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This study identifies the predictors of U.S. heterosexual under-
graduate and graduate college students’ attitudes toward lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people as a group rather
than toward individual identities. Findings suggest that affirming
LGBT attitudes are most strongly associated with liberal political
ideology and whether one believes in biological causation of trans-
gender identity. Understanding sexual orientation as biological
and having LGB friends, LGB immediate family members, and
transgender friends are also important, but to a lesser degree. Age,
gender, and select races/ethnicities and select religious affiliations
are marginally associated with LGBT attitudes. These findings
clarify areas to target for improvement in campus climate for LGBT
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298 M. R. Woodford et al.

persons, and implications for campus programs and research are
discussed.

KEYWORDS Attitudes, campus climate, college students, discrim-
ination, gender expression, gender identity, heterosexual, sexual
minorities

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender1 (LGBT) individuals experience dis-
crimination and oppression, which can negatively affect their well-being
(Harper & Schneider, 2004; Meyer, 2003; Stotzer, 2009). While some of
these discriminatory practices involve blatant hostility and violence, most
emerge in subtle mistreatment and biases (Nadal, Rivera, & Corpus, 2010).
This discrimination is based in heterosexism, or the presumption that only
heterosexual relationships are valid and acceptable. Upholding traditional
gender roles and rules is a central component of heterosexist assumptions
and worldviews (Kitzinger, 2001). In addition, heterosexism underpins both
homophobia and transphobia (Woodford & Bella, 2003).

Although heterosexism is a pervasive societal issue, university campuses
are increasingly high-profile sites given recent suicides of gay college stu-
dents, such as Rutgers University freshman Tyler Clementi (Knickerbocker,
2010). Indeed, heterosexist incidents have been documented on college
campuses throughout the country (Champagne, 2002; Knickerbocker, 2010;
Rankin, 2003; Silverchanz, Cortina, Konik, & Magley, 2008; Woodford, How-
ell, Silverschanz, & Yu, 2012; Yost & Gilmore, 2011). In a 14-university study
of campus climate for LGBT students, approximately 30 percent of respon-
dents reported experiencing harassment because of their sexual orientation
or gender identity, and 51 percent reported keeping silent about their sexu-
ality or gender identity (Rankin, 2003). Heterosexism creates a hostile envi-
ronment for LGBT students, and that can negatively affect their mental and
physical health, academic performance, and identity development (Nadal
et al., 2010; Rankin, 2003; Woodford et al., 2012). Further, heterosexist acts
may also negatively affect heterosexual students (Silverchanz et al., 2008).

Making campuses welcoming and inclusive spaces for LGBT students is
a priority for many universities nationwide (Messinger, 2009, 2011). Accord-
ingly, many institutions implement LGBT speakers bureaus, ally/safe space
programs, and other educational programs that aim to promote awareness,
understanding, and acceptance of LGBT people (Draughn, Elkins, & Roy,
2002; Poynter & Tubbs, 2008; Rankin, 2005). Such programs often focus on
LGBT people as a group, rather than focusing on each identity individually.
Yet there is concern that these programs are often not based on a systematic
understanding of campus climate for LGBT students (Draughn et al., 2002).
Heterosexual students’ attitude toward LGBT people is a useful indicator of
campus climate.

Little is known about the nature of heterosexual students’ perceptions
toward LGBT people as a whole. A plethora of studies investigate students’
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 299

attitudes toward lesbian and gay people; most are conducted with specific
subgroups of students (e.g., psychology students, social work students),
thereby limiting their applicability to the general campus climate. Further,
campus-climate studies that include attitudinal measures tend to assess old-
fashioned homophobia, such as, “As far as I am concerned, homosexuality is
immoral” (Yost & Gilmore, 2011, p. 1334), which does not capture the subtle
biases that are more characteristic today (Nadal et al., 2010). Moreover, and
most important, given that LGBT campus climate programs generally focus
on fostering acceptance of the entire LGBT community rather than each
group separately, research on attitudes toward this population as a whole is
useful in informing these programs and improving the institutional climate for
LGBT students. LGBT people are affected by heterosexism. Therefore, study-
ing attitudes toward the LGBT population can also help advance understand-
ing of the nature of this complex and often nuanced system of oppression.

This study examines U.S. heterosexual students’ attitudes toward LGBT
people and identifies demographic, attitudinal, and contextual predictors of
their views. Unlike previous studies, we examine the role of respondents’
gender expression as an antecedent of their LGBT attitudes. This study is
also unique as we explore the impact of the role of etiology of transgender
identity on students’ attitudes toward LGBT people.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Our theoretical model is informed by the premises of the social learning and
human ecological models of development (Bandura, 1977; Bronfenbren-
ner, 1979) and the input-environment-output model of student development
(Astin, 1993). Social learning and human ecology frameworks emphasize that
human behaviors and thoughts are inevitably tied to the acts of observing
and modeling the behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions of others.
Accordingly, we assume that college students’ perspectives toward LGBT
individuals are established, nurtured, and sometimes revised through the in-
terpretive process of trying to understand and evaluate the social cues that
come from the individuals, communities, and social institutions surrounding
them. Astin’s (1993) model acknowledges that students’ characteristics and
precollege experiences, as well as college experiences, such as exposure to
curriculum on heterosexism, influence their competencies, including values
and beliefs.

