even specific areas within spaces (Hayward 2020): “In a dark room in a club”.
More commonly, however, the most pervasive sexual spaces were virtual, part of a “sexual infrastructure” (Race 2015: 255) accessed through location-based mobile applications designed for dating and/or casual sex. In response to the question of “how did your most recent threesome come about?”, it was not uncommon for responses to be only one word: “Grindr” (although other websites and mobile apps were also mentioned). Single word responses such as this may represent the perceived significance and utility of such spaces but may also be a result of how participants respond to open ended questions (Roberts et al. 2014). 
Although some participants specifically utilised apps such as Grindr to find others for a threesome e.g. “with a mate and we used Grindr to find the third”; “Drunk after a night out, staying at a friend’s and we ended inviting someone over from Grindr”, others were not specifically motivated to have a threesome, but were offered and subsequently accepted:

I was passing through a rural town and happened to check Grindr (gay hook up app) and was contacted by a couple for a threesome. At the time I humoured them for conversation only, however about a week later I passed through again and decided to stay the night.

For some, their interpersonal networks acted as a link by which individuals’ potential and/or previous hook-ups, friends, and acquaintances could be brought together: “I went to a New Year's party my long-time fuckbuddy organised with several of his prior hook-ups. I and one of his bisexual acquaintances stayed after the others had left…”. Another participant described:

An acquaintance with whom I'd had oral sex with, in the past, messaged me on Grindr. As we were chatting, a friend with whom I have previously had sex with on more than one occasion. Both had asked me for sex. I suggested a threesome. Myself and the acquaintance met up, then went to my friend's.

Although these examples do highlight the potential ease by which threesomes might be facilitated, men were not necessarily indiscriminate in who they chose to have sex with. One participant outlined how: “A brief acquaintance that I'd been talking to for a while on Grindr (but never met) briefly had a free house. A guy he'd had a threesome with the evening before was also free again”. He did, however, add that it was an endorsement from his brief acquaintance for the third person which meant that he did not mind meeting someone who he had not himself interacted with: “He vouched for his friend, and seemed keen to see him again too, and I was up for that”.
	Similarly, another participant described how it was important to explore the dynamics between individuals before agreeing to a threesome (as discussed in the previous section):

I had been seeing guy called Jack, purely in a no strings attached fuckbuddy kinda way, and he invited me round to hang out with another guy he was seeing called Tim, to see how we all got on. None of us were in a committed relationship and were open to seeing if we fancied a threesome as Tim had never had one.

As Justin Lehmiller (2018) has suggested, the disparity between those interested in threesomes and those actually engaging might be partially explained by the difficulty in finding others also interested. The availability of these sexual spaces and interpersonal connections combined with the apparent capacity for participants to discuss threesomes with ease, may have consequently reduced this barrier around finding other interested parties. In contrast, these opportunities and connections appear much less prominently in the literature on mixed-sex threesomes (at least among monogamously identifying individuals, see Scoats 2020). Theoretically, the availability of these sexual opportunities may therefore be another factor contributing to gay men’s elevated engagement in same-sex group sex.

