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Abstract Little research has focused on the development
of positive attitudes toward the LGB community amongst
heterosexuals in the USA, despite evidence demonstrating
increasing levels of acceptance for sexual orientation
minorities. A convenience sample of 50 female and 18
male heterosexual Midwestern university students with
positive attitudes toward LGB people participated in semi-
structured interviews that addressed research questions
about the formation of their attitudes. Results found three
key features in attitude formation: (1) early normalizing
experiences in childhood, (2) meeting LGB peers in high
school or college as important to the development of their
attitudes, and (3) experiences of empathy based on an LGB
peer’s struggles and successes, or resistance to hatred
expressed by those with negative attitudes.

Keywords Straight allies - Sexual orientation -
Attitude development - Sexuality

Introduction

Currently, most research focusing on heterosexuals’ attitudes
toward LGB (lesbian, gay, and bisexual) people has focused
on those who hold negative and often prejudicial attitudes.
However, evidence suggests that younger cohorts of Amer-
icans are becoming more accepting and supportive of LGB
people, and that US society overall is seeing a gradual shift
toward being more accepting. In an analysis of US public
opinion data from 1973—1999, Yang (1999) found a general
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decline in morality-based dislike and disapproval of gay
men and lesbians, and an increase in support for legal
rights. Similarly, in an examination of the General Social
Survey from 1973-1998, Loftus (2001) reported increas-
ingly positive attitudes over time about the morality of
homosexuality, and growing support for removing restric-
tions on the civil liberties of LGB people. Understanding
how these positive attitudes arise among heterosexuals is
vital for many reasons, not the least of which is prevention
of discrimination and acts of violence, but also to find ways
to secure equal rights or move social movements forward.
To address this gap, the current study focused on young
men and women with positive attitudes toward homosexual-
ity and identifies three key features in attitude development.

Much remains unknown as to how this trend toward
increasing positive attitudes toward LGB people is altering
the experiences of young people who are just developing
their attitudes toward sexuality. In particular, little is known
about the formation of attitudes based on gender, and
whether there are different features that are important to
young men and women when they are forming their
attitudes. Thus, this research attempts to address this gap
by utilizing qualitative methodology to interviewing het-
erosexual LGB-supportive men and women from a conve-
nience sample of college students about their attitudes and
their attitude formation. Specifically, the semi-structured
interviews will address three primary research questions—
participants were asked to (1) explain in detail their
attitudes toward homosexuality, (2) to discuss the formation
of their attitudes, and (3) to identify the means by which
these attitudes are reinforced. Although no specific ques-
tions were asked of participants regarding their own gender
or the formation of their attitudes based on gender, results
will include any gender differences in responses to these
three main questions.
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Positive Attitudes and Allies

Most social movement literature discusses allies in terms of
external resources that can be mobilized in support of a
group, but the LGB rights movement has been unique in
offering the ally title to members who ‘join’ the group by
demonstrating support (Cortese 2006). Thus, ‘straight
allies’ are heterosexuals who are usually active members
in a cause-related LGB group, but Cortese argues that allies
can also be “supporters of LGB causes who may or may not
be members of the organization” (2006, pg. 5). In published
research, allies are often described through case examples
rather than systematically studied, such as in Woog’s (1999)
book on friends and family who are straight allies affiliated
with the PFLAG movement, or in Gottlieb’s works on
siblings of gays and lesbians (Gottlieb 2005), fathers of gay
men (Gottlieb 2000), and sons of gay men (Gottlieb 2003).
Despite this unique and inclusive definition of ally within
the LGB community, researchers have rarely studied the
development of and factors affecting the positive attitudes
of supportive heterosexual people.

Besides this small literature base focusing on people
who self-identify as allies, there is a growing body of
literature that attempts to refocus the discussion away from
negative attitudes (e.g. homonegativity, homoprejudice,
homophobia, etc.) and toward positive attitudes toward
LGB people. Pittinsky (2005) coined the term allophilia—a
term meaning “liking or loving of the other”—to explain
positive attitudes in the breadth of attitudes and emotions
people can hold about outgroups. Although not specific to
LGB people, this concept argues that intergroup relations
have two sides, that not only can people hate outgroup
members (one pole), or learn to tolerate them (the center
position), but people can actually come to love and
appreciate outgroup members (the other pole).

Morrison and Bearden (2006) argue that this historical
emphasis on prejudice and negative attitudes toward LGB
people stems from the fact that sexual orientation based
victimization is such a pressing problem in the United
States and abroad. For example, higher levels of homopho-
bia has been correlated with being male, being religious,
coming from the Southern states, and not personally
knowing any LGB people, among other factors (e.g.
Cramer 2001; Herek 1994; Herek and Glunt 1993; Kite
1984; Seltzer 1992). In addition, homophobia has been
linked to a variety of other -isms, such as racism, sexism,
etc. (e.g. Aosved and Long 2006). Cullen et al. (2002) also
found that the personality variable of “Openness to
Experience” was an important predictor of homophobia.
Openness to Experience was defined as a set of personality
variables that reflected a low level of dogmatism and
cognitive rigidity, and hence a high level of openness was
associated with a tolerance for ambiguity and increased
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mental flexibility. Those who had little Openness to
Experience were most often men, had few experiences of
contact with homosexuals, and were the most homophobic.
This gender difference has been cited as in important link to
anti-LGB violence, that hate crimes and other homophobic
behaviors are gendered behaviors that allow men to ‘prove’
their masculinity (Bufkin 1999). The FBI finds year after
year in their reports about perpetrators of sexual orienta-
tion-based hate crimes that men are the majority of
perpetrators (e.g. FBI 2007). Thus research about negative
attitudes and the actions that emerge from those attitudes
has followed a perceived “need” to identify potential
victims, perpetrators, and prevent victimization as much
as possible. The change-focused attitudinal research has
followed this trend—Ilooking at the mean attitudinal scores
of a group and attempting to demonstrate that some type of
intervention lessens negative attitudes.

Tracking attitude changes in his students and their
parents at a Canadian university, Altmeyer (2001) reports
a steady trend toward participants in each new cohort of
students and their parents being more accepting over time.
This change over time was greatest for the students as
opposed to their parents, and for women in the sample.
Even among those who would “win the gold medal at the
prejudice Olympics” (Altmeyer 2001, p. 66), the people
who scored high on Right Wing Authoritarianism
(Altmeyer 1981) and the need to be Social Dominators
(Pratto et al. 1994), there were demonstrated improvements
across cohorts in attitudes toward LGB people over the last
twenty years. In this summary of multiple reports from this
ongoing research, Altmeyer summarizes multiple features
that can determine attitudes. First, he found that parents’
attitudes correlated with their child’s attitudes at .37, and
students’ scores correlated with their friends’ scores at .54.
He also found that having the experience of personally
knowing a homosexual was one of the most meaningful
experiences toward generating positive attitudes. However,
Altmeyer also found that those who were “turned off” by
gay-bashers created a “boomerang effect” that made
attitudes more positive toward LGB people rather than the
basher. These cross-sectional samples can offer some
insights into how society itself is changing, but does not
offer a complete picture as to how any one person can
develop positive attitudes in the confusing social landscape
that offers both positive and negative stereotypes about
LGB people.