Demographic Factors: Age, Gender, Gender Expression, Race,
and Religion

Studies suggest that age is not significantly related to college students’
attitudes toward LGB people (Lambert, Ventura, Hall, & Cluse-Tolar, 2006;
Negy & Eisenman, 2005; Raiz & Saltzburg, 2007; exception: Jenkins, Lambert,
& Baker, 2009) and transgender people (Claman, 2008). Gender, however,
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300 M. R. Woodford et al.

has consistently been found to be a significant factor, with female students
reporting more positive attitudes toward sexual minorities (Jenkins et al.,
2009; Kite & Whitley, 1996; Lambert et al., 2006) and transgender people
(Claman, 2008; Hill & Willoughby, 2005; Nagoshi et al., 2008) than their
male counterparts.

In addition to dichotomous characterizations of gender identity (as
male or female), other dimensions of gender previously explored have pro-
duced inconsistent findings (Nagoshi et al., 2008; Theodore & Basow, 2000;
Whitley, 2001). For example, among male students, adherence to percep-
tions that one fits traditional gender roles, and that such roles are important,
predicted homophobia (Theodore & Basow, 2000). In contrast, among male
and female students, self-perceived masculinity and femininity was not signif-
icantly associated with genderism (discrimination against those who do not
display traditional gender conformity) or transphobia (“emotional disgust to-
ward individuals who do not conform to society’s gender expectations” [Hill
& Willoughby, 2005, p. 533]).

Examining gender-specific antecedents of transphobia and homopho-
bia, Nagoshi and colleagues (2008) found mixed results concerning the role
of personal attributes of femininity and masculinity. Gender expression, or
the ways that people convey their gender role and identity, through behav-
ior, clothing, hairstyle, vocal intonation, or other embodied characteristics,
has not been examined as a predictor of attitudes toward any sexual-minority
group or transgender individuals. Although atypical gender expression is of-
ten considered a characteristic of LGBT persons, individuals who identify as
heterosexual may also display atypical gender expression, and students with
atypical gender expression may hold more affirming attitudes toward LGBT
people than those who embody more traditional gender norms.

Studies of race and attitudes toward gays and lesbians among college
students have produced mixed results (Jenkins et al., 2009; Logie, Bridge, &
Bridge, 2007; Long & Millsap, 2008; Negy & Eisenman, 2005; Raiz, 2006; Raiz
& Saltzburg, 2007). Some have reported that bivariate associations between
race and heteronormative opinions disappear when researchers control for
educational, religious, and contextual factors (Schulte & Battle, 2004; Swank
& Raiz, 2007). As a predictor of attitudes toward transgender individuals,
ethnicity was not significant in one study (Claman, 2008). Results concerning
religious affiliation have also been inconsistent in previous studies (Claman,
2008; Logie et al., 2007; Maher, Sever, & Pichler, 2008; Schulte & Battle, 2004).
Given the varied results of previous studies, it is important to examine the
role of race and religious affiliation in students’ LGBT attitudes.

Attitudinal and Framing Factors: Political Ideology and External
Attributions

Cultural frames are generally conceived as belief systems that provide “tacit
theories about what exists, what happens, and what matters” (Gitlin, 1980,
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 301

p. 6). Every society has a large number of different frames that transmit
messages either justifying or contesting the status quo. Conservative frames
often prioritize deference to conventional standards, whereas liberal and
radical frames see these standards as unfair, exploitative, silly, or archaic.

When exploring the political identifications of nonstudent populations,
people who see themselves as open-minded liberals or left-wing radicals
often are more supportive of homosexuality (Herek, 2002). A similar rela-
tionship was found concerning Irish university students’ support for lesbian
and gay human rights (Morrison, Speakman, & Ryan, 2009). At the bivari-
ate level, Claman (2008) found that conservative students held significantly
more negative attitudes about transgender people than did liberal students
and other political groups (e.g., nonvoters). However, this relationship was
not enduring in multivariate analysis.

