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Over the past 65 years, understandings of sexu-
ality have gone through a kind of revolution-
ary change. Interrogating sexual variation is no
longer confined to a clinical paradigm of psycho-
pathologies. Sexualities are now generally under-
stood as socially constructed, historically contin-
gent, and embedded in a hierarchy reinforced
by political, organizational, interactional, and
cultural processes. Sociological social psychol-
ogy has played a demonstrable—although often
forgotten—role in this transformation.
Reflecting a trend in the social sciences more
generally, there has been an explosion of socio-
logical studies of sexuality over the past few de-
cades. For example, of the 3,818 journal articles
that came up in our search of LGBT keywords
(including homosexual and homosexuality) in
the sociology area of the database Web of Knowl-
edge, a majority have been published in the last
decade, 83% have been published since 1990,
and more were published in 2011 alone than at
any time before 1980. Although most contempo-
rary research implicitly draws on our concepts
and approaches, it rarely engages sociological so-
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cial psychology in substantive ways. Although an
optimist might view this as a triumph reflecting
the assimilation of our ideas (see e.g., Fine 1993),
we view it as limiting both sexuality scholarship
and social psychology.

This fragmentation can be seen in textbooks
and academic journals, which arguably per-
petuate the problem. Because our standard un-
dergraduate textbooks and handbooks of social
psychology too often neglect the topic, budding
sexuality scholars may search for what they per-
ceive as more welcoming subfields. Marginaliz-
ing sexuality in such texts may also be linked to
its relative scarcity in our flagship journal, Social
Psychology Quarterly. Such underrepresentation
may very well reflect authors choosing to submit
their papers elsewhere more than it does edito-
rial policy. Contemporary scholars now have a
growing number of journals specializing in sex
research to submit their work, and these jour-
nals typically emphasize empirical contributions
more than theory (Weis 1998). In addition, most
sexuality articles in mainstream sociological out-
lets appear in journals such as Gender & Soci-
ety, Social Problems, Sociological Perspectives,
and Sociological Quarterly (ASA Committee on
the Status of GLBT Persons in Sociology 2009),
which generally do not hold authors accountable
for their knowledge of or contribution to socio-
logical social psychology.

We believe that making room for sexuality in
our work will enable us to more justifiably em-
brace the label sociological social psychologists.
Although sexual behavior generally happens be-
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hind closed doors, sexual identities are person-
ally salient and thus shape our choices, interac-
tions, and life course. Furthermore, like gender,
race, class, and age, sexual identities are socially
salient; they shape how we are treated in both
subtle and overt ways. Such treatment, in turn,
shapes our subjective experience and social op-
portunities. It may be true that one can more eas-
ily conceal membership as a sexual minority than
statuses based on socially defined bodily insignia
such as skin color. However, although strategic
concealment—if successful—may offer some
protection, it can entail unintended personal,
emotional, and social costs. Social psychological
explorations into sexual inequalities must thus be
sensitive to how sexuality is similar to, different
than, and intertwined with other forms of oppres-
sion. Coming to terms with sexuality in our re-
search—whether based on survey, experimental,
or ethnographic methods—has the potential to
enrich sociological social psychology.

Because most sexuality scholarship uses but
does not generally incorporate or attempt to spell
out implications for social psychology, we will
not restrict our review to the explicitly social psy-
chological. Instead, we will attempt to link key
themes in existing sexuality research with the
social psychology of inequality. Here we have
chosen to focus on the experiences of and atti-
tudes towards sexual minorities within and in re-
lation to different social contexts, including fam-
ily, school, work, religion, public life, and health
care. We focus on the aforementioned contexts
with the hope that deepening social psycholo-
gists’ understanding of the diversity of sexuality
research will spark some questions that are more
grounded in and focused on building our own
analytic traditions.

We direct attention to studies that most clearly
speak to social psychological approaches to in-
equality. From interactionist traditions, we un-
derstand that ethnographers can unpack how
meaning, emotion, and interactional processes
reproduce and challenge inequality (e.g., Ander-
son and Snow 2001; Fields et al. 2006; Schwalbe
et al. 2000). We also bring with us an understand-
ing of the social structure and personality perspec-
tive, which has examined how one’s position in

hierarchies such as race, class, and gender shape
subjectivity (Hughes and Demo 1989; Rosenberg
and Pearlin 1976; Schwalbe and Staples 1991).
Sociological social psychology’s group pro-
cesses tradition, based on formal theorizing and
experimental methods, has provided insight into
the causes and consequences of interactional in-
equalities (Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin 1999)—
although this tradition is least represented in sex-
uality research (but see Johnson 1995; Webster
et al. 1998). Furthermore, following other social
psychologists (see, e.g., Howard and Renfrow in
this handbook; Wilkins 2012), we bring sensitiv-
ity to how sexual inequalities are entwined with
systems of race, class, gender, and age.

Because we focus on inequalities based on
sexual identities rather than sexuality per se, we
adopt the notion of heteronormativity as an orga-
nizing frame through which to view the research
we review. Coined in 1991 by Warner, heteronor-
mativity generally refers to a discourse or ideol-
ogy that defines heterosexuality and traditional
gendered presentations as culturally ideal and
normal. Heteronormativity thus symbolically
marginalizes all other sexual variations as well
as non-traditional doings of gender. The links be-
tween sexism and heteronormativity have deep
historical roots going back to the medical con-
struction of the category ‘homosexuality,” which
in the U.S. involved defining gender deviance
as evidence of “sexual inversion” (Greenberg
1988). It is a “loose coupling,” however, as re-
producing or challenging one does not necessar-
ily equate with doing the same to the other.!

' On the one hand, homophobia can be “a weapon of
sexism” (Pharr 1988); people often use anti-LGBT slurs,
for example, to target those who deviate from patriarchal
norms. Sexism, in turn, can be a weapon against the sexu-
ally marginalized as is the case with patriarchal definitions
of manhood and womanhood as exclusively heterosexual.
On the other hand, reproducing or challenging women’s
oppression (e.g., heterosexual men engaging in domestic
violence or the women’s movement working against it)
does not necessarily reproduce or challenge the oppres-
sion of sexual minorities. Similarly, reproducing or chal-
lenging inequality between sexual minorities and others
(e.g., working for or against LGBT marriage rights) does
not necessarily reproduce or challenge male dominance
in the same way.
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Although postmodernists initially dominated
discussions of heteronormativity, sociologists
are increasingly bringing the concept into their
empirical research. Contemporary sociological
research has shown, for example, that heteronor-
mativity can be examined as part of interactional
processes, socialization, organizations, and so
on (see, e.g., Kitzinger 2005; Martin 2009; Mc-
Queeney 2009). Social psychologists who un-
derstand that sexuality constitutes a system of
inequality similarly have many opportunities to
further develop empirically-grounded knowledge
of heteronormativity. As should be clear from
our review, heteronormativity influences our
lives from birth to death by shaping our private
thoughts and feelings as well our relationships
and the organizations we inhabit. Social psychol-
ogists can employ our well established and de-
veloping approaches to provide unique insights
into how heteronormativity operates and is re-
produced, which can contribute to more general
sociological and public discourse. Such research
would also provide opportunities to move social
psychology forward, as was the case with classic
scholarship, which developed many insights that
became central in the conceptualization of het-
eronormativity.

Social Psychology in Classic
Sexuality Research

Before discussing contemporary research that
examines specific institutional and interac-
tional contexts of sexual inequality, we review
how early sexuality research addressed social
psychology and how subsequent developments
marginalized it. We first discuss research in the
interactionist tradition that taught us how sexual
identities are socially constructed, stigmatized,
and sometimes disconnected from sexual behav-
ior. We then address how classic research reflect-
ing the social structure and personality tradition
countered dominant perceptions of sexual mi-
norities as mentally ill. Next we examine early
experimental work that sparked interest in un-
derstanding attitudes toward gays and lesbians.
We then show how feminist and postmodernist

perspectives as well as AIDS research became
less engaged with social psychology. Although
these early scholars did not address heteronorma-
tivity per se, in hindsight their research provides
insight into its processes. We end by discussing
the development of the concept of heteronorma-
tivity and how it is becoming a mainstream if not
dominant frame among sociologists interrogating
sexual inequalities.

Building on Kinsey (1948, 1953), who taught
us that sexual behavior, desires, and identities
could be distinct, early sociological research fo-
cused on the process of non-heterosexual identity
construction in the heteronormative society. So-
ciologists Leznoff and Westley (1956) examined
how members of homosexual groups in Chicago
socially validated their sexual selves and miti-
gated psychological distress derived from living
as criminalized people. Goffman (1963) wrote
that sexual minorities often strategically manage
a discrediting stigma imposed on them by others
(see Link et al., this volume). Garfinkel’s (1967)
study of the transsexual Agnes emphasized the
taken-for-granted production of gender identity,
which hinges on the power of social account-
ability and the cultural prescription of the gen-
der binary (i. e., the assumption that humans are,
from birth, naturally and socially always either
male or female). Using interactionist understand-
ings of identity, Humphreys (1970) examined the
rituals and social organization of men’s restroom
sexual encounters, showed how many of the men
were married to women, and declared that the
only “harmful effects [stemmed from] police ac-
tivity.” Working within and developing interac-
tionist approaches, these and other early works
(see, e.g., McCaghy and Skipper 1969; Plummer
1975; Reiss 1961; Weinberg and Williams 1975)
suggested that sexual and gender identity and be-
haviors were more fluid than previously thought.
This work also suggests that heteronormativity
operates via interactional, cultural, and state reg-
ulatory processes.