This study hopes to shed light on important features of
the development of positive attitudes about LGB people.
The current study focuses on young adults who hold
positive attitudes toward LGB people, specifically those
young adults who are not necessarily members of gay-
straight alliances or other LGB groups that includes people
who self-identify as “allies.” Unlike previous studies that
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utilized survey formats, a semi-structured interview format
was chosen to explore attitudes and how those attitudes
developed, without imposing any theoretical model onto
responses. Similar to previous research, such as the
influence of parents and peers, are hypothesized to be
important features in attitude development. However, the
semi-structured interview format allows for more contextu-
alization of these forces, and for previously unstudied
features to emerge from the data. More specifically, people
who had positive and supportive attitudes were asked about
their views toward LGB people, how they felt they had
formed these attitudes, and what the primary influences
were in the development of their attitudes. The purpose of
this line of questioning is to determine what are the most
important factors influencing the development of positive
attitudes toward LGB people among heterosexually identi-
fied men and women.

Method
Participants

Participants were drawn from the subject pool at a public
Midwestern state university, where introductory psychology
students receive class credit for their participation in
experimental research. On the first day of fall semester,
1,018 participants responded to a prescreening question-
naire that contained demographic questions and other
variables, including sexual orientation, sexual behaviors
and experiences, sexual attractions or desires, and their
attitudes toward gay men. A total of 305 heterosexually
identified respondents (231 women and 72 men) expressed
accepting and open attitudes toward gay men, had no prior
sexual contact with the same sex, and reported no same-sex
desires. Of these eligible respondents, 210 were randomly
chosen and invited to participate. Sixty-nine (51 women
and 18 men) agreed to participate, though one was later
dropped after revealing that she was bisexual, for a final
response rate of 32.8%. The low response rate can be
attributed to the fact that students are allowed to choose for
themselves the research projects in which they wish to
participate, and there was no incentive offered to be part of
the current study. Of those interviewed who reported their
race, 45 were white, nine were Asian, three were biracial,
and two were Hispanic/Latino. The youngest subject was
18, the oldest 22, and the mean age was 18.89 (SD=.85).

Measure
Participants responded to Herek’s (1994) Attitudes toward

Lesbians and Gay Men, Gay Men Subscale (ATLG) Short
Form. Participants were asked to rate on a scale of 0—6 how

strongly they agreed with five statements, (O=completely
disagree to 6=completely agree).

1. I think male homosexuals are disgusting.

2. Male homosexuality is a perversion.

3. *Just as in other species, male homosexuality is a
natural expression of sexuality in human men.

4. Homosexual behavior between two men is just plain
wrong.

5. *Male homosexuality is merely a different kind of
lifestyle that should not be condemned.

Items 3 and 5 were reverse coded, and all responses
summed. The range of scores on the ATLG Gay Male Short
Form in the original 1018 participants was 0-30, and the
mean was 9.82 (SD=8.17), where a score of 0 indicated
more open and accepting attitudes toward gay men and a
score of 30 indicated very negative and intolerant attitudes
toward gay men (a=.74). From this available pool, people
with scores from 0-3 on the ATLG scale were considered to
have open and accepting attitudes and were invited to
participate in an interview.

Procedure

Participants who met the selection criteria were sent email
invitations to participate in this study in exchange for
course credit. The email is a standard invitation that did not
include any details about the study format or content of the
questions. Because of the sensitive nature of questions
about sexual orientation, and the fact that participants were
unaware of the nature of the study, participants were
interviewed one-on-one, not in groups. On the day of the
experiment, each participant was greeted by the interviewer,
who led them to an office with a few desks and chairs at the
corners of the room, and one main table in the center of the
room with three chairs. The participant was seated across
the table from the interviewer and the purpose of the study
was explained. After consent to participate and be audio
recorded was obtained, the interviewer placed a digital
audio recording device on the table in plain sight and the
interview began. Due to subject pool time constraints,
interviews were limited to one half hour.

Interview Format

A semi-structured interview format was employed, with
specific questions asked in the same order for each
interviewee. This format was chosen for many reasons.
First, it allowed participants to discuss content and events
that they felt were meaningful, not those that were
predetermined by the researchers as meaningful. Second,
this format allowed participants to tell stories rather than
just answer specific questions, which offered inclusion of
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rich contextual details. Last, responses from a semi-
structured interview also allow for an analysis that is built
from the ground up, allowing the data to inform research,
rather than imposing preconceived theories on the data.
Many researchers have cited the utility of qualitative data
that is not constrained by specific hypotheses, (i.e. Glaser
and Strauss 1967; Lincoln and Guba 1985) particularly for
questions that do not have a strong theoretical background
that offers specific predictions. Thus, the semi-structured
interviews were intended to build theory about how young
people are developing attitudes toward LGB people.

The interviews centered around three basic questions.
First, because of the limitations of the prescreening process
and the brief nature of the ATLG short form, participants
were asked to state their views about homosexuality to
verify that they held positive attitudes and get more details
about what “positive” attitudes meant. They were reminded
of the questionnaire they filled out at the beginning of the
semester and were asked “People hold diverse and
complicated views about homosexuality. Could you tell us
a little more precisely about your views?”

Next, participants were asked to relate the process of
how they came to hold their current views. Specifically,
participants were asked, “Can you tell me about the primary
influences that you feel helped to develop your views about
homosexuality?” If participants struggled with this ques-
tion, interviewers followed up with additional queries to
encourage dialogue, such as, “For example, can you think
of any specific instances when you were introduced to the
idea of homosexuality or bisexuality?” or “Think back to
when you were a child. We aren’t born knowing about
sexuality, so can you think of a time when you started to
really think about it?” If participants continued to struggle
to identify the history of their attitude development, then
the interviewer asked more direct questions relating to (for
example) the influence of family, friends, or television.

Last, participants were asked about specific formative
experiences that helped to reinforce their attitudes. They
were asked, “Can you tell me about a specific experience
that helped to really cement your views?” Drawing out
information about specific instances had two purposes, first,
to obtain a greater level of detail for the meaningful
experiences, but also to help participants who might have
struggled to articulate their answers. Of the three questions,
the longest responses were generally from this last question.

To avoid contamination from preconceived notions
based on prior literature of what the participants might
reveal, the author did not conduct any of the interviews.
Instead, students who took research course credit were
trained as interviewers. This promoted a sense of “peer”
interviews that well suited the semi-structured style.
Student interviewers were informed of the purpose of the
study in a broad fashion to avoid contaminating them as
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well, that the study was looking at factors that related to
attitude formation toward LGB people. Then, they listened
to a scripted sample interview, learning about the nature of
appropriate probes and what types of information was of
interest to the research. Next, interviewers practiced on one
another, and other volunteers from amongst other student
researchers on other projects in the lab group, and their
interviews were recorded and then discussed in the group.
Once consensus was gained that all student interviewers
were trained, they were given lists of potential participants
to contact and schedule for an interview.

At the conclusion of interviewing, interviews were
transcribed by an individual uninvolved with the research
thus far to avoid “interpreting” the recorded words during
the transcription process. Then, the author and interviewers
listened to the interviews while reading the transcriptions to
check for accuracy, or to offer insight into any ambiguous
sentences that the context of the interview could illuminate.
All names reported in this paper are pseudonyms to protect
the identity of participants.

