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Abstract This study investigated tenth- and twelfth-grade
adolescents’ (N ≤ 264) judgments about the acceptabil-
ity of same-sex peers who varied in terms of their sexual
orientation (straight, gay or lesbian) and their conformity
to gender conventions or norms in regard appearance and
mannerisms or activity. Overall, the results of this study
suggest that adolescents’ conceptions of the acceptability
of their peers are related not just to sexual orientation but
also conformity to gender conventions. Both straight and
gay or lesbian individuals who were non-conventional in
their appearance and mannerisms were rated as less ac-
ceptable than individuals who conformed to gender con-
ventions or those who participated in non-conventional ac-
tivities. Most surprisingly, for boys, the straight individual
who was non-conforming in appearance was rated less ac-
ceptable than either the gay individual who conformed to
gender norms or was gender non-conforming in choice of
activity.
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Introduction

Recent research on the development of peer harassment and
discrimination, indicates that with the onset of puberty, ha-
rassment and discrimination that is related to sexuality be-
comes much more prevalent and is often directed at same-
sex peers (AAUW, 2001; Bochenek and Brown, 2001; Craig
et al., 2001; Gay et al., 2001). Moreover, individuals tend to
be more biased and hold more negative attitudes toward gay
or lesbian individuals of their same gender (Herek, 1988).
Understanding the basis of this discrimination is of interest
to the study of social development, and critical to efforts
to ameliorate the incidence of exclusion and harassment in
school settings. The purpose of the present research was to
address one set of factors within this very complex topic. The
study reported here explored the role that non-conformity to
gender-based conventions of dress, mannerisms, and activ-
ities may play in heterosexual adolescents’ acceptance of
same-sex homosexual peers. Prior work has demonstrated
that as children move into adolescence gender conventions
become much more salient and limiting, and adherence to
these norms becomes much more important (Eder, 1985;
Eder et al., 1995).

It would seem then, that as individuals are trying to figure
out their own sexual and gender identity in adolescence, they
are also policing their peers regarding this process. While it
may be the case that some students might use outwardly
hostile teasing and harassment in sanctioning their same-sex
peers, it is not the case that a majority of students engage in
these hurtful kinds of behaviors (Horn and Nucci, 2003). In-
stead, a more prevalent form of social monitoring and social
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sanction in adolescence comes in the form of social accep-
tance (Underwood, 2004). That is, it could be the case that
adolescents’ perceive exclusion as a legitimate way to so-
cially regulate individuals whose personal attributes or iden-
tity expressions fall outside of what is considered acceptable
according to social norms regarding gender and sexuality.

A growing body of research on children and adolescents’
social reasoning suggests that individuals draw upon their
knowledge about fairness, their understanding of the func-
tions of social conventions, and their sense of autonomy and
personal choice when justifying or condemning acts of social
exclusion (Horn, 2003; Horn et al., 1999; Killen et al., 2002a,
b, 2005). This research implies that acts of social exclusion
result from the weighing of multiple factors ranging from
judgments about the personal prerogatives of individuals to
associate with whomever they please, to moral judgments
about the harm caused by systematic social exclusion (see
Kille et al., 2005, for a comprehensive review). Middle ado-
lescence is a period when young people first come to under-
stand that social conventions such as dress norms, and social
manners serve to coordinate the social behaviors of members
of social systems (Turiel, 1983; Nucci et al., 2004). Prior to
this period, children tend to view conventions as simply the
arbitrary standards of adult society. This insight into the so-
cial functions of convention, however, comes with a degree
of rigidity regarding the acceptability of conduct that violates
group conventions (Turiel, 1983). Thus, one might anticipate
that middle adolescents would place considerable weight on
adherence to gender-based conventions when applied to a
judgment of whether or not to accept or exclude a same-sex
peer.