Resonating more with social structure and
personality traditions, other research employed
questionnaires and survey methods to, for exam-
ple, test formal propositions surrounding sexual
identities, attitudes, mental health, and behaviors.
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An important precursor was the psychologist
Hooker’s (1957) study in which she gave the re-
sults of a sample of unidentified gay and straight
men’s personality tests to clinical evaluators
(including two who created the tests) and found
that clinicians could not tell the groups of men
apart, subverting justifications of homosexuality
as mental illness. Additional research employed
questionnaires and found, for example, that gay
men did not necessarily possess more psycholog-
ical problems than a comparison group of straight
men (Weinberg and Williams 1974).2 Although
contemporary research with more sophisticated
sampling procedures offers some contradictory
findings (as we detail below), this classic work
established survey methods for studying sexual-
ity and mental health. More broadly, it demon-
strated how social psychology can counter het-
eronormativity embedded in dominant cultural,
organizational, legal, and psychiatric discourses
that frame LGBT people as inherently pathologi-
cal and in need of psychiatric regulation, incar-
ceration and prosecution, and organizationally-
mandated invisibility.

After a coalition of activists and members
of the American Psychiatric Association ap-
plied enough pressure to have homosexuality
redefined as not in-and-of-itself a mental illness
(Kutchins and Kirk 1997), some social psycholo-
gists strategically turned their attention to those
who, in some circles, might be called pathologi-
cally heteronormative. Early research on college
students found that the most prejudiced were
also more sexually conservative with regard to
heterosexual practices, held more stereotypical
gender beliefs, and suffered more guilt over their
own sexual feelings (Dunbar et al. 1973). Echo-
ing contemporary findings concerning hetero-
sexual people’s attitudes regarding homosexual
behavior (see, e.g. Herek et al. 2005), some early
studies also found that heterosexual men were
more likely to hold anti-homosexual views than

2 Other early survey research that resonated broadly with
a social structure and personality approach include Wil-
liams and Weinberg’s (1971) analysis of gay men dis-
charged from the military and Akers et al.” (1974) anlayiss
prisonors and same-sex sexual behavior.

women (Glassner and Owen 1976) and that those
who were more politically conservative and reli-
gious and had less educated parents were often
more heterosexist, racist, and sexist (Henley and
Pincus 1978). Early experimental research found
that interacting with a self-presented-as-gay con-
federate lessened latter-secured measures of sex-
ual prejudice (Pagtolunan and Clair 1986). This
early work was primarily initiated by psychologi-
cal social psychologists, and they have devel-
oped it into an impressive industry of study that
rarely enters contemporary sociologists’ social
psychological discourse. Classic as well as con-
temporary work on attitudes shows who supports
heteronormativity and how they might change,
complementing the LGBT movement’s focus on
reframing prejudiced others as more problematic
than the targeted.

Gagnon and Simon’s 1973 book Sexual Con-
duct, which pulls together the preceding decade
of their collaborative work, was arguably the
most significant blow to biological and Freud-
ian approaches to sexuality, and they used and
developed sociological social psychology in
the process. Trained at Chicago, they combined
symbolic interactionism’s emphasis on language,
meaning, and the reflexive self with Kenneth
Burke’s dramaturgy to develop the concepts of
sexual scripts: discursive repertoires that defined
the who, what, where, and how of sexuality. In-
stead of seeing sexual “drives” as biologically-
based and needing to be socially controlled, they
argued that all sexual interactions, feelings, and
identities were experienced and filtered through
socially constructed scripts people are social-
ized to adopt. They focused on the “interpersonal
scripts,” which people use to navigate sexual
interactions, and “intrapsychic scripts,” which
people use in their internal dialogs. Later they
developed the notion of “cultural scenarios,” or
culturally dominant sexual scripts, to better ac-
count for intersubjectivity (Simon and Gagnon
1986). Writing about sexual minorities, they
derided sexologists’ focus on etiology or the al-
leged causes of homosexuality, arguing that it
was the “least rewarding of all questions” (Ga-
gnon and Simon 1973, p. 132). By eviscerating
essentialism, Gagnon and Simon helped negate



25 Sexualities

631

a key meme of heteronormativity—the myth that
LGBT people are biologically abnormal.

Although sociological interest in sexual scripts
has increased in recent years—more articles have
addressed the topic since 2007 than in all previ-
ous years—Gagnon and Simon and social psy-
chology more generally were largely neglected in
sexual scholarship as it dramatically expanded in
the 1980s and 1990s. Their constructionist stance
did not resonate with some in the gay liberation
movement who, no longer defined as mentally
ill, believed that a version of essentialism (e.g.,
“we were born this way”) might discursively
protect them from increasingly organized and
vehement evangelicals who painted homosexu-
ality as a sinful lifestyle choice that should be
altered with holy, or therapeutic, intervention.
In addition, many influential feminist theorists
beginning to address sexuality preferred psycho-
analytic approaches, took issue with Gagnon and
Simon’s antiquated gender language, and viewed
them—as well as symbolic interactionism more
generally—as unable to address social structure
and power (Jackson and Scott 2010). For ex-
ample, McIntosh (1968), who thought Gagnon
and Simon went too far with their construction-
ism, nonetheless argued homosexuality was not a
“condition,” but a role that was historically con-
structed, culturally variable, and embedded in a
system of social control. Rich (1980) termed that
system “compulsory heterosexuality,” which she
argued not only othered non-heterosexuals and
channeled people toward heterosexuality, but
also facilitated women’s dependence on men and
thus male dominance. Thus while moving further
away from sociological social psychology per se,
second wave feminists developed an approach
that resonates with Warner’s notion of heteronor-
mativity.

The early 1980’s saw the emergence of a prac-
tical, deadly, and immediate crisis in the form of
AIDS. Outside of academia, this brought many
lesbians and feminists who had previously dis-
tanced themselves from gay men to work with
them in creating support networks and an egali-
tarian and militant activist community (Gould
2009). Inside academia, the crisis and resulting
federal funding for AIDS research led many re-

searchers without a background in or a desire
to contribute to critical theories of sexuality to
turn their attention to the issue, which fostered
an industry of relatively atheoretical empirical
research (Irvine 2003). This research industry’s
focus on strict empiricism also led to a distancing
from social psychology.

At the same time as AIDS research blos-
somed, many sexuality scholars moved even
further from away from social psychology after
the publication of Foucault’s (1978) History of
Sexuality, which analyzed institutional discours-
es of sexuality as constituting power. As Seidman
(2009) points out, Foucault’s basic approach was
adopted and altered by feminist theorists who
viewed Rich’s structural approach as not leaving
room for agency, resistance, and sexual varia-
tions that do not center on the gender of preferred
sexual partners. Rubin (1984) notably argued that
sexuality was not just what people did with their
bodies but it constituted a kind of status hierarchy
system in which a “charmed circle” of sexual acts
are deemed appropriate and all others are subor-
dinated. Others, including Butler (1989) who ar-
gued that sex and gender were “performances”
that could be subverted through, for example,
drag and transsexuality, were particularly influ-
ential in developing what is now called queer
theory.

Although postmodernism made impor-
tant strides in developing our understanding of
sexuality as a system of inequality, it generally
misappropriated or ignored key social psycho-
logical understandings, which arguably helped
them abandon the empirical world (see Schwalbe
1993). By detaching discourse from and privileg-
ing it over humans who—we assume—not only
signify, but also have selves, emotions, bodies,
and agency that play a role in actual interactional
encounters that unfold under real material cir-
cumstances and have social and personal conse-
quences, believers in Blumer’s (1969) “obdurate
reality” are, essentially, cast as possessing false
consciousness. From this perspective, there is
little need for social psychology as it is merely
another discourse falsely claiming a foothold on
the “truth.”
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On the other hand, queer theorists important-
ly brought us the concept of heteronormativity,
which is key to the approach we take here. As
mentioned earlier, heteronormativity refers to an
assumption that heterosexuality and traditional
gendered performances and identification as
culturally ideal and normal—all others are sub-
ordinated (Warner 1991). A focus on power and
inequality are thus central to this conception, and
it leaves room for understanding both agency and
variations in heteronormativity across time and
social contexts. In many ways, we see the roots
of this formulation in early sexuality research
and theorizing grounded in sociological social
psychology, which also emphasized agency, stig-
ma, power, language, and, more generally, social
constructionism (see Hollander and Abelson;
Link et al.; Thye and KAlkoff; Wilkins et al., this
volume).

