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Introduction to Attitudes Towards Lesbians and Gays

Attitudes Towards Lesbians and Gays (ATLG) refers to the complex spectrum of evaluations,
beliefs, and behavioral intentions directed at individuals identifying as homosexual. This
psychological construct is crucial for understanding social dynamics, prejudice, and the mental
health outcomes of LGBTQ+ populations. These attitudes range across a continuum, from
intensely negative (often termed homophobia, homonegativity, or sexual prejudice) to neutral
acceptance, and finally to robust support and affirmation. Historically, the study of ATLG emerged
from the broader field of prejudice research, but it gained specific scholarly attention following the
social and political movements that began in the late 20th century demanding equality and visibility
for sexual minorities. Understanding ATLG requires distinguishing between the cognitive
component (stereotypes and beliefs), the affective component (emotions like fear or comfort), and
the behavioral component (discrimination or support).

The terminology used to describe negative ATLG has evolved significantly, reflecting changes in
societal understanding and psychological sensitivity. While the term homophobia was widely used
historically, implying an irrational fear or clinical phobia, contemporary psychological research often
prefers terms like sexual prejudice or homonegativity. This shift acknowledges that negative
attitudes are rooted less in clinical pathology and more in social, cultural, and ideological systems
that enforce heteronormative structures. Sexual prejudice is defined as negative attitudes based on
sexual orientation, whether directed toward gay men, lesbians, or bisexual individuals.
Furthermore, attitudes are often measured along two key dimensions: explicit attitudes, which are
consciously held and reported, and implicit attitudes, which are automatic, unconscious
associations that can influence behavior subtly, often contradicting stated explicit beliefs.

The measurement and study of ATLG are complicated by the pervasive influence of social
desirability bias. As legal protections and social norms have shifted toward greater acceptance in
many Western nations, individuals may be reluctant to express overtly negative attitudes, leading
to a potential disconnect between private beliefs and public expression. This phenomenon
necessitates the use of sophisticated measurement techniques, including both self-report scales
and indirect measures like the Implicit Association Test (IAT), to capture the full scope of attitudes
held by the general population. The attitudes held by heterosexual individuals are particularly
critical because they shape the institutional, social, and relational environments within which sexual
minorities live, directly impacting their experiences of stigma, discrimination, and well-being.

Historical Context and Evolution of Attitudes

Attitudes towards homosexuality have been profoundly shaped by historical, religious, and political
institutions. For centuries in Western societies, these attitudes were predominantly negative,
rooted in religious doctrines that condemned same-sex relations and reinforced by legal systems
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that criminalized homosexual acts. This historical context led to the medicalization of
homosexuality, where it was classified as a mental illness or deviation within psychiatric manuals,
a stance that provided scientific justification for societal condemnation and therapeutic intervention
aimed at conversion. The prevailing attitude during this era was one of pathology and moral failure,
severely limiting the public visibility and safety of sexual minorities.

A significant shift began in the latter half of the 20th century, particularly following the Stonewall
Uprising in 1969 and the subsequent rise of the gay liberation movement. This period saw activists
challenge both legal prohibitions and the psychiatric classification of homosexuality. A critical
turning point occurred in 1973 when the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality
from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), effectively de-pathologizing
same-sex attraction. This change marked a pivotal moment, transitioning the public discourse from
one of iliness to one of identity and civil rights. The evolution of attitudes during this time often
followed a pattern: initial vehement resistance, followed by grudging tolerance, and eventually
moving toward acceptance, though often unevenly distributed across different demographic
groups.

The evolution continued into the 21st century, propelled by increased media visibility, the HIV/AIDS
crisis which tragically brought the community into the public eye, and landmark legal victories such
as the legalization of same-sex marriage in numerous countries. These events have contributed to
a significant, though not universal, decrease in overt sexual prejudice, particularly among younger
generations. However, this shift has also spurred a reaction among conservative groups, leading to
the emergence of more subtle forms of prejudice, often termed modern homonegativity, which
manifests as opposition to policies promoting LGBTQ+ rights rather than direct, overt hostility
toward individuals. This modern form of prejudice is often justified through appeals to traditional
values, religious freedom, or concerns about the perceived erosion of established social
institutions.

