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Attitudes toward Homosexual People: An Encyclopedia Entry

Attitudes toward homosexual people represent a complex and multifaceted area of psychological

and sociological study, reflecting deep-seated cultural norms, evolving legal frameworks, and

individual psychological mechanisms. These attitudes range across a wide spectrum, from outright

hostility and prejudice to full acceptance and affirmation. Understanding this continuum requires an

examination of the historical context, the psychological origins of prejudice, and the societal

consequences of discriminatory beliefs. Crucially, the prevailing terminology has shifted over time,

moving away from pathologizing language toward terms that emphasize systemic bias and

discrimination, such as sexual prejudice and heterosexism.

The study of attitudes is central to social psychology, defined generally as an evaluation of a

person, object, or idea. Attitudes toward lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) individuals are

particularly potent because they often intersect with fundamental aspects of identity, morality, and

social order. These attitudes manifest behaviorally in ways that profoundly impact the lives of

sexual minorities, influencing everything from employment opportunities and housing security to

personal safety and mental health outcomes. Therefore, academic inquiry into this topic is not

merely descriptive but is intimately tied to goals of social justice and the reduction of intergroup

conflict.

Furthermore, contemporary research recognizes that attitudes are not monolithic. They vary

significantly based on the target group (e.g., attitudes toward gay men may differ from attitudes

toward lesbian women), the context (e.g., political versus personal spheres), and demographic

variables of the evaluator, such as age, geographic location, religious affiliation, and education

level. The dynamic nature of these attitudes--evidenced by rapid shifts in public opinion in many

Western nations over the last few decades--underscores the powerful role of cultural change,

media representation, and sustained activism in shaping collective belief systems regarding sexual

orientation.

Historical Context and Evolution of Attitudes

Historically, attitudes toward same-sex behavior have been overwhelmingly negative, rooted in

religious doctrines and legal codes that often mandated severe punishment, including death. In

Western societies, the 19th and early 20th centuries saw a transition where homosexuality was

largely removed from the purely criminal domain and placed into the realm of medical and

psychological pathology. This shift, while seemingly less punitive, established a clinical framework

that defined non-heterosexuality as a mental illness, thereby legitimizing widespread social stigma

and justifying attempts at "conversion" or "cure."

A significant turning point occurred in the late 1960s and early 1970s, spurred by the rise of the

gay rights movement and increasing academic scrutiny of existing biases. Landmark decisions,
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such as the American Psychiatric Association's removal of homosexuality from the Diagnostic and

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) in 1973, were pivotal. This depathologization marked

the beginning of a conceptual shift, moving away from the belief that same-sex attraction was

inherently disordered and toward the recognition that negative social attitudes--the environment of

prejudice--were the primary source of distress experienced by LGB individuals. This period initiated

a crucial re-evaluation of societal norms and the institutionalization of discrimination.

The latter half of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century have been characterized

by a rapid, though geographically uneven, evolution toward acceptance. Legal victories,

particularly the decriminalization of same-sex relations and the eventual establishment of marriage

equality in numerous countries, have fundamentally reshaped institutional attitudes. These

legislative changes often precede, but also reinforce, shifts in public opinion by sending a powerful

message that state and law no longer endorse discrimination. This historical trajectory illustrates

the interplay between legal mandates, clinical consensus, and grassroots activism in challenging

deeply entrenched negative attitudes.

Defining Prejudice: Homophobia, Heterosexism, and Sexual Prejudice

The vocabulary used to describe negative attitudes toward homosexual people has evolved

significantly, reflecting increased sophistication in psychological analysis. The term homophobia,

coined in the late 1960s, refers to an irrational fear, aversion, or hatred of homosexual people.

While widely used in popular culture, many researchers now find this term problematic because the

suffix "-phobia" implies a clinical fear or anxiety disorder. Critics argue that negative attitudes are

typically ideological and learned, not pathological fears, and that framing them as a phobia

minimizes the systemic nature of the resulting discrimination.

In response to the limitations of "homophobia," researchers introduced the concept of

heterosexism. Heterosexism is defined as the ideological system that denies, denigrates, and

stigmatizes any non-heterosexual form of behavior, identity, relationship, or community. It is a

systemic bias that assumes heterosexuality is the standard and superior sexual orientation,

structuring legal, social, and economic institutions accordingly. Examples of heterosexism include

the historical absence of same-sex partner benefits, the lack of representation in media, and

curriculum materials that only address heterosexual relationships, highlighting the institutional

endorsement of negative attitudes.