However, as postmodernism came to domi-
nate theoretically engaged sexuality scholar-
ship, sociological social psychology became
neglected (but see Plummer 1995 for a notable
exception). The dangers here, which are evident
in much sexualities research, include: (1) incon-
sistently using key social psychological concepts
in ways that convolute analyses (such as imply-
ing ‘identity’ is the self-concept, an interactional
construction, and a social representation as if
these are all the same thing); and (2) reinvent-
ing or neglecting social psychological concepts
that could help make sense of the phenomena
under investigation (such as “discovering” that
when sexual minorities imagine others judging
them it shapes their feelings [see Cooley 1902,
the “looking glass self”]); and (3) missing leads
embedded in social psychological research that
could move sexuality scholarship in new direc-
tions (such as how the salience of sexual identity
may shape a plethora of attitudes, emotions, and
behaviors). More generally, as Plummer (2010)
suggests when discussing symbolic interaction-
ism, social psychology may be able to provide
a unifying language to the relatively fragmented
contemporary study of sexuality.

As a “sensitizing concept” (Blumer 1969) that
places sexual inequalities at its center and allows
for an examination of subjectivity, interaction,

culture, and organizations and institutions, we
believe that incorporating an understanding of
heteronormativity into sociological social psy-
chology is a particularly promising path. Sociolo-
gists of gender and sexuality, most notably, have
increasingly published empirical research—in
mainstream general and specialty journals—
about, for example, heteronormativity in fami-
lies (Martin 2009, Solebello and Elliott 2011),
schools (Myers and Raymond 2010; Ripley
et al. 2012), culture (Martin and Kazyak 2009),
religious organizations (McQueeney 2009; Sum-
erau 2012), health and aging (Rosenfeld 2009),
and everyday life (Kitzinger 2005; Nielsen et al.
2000). Such work importantly shows that hetero-
normativity need not be confined to postmodern
theorizing; it can be used and developed by soci-
ologists grounded in the empirical world.

With a few notable exceptions, including
Berkowitz’s (2011) development of a symbolic
interactionist approach to heteronormativity, re-
searchers bringing heteronormativity into con-
temporary sociological discourse have tended
to neglect explicitly engaging with the traditions
of sociological social psychology. We, however,
believe that bringing sociological social psychol-
ogy to bear on this phenomenon may allow so-
cial psychologists to once again play a key role
in sexuality scholarship. In our following over-
view of contemporary research on family, educa-
tion, work, religion, public life, and health, we
will highlight sociological social psychological
lessons about heteronormativity. We hope that
doing so will encourage others to further develop
our understandings of sexual inequalities and so-
cial psychology.

Family

“The family” is a battleground in the larger cul-
ture, as it is in the lives of many sexual minorities
(see Lively et al., this volume). In this section, we
first examine research that reveals how defini-
tions of and attitudes toward LGBT families have
changed over time and are linked to other axes
of inequality. We then explore how heterosexism
is reproduced in heterosexually-headed families,
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how this shapes LGBT people’s experiences, and
how some families try to become more accepting
when a member comes out of the closet. Finally,
we review research on how LGBT people create
their own families, experience familial conflict,
and become parents and raise children. In doing
so, we focus attention on what this research re-
veals about how heteronormativity is reproduced
and challenged.

Social psychological research demonstrates
how heteronormative attitudes reflect historical-
ly fluid “social representations” (see Moscovici
1984) of “the family.” Powell et al. (2010), for
example, found that randomly sampled respon-
dents’ definitions of what “counted” as family
had a significant impact on their attitudes toward
extending legal rights and protections to sexual
minorities. People who held inclusionist defini-
tions centered on the quality of relationships and
those who defined the family as the presence of
children were significantly more likely than those
who restrict family definitions to religiously and
state-sanctioned matrimony to support sex-same
couples possessing rights to adopt, marry, and
pass on partner benefits. They also found that in
just a 3-year span, from 2003 to 2006, the per-
centage of the sample holding inclusionist views
rose from 25 to 32 %, and the percentage of the
sample holding exclusionist definitions of the
family fell from 45 to 38%. Consistently, 2006
and 2008 GSS data also shows increased support
for gay and lesbian marriage rights and benefits.

Additional research has unearthed how heter-
onormative attitudes toward same-sex marriage
are linked to other aspects of inequality, includ-
ing race, gender, age, class, and politics. Brum-
baugh et al. (2008) found that men, non-whites,
and older people are less likely to approve of le-
galizing same-sex marriage than women, whites,
and younger people, and that parents who had
never lived with partners outside marriage or co-
habitation were strongly oppositional. McVeigh
and Diaz (2009) found that people from commu-
nities that emphasized traditional familial struc-
tures and patriarchal gender ideologies and had
higher levels of residential instability and high
crime rates were more likely to vote to ban same-
sex marriage. Further, Heath (2009) found that as

pressure for marriage equality intensified, many
politicians responded by implementing hetero-
normative legislation (e.g., the Defense of Mar-
riage Act) and some hosted government-sanc-
tioned marriage workshops intended to foster
heteronormative family life. Overall, attitudinal
survey research has helped sociological social
psychologists better understand how widely het-
eronormative attitudes are shared, how they are
linked to our definitions of social institutions and
intersections of race, class, and gender, and how
they can change over time.

Research has also taught us how heteronorma-
tivity is reproduced in and transmitted to children
in family contexts. (see Kroska, this volume)
Examining sexual meanings parents convey dur-
ing leisure activities, for example, Martin (2009)
found that mothers often convey heteronormative
assumptions when talking to their children and
presuppose their children’s heterosexuality. Fur-
ther, Kane (2006) showed that parents, especially
heterosexual fathers, police gender non-confor-
mity in their boys (but less so for girls), such as
wearing pink or playing with dolls, because of
the fear of them becoming gay. Similarly, Mc-
Guffey (2008) found that fathers of boys sexually
abused by adult men worked to shut down their
sons’ emotional expression due to fears of devel-
oping homosexuality. Solebello and Elliot (2011)
revealed that fathers actively attempt to channel
sons’ alleged sexual drives toward heterosexu-
ality, but are less vehement about controlling
daughters, who are believed to have more pas-
sive sexual natures. In addition to these informal
lessons from parents, when children engage in
leisure activities, such as watching TV or videos
marketed to them, they learn that heterosexual
love is ideal and magical and that male char-
acters express sexual desire in part by sexually
objectifying females (Martin and Kazyak 2009).
Similar, though not identical, findings are seen in
analyses of children’s books (see, e.g., McCabe
et al. 2011). Overall, such research shows how
heteronormativity in familial contexts is often in-
tertwined with sexism. Whether through parent-
child interactions or media consumption, family
socialization involves the privileging and con-
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ditioning of traditionally gendered heterosexual
selves.

Considering the aforementioned research,
it should not be surprising that LGBT children
and adults, often have difficulties with their
families of origin. For example, family members
sometimes verbally abuse children whose non-
heterosexual orientation is known, and closeted
children often live constant fear of discovery and
judgment (D’Augelli et al. 2005). Sexual mi-
norities also face resistance when coming out to
family members, experience implicit and explicit
threats, and are forced to continually re-articulate
and justify their sexual identity (Adams 2011).
Further, African-American lesbian girls (Miller
2011), lesbian women with children (Almack
2007, 2008), bisexual women and men (McLean
2007), and lesbian women and gay men planning
commitment ceremonies (Smart 2007) similarly
experience tension and emotional turmoil over
making strategic choices surrounding the presen-
tation of their sexual selves. Echoing Plummer’s
(2010) work, these studies reveal the importance
of critically examining how heteronormativity
impacts LGBT people’s familial dilemmas, iden-
tities, and emotions.

Another line of research helps us understand
how heteronormativity persists even when par-
ents of sexual minorities attempt to become more
accepting when their children come out. In her
ethnographic study of one such group, for ex-
ample, Fields (2001) found that parents attend-
ing support groups worked to redefine their gay
and lesbian children as well as their identities as
parents as morally worthy. While partially sub-
verting the privileging of heterosexuality, Fields
points out that their identity work—or the pro-
cess whereby these people, individually and col-
lectively, gave meaning to themselves and others
(Schwalbe and Mason-Schrock 1996)—involved
constructing their children as better than other,
presumably more deviant, sexual minorities. For
example, they claimed their sons were tradition-
ally masculine and daughters traditionally femi-
nine. These actions inadvertently reproduced het-
eronormative distinctions. In a similar fashion,
Broad et al. (2004) revealed how similar parent

support groups managed stigma by reproducing
heteronormative conceptualizations of “real”
family values (see also Broad 2002). These stud-
ies show the continued value of ethnographic
approaches, which reveal that even when iden-
tity construction appears to subvert familial het-
eronormativity, parents may use and thus repro-
duce this ideology in attempts to construct moral
selves and mitigate shame.

Research on sexual minorities shows how
they may resist heteronormativity by creating
their own romantically-based families, which can
counter the dominant assumption that families
are exclusively heterosexual. Survey research has
documented an increasing trend whereby LGBT
couples are forming committed, long-term ro-
mantic relationships (Biblarz and Savci 2010;
Powell etal. 2010). Utilizing GSS data from 1988
to 2002, for example, Butler (2005) found that
cultural and structural changes in the U.S. facili-
tated rising numbers of openly-identified lesbian
and gay partnerships, and that women were form-
ing same-sex partnerships at a greater rate than
men. Research on gay and lesbian families has
also found many similarities with heterosexual
families. For example, gay and heterosexual men
experience similar fidelity struggles over the life
course (Green 2006), and same-sex partnerships
are not significantly different than opposite-sex
relationships in terms of their stability (Kurdek
1998). In addition, lesbians and gay men report
similar levels of relationship satisfaction when
compared to their heterosexual counterparts (Pat-
terson 2000). And, like heterosexual families,
race, class, and gender shape the privileges and
disadvantages of same-sex families (Browne
2011).