Attribution theory holds that disenfranchised people who are viewed
as inferior and who have personally brought on their lower statuses will be
evaluated more harshly than those who obtained the stigmata due to outside
forces such as biology (Heider, 1958). Studies have found greater contempt
for gay and lesbian people when homosexuality was thought to be a choice
(Eldridge, Mack, & Swank, 2006; Wills & Crawford, 2000). Likewise, other
studies posit that homosexuality is considered less deviant if it is seen as
a natural part of life or if gay and lesbian people are seen as “born that
way” (Haslam, Rothschild, & Ernst, 2002; Hewitt & Moore, 2002; Schulte,
2002; Swank & Raiz, 2007). Among the studies located concerning opinions
about transgender people among college students (Claman, 2008; Hill &
Willoughby, 2005; Nagoshi et al., 2008), only Claman (2008) assessed the role
of attributions of transgender identity on attitudes. However, she did so only
at the bivariate level, finding a positive correlation between endorsement for
biological etiology of transgender identity and supportive attitudes toward
transgender people. Clearly, this factor requires additional study.

Contextual Factors: Intergroup Experiences and Educational Content

Social networks convey beliefs, values, norms, and identities. Intergroup
contact theory asserts that social prejudices are related to the amount of con-
tact a person has with members of stigmatized groups (Pettigrew & Tropp,
2006). The role of intergroup contact frequently has been confirmed in stud-
ies of sexual orientation prejudice (Basow & Johnson, 2000; Hinrichs &
Rosenberg, 2002) and transprejudice (Claman, 2008; Hill & Willoughby,
2005). Many studies find that contact with LGB individuals of equal social
statuses is most important in reducing intergroup prejudice (Allport, 1954).
When exploring different types of interpersonal contact, having gay siblings
or friends seems to have greater positive influence on attitudes than contact
with sexual-minority parents, strangers, or acquaintances (Eldridge et al.,
2006; Swank & Raiz, 2007).
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302 M. R. Woodford et al.

Educational settings are an important socializing agent for college stu-
dents. Among the general collegiate populace, classes that have discussions,
films, and factual information on gay matters often lessen antipathy toward
gay people (Guth, Lopez, Rojas, Clements, & Tyler, 2004; Hinrichs &
Rosenberg, 2002; Rye & Meaney, 2009). Nevertheless, some studies suggest
that courses on human sexuality may lessen antigay prejudice only among
women (Finken, 2002), have inconsistent results (Noland, Bass, Keathley, &
Miller, 2009), or have no impact at all (Eldridge et al., 2006). Given these
mixed results, further research is needed to clarify the role of exposure to
LGBT content on students’ attitudes toward LGBT persons.

To better understand the nature of contemporary prejudice toward LGBT
people on college campuses, and to inform campus-climate interventions,
we examine multivariate covariates of U.S. heterosexual undergraduate and
graduate students’ perceptions of LGBT people.

METHOD

Data for the current study were taken from a larger investigation concerning
institutional climate at a large public research university located in the Mid-
west. The university’s antidiscrimination policy includes protections based
on sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender expression. An advisory
committee consisting of students, staff, faculty, and alumni who identified
as LGBT or allies assisted with the study, including survey development.
No reference was made to LGBT issues or subjects in recruitment and
informed consent materials. The study received institutional review board
approval.

Participants

The sample for the current analysis was drawn from a census of sopho-
more and junior undergraduates (N = 11,342) and 8,000 randomly selected
graduate students. Both full-time and part-time students were eligible to par-
ticipate. Just over 5,000 students activated the survey link and 3,762 agreed
to participate. However, due to missing data (433 students provided partial
responses and 761 did not answer any questions) the sample was reduced to
2,568. Sexual orientation was assessed through the question, “What is your
sexual orientation?” Students selected from seven options (Completely lesbian
or gay, Mostly lesbian or gay, Bisexual, Mostly heterosexual, Completely het-
erosexual, Asexual, and Not listed, please specify). For this study, the sample
was limited to self-reported Completely heterosexual students who were U.S.
citizens (n = 1,817).

The analytical sample was primarily female (63%) and White/European
American (78%) with an average age of 23 years. Approximately 60% of
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 303

respondents were undergraduate students. All demographic information
about the sample is displayed in Table 1.

Procedures

We conducted a cross-sectional study using an anonymous online sur-
vey. The survey was formatted and administered by a company contracted
through the university’s student services administration to conduct student
satisfaction and learning outcome surveys. Distribution procedures followed
those employed by the university for its campus-wide student surveys: specif-
ically, using official university e-mail addresses, the registrar’s office con-
tacted students three times. An invitation to join the study was distributed first
and this included a link to the survey website. Reminder e-mails including a
link to the survey were sent 7 and 14 days after the initial e-mail. All messages
were signed by the university’s vice president of student affairs. Participants
were offered an opportunity to enter a raffle for one of fifty $50 cash cards.