The literature on gender development and peer harassment
in adolescence would suggest that social norms regarding
gender and sexuality are particularly salient during this age
period (AAUW, 2001; Craig et al., 2001; Eder et al., 1995;
Shakeshaft et al., 1995). In the majority of high schools in
the United States the prevailing norm regarding sexuality is
heterosexuality and adolescents are socialized, both infor-
mally and formally, toward heterosexual behaviors and re-
lationships (Blumenfield, 1992; Kimmel and Mahler, 2003;
Mandel and Shakeshaft, 2000). While some schools have
made strides to be more welcoming and accepting of youth
who express or exhibit same-sex attractions, heterosexuality
is still portrayed as the only legitimate form of sexuality in
most schools. The recent legislation promoting abstinence
only until marriage sexuality education, that defines sex as
intercourse between a man and woman, is one example of the
privileging of heterosexuality and the denial or silencing of
homosexuality (Fine, 1993; Friend, 1993; Waxman Report,
2003;Weis and Carbonell-Medina, 2000).

Additionally, beginning in early adolescence through-
out young adulthood, gender norms and conventions re-
garding behavior, interests, and appearance are quite strong

(Eder, 1985; Alfieri et al., 1996). In a series of studies on
early adolescents’ judgments of others based on gender con-
formity, Lobel and colleagues (Lobel, 1994; Lobel et al.,
1993; Lobel et al., 1999) found that cross-gender behavior
in individuals was judged harshly by adolescents, particu-
larly for boys. Further, there is some evidence to suggest
that in adolescence cross-gender behavior is seen as mal-
adaptive and that individuals who exhibit "non-normative"
behavior regarding gender appearance, activities, or prefer-
ences are often sanctioned by both peers and adults (Carr,
1998; Carter and Patterson, 1982; Martin, 1990; Plummer,
2001; Stoddart and Turiel, 1985).

Further, individuals who fall outside the range of what is
considered acceptable for their gender in terms of manner-
isms, appearance, or activities are often the targets of much
ridicule, teasing, and harassment from their peers (Eder et al.,
1995; Kimmel and Mahler, 2003; Lobel, 1994; Lobel et al.,
1993; Lobel et al., 1999). Additionally, research with ado-
lescents on homophobia and anti-gay prejudice suggest that
anti-gay attitudes are in place by early adolescence (Baker
and Fishbein, 1998; Mandel and Shakeshaft, 2000) and that
individuals who hold conventional beliefs about gender roles
are more likely to be prejudiced and less likely to befriend a
gay or lesbian person (Marsiglio, 1993). Moreover, a grow-
ing body of literature on sexual minority youth and risk
speculates that much of the stigma and victimization faced
by sexual minority youth is related to gender-atypicality
(Russell, 2003; Savin-Williams and Ream, 2003).

While all of this previous work indicates that conformity
to gender-based conventions has an impact on attitudes to-
ward same-sex peers, no research to date has investigated the
interaction of sexual orientation and gender non-conformity
on adolescents’ acceptance of their peers. Thus, it is unclear
from this prior work to what extent the acceptance of same-
sex gay or lesbian peers is a function of their being homo-
sexual, as opposed to their conformity or lack of conformity
to gender-based conventions of appearance, mannerisms, or
choice of activities. The present study addressed this gap
in the research literature by exploring the impact of gender
non-conformity on the acceptability of heterosexual as well
as gay or lesbian same-sex peers.

Current study and hypotheses

Heterosexual male and female tenth- and twelfth-grade ado-
lescents were asked to evaluate the acceptability of same-
sex heterosexual or homosexual peers varying in terms of
their conformity to social norms regarding gender expression
(gender conforming or gender non-conforming in forms of
mannerisms and appearance or activity). Because research
on sexual prejudice (Herek, 1988) suggests that sexual prej-
udice is more frequently direct toward same-sex individuals
we chose to investigate judgments of acceptability toward
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same-sex peers only. Further, research on sexual harassment
in adolescence also suggests that sexual harassment directed
toward same-sex peers is quite strong in adolescence (Craig
et al., 2001).

Based on prior research on social exclusion, it was antici-
pated that the majority of adolescents would maintain modu-
lated positions with respect to the notion of social acceptance
based on sexual identity or gender expression (Horn, 2003;
Killen et al., 2002a). Within that framework of relative toler-
ance, however, it was expected that heterosexual adolescents
would be more likely to evaluate a gay or lesbian same-
sex peer who violated norms for gender expression as less
acceptable than such a peer who adhered to these gender
conventions. For example, it was expected that heterosexual
males would be more likely to evaluate a gay peer who wore
makeup and fingernail polish as less acceptable than a gay
peer who dressed in a manner consistent with the conventions
of male attire. It was also anticipated, however, that the same
pattern would apply to evaluations of same-sex heterosex-
ual peers. What was unclear, however, was whether gender
expression would outweigh sexual identity in acceptability
scores accorded to heterosexual, and gay or lesbian same-
sex target figures. No hypotheses were made, for example
regarding whether male adolescents would rate a gender con-
vention conforming gay peer more acceptable than a gender
convention non-conforming straight peer.