However, like heterosexual couples, gay and
lesbian relationships may involve asymmetrical
interactional processes that create what experi-
mental social psychologists might call power
and prestige orders (see e.g., Berger and Fisek
1970). Similar to straight relationships, inter-
personal hierarchies within LGBT relationships
are rooted in conflicts about extended families,
financial decisions, parenting strategies, and
job demands, or differences stemming from
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racial, religious, cultural, and economic back-
grounds (see Patterson 2000). Kurdeck (1994),
for example, found that both non-heterosexual
and heterosexual couples typically fought over
power, politics, personal flaws, distrust, and dis-
tance—emotional or physical—between part-
ners. However, larger sexual inequalities are also
a source of tension for same-sex couples, as they
deal with the effects of sexual marginalization
(Kurdek and Schmidt 1987) and differences sur-
rounding coming out to others (James and Mur-
phy 1998). Such conflicts may escalate to vio-
lence, which like in heterosexual relationships is
gendered and correlated with other issues. For
example, urban gay men with substance abuse
issues are more likely to enact and experience
domestic violence than other sexual minorities
(McCarry et al. 2008). Gay relationship violence
in some ways mirrors the cycle of violence in
heterosexual couples, as researchers have found
that it is characterized by dependence, jealousy,
and control (McCarry et al. 2008). Victims’ fear
often prevents them from expressing emotional
and sexual desires (Heintz and Melendez 2006).
Research on relationships points to the impor-
tance of unpacking how power works in gay and
lesbian families, as well as how heteronormativ-
ity in other contexts shapes this process.

Studies on cognitive, emotional, and negoti-
ated processes highlight how heteronormativity
constrains lesbians’ and gay men’s decisions and
attempts to become families with children. For
example, Berkowitz and Marsiglio (2007) found
that while gay fathers’ decisions to become
parents in some ways were similar to those of
straight men, they also wrestled to make sense
of how they would handle the risk of being stig-
matized as “the gay pedophile,” the possible bul-
lying that their children might experience, and
the discrimination they themselves would likely
experience in the adoption process. Researchers
have indeed found that adoption agencies nega-
tively compare same-sex couples to “idealized”
opposite-sex couples (Connolly 2002) and that
same-sex couples face higher standards than
heterosexuals and heterosexist remarks from
service providers (Ross et al. 2008). Organiza-
tional heteronormativity has also limited lesbian

women’s opportunities to claim donated sperm
(Riggs 2008). Consequently, some women seek
donation outside medical clinics, which fosters
additional psychological distress (Nordqvist
2011) and struggles regarding how to define
known donors and their future roles (Haimes
and Weiner 2000). Despite such obstacles, sexu-
al minorities have increasingly brought children
into their lives, and in doing so they are coun-
tering dominant heteronormative definitions of
the family in important ways (e.g., Ryan and
Berkowitz 2009).

Research on sexual minorities’ parenthood
illustrates how heteronormativity may be chal-
lenged or unintentionally reproduced. Drawing
on their own experiences in heteronormative con-
texts, for example, lesbian parents may strategi-
cally teach their children how to handle bullying
and adopt egalitarian values (Nixon 2011). While
some lesbian couples create egalitarian families,
others create inequitable divisions of household
labor and childcare that mirror patriarchal tra-
ditions (Sullivan 1996). Further, some lesbian
women may inadvertently reproduce gendered
ideals of motherhood by, for example, devaluing
household and care work and establishing ineq-
uitable divisions of labor within the home (Dal-
ton and Bielby 2000). In fact, such stereotypes
may shape their identities, role expectations, and
parental negotiations (Padavic and Butterfield
2011).

Importantly, the rise of visibly gay and les-
bian families has also fostered cultural debates
as well as empirical research about childhood
development in a heteronormative society. At the
cultural level, sexual minority families are often
stigmatized due to commonly held assumptions
that girls learn best from mothers and that boys
require the guidance and teaching of male role
models (see, e.g., Powell et al. 2010). Bos et al.
(2012) first investigated adolescents raised with
and without male role models in lesbian families,
and their analysis showed that the two groups
achieved comparable scores in psychological, so-
cial, behavioral, emotional and gender role trait
development.

Cultural bias can lead even the most method-
ologically flawed and debunked studies about the
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alleged problems of children of gay and lesbian
families (e.g., Regnerus 2012) to generate con-
siderable media attention. More rigorous studies
consistently show that children of lesbian and gay
parents are no different than children of hetero-
sexual parents in terms of psychological develop-
ment, but are generally ignored (e.g., American
Psychological Association 2005; Goldberg 2010;
Perrin and Academy of Pediatrics, Committee on
Psychosocial Aspects of Child, Family, Health
2002). Research also shows that it is the quality
of parenting, not the sexual identity of parents,
that predicts successful child development, and
that children may benefit in some ways from
same-sex parental arrangements (see also Bi-
blarz and Stacey 2010; Stacey and Biblarz 2001).
Overall, as a recent longitudinal study of ado-
lescents (Bos et al. 2012) reveals, most research
demonstrates that the heteronormative discourse
about “harmed children” in sexual minority fami-
lies is more myth than empirical reality.

Education

Educational contexts provide lessons in not only
the “three Rs,” but also the reproduction and
sometimes the challenging of heteronormativity.
In this section, we will first address heteronor-
mativity in the official curriculum as well as peer
culture. We will then address research on how
school life affects adolescent sexual minorities’
emotional life and academic success. In addi-
tion, we examine research that shows how LGBT
youth may ameliorate negative consequences by
collaborating with heterosexual allies and sup-
portive others. And finally, we examine studies
of college to show how heteronormativity shapes
heterosexuals’ identity work, the construction of
safe spaces, and academic success.

Researchers have revealed the importance
of educational settings in the reproduction and
challenging of sexual inequalities. Examining
educational policies, lesson plans, and legisla-
tive decisions in high schools in North Carolina,
for example, Fields (2008) found that the legal
promotion of abstinence-only sex education poli-
cies resulted in the deletion of sexual minorities

from lessons about sexual behavior, health, and,
more generally, marriage. Using ethnographic
methods, Fields further revealed an implicit het-
eronormative curriculum in which teachers and
administrators ostracized sexual minorities, re-
inforced traditional gender hierarchies, and mar-
ginalized students of color.

Fieldwork in other schools has also revealed
that students are involved in reproducing hetero-
normative school cultures, which often overlaps
with reproducing sexism. For example, hetero-
sexual girls use a variety of conversational meth-
ods, including gossip and teasing, to construct and
police heterosexual feeling rules about romantic
love (Simon et al. 1992). In addition, heterosex-
ual boys claim positions of power by mobilizing
a “fag discourse,” creating a hostile environment
for sexual minorities and non-gender conforming
students, and denigrating things deemed womanly
or feminine (Pascoe 2007; Smith 1998). Consis-
tently, survey research on sexual minority students
sampled from community outreach and the inter-
net has found that heterosexist harassment is com-
mon: about 85% report being verbally harassed
and 40 % report being physically harassed because
of their sexual identities (GLSEN 2009).

The social structure and personality approach
helps us examine how heteronormative high
school cultures impact students’ psychological
states. For example, studies based on the Na-
tional Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health
(“Add Health”) reported that sexual minority
students, especially boys, perform more poorly
than other students in terms of grade point av-
erage, passing courses, and behavioral adjust-
ment (Pearson et al. 2007; Russell et al. 2001).
The impact of heteronormative school cultures
was more clearly demonstrated in another Add
Health study that compared school performances
across schools (Wilkinson and Pearson 2009).
This study found that sexual minority students’
academic disadvantages are greater in schools
with a strong heteronormative climate—nonur-
ban schools and schools where students empha-
size religion and football culture. Another Add
Health study shows that the timing of same-sex
sexual development impacts educational attain-
ment (Ueno et al. 2013b). For example, women
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who report their first same-sex sexual experience
in young adulthood attain lower levels of educa-
tion than those who report their first experience
in adolescence and those without such experi-
ences (Ueno 2010c¢).

Sexual minority youth, however, may coun-
ter some of the negative psychological effects of
heteronormativity through forging friendships.
Sexual minority youth do not necessarily have
fewer friends than other groups, and having more
of them lessens the psychological damage result-
ing from conflicts with peers and parents (Ueno
2005). Friendships with heterosexuals, however,
are gendered: straight girls are more likely than
straight boys to befriend sexual minorities (Ueno
2010a). Further, some evidence suggests that
sexual minority youth experience segregation
between straight and sexual minority friends in
their networks (Ueno et al. 2012), in part because
they choose to remain closeted or downplay their
sexual orientation in heteronormative school
contexts and turn to community organizations to
meet other sexual minorities (Herdt and Boxer
1993; Wright and Perry 2006).