The preferred term in much contemporary psychological literature is sexual prejudice. Proposed

by Herek (2000), this term is defined simply as a negative attitude toward an individual based on

their sexual orientation, whether actual or perceived. Sexual prejudice is conceptually consistent

with other forms of prejudice (e.g., racism, sexism) and avoids the clinical implications of

homophobia while being specific enough to capture individual bias, unlike the broader systemic
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focus of heterosexism. Researchers often use this term when measuring individual differences in

negative evaluations, offering a clear and non-pejorative framework for studying the affective,

cognitive, and behavioral components of anti-gay bias.

Psychological Theories of Attitude Formation

Psychological research offers several compelling theories explaining how negative attitudes toward

homosexual people are formed and maintained. One major framework is the social-cognitive

approach, which posits that prejudice arises from the natural human tendency to categorize

people into in-groups and out-groups. According to Social Identity Theory, individuals derive self-

esteem from their group membership, leading to in-group favoritism and out-group derogation,

which manifests as sexual prejudice when the out-group is defined by sexual orientation.

Another powerful explanatory factor is the concept of authoritarianism. Studies consistently show

a strong positive correlation between high scores on measures of Right-Wing Authoritarianism

(RWA)--characterized by adherence to traditional values, submission to authority, and aggression

toward those who violate norms--and elevated levels of sexual prejudice. Individuals high in RWA

perceive same-sex relationships as a violation of traditional moral order, leading them to endorse

discriminatory attitudes and policies as a means of maintaining perceived societal stability and

conformity.

Furthermore, psychological mechanisms related to unconscious anxiety and ego defense play a

role. Some theories suggest that intense negative attitudes, particularly in some men, may stem

from internalized conflicts regarding their own sexual identity or societal expectations of gender

roles. The outward expression of strong prejudice can serve as a defense mechanism to reassure

the individual and others of their own conformity to heterosexual norms. This defensive projection

often results in exaggerated negative emotional responses, which are easily measured through

physiological responses or reaction times in implicit attitude assessments.

Sociocultural and Religious Influences

Sociocultural factors provide the macro-level context necessary for the formation and maintenance

of attitudes toward homosexual people. Legal and political environments are crucial, as state-

sanctioned discrimination, such as laws banning same-sex marriage or prohibiting discussion of

homosexuality in schools, institutionalizes negative attitudes and communicates societal approval

of bias. Conversely, legal protections and anti-discrimination laws tend to correlate with lower

levels of sexual prejudice across the general population, suggesting that legislation can effectively

shape social norms over time.

The role of religious belief systems is perhaps one of the most significant predictors of sexual

prejudice globally. While many liberal and progressive religious denominations have moved toward
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inclusion, those adhering to fundamentalist or highly conservative interpretations of scripture often

maintain explicit prohibitions against same-sex relationships. These prohibitions are usually framed

as immutable moral laws, making attitudes stemming from these beliefs highly resistant to change

through simple factual education. Research consistently demonstrates that the degree of religious

fundamentalism, rather than mere religiosity, is a potent predictor of negative attitudes.

Media representation also plays a critical role in shaping public attitudes. In the past, LGB

individuals were either invisible or portrayed through negative stereotypes, contributing to stigma

and misunderstanding. However, increased visibility and positive, nuanced portrayals in

mainstream television, film, and advertising have been linked to significant reductions in prejudice,

particularly among younger generations. The media provides a form of vicarious contact, allowing

individuals who may not personally know an LGB person to develop empathy and challenge

preconceived notions, thereby facilitating a normalization process that undercuts traditional biases.

Measurement and Assessment of Attitudes

Accurately measuring attitudes toward homosexual people is essential for tracking social change

and evaluating intervention effectiveness. Measurement techniques generally fall into two

categories: explicit and implicit. Explicit measures rely on self-report surveys and questionnaires

where respondents consciously state their beliefs. A classic example is the Attitudes Toward

Lesbians and Gay Men Scale (ATLG), which asks participants to rate their agreement with various

statements about the rights and characteristics of LGB individuals. While easy to administer,

explicit measures are susceptible to social desirability bias, where respondents may hide

prejudiced views to align with perceived social norms.

To circumvent conscious control and social desirability, researchers utilize implicit measures,

which assess automatic, non-conscious evaluations. The Implicit Association Test (IAT) is the most

widely used implicit measure. The IAT measures the strength of automatic associations between

concepts (e.g., "Gay People") and attributes (e.g., "Good" or "Bad") by analyzing reaction times.

Faster reaction times when pairing "Gay People" with "Bad" indicate stronger implicit sexual

prejudice. Studies using the IAT often reveal that individuals who report low levels of prejudice on

explicit scales still harbor moderate to strong implicit negative biases, highlighting the persistence

of unconscious societal learning.

Further complicating measurement is the need to assess behavioral intentions and actual

discriminatory behavior, not just cognitive beliefs or emotional responses. Researchers often use

behavioral simulations or scenario-based questions to gauge willingness to interact with or support

policies benefiting LGB individuals. The disparity between what people say (explicit attitude), what

they automatically feel (implicit attitude), and what they are willing to do (behavioral intention)

underscores the complex, multi-component nature of sexual prejudice and the importance of using
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diverse measurement tools for a complete picture.