Prior work (Killen et al., 2002a) has indicated that there
is an age-related tendency to employ conventional reason-
ing (social harmony, group norms) to justify social exclu-
sion, and that the use of such justifications tends to peak
in middle adolescence (Horn, 2003), and to decline there-
after. Further, research on the development of conventional
knowledge (Turiel, 1983), as well as research on peer confor-
mity in adolescence, provides evidence that peer conformity
peaks during this age period. Middle adolescents (ages 14–
16 years) are more likely to affirm and adhere to group con-
ventions unilaterally than older adolescents, who are more
likely to see these conventions and norms as more flexi-
ble and less rigid. As a result, older adolescents are more
able to integrate their conventional knowledge with their un-
derstanding of fairness, harm, and personal prerogative or
individual rights (Nucci, 2001). Based on this research, it
was expected that tenth-graders would be more likely than
twelfth-graders to focus upon conventions and social expec-
tations in considering the acceptability of gay or lesbian,
gender non-conforming peers.

Finally, based on prior work by Lobel and colleagues
(Lobel, 1994; Lobel et al., 1995), it was anticipated that
males would be less accepting overall of same-sex gay peers
than females would be of lesbian peers. Females were also
expected to provide higher acceptability ratings than males
for same-sex peers who violated gender conventions regard-
less of sexual orientation.

Summary of hypotheses

� heterosexual adolescents would be more likely to evaluate
a gay or lesbian, as well as straight same-sex peer who
violated norms for gender expression as less acceptable
than such a peer who adhered to these gender conventions.

� heterosexual adolescents would be more likely to evaluate
gay or lesbian peers as less acceptable than straight peers.

� tenth-graders would be more likely than twelfth-graders
to focus upon conventions and social expectations in con-
sidering the acceptability of gay or lesbian, gender non-
conforming peers.

� males would be less accepting overall of same-sex gay
peers than females would be of lesbian peers. Females were
also expected to provide higher acceptability ratings than
males for same-sex peers who violated gender conventions
regardless of sexual orientation.

Method

Participants

Participants were 109 male and 155 female tenth- and
twelfth-grade students attending a public high school lo-
cated in a suburb contiguous with a large Midwestern city
(tenth: 44 male, 75 female [M age = 15.6]; twelfth: 65 male,
80 female [M age = 17.6]. Five of the boys (4.6%) and ten
of the girls (6.5%) self-identified as gay/lesbian or bisex-
ual. Sexual identity was determined by students’ responses
to the following question, “Which of the following do you
consider yourself to be?” Students could choose “Bisexual,”
“Gay male,” “Lesbian,” or “Straight.” The percentage of stu-
dents in our sample who identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual
was similar to those found in others studies which indicate
that three to five percent of high school students report either
same-sex attractions or self-identify as gay, lesbian, or bisex-
ual (for a review of this literature, see Cianciotto and Cahill,
2003). Because the study focused upon the perceptions of
heterosexual adolescents, data from gay, lesbian, and bisex-
ual students were not included in the analyses. Additionally,
three students did not complete the acceptability measure,
thus, the sample for the statistical analyses was comprised
of 246 students (Males, N = 103; Female, N = 143).

The school from which the sample was drawn was eco-
nomically and ethnically diverse. Median family income was
$56, 338 with 31.3% of students from low-income families
as determined by the 2004 Illinois state school report card.
Participants in the study were African American (23%);
Asian American (4%); Bicultural (6%); European Ameri-
can (55%); Latino/a (5%) and other (7%). The demographic
distribution of the sample paralleled that of the school. The
data were collected during the 2001–2002 academic year
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in the spring semester. Participants were recruited from the
required tenth-grade health or twelfth-grade social studies
classes (psychology, sociology, philosophy). Twelfth-grade
students were from 13 different sections of the classes taught
by a number of different teachers. Tenth-grade students were
from ten sections of health taught by two of the three health
teachers. Only those students receiving parental permission
(58%) were surveyed. Those students who did not return
the parental permission form (41%)1 or were not given per-
mission to participate (1%) completed an alternate question-
naire comprised of educational games during administration
to protect the anonymity of those students participating in
the study.