Although often facing opposition (Berbrier
and Pruett 2006), high school students have in-
creasingly formed Straight-Gay Alliances, orga-
nizations in which sexual minority students can
meet each other as well as accepting straight
students (see, e.g., Miceli 2005). Research has
found that sexual minorities attending schools
with these organizations are, when compared to
those without them, less likely be bullied or to
attempt suicide (Goodenow et al. 2006) and less
likely to abuse alcohol and report psychological
distress (Heck et al. 2011). Overall, such research
suggests that although sexual minority students
face significant problems in heteronormative
school contexts, many create friendships and or-
ganizations that lessen negative effects.

Studies of higher education reveal that hetero-
normativity is both reproduced and challenged
on campus. For many LGBT youth, going to col-
lege provides geographical distance from unsup-
portive families, more anonymity and more ac-
tive LGBT groups that enable them to feel con-
nected and authentic (see Renn’s 2010 review).
Yeung et al. (2000, 2006), for example, examined

how some gay college men create fraternities that
on the one hand foster self-acceptance and pro-
mote social acceptance of gay students, but also
tend to adopt normative gender presentations
to “fit in” with their heterosexual counterparts.
Some evidence suggests that college students are
becoming more accepting of sexual minorities.
Comparing the experiences of openly gay ath-
letes on sports teams in 2000 and 2010, for ex-
ample, Anderson (2011) found that athletes in the
later cohort experienced less heterosexism and
more vocal support from teammates and coach-
es. LGBT student organizations are increasingly
moving from a confrontational politics to one
that emphasizes social activities and symbolic
assimilation (Ghaziani 2011), which may offer
important support but also unintentionally leave
larger heteronormative structures safe.

Research on heterosexual students illustrates
how heteronormativity affects not only the iden-
tities of people who resist but also those who con-
form. Outside of safe spaces, research has found
that heteronormativity is central to how hetero-
sexual students construct identity. Research find-
ings include that Black men define themselves in
opposition to stereotypes of effeminate gay men
(Ford 2011) and women rugby players denigrate
lesbian athletes (Ezzell 2009). Heteronormative
culture can also, ironically, involve the co-option
of gay and lesbian styles and behaviors. For ex-
ample, Hamilton (2007) shows that while some
straight college women in dorm settings othered
lesbian women’s inability and lack of desire to at-
tract male erotic attention, they publicly engaged
in same-sex erotic activity in order to attract
heterosexual men’s attention. Heteronormativ-
ity can shape academic work as well, whether it
is reflected in heterosexual students’ distancing
from sexual minorities in their assignments (De
Welde 2003) or their exaggerations of the fre-
quency of LGBT content in the courses of openly
gay professors (Ripley et al. 2012). Overall, such
work shows constructing collegiate heterosexual
selves is intertwined with constructing “others.”

Supporting the idea that sexual minorities
in college may be relatively insulated from the
worst effects of heteronormativity, however, re-
search finds that they are more likely than het-
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erosexual students to graduate. For example, the
GSS and the National Health and Social Life
Survey both show that adults who report same-
sex contact hold higher educational degrees than
others (Laumann et al. 1994; Turner et al. 2005).
Census studies report similar results using the
gender of resident partner as a measure of sex-
ual orientation (Baumle et al. 2009; Black et al.
2000). These results may be interpreted in a few
different ways. For example, sexual minorities
may seek to overcome anticipated discrimina-
tion in the labor market by earning high creden-
tials (Hewitt 1995). It is also possible that educa-
tion promotes positive views on same-sex sexu-
ality (Ohlander et al. 2005), which may reduce
institutional constraints on same-sex behaviors
or increase its reporting on surveys. A recent
study shows that this tendency for higher edu-
cational attainment is more pronounced among
gay men who report delayed sexual development
(first same-sex experience in young adulthood as
opposed to adolescence), perhaps because it re-
flects stronger commitment to the conventional
society, which generally facilitates the educa-
tional attainment process (Ueno et al. 2013b).

Work

Examining work contexts sheds additional light
on how heteronormativity is linked to other axes
of inequality. In this section, we first examine
how sexual identities interact with gender to
shape occupational segregation and earnings.
Second, we address research on hiring, discrimi-
nation, and firing that suggests sexual minorities
disproportionately face troubles at work. We also
address interpersonal dynamics at work, the dif-
ferently gendered consequences for transwomen
and transmen, and how race and class shape sex
work.

Studies of occupational segregation highlight
how heteronormativity creates social distance
between sexual minorities and heterosexuals.
The GSS shows that when compared to hetero-
sexual women, sexual minority women are over-
represented in craft, operative, and service oc-
cupations and underrepresented in managerial,

professional, technical, administrative support,
and sales occupations (Badgett and King 1997;
Blandford 2003). Sexual minority men are over-
represented in professional, technical, adminis-
trative support, and sales occupations and under-
represented in managerial, craft, and manufactur-
ing occupations. Studies based on census data
show similar results (see e.g., Antecol et al. 2008;
Baumle et al. 2009). A recent young adult study
shows that sexual minorities and heterosexuals
are segregated even at the occupational title level
(Ueno 2013a).

Research on earnings demonstrates how het-
eronormativity creates disparities in economic
resources. Studies based on 1990°s GSS data
(Berg and Lien 2002; also see Badgett 1995;
Black et al. 2000; Blandford 2003) and 1990
Census data (Allegretto and Arthur 2001; Clain
and Leppel 2001; Klawitter and Flatt 1998) have
revealed that, relative to their heterosexual coun-
terparts, sexual minority women have about a
30% earnings premium and sexual minority men
have a 22 % penalty. Analysis of multiple waves
of GSS data and 2000 Census data suggests the
gaps may be shrinking to some extent (Antecol
et al. 2008; Baumle et al. 2009; Daneshvary et
al. 2007; Jepsen 2007). Scholars have attributed
these differences in occupational placement, sta-
tus, and earnings to several factors including dis-
crimination (Badgett and King 1997), sexual mi-
norities’ occupational choices based on perceived
“gay friendliness” (Berger 1982; Harry and De-
Vall 1978; Hewitt 1995), and having occupa-
tional plans less restrained by traditional gender
specialization (Berg and Lien 2002; Black et al.
2000).

Research on hiring and firing finds that
one’s status as a sexual minority hinders suc-
cess, showing that organizational heteronorma-
tivity operates through organizational leaders’
and authorities’ decision-making. In one of the
most rigorous studies to date, Tilesik (2011) sent
two almost identical resumes with male names
to over 1,700 job openings and found that list-
ing one’s experience as a treasurer of the “Gay
and Lesbian Alliance,” when compared to listing
being the treasurer of the “Progressive and So-
cialist Alliance,” decreased the chances of being
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asked for an interview by 40% (11.5% for “so-
cialist” men vs. 7.2% for “gay” men). Although
we have not found equivalent studies comparing
presumably lesbian and straight women in the
U.S., a similarly designed study examining this
question in Austria found that of the over 600
clerical jobs applied for, lesbian applicants were
called back about 12—13 % points less often than
straight women (Weichselbaumer 2003).

The stereotyped gendered character of organi-
zations and jobs (see, e.g., Acker 1990) and the
presumed gendered deviance of sexual minori-
ties may help explain these patterns. Although
it is unclear in Weichselbaumer’s (2003) afore-
mentioned study whether the mismatch between
the stereotypically feminine “nature” of clerical
work and stereotypically masculine “nature” of
lesbians played a role, Tilcsik’s (2011) aforemen-
tioned study suggests that it may. He found that
call-back discrimination of the presumed-to-be
gay men was most severe in stereotypically mas-
culine occupations, suggesting that a perceived
mismatch between stereotypically gendered jobs
and sexual minorities may play a role in such
discrimination. Tilesik also points to the impor-
tance of social context because jobs located in
conservative Midwestern and Southern states and
in places without laws against LGBT discrimi-
nation most often passed over presumably gay
candidates. Heteronormativity at work may thus
vary according to how organizations are locally
gendered as well as the larger political climate.

Studies based on self-reports provide further
evidence of how heteronormativity operates
through labor market discrimination. For exam-
ple, one survey study found that about one-third
of LGBT people report experiencing occupa-
tional discrimination based on sexual identities
(Ragins et al. 2003). Furthermore, a study based
on Harvard’s Midlife Development in the U.S.
survey found that sexual minorities are more
than four times as likely as heterosexuals to have
been fired from jobs (Mays and Cochran 2001).
These findings may indicate employers’ inten-
tional discrimination, but they also resonate with
experimental social psychologists’ findings that,
relative to heterosexuals, sexual minority sta-
tus operates as a “diffuse status characteristic”

and reduces performance expectations (Johnson
1995; Webster et al. 1998; see also Ridgeway and
Nakagawa, this volume).