Theoretical Frameworks Explaining Sexual Prejudice

Social psychology offers several robust theoretical frameworks to explain the origins and
maintenance of sexual prejudice. One of the most influential is Social Identity Theory (SIT), which
posits that individuals derive self-esteem from their membership in social groups (the in-group).
Prejudice arises when the in-group perceives an out-group (in this case, lesbians and gays) as
threatening or when derogating the out-group enhances the status of the in-group. This framework
helps explain why strong group identification, particularly within groups emphasizing traditional
norms, often correlates highly with negative attitudes toward sexual minorities. The perceived
threat can be symbolic (e.qg., threat to traditional family values) or realistic (e.g., competition over
resources or status).
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Another critical explanatory model is the Contact Hypothesis, originally formulated by Gordon
Allport. This hypothesis suggests that negative attitudes can be reduced when members of the in-
group and out-group engage in positive, sustained contact under specific optimal conditions. These
conditions include equal status between the groups, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and
support from institutional authorities. Extensive research has confirmed that personal friendships or
close relationships with openly LGBTQ+ individuals are among the strongest predictors of lower
levels of sexual prejudice. The mechanism underlying this reduction is the reduction of anxiety, the
dismantling of negative stereotypes, and the development of empathy and perspective-taking.

Furthermore, personality and ideological variables play a significant role. Two key ideological
constructs frequently linked to sexual prejudice are Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) and
Social Dominance Orientation (SDO). RWA is characterized by submission to perceived
legitimate authorities, aggression toward out-groups sanctioned by those authorities, and
adherence to conventional norms and values. Individuals scoring high on RWA tend to view
deviations from traditional sexual and gender roles as threatening to social stability. Conversely,
SDO reflects a preference for hierarchical social structures and the domination of lower-status
groups by higher-status groups. Those high in SDO are motivated to maintain existing social
inequalities, often viewing sexual minorities as a subordinate group whose advancement threatens
the established hierarchy. These ideological dispositions often interact with religious
fundamentalism to strongly predict negative ATLG.

Correlates and Predictors of Negative Attitudes

Research has consistently identified several demographic, ideological, and experiential factors that
predict higher levels of sexual prejudice. One of the most robust predictors is religious
fundamentalism, defined as the belief that there is one set of religious teachings that contains the
fundamental, intrinsic, and inerrant truth about humanity and that these teachings should be strictly
followed. Across various cultures and religious traditions, adherence to fundamentalist beliefs--
more so than simple religious affiliation--is strongly associated with negative attitudes toward
lesbians and gays, largely because these beliefs often emphasize traditional gender roles and
condemn non-procreative sexual behaviors.

Another powerful predictor is the adherence to rigid traditional gender roles and high levels of
sexism. Individuals who strongly believe in distinct, complementary roles for men and women (e.g.,
men should be dominant and aggressive; women should be submissive and nurturing) often view
homosexuality as a fundamental violation of this binary structure. For example, negative attitudes
toward gay men are often fueled by the perception that they are failing to adhere to masculine
norms, while negative attitudes toward lesbians are often associated with the perceived rejection of
feminine expectations. This link underscores that sexual prejudice is often intertwined with broader
gender norm enforcement.
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Experiential factors, particularly the lack of personal contact with sexual minorities, are also
highly predictive of negative attitudes. As predicted by the Contact Hypothesis, individuals who
report never having knowingly interacted with an openly gay or lesbian person tend to exhibit
higher levels of prejudice. This lack of exposure allows stereotypes to persist unchallenged and
prevents the development of empathy based on shared humanity. Furthermore, high levels of
political conservatism, especially social conservatism, consistently correlate with increased
homonegativity, reflecting a preference for maintaining the status quo and resisting social change
related to sexual and gender diversity.

Measurement Challenges and Techniques

Measuring ATLG presents unique methodological challenges, primarily due to the social sensitivity
of the topic. The most common technique involves explicit self-report scales, such as the
Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men (ATLG) scale or the Homosexuality Attitude Scale (HAS).
These scales use Likert-type responses to assess conscious agreement or disagreement with
statements about the rights, characteristics, and acceptability of sexual minorities. While practical,
these measures are highly susceptible to the aforementioned social desirability bias, where
respondents adjust their answers to align with perceived non-prejudiced social norms, leading to
an underestimation of negative attitudes.

To bypass conscious control and capture more authentic attitudes, researchers increasingly
employ implicit measures. The Implicit Association Test (IAT) is the most widely used implicit
measure, assessing the strength of automatic associations between the target group (e.g., "Gay"
or "Lesbian") and evaluative attributes (e.g., "Good" or "Bad"). A faster pairing of the target group
with negative attributes suggests a stronger implicit negative attitude. Other implicit measures
include affective priming and physiological measures, such as startle responses or facial
electromyography, which gauge automatic emotional reactions to stimuli related to sexual
minorities. These techniques reveal that even individuals who explicitly report low prejudice often
harbor moderate levels of implicit negativity, highlighting the complexity of internalized social
learning.