Procedure

Participants completed the questionnaire in their required
classes. Prior to being given the questionnaire, participants
were told that their responses to the questionnaire were con-
fidential and anonymous, that their participation was volun-
tary, and that they could decide to choose to stop at any time.
Additionally, the research assistant asked that they fill out the
questionnaire as completely as possible and students were
told that there were no right or wrong answers to the ques-
tions; that we were simply interested in what they thought
about these issues. The questionnaire administration took
approximately 45 min. Once all students had completed the
questionnaire, the researcher answered any questions they
had regarding the study.

Measures

The questionnaire had two parts.2 The questions on Part I
of the questionnaire referred to demographic information
about the participants (gender, grade, ethnicity, age). Part II
of the questionnaire assessed participants’ evaluations of

1 Because we were not allowed to obtain any demographic information
on the students who did not return permission forms we were unable
to compare this group to the participants in the study. Additionally,
we don’t know if the students not returning their forms simply forgot
about it or selected themselves out of the study for some other reason.
In classes in which teachers required that students return the form as
part of their course participation the response rate was close to 100%.
In classes where this was not the case the response rate was typically
lower than 30%. While this may suggest that a majority of students
simply neglected to return their form, it is possible that some students
selected themselves out for other reasons, thus, our sample may be
biased toward individual students and families who are more accepting
of same-sex sexualities.
2 This study is part of a larger study investigating adolescents’ beliefs
about homosexuality, their attitudes toward gay and lesbian peers, and
their evaluations of the treatment of others based on gender expression
and sexual orientation. For additional reports from this study (see Horn
and Nucci 2003; Horn, 2004). For a copy of the complete questionnaire,
contact the author.

the acceptability of heterosexual and homosexual same-sex
peers who varied in terms of gender expression. Target fig-
ures included an individual who was gender conforming as
well as figures who violated gender conventions in terms of
appearance/mannerisms or choice of activity.

Participants were presented with a series of descriptions
of individuals who were either gay or straight, and gender
conforming or non-conforming in appearance/mannerisms,
and/or choice of extracurricular activity. Table 1 presents
a complete set of the scenarios used. The scenarios were
developed based on extensive pilot interviews with college
students that included measures of sensitivity and reason-
ing regarding each of the targets. Based on these interviews,
the configuration of scenarios for the current study was cho-
sen because they evoked clean and discrete responses from
participants. In the current study male participants were pre-
sented with scenarios depicting male target figures, and fe-
males were presented scenarios depicting females. Partici-
pants were asked to rate each target individual on a scale from
1 to 5 in terms of “your view of their acceptability” (1 = not
acceptable at all; 3 = neither acceptable nor unacceptable;
5 = totally acceptable).

Results

Each participant rated the acceptability of three
straight and three gay/lesbian target peers (conform-
ing, appearance/mannerisms non-conforming, activity non-
conforming). Adolescents’ ratings of the different targets
were analyzed using a 2 (Grade: tenth, twelfth) X 2 (Gen-
der: male, female) X 6 (Target: straight, gender conform-
ing; gay, gender conforming; straight, gender appearance
non-conforming; gay, gender appearance non-conforming;
straight, gender activity non-conforming; gay, gender activ-
ity non-conforming) repeated measures analysis of variance
test (ANOVA). The main effect for grade approached signifi-
cance, F (1, 242) = 3.09, p < .08. Twelfth grade participants
tended to give higher acceptability ratings than tenth graders
(12th grade: M = 4.51, S.D. = .06; 10th grade: M = 4.34,
S.D. = .07). However, there were no significant interactions
between grade and either gender or peer target. Thus, the
grade effect appears to be due to a general increase in ac-
ceptance of others, rather than to specific shifts in attitudes
toward peers based on either sexual orientation, or gender
expression.