Consequences of Negative Attitudes: Discrimination and Mental Health

The presence of widespread negative attitudes toward homosexual people translates directly into

systemic discrimination and personal victimization, leading to profound negative consequences for

the well-being of sexual minorities. Discrimination can be overt, such as verbal or physical abuse

and hate crimes, or subtle, manifesting as microaggressions, exclusion, or unequal treatment in

healthcare and employment settings. Regardless of its form, discrimination creates a hostile social

environment that severely impacts quality of life and access to resources.

Psychologically, the most robust model for explaining the impact of prejudice is the Minority

Stress Model. This model posits that LGB individuals experience chronic stress stemming from

existing in a prejudiced environment. This stress is categorized into external stressors (e.g., actual

discrimination events) and internal stressors (e.g., the expectation of rejection, concealment of

identity, and internalized sexual prejudice). The cumulative effect of these stressors is a

significantly elevated risk for mental health issues, including anxiety disorders, major depression,

substance abuse, and tragically, higher rates of suicidal ideation and attempts compared to the

heterosexual population.

Internalized sexual prejudice (or internalized homophobia) is a particularly damaging

consequence, occurring when negative societal attitudes are absorbed and directed inward. This

manifests as self-hatred, shame, or denial of one's sexual orientation, complicating identity

development and increasing psychological distress. Reducing internalized prejudice requires not

only individual therapeutic intervention but also broad societal attitude change, ensuring that the

external environment affirms, rather than pathologizes, diverse sexual identities. Addressing the

negative consequences of sexual prejudice requires dismantling discriminatory structures and

fostering positive social attitudes.

Strategies for Attitude Change and Reduction of Prejudice

Psychological and sociological research has identified several effective strategies for reducing

negative attitudes toward homosexual people, focusing primarily on education, contact, and

legislative action. The most empirically supported strategy is the Contact Hypothesis, originally

formulated by Allport. This hypothesis suggests that negative attitudes diminish when members of

different groups interact under specific optimal conditions: equal status between groups, shared

goals, intergroup cooperation, and support from authorities or law. Personal, positive, and

sustained contact with LGB individuals is consistently shown to be a powerful predictor of reduced

prejudice.

Educational interventions are also crucial, particularly in institutional settings like schools and
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universities. Effective education goes beyond mere facts about sexual orientation; it involves

fostering empathy, challenging stereotypes, and providing accurate information that counters

misinformation. Programs that include personal narratives from LGB individuals tend to be highly

effective, as they humanize the out-group and facilitate emotional connection, thereby eroding the

cognitive basis of prejudice. Early intervention in educational settings is critical before negative

attitudes become deeply entrenched.

Finally, legislative and policy changes, while not directly changing individual hearts, play a vital

role in setting social norms and reinforcing positive behavior. Anti-discrimination laws and the

recognition of same-sex relationships communicate an authoritative message that prejudice is

unacceptable. This institutional backing reduces the social acceptability of expressing negative

attitudes and encourages behavioral compliance, which, over time, can lead to genuine

internalization of more inclusive attitudes. A multi-pronged approach combining legal reform,

widespread education, and opportunities for genuine contact offers the most robust path toward

significant and lasting attitude change.

Contemporary Trends and Future Directions

Contemporary trends in attitudes toward homosexual people demonstrate a clear trajectory toward

increased acceptance across many industrialized nations, driven largely by generational

replacement and increased visibility. Younger generations consistently report lower levels of sexual

prejudice than older cohorts, suggesting that greater exposure to diversity and evolving social

norms are having a profound impact. This rapid shift, particularly concerning issues like marriage

equality, underscores the malleability of social attitudes when institutional barriers are removed

and positive media representation is prevalent.

However, significant challenges remain. While acceptance of gay men and lesbian women has

increased, attitudes toward bisexual people and transgender individuals (often grouped under the

broader umbrella of sexual prejudice research) often lag behind. Research indicates that specific

prejudices targeting transgender individuals remain particularly entrenched, fueled by unique

anxieties related to gender norms and identity. Future research must dedicate specific attention to

the distinct mechanisms driving anti-trans prejudice and develop targeted interventions.

Furthermore, the globalization of attitudes presents a complex landscape. While Western countries

show increasing acceptance, many regions in Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe exhibit high levels

of sexual prejudice, often reinforced by state policy and cultural conservatism. Future directions in

the study of attitudes toward homosexual people must focus on cross-cultural comparisons,

understanding how economic development, political systems, and local religious contexts interact

to maintain or disrupt prejudicial belief systems, ensuring that psychological research contributes to

global efforts for inclusive societies.
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