Studies addressing the interpersonal dynam-
ics in work contexts give us additional insight
into how heteronormativity operates via social
interaction. Comparing confederates applying
in person for service jobs who wore a “Texan
and Proud” or “Gay and Proud” cap, Hebl et al.
(2002) found that the potential employers treat
the presumed gay applicants more negatively
(spending less time with them, having less eye
contact, and acting more standoffish, nervous,
and hostile). Qualitative research has shown that
sexual minorities in the corporate world (Wood
1994), law enforcement (Miller et al. 2003), and
academia (Taylor and Raeburn 1995), for ex-
ample, often face such interpersonal problems.
Even in explicitly “gay friendly” workplaces, out
sexual minorities can be targeted with harass-
ment and stereotyping, creating additional dilem-
mas surrounding self-presentation (Guiffre et al.
2008). Survey research suggests that being out at
work can lead to more job satisfaction, but it can
also cause workers to experience more job-relat-
ed anxiety (Griffith and Hebl 2002). In her com-
parison of sexual minority teachers in California
and Texas, Connell’s (2012) research shows that
California teachers used statewide anti-discrim-
ination laws as interactional resources to shut
down and thus limit insults and slights. Overall,
research highlights the usefulness of integrating
analyses of workplace processes, policy and po-
litical context, and psychological consequences.

Much less is known about transsexuals at
work, but studies suggest that heteronormativ-
ity can, if they pass, benefit women who become
men (but not vice versa), although this may be
racialized. Gagne et al. (1997) suggest that trying
to transition from one sex category to another at
work can lead to being harassed or fired and that
transsexuals often seek employment elsewhere
when they transition, settling for lower-paid
work. Qualitative research on the experiences of
those who have already transitioned suggests that
transmen (women who become men) are given
more respect by coworkers and bosses than they
had as women, and those transitioning from men
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to women have more difficulty than they used
to, although status as a racial minority can make
things worse (Schilt 2006; Schilt and Connell
2007). Some recent survey research on 114 trans-
sexuals finds that transmen receive more posi-
tive reactions from coworkers than transwomen
and that coming out at work for both increases
job satisfaction, lessens anxiety, and bolsters
commitment (Law et al. 2011). Studies of trans-
sexuals at work thus can provide insight into the
workings of male privilege and remind us how it
is racialized.

Alongside mainstream occupational contexts,
researchers have also examined issues of inequal-
ity in sex work. Following Bernstein (2007),
these studies situate sex work within multiple
systems of economic, gendered, sexual, and ra-
cial consumerism, and seek to understand how
sexual minorities manage the occupational di-
lemmas and dynamics of sexual marketplaces. In
a quantitative analysis utilizing online data from
male escort websites, for example, Logan (2010)
found that white skin brought a premium. Socio-
economic class is key as well, as is found in the
trend of well-off gay men “renting” lower class
sex workers—often referred to as Chavs or Rent
Boys—in order to experience temporary relief
from normative depictions of polished, tasteful,
and sophisticated homosexual manhood (Brewis
and Jack 2010; Ozbay 2010). Such work suggests
that even though same-sex sex work has become
more technologically sophisticated than it used
to be, class inequality remains as key now as it
was when Reiss (1961) wrote his classic article
on “queers and peers.”

Religion

Religious organizations and leaders often give
heteronormativity a gloss of morality, helping
to justify and perpetuate sexuality-based injus-
tice. While notable exceptions have emerged in
the past 50 years, many religions implicitly and
explicitly reinforce heteronormative attitudes
through their operations within and beyond
churches (Barton 2012). In this section, we first
discuss studies of mainstream religious discourse

on sexual minorities and how religiosity is linked
to prejudice. We then address research on how
LGBT people work to integrate their sexual and
religious identities. We end by reviewing how
heteronormativity is both challenged and some-
times reproduced in ethnographic studies of
LGBT churches.

Social psychologically speaking, one way
to think about religion is as a discourse that, if
adopted or used at strategic moments, can shape
subjectivity (Sharp 2010). Like many discourses,
spokespeople may use or alter it to define who is
in and out, which may shape their own as well
as believers” and subordinates’ emotions. Some
religious leaders prescribe spiritual care to fix
those “afflicted” with such “deeply ingrained
sexual disorders” as same-sex attraction (Com-
stock 1996; see also Wilcox 2001). In the 1980°s,
for example, leaders in the Catholic Church de-
fined homosexuality as an “objective disorder,”
and characterized same-sex genital contact as
“intrinsically disordered” (Yip 1997a). The U.S.
Presbyterian Church changed its constitution to
bar non-heterosexuals from positions of author-
ity (Burgess 1999). At the more local level, re-
ligious leaders may denigrate sexual minorities
via official statements and debates in which they
selectively appeal to religious ideals (Djupe et al.
2006) and the “best interests” of their organiza-
tions (Olson and Cadge 2002), and stoking fear
of the alleged sexual outsiders (Cadge and Wilde-
man 2008). Such othering can foster sympathy
or righteousness as well, thereby demarcating a
status hierarchy (see Clark 1987).

Quantitative research suggests that one pro-
cess through which heteronormativity is repro-
duced involves internalizing its ideology via
adopting popular currents of Christianity. Ex-
perimental research has shown, for example,
that religious people are less likely to offer help
to sexual minorities in distress (Mak and Tsang
2008), and that Christian fundamentalism is the
strongest predictor of prejudice toward gay men
(Rowatt et al. 2006). If controlling for right-wing
authoritarianism, Christian values are linked to
positive attitudes toward sexual minorities as
people, although negativity remains in relation to
same-sex acts and “lifestyles” (Ford et al. 2009).
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Similarly, survey research consistently shows
that hostility toward sexual minorities is stronger
among people who have high levels of religios-
ity (Adamczyk and Pitt 2009; Mavor and Gal-
lois 2008), Christian belief (Laythe et al. 2001,
2002), Biblical fundamentalism (Sherkat et al.
2011), and conservative Protestantism (Burdette
et al. 2005). Although some religious organiza-
tions have tried to become more welcoming
(see, e.g., Adler 2012; Moon 2004), these studies
make clear that religion is often key in reproduc-
ing heteronormative attitudes.

Studies of Christian sexual minorities often
focus on how they integrate their seemingly in-
compatible Christian and sexual identities, which
can challenge and reproduce heteronormativity.
Lesbian (Mahafty 1996), gay (Yip 1997a), and
transgender (Schrock et al. 2004) Christians’
identity work may involve, for example, reinter-
preting scriptural prohibitions against homosexu-
ality (for a review of psychological literature in
this vein see Rodriguez 2010). Racially subor-
dinated gay Christians have additional cultural
meanings to contend with, as research on Afri-
can-American (Pitt 2010) and Latino (Rodriguez
and Ouelette 2000b) gay men has demonstrated.
Sexual minorities may learn such strategies in
support groups (Thumma 1991), inclusive con-
gregations (Rodriguez and Ouellette 2000a), and
newsletter narratives (Loseke and Cavendish
2001). Such work shapes not only self-defini-
tions but also emotional experience (Moon 2004;
Wolkomir 2006). While such work often chal-
lenges the pillar of heteronormativity that privi-
leges heterosexuals, it often reinforces the pillar
of gender differentiation.

Interactionist-oriented ethnographers have
also shown how heteronormativity is reproduced
and sometimes challenged on the ground floor of
LGBT churches. For example, some alternative
churches have been found to be inclusive plac-
es where members promote healing and social
change (Leong 2006) and engage in and affirm
counter-heteronormative embodiment through
creating a culture that supports queering fashion,
cultivating physical intimacy, and transgendering
demeanor (Sumerau and Schrock 2011). In ad-
dition, research finds that some LGBT churches

counter heteronormativity by transforming pub-
lic religious events into opportunities to renegoti-
ate oppressive power dynamics (Valentine et al.
2010) and having leaders proselytize religious,
racial, class, gender, and sexual egalitarian-
ism (Sumerau forthcoming). On the other hand,
LGBT centered or affirming churches may also
reproduce heteronormative conceptions of man-
hood, monogamy, and motherhood (McQueeney
2009) and such sexism may lead to an exodus of
women (Wilcox 2009). Ethnographers have also
shown how the introduction of traditional male
leaders may be the impetus to transform an LGBT
church’s organizational culture from an egalitar-
ian to a more heteronormative one by reinforcing
hegemonic manhood, the gender binary, and the
subordination of women (Sumerau 2012). Over-
all, ethnographers of religion show that hetero-
normativity operates as a form of “joint action”
(Blumer 1969) that is always in flux.

Public Life

Outside of formal institutions is what Lofland
(1998) describes as the public realm or public
life. Such spaces include streets, bars, parks and
the like, in which people are often (but not al-
ways) strangers or known merely as presumed
members of social groups. The anonymity af-
forded in such contexts, it seems, can embolden
those who choose to police or enforce heteronor-
mativity. In this section, we first address research
on the extent and variation of public harassment
and violence against sexual minorities. We then
explore studies of perpetrators as well as the
consequences for victims. Next we address how
some sexual minorities may adapt to public dif-
ficulties through passing and emotion manage-
ment. Finally, we briefly address the formation of
alternative subcultural spaces, and how they can
both challenge and reproduce heteronormativity.