The analysis also revealed a significant main effect for
gender, F (1, 242) = 5.09; p < .05. Overall, males provided
lower acceptance ratings of same-sex peers than did females
(Males: M = 4.31, S.D. .07; Females: M = 4.52, S.D. .06).
There was also a main effect for target, F (1, 242) = 49.07,
p < .0001, and a target X gender interaction, F (1, 242) =
4.73, p < .01. There were no other significant interactions.
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Table 1 Descriptions of targets used in the scenarios

Gender, Sexual Orientation,
Gender Expression Description

Male, Straight, Gender-conforming Frank is a straight male high school student. . He plays on the school baseball team. He is a “B”
student. He dresses and acts like most of the other guys at school. To all outward appearances, he
seems just like any other male at the school.

Male, Gay, Gender-conforming George is a gay male high school student. He plays on the school baseball team. He is a “B” student.
He dresses and acts like most of the other guys at school. To all outward appearances, he seems just
like any other male at the school.

Male, Straight, Appearance
non-conforming

Steve is a straight male high school student. He plays on the school baseball team. He is a “B” student.
He dresses and acts differently from most of the other guys at school. For example he acts feminine,
and sometimes wears fingernail polish and eyeliner.

Male, Gay, Appearance
non-conforming

Mark is a gay male high school student. He plays on the school baseball team. He is a “B” student. He
dresses and acts differently from most of the other guys at school. For example he acts feminine, and
sometimes wears fingernail polish and eyeliner.

Male, Straight, Activity
non-conforming

Todd is a straight male high school student. He is a member of the local ballet company. He is a “B”
student. He dresses and acts like most of the other guys at school.

Male, Gay, Activity
non-conforming

Matt is a gay male high school student. He is a member of the local ballet company. He is a “B”
student. He dresses and acts like most of the other guys at school.

Female, Straight,
Gender-conforming

Jessica is a straight female high school student. She plays on the school volleyball team. She is a “B”
student. She dresses and acts like most of the other girls at school. To all outward appearances, she
seems just like any other female at the school.

Female, Lesbian,
Gender-conforming

Jenny is a lesbian high school student. She plays on the school volleyball team. She is a “B” student.
She dresses and acts like most of the other girls at school. To all outward appearances, she seems just
like any other female at the school.

Female, Straight, Appearance
non-conforming

Ashley is a straight female high school student. She plays on the school volley team. She is a “B”
student. She dresses and acts differently from most of the other girls at school. For example she acts
masculine, has a crew cut, and never wears make-up or dresses.

Female, Lesbian, Appearance
non-conforming

Mary is a lesbian high school student. She plays on the school volleyball team. She is a “B” student.
She dresses and acts differently from most of the other girls at school. For example she acts
masculine, has a crew cut, and never wears make-up or dresses.

Female, Straight, Activity
non-conforming

Talia is a straight female high school student. She is a running back on the high school football team.
She is a “B” student. She dresses and acts like most of the other girls at school.

Female, Lesbian, Activity
non-conforming

Amy is a lesbian high school student. She is a running back on the school football team. She is a “B”
student. She dresses and acts like most of the other girls at school.

Table 2 presents heterosexual male and female partici-
pants mean acceptability ratings for each peer target. These
data are also depicted graphically for males in Fig. 1, and for
females in Fig. 2. The effects for peer target and the gender X
target interaction were explored through post-hoc pair-wise
t-tests with a Bonferroni adjustment to account for family-
wise error. This set the critical p < .001. As can be seen in
Fig. 1, these analyses indicated that as expected heterosexual
males rated the straight peer who conformed to gender con-

ventions as more acceptable than a peer who violated activity
norms (participated in ballet). The straight male peer who vi-
olated activity norms was in turn rated as more acceptable
than a straight male peer who violated norms of dress and
mannerisms (e.g., wore lipstick and fingernail polish). Males
also rated the gender conforming gay male peer higher than
a gay male peer who violated gender-based norms of appear-
ance and mannerisms. There was no significant difference,
however, in ratings given to the gender conforming gay male

Table 2 Mean acceptability
ratings by gender and target Sexuality and Gender Gender

Expression Male Female

Gay/Lesbian Conforming 4.49 (.08) 4.59 (.07)
Activity Non-Conforming 4.31 (.19) 4.49 (.08)
Appearance Non-Conforming 3.77 (.12) 4.18 (.10)

Straight Conforming 4.78 (.06) 4.85 (.05)
Appearance Non-Conforming 4.55 (.07) 4.68 (.06)
Activity Non-Conforming 3.97 (.11) 4.43 (.09)

Note. N for Males = 103; for
Females = 143 Numbers in
parentheses are standard error.
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Fig. 1 Boys mean acceptability ratings by target

peer and the gay male peer in violation of gender-typed ac-
tivity conventions (participated in ballet). The acceptability
ratings of the gay male peer participating in ballet, were,
however, significantly higher than ratings of the gay male
peer who violated norms of appearance and mannerisms.