Data Analysis

Answers to the first question—a request for more details
regarding participants’ attitudes about LGB people—are
reported as descriptive statistics. However, the additional
two questions—asking about formative influences, and how
attitudes were cemented—were initially analyzed using the
method of constant comparison (Lincoln and Guba 1985;
Dye et al. 2000). This method is engaged in by a single
researcher, in this case the author, without a coding scheme
developed in advance. Instead, a coding scheme is
tentatively created from a reading of the first interview,
identifying significant people, places, phrases, or actions.
However, as the researcher continues to read more inter-
views, results from each new interview are integrated into
the coding scheme, and new categories can be added or
collapsed. Thus rather than having multiple researchers
striving to find consensus among themselves in the first
stage of analysis, this method is constantly comparing
against itself, that the coding scheme changes and adapts to
changes in the data. For example, in the statement “I don’t
know...my dad and I never really talked about it, I just kind
knew, ya know?” one could identify “father” as a key
feature, amongst others. Later interviews might also reveal
“mother” as a formative influence, and thus a superordinate
category of “parents” could be formed. The method of
constant comparison is particularly useful in cases where
participants cannot be recontacted to validate a researcher’s
findings, and when interviews are brief in length.

Next, after the initial terms were identified, they were
tentatively collapsed into superordinate categories, and
themes were developed from these super ordinate catego-
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ries. For example, mother and father were collapsed into
“parental influence,” while at the same time overlapping
with the category of “family influence”, which could
include other family members besides just parents who
were important in attitude formation. These tentative
categories were passed to a second reviewer, who read all
the interviews and made modifications to existing patterns
of items, superordinate categories, and a refining of themes.
Together with the original reviewer, the coding scheme was
finalized.

A third reviewer used the coding scheme developed by
the first and second researchers to determine if the
interpretation of these superordinate categories and themes
could be applied by an independent eye to each of the
interviews. To follow the example of parental influence as a
category, the third reviewer was given five choices to code
along for each interview that emerged from the data, that
(1) the participant did not mention parents, (2) they
identified that their parents had negative attitudes toward
LGB people, (3) that their parents never gave any
indication of their attitudes, (4) that their parents had
positive attitudes toward LGB people, but never directly
addressed the issue with participants, and (5) that their
parents had positive attitudes and that they directly
influenced their children by speaking directly about sexual
orientation. Although there are many other types of
influences that parents can have, these were the five that
emerged from the data itself, thus no category ever had zero
participants. The third reviewer coded in isolation, as did
the first reviewer, and initial inter-rater reliability was found
to be high («=.96). However, when discrepancies were
identified, discussion followed to attempt to resolve
different coding. Occasionally, the ambiguity of the
participants’ responses did not allow for complete consen-
sus to be formed between interview reviewers, in which
case the participant’s response is not included in that
portion of the final analysis. Because this style of analysis
does not form a coding scheme that is a scale, but rather
identifies descriptive statistics that participants have in
common that form patterns and themes, data is reported as
the number of participants and the percent of participants
who fit each of the superordinate categories developed by
the interview reviewers.

Results

Clarification of Attitudes

When describing the attitudes they held about homosexu-
ality, participants responded with expressions of acceptance

and cited a variety of reasons. Out of 66 who were able to
clarify their attitudes, 19 (28.7%) expressed how being gay

or lesbian was “normal,” and that it was “no big deal.”
Many talked about coming from diverse communities or
experiences that actually made it difficult for them to
express a more concise attitude other than they were “fine
with it” and saw “nothing wrong” with same-sex attraction.
Despite statements about their own acceptance of homo-
sexuality, it was also clear that participants were aware that
non-heterosexual identities were devalued in society. Often,
attitudes were framed in an oppositional context, such as “I
know others don’t agree...” or “not everyone thinks this
way...”, indicating their understanding of homonegativitiy
in the larger social context.

Others offered social justice reasons behind their
attitudes: ten participants (15.2%) expressed support for
the LGB community because it was a part of their beliefs
about personal freedom, and another six (9.0%) couched it
in terms of human rights. Nine (13.6%) of the participants
expressed some combination of these answers.

Although we not specifically asked, some participants
spontaneously offered explanations for their beliefs based
on the “causes” of sexual orientation: 11 (16.6%) suggested
that same-sex attraction was an innate attribute, seven
(10.6%) suggested it was a choice or lifestyle, and four
(6.1%) stated they thought it was a natural part of the
continuum of sexuality in human beings. Some past studies
have suggested that focusing on the biological components
of homosexuality leads to more supportive attitudes (e.g.
Hegarty and Pratto 2001; Haslam et al. 2002; Haslam and
Levy 2006), but in this case, participants with supportive
attitudes clearly demonstrated a wide array of reasoning
behind their attitudes.

Attitude Formation

Participants were next asked about the formation of their
attitudes. Responses demonstrated a wide range of experi-
ences, thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about LGB issues and
people, and how supportive attitudes were developed. To
distill the responses into meaningful categories, they were
initially recorded as 122 separate bits from the interview
transcripts. Using the method of constant comparison
(Lincoln and Guba 1985; Dye et al. 2000), these incidences
fell into 47 initial groupings. Further refinement of these 47
clusters meant they were then grouped into three basic
themes: a process of normalization, and experiences of
empathy or of resistance. These three clusters appeared to
follow a developmental path related to the age of the
participants. Many participants detailed a process of
normalization during their elementary school years, where
personal experiences and education made LGB people a
‘normal’ part of their social landscape. Although these
normalizing experiences were experienced during child-
hood, they were not a prerequisite to the strong attitude
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formation in the teen years. Empathetic and resistant
responses developed later after participants met peers who
were open about their non-heterosexual identities. For those
who had already had normalizing experiences, meeting or
seeing teen peers who came out as LGB and triggered
empathy or resistance, this was often a crystallizing
experience that strengthened attitudes that had already
begun to form. However, for those who had little or no
normalizing in childhood, the situations that caused
empathy or resistance were not crystallizing so much as
revolutionary to the formation of their attitudes.

Formation of Attitudes: Normalization

Most of the participants expressed some type of normaliz-
ing influence in their childhood, forces that informed their
opinions that sexuality issues were ‘no big deal.” Although
all children recognized a difference in their family structure
and the sexual preferences of others, there was little
indication that participants were taught that this observed
difference was “wrong.” Most participants expressed a
sense of surprise at seeing or interacting with LGB people
as children because they understood that the idea of same-
sex couples was unusual, as in not the statistical norm. Amy
summarized this position by saying, “Yeah, it hasn’t really
crossed my mind that anything would be wrong with it. I
mean, obviously, I knew that it was different from the norm,
that it wasn’t obviously seen as the normal thing, but...I
don’t know, just kinda seems normal.” Of these normalizing
forces, three surfaced as the most influential in the early
formation of attitudes: parental influence, exposure to LGB
adults, and popular culture exposure to LGB topics.