Research on public life has shown how hetero-
normativity operates through what Feagin (1991)
called “public discrimination” in his classic work
on the interactional workings of racial domi-
nance. One notable national survey using random
sampling techniques (Mays and Cochran 2001),
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for example, found that LGB people are signifi-
cantly more likely than heterosexuals to be treat-
ed with less respect and courtesy, receive poorer
service in restaurants and stores, called names or
insulted, and threatened or harassed. They also
found that women bore a disproportionate share
of the anti-LGB public discrimination, with dif-
ferences in poor service in stores and restaurants
most striking (27.0% of L/B women vs. 4.2%
G/B men). A study based on a national probabil-
ity sample of LGB adults found that about 20 %
were criminally victimized (physically attacked
or mugged) and that 50% had been verbally
harassed based on their status as sexual minori-
ties; gay men were significantly more likely than
lesbians to report being physically attacked or
robbed (Herek 2009).

Studies that use purposeful sampling of trans-
gender populations find similar evidence of pub-
lic discrimination. A non-random national survey
of over 400 transgender people found that in their
lifetimes, approximately 55 % had been insulted,
23 % had been followed, 20 % assaulted without
and 10% assaulted with a weapon, and 8% had
been harassed and arrested by the police while
on public streets (Lombardi et al. 2001). Doan’s
(2007) study of one urban area found that of 149
transmen and women surveyed, within the past
year, 25% had been targeted with hostile com-
ments and 18% had been physically harassed.
Taken together, these and other studies on public
discrimination of LGBT people—see especially
Katz-Wise and Hyde’s (2012) meta-analysis of
386 of them—shows that a key way heteronor-
mativity is reproduced in everyday life involves
aggressive facework.

It is also important to examine research on
perpetrators of such acts because it helps to un-
derstand who most internalizes and polices het-
eronormativity. According to Comstock’s (1991)
extensive research, perpetrators of anti-gay vio-
lence are mostly male (94 %) and under 28 years
old (88 %). They are often at an age in which they
are overly concerned with proving their man-
hood, and thus are similar to the generally young
white men perpetrating raced-based hate crimes
(Kimmel 2007). One of the few studies based on
in-depth interviews with perpetrators reveals that

gay bashing men felt that it provided “honor, sta-
tus and power over dishonorable others” and was
a means for “attaining a new manhood” (van der
Meer 2003, p. 162). In a complementary fashion,
psychologists have shown that men’s (but not
women’s) anti-gay prejudice is linked to their
gendered self-esteem (Falomir-Pichastor and
Mugny 2009) and the bolstering of their hetero-
sexual masculinity (Czrnaghi et al. 2011). Het-
eronormative policing in public may thus be a
means through which young men work together
to put on compensatory manhood acts (Schrock
and Schwalbe 2009).

Research on LGBT victims demonstrates how
such heteronormative micro-aggressions in turn
shape their subjective life. For example, using
diary methods to examine the everyday life and
emotional well-being of LGB people, Swim et al.
(2009) show that experiencing more everyday
“heterosexist hassles” (e.g., exclusionary or hos-
tile acts) is significantly associated with increas-
es in “end of the day” anger and anxiety, and de-
creases in collective self esteem (their evaluation
of the worth of LGB people as a group) and their
personal identification with the LGB community.
A survey study of over 2,200 LGB people in an
urban city found that those who were victims of
hate crimes were significantly more likely than
the others to suffer from posttraumatic stress,
depression, anxiety, anger, fear of crime, and a
low sense of mastery (Herek et al. 1999). Such
research shows how the public policing of het-
eronormativity “gets under the skin” (Taylor and
Repetti 1997).

Public discrimination is a key reason many
sexual minorities try to pass in public, which pro-
vides further insights into the workings of het-
eronormativity. Passing hinges on conforming to
cultural standards of “doing gender” (West and
Zimmerman 1987) for both gay men and lesbians
as well as transmen and women. For gay men and
lesbians, however, conforming involves keeping
their desired identity private while for trans-
sexuals it involves having their desired identity
publicly affirmed (see, e.g., Gagne et al. 1997).
For transsexuals, this may involve retraining, re-
decorating, and reshaping the body to coincide
with binary notions of gender, which in turn
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shapes self-monitoring, feelings, and role-taking
(Schrock et al. 2005). Because of the aforemen-
tioned risks, trying to pass can be emotionally
tumultuous, leading newly-defined transsexual
women, for example, to use cognitive (e.g.,
personal pep talks) and bodily strategies (e.g.,
deep breathing or smoking) to manage fear and
shame, which if expressed could draw strangers’
unwanted attention (Schrock et al. 2009). Such
passing, however, can both challenge heteronor-
mativity by subverting the assumption that one’s
medically assigned-at-birth sex category deter-
mines one’s gendered presentation and identifi-
cation while reproducing it by maintaining the
link between gendered identification and self-
presentation.

Due to the inequalities that LGBT people face,
they have created semipublic “safe spaces,” such
as support groups, to work on self-acceptance
and find relief from heteronormativity embed-
ded throughout public life (see, e.g., Thumma
1991; Wolkomir 2006). Research on transgen-
der support groups has shown, for example,
how members engage in emotion work strate-
gies that mitigate shame and fear while fostering
authenticity, solidarity, and pride, which could
prime them for social movement recruitment—
though such work may symbolically reproduce
sexual, classed, racial, and gendered hierarchies
(Schrock et al. 2004). Through interactional ritu-
als, such support groups can also teach trans-
sexuals, for example, how to tell gendered sto-
ries of childhood, denial, and coming out that
are deemed by community members and medical
gatekeepers as authentically signifying transsex-
uality (Mason-Schrock 1996). Due in part to the
public proliferation of sexual identities (Plum-
mer 1995), transwomen’s narrative construction
may also involve linguistically “defetishizing”
erotic crossdressing, “queering” straight sex, and
“straightening” gay sex in order to distance them
from male heterosexual, gay, or erotically-driven
transvestite identities (Schrock and Reid 2006).
In semipublic, sexual minorities may thus both
cope with the subjective consequences of het-
eronormativity while selectively using part of its
discourse to produce sexual selves.

Studies of semipublic subcultural establish-
ments and organizations have revealed how
subverting some dominant heteronormative as-
sumptions may also reproduce meso-level hierar-
chies. Drawing on Goffman and Bourdieu, Green
(2011) shows in his study of erotic hierarchies in
an urban gay enclave that race, age, body type,
personal style, and indicators of wealth shape
one’s status as desirable. He also shows how
men use role-taking to assess their own position
in the hierarchy, they work behind the scenes to
maximize desirability by strategically working
on their bodily fronts, and they interactionally
reproduce such hierarchies with others in rituals
involving deference, demeanor, and facework.
Others (Johnson and Samdahl 2005) have found,
for example, that on Lesbian Night at a usually
male-dominated gay country western bar, male
patrons marginalized women patrons, creat-
ing a gendered status order. These and similar
studies (Hennen 2008; Weinberg and Williams
1975) show how subcultural attempts to create
alternatives to heteronormativity’s dominance in
other social arenas may also include legitimating
masculinist self-presentations and men’s differ-
entiation from and subordination of women. Of
course, organizations in the community, especial-
ly overtly political ones, have members who at-
tempt to organize themselves non-hierarchically
and also fight against heteronormativity as well
other intertwined systems of oppression. The
point here is merely that sociological social psy-
chological approaches might be able to help us
better unpack how such processes work, and how
subjectivity may be implicated in what happens
before, during, and after the action occurs.

Health

In this section, we first review research suggest-
ing how heteronormativity shapes medical prac-
tices. We then address how such heteronormativ-
ity colors cultural definitions of HIV/AIDS as
well as related attitudes, and how this, in turn,
shapes sexual minorities’ identity work. We then
examine health disparities between sexual minor-
ities and heterosexuals, focusing on prevalence
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and social psychological explanations. Finally,
we address how heteronormativity shapes end-
of-life care and the experiences of the bereaved.

Although medical practitioners often adopt in-
terpersonal strategies in order to “de-sexualize”
interactions with patients (Giuffre and Williams
2000; Smith and Kleinman 1989), they often in-
teractionally reproduce heteronormativity. For
example, LGBT youth in health clinics may face
practitioners who ignore sexuality issues when
treating them but “out” them to officials and
family members (Travers and Schneider 1996).
Further, non-birthing lesbian mothers are often
forced to account for or explain their presence
to medical staff, and nurses may deny them pa-
rental status (Goldberg et al. 2011). Researchers
have also found that medical practitioners draw
on heteronormative gender ideals to justify “sex
testing” alleged transsexual athletes (Cavanagh
and Sykes 2006) and surgically ‘“correcting”
infants with ambiguous genitalia (Roen 2008).
Institutional heteronormativity thus may involve
monitoring and regulating of the “cultural insig-
nia” of sex (see Garfinkel 1967).

Research on HIV/AIDS illustrates how het-
eronormativity also shapes cultural and personal
constructions of illness. As many have pointed
out, public discourse on AIDS defines it as a gay
men’s disease (see e.g., Esacove 2010). Such
discourse leads many heterosexuals to falsely be-
lieve that uninfected men can sexually transmit
HIV to each other (Herek et al. 2005). AIDS dis-
course is thus tied to the marginalization of gay
men. Some gay men, in turn, view regular HIV
testing as part of their “gay identity” (Coleman
and Lohan 2009), signifying being responsible
sexual beings (Lee and Sheon 2008) or “self
love” (Malebranche et al. 2009). Further, if in-
fected with the virus, gay men’s identity work
may involve emphasizing fraternal bonds and
masculine achievement (Lev and Tillinger 2010),
a renewed sense of morality and responsibil-
ity (Davis 2008), and a sense of empowerment
and mission to educate others (Sandstrom 1990).
Thus, although the socially constructed meaning
of AIDS often stigmatizes all gay men, the in-
fected negate some of the stereotypes (i.e., irre-

sponsible and immoral) by emphasizing, in part,
hegemonic manhood.

