Why More Gay Men Are Embracing Side Sexuality
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A lively online debate has reopened an important conversation about gay men who prefer non-penetrative sex. With the term “side” increasingly visible in dating culture, research and LGBTQ+ media, the discussion matters because sexual identity isn't a checklist, and pleasure doesn't need to follow one prescribed script.
Essential Takeaways
A side isn't a lack of interest: The label generally describes men who enjoy sexual intimacy without anal penetration.
The term has history: “Side” entered wider public discussion during the 2010s, although the preference itself is far older.
Non-penetrative sex is common: Research suggests anal intercourse isn't part of every sexual encounter between gay and bisexual men.
Dating apps helped visibility: Grindr's inclusion of “side” made the term easier for users to recognise and communicate.
Safety still matters: Every sexual practice benefits from consent, communication and attention to comfort.
The label finally has a name
The latest argument began with a simple question on X: why are gay men supposedly “sidephobic”, and what's wrong with identifying as a side? The post travelled widely, drawing hundreds of replies and showing that the subject still hits a nerve.
At the heart of the debate is a surprisingly basic idea. A side is generally someone who enjoys sexual activity but doesn't want anal penetration to be part of it. That can include kissing, oral sex, mutual masturbation, frottage and other forms of touch, depending on the individual.
As Men’s Health explains, the label isn't a synonym for abstinence or low desire. It describes preference, not a lack of appetite. Your sex life doesn't become less real simply because it doesn't resemble somebody else's.
Why the conversation became so charged
The language around sides gained traction in the 2010s, when psychotherapist Joe Kort helped define the category in public writing. His argument was straightforward but significant: men who identify as sides aren't necessarily avoiding sex, they're rejecting one particular act.
That distinction matters because gay sex has often been judged through a narrow, heteronormative framework. INTO has explored how the “side” category gives people a way to describe desire on their own terms, rather than being squeezed into top, bottom or versatile labels.
There’s also a generational point here. The term may feel newly fashionable online, but older gay men have described the preference for decades. The label is new enough to trend, yet old enough to have plenty of lived history behind it.
Research shows sex is more varied than the stereotypes
A large study of gay and bisexual men found that anal intercourse wasn't part of the most recent sexual event for a majority of respondents. That doesn't mean all of those men identify as sides, but it does challenge the assumption that penetration is the default centre of every encounter.
More recent academic work also treats sexual behaviour as varied and context-dependent, rather than reducing people to a single position or category. That approach is useful because preferences can be stable, flexible, partnered or entirely personal.
In other words, a dating profile is not a medical chart. Someone may identify as a side, enjoy some forms of penetration occasionally, or prefer not to use labels at all. Clear communication beats guesswork every time.
Dating apps made the category easier to see
Grindr's decision to add “side” as an option helped move the term from specialist conversations into everyday dating culture. The company's own explanation presents the category as part of a broader effort to give users more precise ways to describe what they want.
That visibility can be quietly powerful. When a label appears in the same menu as top, bottom and versatile, it signals that non-penetrative sex belongs in the conversation rather than being treated as an awkward exception.
It also makes practical sense. A short profile preference can prevent uncomfortable assumptions before anyone meets, although it shouldn't replace an actual conversation. App labels open the door; honesty and consent still do the important work.
Pleasure doesn't need a hierarchy
Some reactions to the debate wrongly suggest that anal sex is automatically damaging, while others imply that sex without it somehow doesn't count. Both ideas flatten a much more nuanced reality.
Sexual health research and guidance consistently point towards communication, consent, lubrication where relevant, safer-sex practices and stopping when something hurts. A preference for penetration-free sex can be about comfort, pleasure, trauma, identity, anatomy, or simply taste. There doesn't need to be a dramatic explanation.
The kinder way to look at the debate is to drop the ranking system. Kissing, oral sex, touching and mutual pleasure aren't consolation prizes. For plenty of couples, they're the main event.
What this means for partners and dating
If you're dating someone who identifies as a side, don't treat the label as a puzzle to solve or a challenge to overcome. Ask what they enjoy, share your own boundaries and avoid assuming that one person's preference tells you everything about their sexuality.
For sides themselves, the growing visibility of the term can make introductions easier, but no label is compulsory. You can use it proudly, explain it in your own words or skip it altogether. The best definition is the one that helps you feel understood.
The wider culture may continue to argue online, but the practical lesson is refreshingly simple: there are many ways to have satisfying sex, and none needs a permission slip from the internet.
It's a small label with a big message: pleasure doesn't come in one standard shape.
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