Parental Influence

When asked, 40 (58.8%) of participants responded that
their parents were an important influence on their attitudes.
Although most people think of parents as directly educating
their children with dialogue, only two participants said they
ever really had “the talk” with their parents about sexuality.
Instead of a direct discussion, parents often indirectly
conveyed messages to their children by how they treated
the issue of sexual orientation. For example, Lance said,
“I’d like, hear my parents say something while I watched
TV, like, ‘Just let them get married.”” Yet despite the lack of
direct communication about sexuality issues, parenting
styles about sexuality were still present. Overall, the
parenting styles could be grouped into four basic categories:
parents who were openly supportive, parents who raised
their children to be generally “open-minded,” parents who
never discussed sexuality issues or revealed their opinions,
and those who were openly disapproving of anything that
was not heterosexuality.
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Of those who discussed their parents as an influence, 22
(32.3%) stated that their parents were openly supportive.
This support often was relayed through discussions of
politics and society, through parents’ friendships with LGB
community members, and through correcting their children
for the use of derogatory LGB slang. Another 18 (26.5%)
of the participants reported that their parents raised them to
treat everyone with respect. David most clearly expressed
this parenting style by saying that his parents taught him
about “basic virtues...treat everyone equally...but I don’t
remember a specific occasion on which it was like, you
should treat homosexuals as equally as heterosexuals. But
at the same time, I don’t remember them ever saying you
should treat Black people like you treat white people, or
Hispanic people like you treat white people.”

There were only four (5.8%) participants who claimed to
not know their parents’ opinions because it was unspoken
in their household, or they assumed that their parents were
neutral on sexual orientation issues. Ten of the participants
(14.7%) stated that their parents were openly disapproving
toward LGB people. This difference of opinion caused
discomfort for many of the participants. For example,
Claire had a brother who came out to her, but even before
that process they knew their parents would not be accept-
ing. “So we just grew up with them being like, ‘that’s bad’
and us being like, ‘that doesn’t make sense.” As kids we’d
always be like, ‘so then, do you not like Black people?” and
they’d be like, ‘no, Black people are fine’ and it’s like, [we
realized] it’s the same thing, just a person who has some
difference.”

Although parental influence is clearly one of the most
important factors cited by participants, it was equally clear
that there were a variety of parenting styles that could lead
to supportive attitudes. Few parents were actively teaching
their children to be supportive of LGB people, but through
indirect means they conveyed their attitudes to their
children. However, a substantial portion also recognized
that their parents were NOT supportive of LGB people,
suggesting that parenting alone is not the only means by
which participants developed their positive attitudes.

Exposure to LGB Adults

Another feature of participants’ normalization stemmed
from other adult influences in their lives. Many of the
participants had experiences of either knowing people
personally, or knowing of people who were not strictly
heterosexual. In their childhoods, 38 (55.8%) of the
participants reported having known LGB adults. Many
had had LGB teachers, coaches, childhood friends with
same-sex parents, or relatives whose non-heterosexuality
was known to the participant. Twenty-five participants
(36.7%) were exposed to one LGB adult, 10 (14.7%)
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participants were exposed to at least two people identified
as LGB, and three participants (4.4%) had been exposed to
three or more adult members of the LGB community during
their childhood. Of those participants who knew adults that
were openly identified while they were growing up, 15
(50%) reported that the individual was a close family
friend, nine (30%) knew a peer’s relative (most often a
peer’s same-sex parents), and 12 (40%) had LGB-identified
family members themselves. Four participants had LGB
adult cousins, and three had LGB aunts or uncles. In
addition, many participants had social relationships with
other adults who were sexual minorities, such as high
school teachers (n=7), babysitters (n=2), coaches (n=2),
college teachers (n=1), hairdressers (n=1), and priests (n=
1). Last, many of those interviewed also reporting knowing
of people who they did not socialize with personally, such
as older siblings’ friends (n=2), distant friends of relatives
(n=10), or were able to identify or guess at the sexual
orientation of strangers (n=10).

Although the distribution of males and females in this
sample is heavily skewed and should be interpreted
cautiously, there were some intriguing differences between
men’s and women’s experiences with adults who were non-
heterosexual. There was an equal distribution of men and
women who had non-heterosexual relatives, and who knew
other adults in their lives (the coaches, teachers, etc.).
However, eight female participants (15.6%) reported know-
ing non-heterosexual adults who were the parents of their
friends, which was far more then the single male participant
who reported knowing friends with LGB parents in the
sample (5.5%). All those who reported knowing that a
friend had two parents of the same gender reported that
those same-sex couples were women. There were no
additional comments by participants to suggest why only
women same-sex parenting couples were known and
accepted, and there was no mention of male same-sex
couples who were their friends’ parents.

Thirty of the 68 participants (44.1%) did not know any
adults who were identified as homosexuals growing up.
Just as roughly half of participants had parents without
identifiably positive attitudes toward LGB people, almost
half also were not exposed to other LGB adults in their
youth.

Popular Culture Exposure

Although most participants discussed interpersonal factors
as the most influential, there were also a range of media or
popular culture references made by participants when citing
influences in forming their attitudes. Eight participants
mentioned television in general as being a force in crafting
their opinion about LGB people, with five different specific
shows mentioned (Will & Grace, Queer as Folk, The Real

World, The OC, and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy). Due
to the more adult nature of many of these shows, most
participants did not relate knowledge of this type of
programming and reading materials until late middle school
or early high school. In addition, one participant mentioned
seeing the musical Rent on Broadway as a major formative
influence, and one participant mentioned music, though did
not name a specific artist or type of music. Finally, five
participants mentioned reading materials being important:
magazine articles, school assignments, and novels they had
read were all mentioned. Thus, along with personal
encounters in their social lives, participants also utilized
exposure from mass culture in forming their attitudes.

Perhaps the most interesting gender differences in the
results were in this section. By far, female participants
mentioned more sources of media as influences than the
male participants. Women mentioned six different televi-
sion programs or shows, five mentioned reading materials,
and six mentioned television in a general way being
influential. However, no male participant mentioned a
specific show, none mentioned being exposed to reading
materials, and only two mentioned television in a general
type of way. This difference raises interesting questions
about exposure of men and women to popular culture
representations of LGB people—why the female partici-
pants relaying exposure at rates nearly five times what the
male participants were reporting is unclear from the
responses and the low sample size. However, the fact that
women reported far more incidences of specific popular
culture exposure, in far greater detail, is an intriguing
contribution from these participants.

Though exposed to television and other forms of culture,
many participants also expressed an understanding of the
limited nature of media as a form of education. Clifton said
that in the early years in which he was starting to think
about sexuality issues, that he “didn’t see it as anything
more than a joke on television” and that it wasn’t until later
when a friend came out to him that he realized the reality of
LGB relationships. However, Anthony stated that “enter-
tainment, television, movies, they tend to capitalize on the
humorous aspects of homosexuality. You know, portray it
in such a way that is very out there and sort of, you know,
maybe it is sort of like a fashion even. Whereas, I suppose
most of my experiences with homosexuality in the real
world is [sic] much less sort of whimsical and exaggerat-
ed,” and Julie said, “I think the media influences definitely
don’t portray the long term romantic relationship.” The
latter two participants demonstrated a more knowledgeable
and critical stance about the television representations of
LGB relationships when compared to the reality that they
were experiencing through their relationships with real
homosexuals. Their opinions overall seemed to match the
opinions of scholars that show there are both good and bad
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elements to ‘gay television’ (Battles and Hilton-Morrow
2002; Cooper 2003; Hart 2004; Schiappa et al. 2006).
Despite these positive and negative influences of the media,
similar to their experiences as children being exposed to
LGB people and issues as a part of their social landscape,
mass media sources were another location of “normalizing”
LGB people and issues in the world around them.