Studies of health disparities demonstrate to
what extent and though what process hetero-
normativity creates inequalities in physical and
mental well-being between sexual minorities and
heterosexuals. According to Meyer’s (2003) me-
ta-analysis, sexual minority adults are 2.3 times
as likely as heterosexual adults to report having
mood disorders such as major depression and
anxiety, and they are 2.1 times as likely to report
problems with substance abuse within the past
year. Youth studies suggest that mental health
disparities already exist in early life stages—
sexual minority youth report significantly high-
er levels of depressive symptoms and drug use
than do heterosexual youth (Hatzenbuehler et al.
2008; Russell et al. 2002). In order to understand
such health disparities in a sociological way, it is
important to engage sociological social psychol-
ogy more fully.

One approach has been to incorporate work in
the “stress process” tradition (Pearlin et al. 1981).
Grounded in the social structure and personal-
ity perspective (McLeod and Lively 2007), this
framework proposes that social structure creates
individual and group variations in types of stress-
ors, the level of stress exposure, the vulnerability
to stress exposure, and the level of available re-
sources to cope with stressors. Research in this
vein has found that sexual minorities’ worse men-
tal health is partly explained by their greater expo-
sure to violence (Russell and Joyner 2001; Ueno
2010b), discrimination (Mays and Cochran 2001;
Ueno 2010a), and, for sexual minority youth in
particular, conflicts with peers and parents (Ueno
2005). Additional portions of the disparities in
mental health can be attributed to sexual minori-
ties’ depleted coping resources, including famil-
ial support and psychological resources such as
mastery and self-esteem (Ueno 2010b). These
studies suggest that heteronormative processes in
various contexts have measurable psychological
effects that arguably limit resistance, depending
on how they are managed.

Some mechanisms that account for mental
health disparities lie outside the stress frame-
work, and they address sexual inequality in other
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ways. For example, as shown in a study based
on a community sample of Miami-Dade County,
sexual minorities’ higher levels of substance use
is largely explained by their friends’ substance
use and permissive attitudes (Ueno 2010b). Al-
though the cross-sectional study does not allow
for causal interpretations, it is consistent with
research documenting drug use among some pa-
trons of gay bars and clubs (Green 2003; Kipke
et al. 2007). These institutions have long served
as the primary haven for sexual minorities to
escape from discrimination in heteronormative
social arenas and develop alternative support
networks (Achilles 1967). In this sense, sexual
minorities” higher substance use may be viewed
as a collective strategy some use to manage the
subjective consequences of social subordination.
Such collective adaptations often unintentionally
reproduce inequality (Schwalbe et al. 2000), and
in this case it may also cut short or hinder the
quality of life of the heteronormatively subordi-
nated.

The last genre of research we will address in
this section reveals how heteronormativity oper-
ates during end-of-life processes. Elderly sexual
minorities may be forced to seek help from rela-
tives who sometimes turn their backs quietly and
sometimes respond with overt hostility (Brot-
man et al. 2003). Those who came to terms with
their sexual identities before Stonewall often re-
main closeted to such relatives, adding to their
emotional burdens (see Rosenfeld 2003). Many
turn to “families of choice” (Weeks et al. 2001;
Weston 1991) composed of present and former
partners and friends in the community. Relatives
and medical professionals may “disenfranchise”
such families, however, not allowing them to
make decisions regarding care and treatment (Al-
mack et al. 2010). Because many sexual minori-
ties live alone in their later years (Heaphy et al.
2003) and many lose connection to the LGBT
community, it is not uncommon to face death in
relative isolation (see, e.g, Brotman et al. 2003).
Heteronormativity impacts bereaved partners as
well, as they might be denied making sure the fu-
neral wishes of the deceased are carried out, and
are often refused family and bereavement leave
or partners’ social security benefits (Hash and

Netting 2007). Although the growth of commu-
nity organizations for elderly LGBT people has
allowed more to die with dignity and support in
recent years, heteronormativity too often influ-
ences the death passage as much as it does life.

Future Directions

Sociological social psychology was central in
transforming our understanding of sexuality as
essentially social rather than rooted in biology or
psychological deficiencies. As the study of sexu-
ality expanded in the social sciences, however,
social psychology became less explicitly rel-
evant. Sexuality scholarship primarily consisted
of relatively atheoretical empirical work or was
framed in postmodern terms or as contributing to
other specialty areas, such as gender or the fam-
ily. As we have shown, however, much contem-
porary work resonates with or uses social psy-
chological concepts and approaches.

The danger of losing sight of the sociological
social psychological influence behind contempo-
rary sexualities scholarship goes beyond neglect-
ing to give credit to those who deserve it. Rather,
it opens the door for misusing or misunderstand-
ing social psychological concepts or approach-
es, reinventing the wheel, and, more generally,
missing opportunities to further both sexuality
scholarship and social psychology. As studies of
sexuality increasingly examine various situated
processes and subjective consequences, the field
is becoming increasingly fragmented. Sometimes
it is hard to figure out, for example, what stud-
ies of street harassment and mental health, sub-
cultural hierarchies of desirability, and religious
organizations and attitudes have in common.
Using a sensitizing concept like heteronormativ-
ity that directs our attention to inequalities can be
helpful, but explicit engagement with diverse yet
complementary social psychological approaches
may also be key to providing more coherence.
Moving forward may be as simple as using other
approaches to contextualize and make sense of
particular findings, developing multi-method-
ological approaches, or more explicitly integrat-
ing social psychology and sexuality scholarship.
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Further, social psychologists might be able to
advance our understanding of sexual inequalities
by working together rather than pursing more
narrowly defined projects. What might happen,
for example, if social psychologists working from
different traditions approached the same issue,
such as discrimination at work? By conceptual-
izing sexual identity as a diffuse status, group
processes researchers may be able to unpack how
organizational context and composition shape the
evaluation process. Those working from the so-
cial structure and personality approach may pro-
vide insight into how employers internalize het-
eronormative ideology, incorporating it into their
self-concepts, and how this manifests during the
evaluation process. Further, ethnographers may
reveal the interactional processes through which
employers foster hierarchies between heterosex-
ual and sexual minority workers, how they ac-
count for heteronormative evaluations, and the
role of emotional expression or repression in the
process. Each perspective may be able to provide
complementary insights, piecing together pro-
cesses that together constitute a more complete
picture of how heteronormativity operates.

Bringing together the study of sexual inequal-
ities and social psychology can also enrich social
psychology in numerous ways. Key theoretical
advances in various social psychologies, includ-
ing, for example, ethnomethodology and gender
studies (e.g, Garfinkel 1967) and interactionist
approaches to stigma (e.g., Plummer 1975) have
developed while studying sexual minorities.
As social psychologists bring diverse questions
and conceptual tools to study sexuality, there is
room for a multitude of conceptual innovations.
In-depth analyses of sexual minorities may also
have implications for the development of the so-
cial psychology of inequalities more generally.
Because sexuality is intertwined with race, class,
gender, age, and disability, incorporating an in-
tersectional sensibility may enable social psy-
chologists to better illustrate how various axes of
inequality are similar, different, and linked (see
Howard and Renfrow, this volume).

There are many ways in which social psychol-
ogists can use and build on our traditions as we
move forward. For example, although ethnogra-
phers have continued to uncover various methods
of sexual identity work in many contexts, compar-
ative analyses may allow us to better understand
generic processes occurring across settings and
how they may be linked. Additionally, research
often provides insights into the emotional lives
of sexual minorities but usually avoids engaging
sociological social psychology’s perspectives on
emotions. With its foci on status hierarchies and
other relevant matters (e.g., identity, emotion,
dependence, etc.), experimental research has the
potential to unpack heteronormative processes in
arigorous fashion, yet it remains underutilized in
sexuality research. Considering the structural and
personal salience of sexual identities, work that
substantively engages the social structure and
personality paradigm, including identity theory
and research on self-esteem, efficacy, mattering
and the like must also play a stronger role as we
move forward. Of course, we also need to have
more data available that enables us to pursue all
these fronts, which may require doing a better job
avoiding heteronormative research designs.

Our hope is that 20 years from now those
reviewing what sociological social psychology
tells us about sexual inequalities will involve less
discussion about how sexuality studies implicitly
use or have implications for social psychology
and more discussion about how social psychol-
ogy explicitly engages in sexuality research. This
would require more social psychologists to come
out as interested in sexuality, which unfortunate-
ly still carries risks. Sexuality scholars continue
to face challenges with regard to funding agen-
cies (Kemptner 2008), political and cultural are-
nas (Stombler 2009), and departmental and uni-
versity cultures and decision makers (Taylor and
Raeburn 1995). Social psychologists may be able
to help here as well, if we use our knowledge of
the dynamics of heteronormativity to pragmati-
cally intervene.
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