A further challenge lies in the multidimensionality of ATLG. Attitudes are not monolithic; individuals
may hold different levels of prejudice toward gay men versus lesbians, or their attitudes may vary
depending on the specific domain, such as attitudes toward marriage rights versus attitudes toward
adoption by same-sex couples. Therefore, robust measurement requires scales that address
multiple facets of prejudice, including beliefs about etiology (e.g., whether homosexuality is chosen
or biological), moral acceptability, and support for civil rights. Researchers must continually refine
instruments to ensure they capture contemporary forms of prejudice, especially those masked by
appeals to non-prejudiced rationales.
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Consequences of Negative Attitudes

The prevalence of negative ATLG has profound and measurable consequences for the well-being
of lesbians, gays, and bisexual individuals, often articulated through the Minority Stress Model.
This model posits that sexual minorities experience unigque chronic stressors stemming from
stigma and prejudice, which accumulate over time and lead to adverse health outcomes. These
stressors include internalized homonegativity (the direction of negative societal attitudes toward the
self), anticipated stigma, and actual experiences of discrimination and violence.

The direct consequences of sexual prejudice are diverse and damaging.

Mental Health Outcomes: High levels of societal prejudice are strongly linked to elevated rates of
depression, anxiety disorders, substance abuse, and suicidal ideation among LGBTQ+ youth and
adults. This disparity in mental health outcomes, often referred to as the minority stress effect, is
not inherent to sexual orientation but rather a direct result of living in a hostile social environment.
Physical Health Outcomes: Chronic stress associated with prejudice leads to physiological wear
and tear (allostatic load), potentially increasing the risk for cardiovascular problems and other
stress-related illnesses. Furthermore, fear of discrimination in healthcare settings can lead to
avoidance of necessary medical care.

Socioeconomic Discrimination: Negative attitudes translate into systemic discrimination in
employment, housing, and education. Despite legal protections in some regions, subtle biases
persist, impacting career progression and economic stability for sexual minorities.

Beyond individual suffering, negative ATLG imposes significant costs on society as a whole.
Prejudice limits the full participation of a segment of the population, leading to lost productivity and
creativity. Moreover, societal conflict and division over issues of sexual orientation consume
political and social capital. Promoting acceptance and reducing prejudice is therefore not only a
matter of ethical concern but also a pragmatic necessity for fostering a healthy, equitable, and
cohesive society. Interventions aimed at attitude change are thus critical public health and social
justice imperatives.

Strategies for Attitude Change and Intervention

Effective strategies for reducing sexual prejudice are largely grounded in psychological theory,
particularly the Contact Hypothesis. Interventions focus on creating conditions that facilitate
positive interactions and challenge established stereotypes. The most effective approach involves
direct, positive, and sustained intergroup contact under conditions of equality and cooperation.
When direct contact is not feasible, extended contact (knowing that a member of one's in-group
has a friendship with an out-group member) and imagined contact (mentally simulating a positive
interaction) have also been shown to be effective in reducing prejudice, particularly in educational
settings.
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Educational programs represent another vital intervention pathway. Curricula designed to introduce
accurate information about sexual orientation, challenge myths and stereotypes, and foster
empathy are crucial, especially during adolescence when attitudes are often solidifying. Effective
educational interventions often utilize personal narratives and testimonials from LGBTQ+
individuals, which help to personalize the issue and underscore shared human experiences,
thereby decreasing dehumanization and promoting perspective-taking. Crucially, these programs
must be supported by institutional authorities (schools, workplaces) to meet the optimal conditions
of the Contact Hypothesis.

Finally, media representation and policy change play a massive role in shifting societal norms
and attitudes. Positive, nuanced, and authentic representation of LGBTQ+ individuals in popular
culture, television, and film normalizes their existence and disrupts negative stereotypes.
Furthermore, the enactment of anti-discrimination laws and the legalization of same-sex marriage
send powerful symbolic messages that institutionalize acceptance and equality. These policy
changes not only protect sexual minorities but also serve as a powerful form of governmental
endorsement, signaling to the general population that prejudice is socially unacceptable and
helping to shift public attitudes over time toward greater inclusion.
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