Discussion

This research aimed to expand understanding of all-male threesomes beyond investigations of specific relationship structures (e.g. open relationships), locations (e.g. sex clubs, bath houses), and events (e.g. organised sex parties) where this form of group sex has been previously documented. Through a focus on how and why threesomes happen, rather than the aforementioned contexts, it was hoped that this research could bring new insight to this topic. Three key themes were identified in the data which both replicate and expand previous research. 
 	The first theme highlighted the normality of threesomes within the sample, often demonstrated via the casual way in which they were discussed and entered into by many participants. Despite the overwhelmingly normalised perception of threesomes, the second theme demonstrated the concerns participants had around them, the steps they would take to foster a better experience, and the importance of interpersonal relationships. The final theme highlighted the sexual opportunities available to the sample and how these both contribute to the normalisation of threesomes and engagement with them.  
Regarding the normalisation of threesomes, this finding might be attributed to the quantity of participants’ experiences. Thus, as the sample has a higher proportion of those with multiple threesome experiences (presumably because they are both interested in them and view them as acceptable to engage in), this may account for the overall perception of threesomes as normal. Correspondingly, those who perceive threesomes negatively, as abnormal, or unappealing are going to be under-represented within the sample. There are, however, still a range of additional factors which nevertheless contribute to the overall normalisation of threesomes for these men regardless of their experiences or attitude towards them. The casual way that threesomes are spoken about; their contextualisation as a leisure activity; the availability and ease by which they are offered and arranged (Lehmiller 2018); and the online environments which aid and facilitate conversations about consent and desire (Wignall et al. 2020) all serve to reduce potential (logistical and cultural) barriers to threesomes (Scoats 2020), even if some ultimately decide not to engage in one. Accordingly, the normalisation of threesomes for the men in this study is likely a combination not just experience but also wider contextual factors.
It was also apparent that men’s perceptions of threesomes developed over time. Those with more experience were likely to view it as another option in their sexual repertoire, whereas those with less experience interpreted it as a novel and exciting activity (Morris et al. 2016; Scoats 2020). A shift from novelty to normalisation may represent a trialling of this specific sexual behaviour before it was incorporated into some men’s sexual scripts (Gagnon and Simon 1973), although clearly not all participants were necessarily interested in future threesomes. Of note, the term “threesome” at times became almost a synonym for sex; stripped of significance, importance, and the notion that threesomes happen at only special times and/or places. Determining precisely why particular people decide to incorporate threesomes into their range of sexual options while others do not is a topic which requires further research (See: Scoats 2020). 
Experience also seemed to highlight and forefront the potential risks around the unpredictability of threesomes. Although unpredictability may be way by which the eroticism of a situation may be enhanced (Bollen and McInnes 2004), it also created sexual admin for those who wished to reduce the potential risks around an encounter. Participants discussed the need to feel safe, comfortable, and have ‘good chemistry’ with the others involved (Scoats 2020). Although these desires for comfort and connection are not exclusive to group sex (e.g. Giordano et al. 2012; Kleinplatz et al. 2009), negotiating them may be more difficult when multiple people are involved; especially if some of those people have not interacted before and are instead relying upon positive assurances from another person (Worthington 2005). For some, undertaking the required level of sexual admin appeared to be an accepted part of entering into future threesomes, whereas others were less willing to take on this burden. As recent research has suggested, acquaintances (rather than friends or strangers) may actually be a more appealing prospect for threesomes (Thompson et al. 2020). Theoretically, acquaintances may be appealing precisely because they require a reduced level of sexual admin i.e. there are fewer risks in terms of harming/altering the dynamic in a pre-established friendship or having to navigate the awkwardness and unknowns of a stranger. Thus, acquaintances may be viewed as the lowest risk in terms of inter-personal complications as well as requiring a lower level of sexual admin. 
The overwhelming prevalence of online sexual opportunities may also serve as an explanatory factor in gay men’s greater engagement in group sex over and above other groups (Tang et al. 2016). Indeed, research has found that sexual minority women and men hold similar attitudes and desires to engage in consensual non-monogamy (including those types with a greater focus on sex) (Moors et al. 2014). One influential difference, however, are the sorts of sexual opportunities which are available to gay men. In contrast, queer women may engage with online hook up apps in ways do not necessarily foster the availability of these opportunities for casual group sex to the same extent (Murray and Ankerson 2016). 
Furthermore, the availability of sexual opportunities highlights the inadequacy of sexual health interventions which specially target group sex event attendees (Frank 2019). Although interventions of this nature may be able to reach some of those who engage in riskier forms of sex within these contexts, these are clearly not the only circumstance in which group sex occurs. Accordingly, whilst avoiding the presumption that those who engage in group sex are inherently sexual risk takers (Frank 2019), knowledge regarding how to navigate these experiences in a “safe” (and consensual) manner might be better transmitted through other methods such as sex and relationship education or mobile apps themselves (Kirby and Thornber-Dunwell 2014).
In sum, this research highlights some of the particularities of gay men’s group sex experiences, the sexual culture around them, and how they navigate threesomes with other men. It offers theoretical understanding as to why and how gay men engage in threesomes (and perhaps group sex more generally) more so than other populations as well as exploring some of the sexual and social dynamics that influence their participation. Although the men in this study may only represent a small portion of gay men’s lived experiences, the findings point towards a sexual culture in which threesomes are often openly discussed and are relatively easy to arrange and attain, often without substantial effort. These broader contextual factors should be kept in mind when further exploring gay men’s group sex activities, especially from a public health perspective.   

Limitations

There are several limitations in this study. Due to the number of participants and the relatively homogenous, results must be interpreted tentatively. Although they may speak to many others’ experiences, they are not necessarily representative. Regarding the collection of data, it was not compulsory for participants to answer all questions and thus some data sets (such as demographic questions) were incomplete. Furthermore, like other research that deals with open-ended text responses, the data in the present study sometimes suffers from a lack of context, depth, responses that are only a single word, and an inability to follow up on responses (Decorte et al. 2019). Consequently, it is possible that the research team may have misinterpreted some participants’ responses. However, the consistency of the broad trends discussed in the article suggest that the impact of potential misinterpretations is likely minimal. Further research is, however, needed to test such assumptions. 
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