Cementing and Revolutionizing Attitudes: Empathy
and Resistance

Despite evidence of childhood exposure for many respond-
ents, 20 of the participants (29.4%) reported that they had
not directly been exposed to any LGB people in childhood.
Regardless of childhood exposure, as the participants
moved toward adulthood they had opportunities to meet
LGB peers rather than just adults. Eight participants
(11.8%) reported that they had a friend come out to them
in middle school, 25 (36.8%) reported that they had LGB
friends in high school, 11 (16.2%) reported that coming to
college was the first time they had met an ‘out’” LGB
person, and 33 (45.5%) of participants claimed that they
had LGB friends currently. However, there are some
interesting differences between the male and female
participants. Amongst female participants, nine (18.0%)
had a close high school friend come out to them in high
school, and three (6.0%) had a high school friend come out
to them once they were in college. The opposite is true for
male participants—only one (5.5%) said they had a high
school friend come out to them while they were in high
school but three (16.6%) had a high school friend come out
to them once they were in college. Interestingly, 24 (48.0%)
of the female participants reported currently having LGB
friends, and seven (38.8%) of the male participants had
current LGB friends. It is unclear what the developmental
impact of these differences in the timing of exposure to
LGB peers based on gender due to the small percentage of
men in the sample, but it does offer the suggestion that
perhaps men and women are exposed to LGB peers at
different ages.

For participants who had already been exposed to LGB
people, or were living in a social context where differences
in sexual orientation had already been normalized, meeting
peers who came out as lesbian, gay, or bisexual gave them
an opportunity to solidify their views. However, for
participants who did not have LGB people as a normative
part of their construction of the social landscape in
childhood, meeting LGB peers was often their first
opportunity to grapple with their thoughts and attitudes
about LGB people.

For example, when a friend came out to him in high
school, Sun-hi (who had not had strong normalizing
experiences as a child) talked about his surprise and
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uncertainty: “when he first told me, I didn’t know what to
say. | have never been in that situation before. And I felt
bad because I didn’t know what to tell him. I just told him I
guess that I was glad he felt like he could tell me.” However,
Danielle had a different reaction—one of relief—*T think
that I was aware that he was keeping something from me
and like, the longer that went on the harder it was for us
to be friends. When he told me, it was like this giant
weight was lifted off of our friendship.” Along the
continuum of reactions these participants described, the
two most common could be described as empathetic, such
as feelings of solidarity with their LGB peers, or reactions
of resistance, such as reactions against people they
perceived as behaving badly or being oppressive toward
LGB people.

Empathy

The most common event that impacted attitudes for
participants as teenagers, regardless of their exposure as
children, was through an encounter with a peer that elicited
an empathetic response. This first experience with a peer
generated a variety of responses, such as when Hannah said
that having a lifelong friend come out to her “kind of forced
me to see them not as gay people, but as people that
happened to be gay.” Brianna related a slightly stronger
reaction, “a friend of mind that I"d known for a long time
came out in college. That solidified [my attitude] because
how could anybody find any justification for discriminating
against this person for this particular aspect of their
personality that had always been there?” Last, Danielle
also said “...it doesn’t define a person, it’s not a person’s
entire being, it’s not their sexuality, like it’s one aspect
about who they are, like they have green eyes, or they have
blonde hair or something like that.” Many participants
discussed their distress as seeing friends who came out
being rejected by family and/or friends, and remarked on
the struggles that they witnessed as peers struggled for
acceptance in their families and communities. For example,
Steve said that he had started formulating a positive
opinion, but then, “my school was very racist, homophobic,
and everything...my friend was openly gay and everyone
knew since middle school...seeing how he was treated and
not agreeing with it” really cemented his views. And Sun-
hi, who admitted at first being taken aback by his friend
coming out to him, paid close attention to his friend’s life
afterward and felt his positive attitude toward gays and
lesbians was confirmed when “I saw how hard it was for
my friend, that he couldn’t even tell people and that he had
to hide his feelings in our town.” In contrast, some people
saw the opposite, the amazing love and support of family
and friends when a peer revealed their sexuality. In
particular, Janet told the story of bonding with a friend’s
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mother “I just thought that it was so amazing and it just
kind of made me realize that your friends and your family
can accept that and it’s like nothing different in someone’s
life.”

A few participants found a common bond to LGB people
through similar experiences of oppression. Sarah, a Jewish
participant, related how “feeling like an outsider [for being
Jewish] has kind of made me become a person who wants
to help people,” and Kai, a biracial male participant said
about using ‘gay’ as a derogatory term: “I feel like that’s
something really important that people should be able to
change because if people said, ‘Oh, that’s so Chinese’ I
would not be happy about that.” Participants reported
feeling empathy for their struggling peers, whether or not
the participant considered them a ‘friend.” Seven partic-
ipants shared experiences of oppression, whether being
criticized for having gay friends, belonging to a racial/
ethnic/religious minority group, or being bullied in school,
and found themselves empathizing with members of the
LGB community, even if they did not personally have any
LGB friends or acquaintances.

Resistance

Many participants’ experiences of empathizing with LGB
people also created a feeling of resistance against those who
were maltreating LGB people. Other participants did not
necessarily feel a kinship with LGB persons specifically,
but reacted strongly against the expression of prejudice in
their communities and society at large. For example, Stacey
reported “I saw these women on the steps of the Grad
[library] and they started kissing each other and [a male
passerby] just started yelling at them, how horrible they
were. That surprised me too. I just can’t believe that people
can have those views about it.” Or, they would mention
hate crimes and other forms of violence and their surprise at
how little sense such actions make, such as Liz who said,
“Like our high school down the street, somebody got beat
up because his mom was a supporter of the gay alliance. He
got beat up because of his mom!”

Participants reported that they were sometimes exposed
to people with very strong homophobic views that created a
reaction of resistance. For some, this feeling of resistance
was in addition to their empathizing with specific known-
members of the LGB community, but for others it was a
more philosophical reaction to perceived hatred. Sumin said
this about people who hold negative attitudes toward the
LGB community: “it [homosexuality] doesn’t have an
impact on them, but they are taking away somebody else’s
right to be happy and live the life they want to be.” This
perception of ignorance was shared by other participants,
such as Connie, who said of her conservative town that “I
wasn’t going to follow all the lemmings.” Just like

experiences of empathy, many participants who had been
insulated by parents and other adults discovered a society
unwelcoming to sexual minorities when they became older,
and Jenny reported that “high school was when I started to
be more aware of the hatred.”

One particularly notable account was Stacey, whose
school put on the play titled “The Laramie Project” about
the slaying of Matthew Shepard. She was one of the few
respondents who grew up in a diverse and accepting
community, and had a parent who explained what it meant
for people of the same sex to love one another. With this
upbringing, she expressed how ‘normal’ sexual minorities
were to her and how she had never thought too much about
it until her experiences with “The Laramie Project.”

...it was kind of scary because I’d never been around
people that hadn’t been accepting...people from some
town in Kansas or something started coming to our
school and started protesting....They told us we were
all going to hell for watching it. So that really scared
me and had a huge effect on me because I didn’t know
that people could be like that.

Thus, for this participant, like a handful of others, it was
not empathizing with a specific LGB person that helped
solidify her attitudes toward homosexuality, but rather her
resistance to the negative attitudes she saw amongst the
protesters.