Comparisons between ratings given by male participants
to gay and straight peers indicated that the gender convention
conforming straight male peer was rated higher in acceptabil-
ity than all of the gay male peer targets, including the gender
convention conforming gay male peer. The gender conven-
tion conforming gay male peer was, however, rated equally
as acceptable as the activity non-conforming straight male
peer, and more acceptable than the appearance and manner-
isms non-conforming straight male peer. Indeed, the least
acceptable targets were the straight and gay male peers de-
scribed as non-conforming in mannerisms and dress. There
was no significant difference in the ratings accorded these
non-conforming peers as a function of sexual orientation.

As illustrated in Fig. 2, female participants rated the
straight female peer who conformed to gender conventions
as more acceptable than a female peer who violated gender-
based activity norms (e.g., participated in football). As was
the case with males, the straight female peer who violated
activity norms was in turn rated as more acceptable than a
straight female peer who violated norms of dress and man-
nerisms (e.g., has a crew cut, never wears dresses). Also, like
the males, the female participants rated the gender conform-

ing lesbian peer higher than the lesbian peer who violated
norms of appearance and mannerisms. There was no signif-
icant difference in ratings given to the conforming lesbian
peer and the lesbian peer who violated activity norms. Again,
as was the case for males, the females rated the lesbian peer
who violated activity norms higher in acceptability than the
lesbian peer who violated conventions for appearance and
mannerisms.

Comparisons between ratings given by female partici-
pants to lesbian and straight peers indicated that the gender
convention conforming straight female peer was rated higher
in acceptability than all of the lesbian peer targets, includ-
ing the gender convention conforming lesbian peer. Female
participants rated the gender convention conforming lesbian
peer as acceptable as the activity non-conforming straight
peer, and the appearance and mannerisms non-conforming
straight peer. Unlike the case with males, however, the gen-
der convention conforming lesbian peer was not rated higher
than any of the non-conforming straight female peers.

Discussion

The results of this study provide evidence that heterosexual
adolescents employ concepts about social convention related
to gender conformity as well as sexual orientation in eval-
uating the acceptability of same-sex gay and lesbian peers.
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Fig. 2 Girls mean acceptability ratings by target

Thus, the study adds to the growing literature indicating that
adolescent attitudes toward gender-based conventions play
a significant role in judgments of the acceptability of peers
(Eder, 1985; Eder et al., 1995; Stoddart and Turiel, 1985), as
well as literature which suggests that gender non-conformity
is a risk factor in the victimization of GLB youth (Diamond
and Savin-Williams, 2003; Russell, 2003; Savin-Williams
and Mahler, 2003). For both males and females, as predicted
non-compliance with gender-based conventions was associ-
ated with lower levels of acceptability. Importantly, this held
for judgments directed at heterosexual as well as gay and
lesbian same-sex peers. Although heterosexual peers gen-
erally received higher acceptability ratings than their gay
or lesbian counterparts, this trend did not always hold for
comparisons between gay or lesbian peers described as con-
forming to gender conventions, and straight peers described
as violating such gender conventions. This indicates that at-
titudes toward gay and lesbian same-sex peers, involve an
integration of concepts about sexual orientation, and gender
convention rather than being based upon a one-dimensional
attitude toward sexual orientation.

The importance of attending to the independent contribu-
tion of adolescent attitudes about sexual orientation, and their
concepts of gender convention was highlighted by the find-
ing that gay male targets who were gender-conforming were
rated as more acceptable than straight male targets who vi-
olated gender norms regarding appearance and mannerisms.