In addition to resisting the perceptions of close-mindedness
in their communities, many respondents understood that
their interactions and friendships with LGB people were
rare, and could be a source of condemnation. Many
participants expressed awareness of the fact that most
other people were not as “OK” with sexual minorities as
they were, such as Jun—"I don’t think that most of
America feels the way that I do about this topic.” But this
painful knowledge was not limited to an abstract society,
but to individuals close to the participants as well. Derek
commented that when his cousin came out to his family “I
remember people in my family...making all these bigoted
comments. I was like, ‘This is someone in our family who
we’ve always loved and been around and then all of a
sudden that’s supposed to change?’ I don’t know how you
could say that about one of your relatives.”

An interesting and unexpected finding was that some
participants had a mix of empathy and resistance for both
sides of the debate. They could empathize with both the
LGB people they knew, and with the people who expressed
condemnation for sexual minorities. Though this level of
complexity in thought was not a common response from the
participants, Jenny said that she was motivated to “figure
this out and realize why they hate it so much because I just
don’t understand, and I feel bad for those people that they
don’t even know what they’re making fun of.” In addition,
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Danielle said that she “felt like I wanted to tell other people
that there is a different opinion to be had...you need to
understand that not everybody agrees with you and talking
about it as though that is the only opinion is being really
closed off.”

Thus, although visible signs of protest such as picketers
at the funerals of gay men are often cast as exclusively
negative, many participants reported that experiences with
these ugly aspects of the debate about sexual orientation
had a positive effect—they found that they became more
committed to their positive attitudes toward sexual
minorities.

Discussion

These interviews seemed to suggest that normalizing,
empathy, and resistance might follow a developmental path
in many of the participants’ lives. If normalizing occurs, it
seems to happen earlier in childhood, usually in elementary
school. This is followed by the possibility of experiences of
empathy and resistance happening in the teen years. For
those participants who had experienced normalization in
childhood, meeting LGB peers in high school and early
college crystallized their developing attitudes, but for those
who had not had normalizing experiences, meeting LGB
peers was often a more tumultuous event. Consistent with
Savin-Williams’ (2005) prediction about the decreasing
importance of sexuality as a defining characteristic for
individuals’ identities, these college-aged participants large-
ly expressed their attitude that sexuality was “no big deal.”
In participants’ early development, it seemed that micro-
level interactions were the most important—with family
and friends being the most influential. Positive attitudes
started early in childhood for about half of participants
because they had already been exposed to non-heterosexuals
before they explored their own of their peers’ sexual
orientations or identities.

Consistent with Altmeyer’s (2001) studies, participants
first cited their parents as a strong influence on their
attitudes, not necessarily through direct conversation, but
more often in the examples that their parents set with their
behaviors. This type of reinforcement was in the home in
other ways as well, occasionally through aunts or uncles,
and through older siblings’ experiences as they entered a
period where they were developing their own sexual
identities. This is not to say that all participants’ had
experiences with parents or other family members that were
uniformly accepting of LGB people. Besides parents and
immediate family members, there were other types of
micro-level contact. An equally important, if not more
important feature of participants’ childhood experiences
was seeing ‘out’ adults in their communities. This is
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consistent with prior research that suggests contact is an
important feature of possessing positive attitudes toward
LGB people and non-heterosexuality in general (e.g. Herek
and Capitanio 1996). The current study provides evidence
that entire communities might be positively influenced by
LGB people making the choice to live their lives openly.
Although the responsibility for changing attitudes should
clearly not rest on the shoulders of LGB people alone,
knowing out and open LGB people clearly affected the
participants in this study.

Less frequently mentioned than parental attitudes or
exposure to LGB adults were mass media sources in
popular culture. Participants spontaneously mentioned
many television programs that show positive images of
people who were not heterosexual, and mentioned that
seeing these images and learning of these stories helped to
form their positive attitudes toward LGB people. There
were also students who mentioned that they grew up in
more “liberal” places, such as New York City, and felt that
positive attitudes were expressed by their communities as a
whole during their early childhoods.

Participants’ descriptions of their experiences suggested
a one way path from passive acceptance to active
engagement. Early on, they accepted the explicit and
implicit messages around them, whether those messages
were normalizing, not stating a clear message, or even
homonegative. However, as they moved into middle school
and high school, they were more engaged in their own
attitude formation through processes of empathy and
resistance, regardless of exposure to normalizing influences
in childhood. Parents were cited as the most common first
source of their attitude formation, but second were
encounters with peers. Most did not meet a gay or lesbian
peer until late in high school or early in college, and most
often this was a friend who came out to them rather than an
encounter with a stranger who was already openly lesbian,
gay, or bisexual. Phoebe specified how having a sexual-
minority peer influenced her: “I think it is a lot easier to
understand and identify with someone who is your age or in
your peer group to help you really understand issues that
are really close to you and how they would experience it.”

An important contribution of this study is also in the
domain of peers. Although previous research shows the
importance of peers in attitude formation (Altmeyer 2001),
this study found that few participants mentioned heterosex-
ual peers as an important influence, but that LGB peers had
a large influence on their attitudes. When childhood-
normalized participants interacted for the first time with a
gay or lesbian peer they were already on the path toward
acceptance, and having a friend come out crystallized their
already developing attitudes through processes of empathy
or resistance. For those who had not considered issues of
sexual orientation prior to high school, meeting a sexual-
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minority peer their own age was crystallizing as well, but
induced more conflict. These respondents had not been
primed to be accepting in the same way as their peers who
had been exposed to issues of sexual orientation as
children. For participants with early childhood experiences,
meeting a LGB peer induced reactions of “OK, good to
know.” Because non-heterosexuality was not seen as
aberrant, only unusual (in that it was not the most common
sexual orientation), the relationship continued with little
change. However, participants without childhood normali-
zation were often put into a position of “OK, what does that
mean?” if a friend came out to them, both in raising issues
of understanding the boundaries of LGB identities, and
what it meant for the friendship. Rather than moving
smoothly forward with their relationships with LGB peers,
participants without the benefit of early childhood experi-
ences used more cognitive resources to sort out how they
felt about their friend’s revelation. So in summary, the lack
of early childhood normalization did not stop a teenager
from forming positive attitudes, but having those early
experiences eased the transition into full and meaningful
relationships with LGB peers.

Just as normalizing experiences were not necessary to
develop positive attitudes, meeting a LGB peer personally
was not critical. Many participants expressed empathy as a
function of knowing about LGB peers, or hearing stories of
the difficulties faced by LGB people in the US and abroad.
Although meeting an LGB peer had a huge impact, any
instance that could draw an empathetic response from
participants had a high probability of affecting their
attitudes.

A similar process appears to have happened for those
participants who expressed experiences of resistance as
well. When participants who had experienced childhood
normalizing encountered incidences of LGB prejudice or
heterosexism, they were much more likely to identify them
as negative. Because they were primed by their early
experiences to have positive attitudes, encountering these
prejudicial behaviors affirmed their already positive atti-
tudes, and sometimes even engendered negative attitudes
toward the people exhibiting prejudice. For the participants
who did not have experience childhood normalization, there
was a much larger sense of confusion and conflict, and the
need to use cognitive resources to make sense of the
prejudice. Often, these participants expressed an immediate
reaction against expressions of hatred and prejudice, but
had to work harder to think through exactly why they had
reacted the way they did.

Although the sample size in this study is quite small, and
thus comparisons must be done with a high level of caution,
there are some suggestions that the male and female
participants had slightly different experiences of normaliz-
ing, empathy, and resistance. For example, male partic-

ipants did not report the same amount of popular media
sources as a factor in determining their attitudes. Due to the
semi-structured nature of the interviews, participants were
not directly asked about popular culture and media, but
women cited far more sources in the media that influenced
their attitudes compared to the men. Whether men are
being exposed to these sources less, or are just not
reporting them as an important source is unclear. However,
a second interesting phenomenon emerged. Women were
far more likely to have had a close friend come out to
them in high school, where men were much more likely to
have that experience in college. Again, it is unclear why
men are not having that experience at the same age as
women, but these differences in exposure, or impact of
exposure, may offer insight into consistent research
findings that suggest men have less positive attitudes
toward LGB people.

Although this two-stage process—childhood normaliza-
tion and later experiences of empathy or resistance—was
the most common among participants, not all fit this
pattern. Some participants never had normalizing experi-
ences and their attitudes were formed through a process of
empathy or resistance, and other participants never had the
normalizing influences of their childhood challenged in
high school and college and thus never had their attitudes
solidified. A handful of participants admitting not being on
intimate terms with anyone they knew was gay, but had
other reasons for empathizing, such as shared experiences
of prejudice or discrimination based on group status. For
some people meeting LGB peers did not in any way
trigger a crystallization of their values, and they expressed
a consistent “live and let live” mentality that did not
change into active supportive or positive attitudes toward
non-heterosexuality.

For example, some participants expressed an inability to
determine where their attitudes came from, and that their
attitudes were just natural, such as Lance who claimed his
attitude “came from my own intuition.” However, other
participants demonstrated more thoughtfulness about the
topic, such as Deborah: “T guess what’s changed since high
school when I began to examine it more was, ‘Ok, this is
the way that these people live their lives. Is that Ok?’ Not a
matter of just knowing that it exists, but a matter of actually
accepting it.” In addition, participants expressed varying
levels of involvement with LGB causes. Most were quietly
supportive, but a few people identified as being active
allies. Mark clearly had done a lot of thinking about
sexuality issues, had been a member of his high school gay-
straight alliance, and continued to be active in ally activities
in college. Though many participants expressed at least
some knowledge of current issues in the sexual orientation
debates (such as right to marriage, adoption, and parenting
issues), his concluding remarks demonstrate a more
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advanced level of participation in the LGB struggle for
rights:

What brought me to be really passionate about it was the
last election when all 11 states [sic], the ballot was out,
asking for the ban on same sex unions and every single
one passed it. And nothing happened. There wasn’t like
any giant uprising....It was just like, it was amazing
how, when [race-based civil] rights were attacked, there
was just this giant response from the African American
community. In the gay community there was less of [an
outcry], at least less of a public one, or less of one that |
could see, and I decided that I needed to get involved.

Thus, there was a wide variation in overall participant
responses regarding how invested they were in their
positive attitudes toward LGB people. For some people,
their positive attitudes were a core part of their view of
themselves, representing values they believed in. For other
participants their views were less specific to LGB people,
and merely a facet of many beliefs about their overall
ability to be a “good” person. This offers suggestions for
future research to determine at what other factors interact
with positive attitudes toward non-heterosexuality and lead
a person to become an active ally, to vote for LGB-
affirmative legislators, or to remain a silent citizen who does
not actively seek to engage with the lives of LGB people.

Limitations

Although this study targeted a cohort of young adults, it is
important to note that these were students from an elite
institution of higher education. The most highly regarded
public state in the state, it was the most expensive (in terms
of tuition), and the school whose students had the highest
average parental incomes. Results must be interpreted with
caution due to the probable social class biases that exist in
this sample. Generalizing these results to other 18-22 year
olds must be done cautiously. In addition, although the
races included in the sample were consistent with the race
distribution in the Introductory Psychology class, the fact
that this sample was predominantly white also limits the
generalizability of findings.

One of the most serious limitations of this study was the
use of Herek’s (1994) ATLG Gay Male Short form.
Prescreening limited the choice of scales that could be
employed, and it was not ideal to use a scale that asked
only about attitudes toward gay men. However, even
though the ATLG measured only negative attitudes toward
gay men, the interview directly elicited respondents’
attitudes toward lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals. Prior
research has established that people can have very different
attitudes toward these three subgroups, with lesbians
harassed less often and gay men and bisexuals more so,
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but for different reasons (e.g. Blumenfeld 1992; Comstock
1991; Mohr and Rochlen 1999; Pharr 1997). Thus, the
prescreening questionnaire was a very specific measure was
used as an indicator of more general attitudes. The
clarifying question that began the interview was an attempt
to ascertain attitudes toward lesbians, gay men, and
bisexuals and allowed participants to clarify their own
opinions outside of the measure. However, new research
has also suggested that low scores on homophobia scales
indicate tolerance as opposed to true acceptance. Work by
Pittinksy (2005) has suggested a that there is more than just
tolerance, that some people actually have love for, or
deeply value, cultures and identities that are not their own.
This suggests that, rather than using homophobia or
heterosexism scales to find low scorers who are “tolerant,”
new scales are needed to explore people who have actively
positive attitudes toward non-heterosexuals.

In addition, it was necessary to limit interviews to 30
minutes because of the time constraints associated with
using the subject pool. So although these interviews were
rich in detail, participants were also asked to describe the
specifics of just one meaningful event from their past.
Many described summaries of other meaningful events, but
those were by necessity abbreviated. Thus, this paper does
not capture all the details along the path of developing
attitudes related to sexuality issues, just a selection of major
milestones in these participants’ lives.

Conclusion

Although research examining positive attitudes toward
LGB is scant, this project contributes to this growing area
of interest by examining the formation of positive attitudes
in college aged young adult. This research found a wide
variety of levels of commitment to attitudes, from those
who were active allies to those who expressed their attitudes
with a “live and let live” philosophy—in other words, to
accept but refrain from engaging with LGB people. Many of
the participants expressed that LGB people were normalized
for them as children, that they were never explicitly taught
that that ‘homosexuality’ was wrong, that it was another
variation in a diverse society. Although not all participants
had these normalizing experiences, a majority were exposed
to parental attitudes, adults who were identifiably LGB, and
popular culture references to homosexuality that helped
normalize the idea of non-heterosexual people.

Regardless of normalizing forces, many participants
stated that in high school they had experiences of
empathizing with LGB people, or finding reasons to resist
those who were unsupportive of LGB people. This was
often, but not always, through meeting peers who came out
as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. For those whom had normal-
izing experiences as children, meeting LGB peers, or
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hearing their stories, helped solidify their attitudes toward
LGB people. For those who had not had normalizing
experiences, these high school and college experiences
were more unsettling, but still led to positive attitudes
toward LGB people. These experiences of normalizing,
empathy and resistance do not indicate developmental
stages that people must pass through as they age. Instead,
participants reported that normalizing influences were most
prevalent and meaningful in their early childhood, and that
experiences of empathy or resistance were most likely to
occur in high school or as they entered college. Although it
is important to recognize the limitations of this study, more
research on allies in the broadest sense of the word, namely
people with positive attitudes toward LGB people, needs to
continue. However, this research suggests that in the
process of developing positive attitudes toward non-
heterosexuality there are many opportunities for positive
influences throughout the early life of children, youth, and
young adults, that developing positive attitudes takes time,
and that there is much variation in emotional responses
such as empathy or resistance that lead to positive attitudes
toward LGB people.