This finding is consistent with previous reports indicating
that males in particular place importance upon compliance
with gender norms (Kimmel, 1994; Kimmel and Mahler,
2003; Lobel, 1994; Lobel et al., 1995). These results also
suggest that norms regarding the expression of gender may
be more salient than sexual orientation per se in individuals’
perceptions of and attitudes toward their peers, and provides
additional empirical support for the idea that homophobia
and heterosexism also include elements of sexism and are
harmful to all students regardless of their sexual orientation
(Kimmel and Maher, 2003; Pharr, 1992; Russell, 2003; Stein,
1995).

Interestingly, targets who violated gender norms in re-
gard to physical appearance were evaluated as less accept-
able than targets who violated gender norms in regard to
activity suggesting that gender norms regarding physical at-
tributes and appearance may be more rigid in adolescence
than gender norms regarding the types of activities in which
girls and boys can participate. This held for straight as well
as gay or lesbian targets. One explanation of this is that
adolescents may see physical attributes as more salient to
gender identity than participation in certain activities. This
explanation would be supported by Stoddart and Turiel’s
study (1985) in which they found that adolescents judged
gender norm violations as wrong because of the percep-
tion that this indicated a deviant gender identity and was
maladaptive.
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This finding could also be due, however, to the increased
number of adolescents participating in activities typically
dominated by opposite-gender peers that has resulted, in
part, from Title IX and the equal access act. For example,
as more and more girls participate in sports of all kinds and
as women’s athletics gain in popularity, the norms regarding
participation in predominantly male-dominated sports (such
as football) become less rigid and engaging in these activities
becomes more acceptable. While these norms may be less
rigid, however, they are not completely gone, as evidenced
by the finding that adolescents in the present study evalu-
ated same-sex peers who participated in non-conventional
activities as less acceptable than adolescents participating in
gender-normative activities.

One of the study hypotheses was that older participants
would hold less rigid positions with respect to gender conven-
tions. Thus, it was hypothesized that twelfth-graders would
provide higher ratings than tenth-grade participants for non-
conforming peers relative to conforming peers. This was
based on the assumption that the younger tenth-grade partic-
ipants were at an age in which adolescents typically maintain
a relatively rigid conception of the importance of adherence
to conventional norms (Turiel, 1983). However, what was
observed was that older participants in the present study pro-
vided higher ratings across the board. Thus, it wasn’t possible
to disaggregate what may have been a function of develop-
mental changes in concepts about convention, from a more
general tendency toward acceptance of peers with age.

The findings of this study have provocative implications
for further research on peer exclusion, and peer harassment
based upon sexual orientation. The results indicate that atti-
tudes toward gay and lesbian peers may not be based solely
on sexual orientation, but rather from judgments about per-
ceived tendencies to engage in forms of expression that run
counter to gender conventions. This will be important not
only to the design of basic research on social prejudice and
exclusion, but will also have implications for educational
approaches to reduce prejudice and harassment of gay and
lesbian students. Recent work (Horn, 2003) on adolescents’
reasoning about social exclusion based on adolescent peer
group membership has found that age-related differences in
adolescents’ judgments were related to the development of
social conventional reasoning rather than to developmental
differences in perceptions of fairness or an ethic of tolerance.
Thus, in designing programs to reduce prejudice directed at
gay and lesbian students, attention should be paid not only
to variations in sexuality, but also to issues related to social
customs and conventions associated with gender expression.

Recent reports of the school climate for gay and lesbian
youth report that between 60–95% of such youth have ex-
perienced some kind of harassment or violence in school
and that there are few interventions by teachers, school staff,
or other students in these situations (GLSEN, 1999, 2001;

Bochenek and Brown, 2001; Russell et al., 2001). Addition-
ally, reports suggest that the average student hears anti-gay
slurs about 16 times a day, or once every half hour (GLSEN,
2001). Surely this is an area of adolescent life experience
that warrants attention from educators and the research com-
munity. The results of this study make a contribution toward
filling a considerable gap in our knowledge about the ways
in which adolescents evaluate and reason about such issues
based on gender expression and sexual orientation. Further,
the results provide some interesting evidence to suggest that
peer evaluations based on conformity to gender conventions
may not only be harmful to sexual minority students but also
potentially harmful to students who fall outside the tradi-
tional boundaries of what is considered normative gender
behavior.
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