Acknowledgements [ would like to acknowledge Dr. Margaret Shih
for her gracious advising and the use of lab space. I would also like to
thank Perry Silverchanz, Danielle MacCartney, Kelly Bickell, and
Vivian Hannosh for their expertise in coding development and
implementation.

References

Altmeyer, B. (1981). Right-wing authoritarianism. Winnipeg: Univer-
sity of Manitoba Press.

Altmeyer, B. (2001). Changes in attitudes toward homosexuality.
Journal of Homosexuality, 42, 63-75.

Aosved, A., & Long, P. J. (2006). Co-occurrence of rape myth
acceptance, sexism, racism, homophobia, ageism, classism, and
religious intolerance. Sex Roles, 55, 481-492.

Battles, K., & Hilton-Morrow, W. (2002). Gay characters in
conventional spaces: Will and Grace and the situation comedy
genre. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 19, 87-105.

Blumenfeld, W. J. (1992). Homophobia: How we all pay the price.
Boston: Beacon.

Bufkin, J. L. (1999). Bias crime as gendered behavior. Social Justice,
26, 155-176.

Comstock, G. D. (1991). Violence against lesbians and gay men. New
York: Columbia University Press.

Cooper, E. (2003). Decoding Will and Grace: Mass audience
reception of a popular network situation comedy. Sociological
Perspectives, 46, 513-533.

Cortese, D. (2006). Are we thinking straight? The politics of
straightness in a lesbian and gay social movement organization.
New York: Routledge.

Cramer, E. (2001). Hate crime laws and sexual orientation. Journal of
Sociology and Social Welfare, 26(3), 5-24.

Cullen, J. M., Wright, L. W., & Alessandri, M. (2002). The
personality variable Openness to Experience as it related to
Homophobia. Journal of Homosexuality, 42, 119-134.

Dye, J. F., Schatz, 1. M., Rosenberg, B., A., & Coleman, S. T. (2000).
Constant comparison method: A kaleidoscope of data. The
Qualitative Report [On-line serial], 4. Retrieved from http://
www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR4-1/dye.html

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). (2007). Hate Crime Statistics,
2006. Retrieved March 30, 2008 from http://www.tbi.gov/ucr/
hc2006/index.html

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. (1967). Discovery of grounded theory:
Strategies for qualitative research. Chicago: Aldine De
Gruyter.

Gottlieb, A. R. (2000). Out of the Twilight: Fathers of gay men speak.
New York: Harrington Park Press.

Gottlieb, A. R. (2003). Sons talk about their gay fathers: Life curves.
New York: Harrington Park Press.

Gottlieb, A. R. (2005). Side by side: On having a gay or lesbian
sibling. New York: Harrington Park Press.

Hart, K. R. (2004). We’re here, we’re queer—and we’re better than
you: The representational superiority of gay men to heterosexuals
on Queer Eye for the Straight Guy. The Journal of Men s Studies,
12, 241-253.

Haslam, N.; & Levy, S. R. (2006). Essentialist beliefs about
homosexuality: Structure and implications for prejudice. Person-
ality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32, 471-485.

Haslam, N., Rothschild, L., & Ernst, D. (2002). Are essentialist beliefs
associated with prejudice? British Journal of Social Psychology,
41, 87-100.

Hegarty, P., & Pratto, F. (2001). Sexual orientation beliefs: Their
relationship to antigay attitudes and biological determinist argu-
ments. Journal of Homosexuality, 12, 153-166.

Herek, G. M. (1994). Attitudes toward lesbians and gay men: A
factor-analytic study. Journal of Homosexuality, 10, 39-51.
Herek, G. M., & Capitanio, J. (1996). “Some of my best friends”:
Intergroup contact, concealable stigma, and heterosexuals’
attitudes toward gay men and lesbians. Peronsality and Social

Psychology Bulletin, 22, 412-424.

Herek, G. M., & Glunt, E. K. (1993). Interpersonal contact and
heterosexuals’ attitudes toward gay men: Results from a national
survey. Journal of Sex Research, 30, 239-244.

Kite, M. E. (1984). Sex differences in attitudes toward homo-
sexuals: A meta-analytic review. Journal of Homosexuality, 10,
69-81.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury
Park, CA: Sage.

Loftus, E. (2001). America’s liberalization in attitudes toward
homosexuality, 1973—-1998. American Sociological Review, 66,
762-782.

Mohr, J. J., & Rochlen, A. B. (1999). Measuring attitudes regarding
bisexuality in lesbian, gay male, and heterosexual population.
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 46, 353-369.

Morrison, T. G., & Bearden, A. G. (2006). The construction and
validation of the homopositivity scale: An instrument measuring
endorsement of positive stereotypes about gay men. Journal of
Homosexuality, 52, 63—89.

Pharr, S. (1997). Homophobia: A weapon of sexism. Berkeley, CA:
Chardon Press.

Pittinsky, T. L. (2005). Allophilia and intergroup leadership. In N.
Huber, & M. Walker (Eds.), Building leadership bridges:
Emergent models of global leadership. College Park, MD:
International Leadership Association.

Pratto, F., Sidanius, J., Stallworth, L. M., & Malle, B. F. (1994). Social
Dominance Orientation: A personality variable predicting
social and political attitudes. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 67, 741-763.

@ Springer


http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR4-1/dye.html
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR4-1/dye.html
http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/hc2006/index.html
http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/hc2006/index.html

80 Sex Roles (2009) 60:67-80

Savin-Williams, R. C. (2005). The new gay teenager. Cambridge, Woog, D. (1999). Friends and family: True stories of gay America’s

MA: Harvard University Press. straight allies. Los Angles, CA: Alyson Books.

Schiappa, E., Gregg, P. B., & Hewes, D. E. (2006). Can one TV show Yang, A. (1999). From wrongs to rights: Public opinion on gay and
make a difference? Will & Grace and the parasocial contact lesbian Americans moves toward equality. Washington DC:
hypothesis. Journal of Homosexuality, 51, 15-37. National Gay and Lesbian Task Force Policy Institute. Retrieved

Seltzer, R. (1992). The social location of those holding antihomosex- on October 1, 2007 from http://www.thetaskforce.org/downloads/
ual attitudes. Sex Roles, 26, 391-398. reports/reports/1999FromWrongsToRights.pdf.

@ Springer


http://www.thetaskforce.org/downloads/reports/reports/1999FromWrongsToRights.pdf
http://www.thetaskforce.org/downloads/reports/reports/1999FromWrongsToRights.pdf

	Straight Allies: Supportive Attitudes Toward Lesbians, Gay Men, and Bisexuals in a College Sample
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Positive Attitudes and Allies

	Method
	Participants
	Measure
	Procedure
	Interview Format
	Data Analysis

	Results
	Clarification of Attitudes
	Attitude Formation
	Formation of Attitudes: Normalization
	Parental Influence
	Exposure to LGB Adults
	Popular Culture Exposure

	Cementing and Revolutionizing Attitudes: Empathy and Resistance
	Empathy
	Resistance


	Discussion
	Limitations
	Conclusion

	References




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
    /DEU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [5952.756 8418.897]
>> setpagedevice