Measures

LGBT SOCIAL ATTITUDES

We could not locate a scale that addressed attitudes toward all four groups
included in LGBT. Although scales are available to assess attitudes toward
gays and lesbians (e.g., Morrison & Morrison, 2002; Hudson & Ricketts, 1980),
bisexuals (e.g., Mohr & Rochlen, 1999), and transgender people (e.g., Hill &
Willoughby, 2005), using a combination of these scales would have created
excessive respondent burden, especially in a survey that was already ex-
tensive. In addition, we wanted a scale that reflected biases known to exist
on the host campus (e.g., “Bisexuality is a phase”). Therefore, in consulta-
tion with the staff of the university’s LGBT office and our research advisory
committee, we constructed the LGBT Social Attitudes Scale. In addition to
minimizing respondent burden, we employed language used by college stu-
dents (e.g., gay or lesbian rather than homosexual, a term that is still used
in many extant scales). Moreover, we formulated items that moved away
from explicit moralistic judgments of LGBT people because college students
may not endorse overtly anti-LGBT items (e.g., “Being gay is a sin”) but
may sanction subtle biases (e.g.,“Feminine men make me uncomfortable”).
Finally, given popular attention to public policy issues affecting the LGBT
community (e.g., the legal recognition of same-sex relationships), we sought
to construct a scale that reflected this contemporary dialogue.

After reviewing related scales, we selected or adapted relevant items
and created several additional items. This resulted in 18 items, which were
reduced to 15 following pretesting with the advisory committee and a
group of recent graduates. The 15-item scale was administered in this study.
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304 M. R. Woodford et al.

TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics for Sample and Independent Variables

Continuous Variables n M SD

Age 1,817 22.84 6.00
Political ideologya 1,738 4.63 1.32
Sexual orientation—biologicalb 1,715 4.25 1.75
Transgender person—biologicalb 1,698 4.33 1.61

Categorical Variables n %

Sex Female 1,136 62.5
Male 681 37.5

Atypical gender expression Yes, all of the time 8 0.4
Yes, most of the time 18 1.0
Yes, some of the time 179 9.9
No, never 1,598 88.6

University affiliation Undergraduate 1,121 61.7
Masters 696 38.3
Doctoral 310 17.1

Race/ethnicity Black/African American 68 3.7
Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander 197 10.8
Hispanic/Chicano(a)/Latino(a) 41 2.3
Biracial/multiracial 57 3.1
White/European American 1,415 77.9
Other race/ethnicity not listed 43 2.1

Religious affiliation Agnostic 205 11.3
Atheist/none 308 17.0
Jewish 114 6.3
Protestantc 368 20.3
Roman Catholic 412 22.7
Other Christiand 263 14.5
Other non-Christiane 83 4.6
Religion not listed 59 3.3

Contact with LGBT people LGB friends No 381 22.3
Yes 1,327 77.7

LGB acquaintances No 446 26.1
Yes 1,260 73.9

LGB immediate family No 1,588 93.0
Yes 119 7.0

LGB extended family No 1,197 70.4
Yes 503 29.6

Transgender friends No 1,590 93.3
Yes 115 6.7

Transgender acquaintances No 1,432 83.9
Yes 275 16.1

Transgender immediate family No 1,701 99.7
Yes 5 0.3

Transgender extended family No 1,676 98.5
Yes 26 1.5

For-credit courses with No 1,085 64.0
content on LGBT
people/issues

Yes 609 36.0

Note. LGB = lesbian, gay, and bisexual; LGBT = lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender.
a1 = extremely conservative; 7 = extremely liberal.
b1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree.
cConsists of Baptist, Church of Christ, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Methodist, Presbyterian, and United Church
of Christ/Congregational.
dConsists of Eastern Orthodox, Latter-Day Saints/Mormon, Quaker, Seventh-Day Adventists, and other
Christian denominations.
eConsists of Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim, and Other non-Christian denominations.
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 305

However, we removed one highly skewed item, and an exploratory factor
analysis identified five other problematic items, which were subsequently
removed.

The final scale consists of nine items, representing a brief, comprehen-
sive measure of overall LGBT sentiment, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87,
indicating very good internal reliability. Respondents rated each item using
a seven-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). After
reverse-scoring two items, scores were summed and averaged to create a
composite score. Higher scores represent more affirming attitudes. See the
Appendix for the items used in the scale.

Independent Variables. With the exception of age, all demographic
variables were measured categorically. After defining gender expression (as
noted previously), one item asked, “Would you consider your gender ex-
pression on campus to be different from society’s expectations based on
your assigned sex at birth?” Responses consisted of “Yes, some of the time,”
“Yes, most of the time,” “Yes, all of the time,” and “No, never.” Due to
the skewed distribution (89% chose “No, never”), responses to this item
were dichotomized into “typical” (“No, never”) and “atypical” gender expres-
sion (all other responses). Respondents self-identified their race/ethnicity
from a list, and the largest groups were retained for multivariate analysis
(Black/African American, Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander, Hispanic/
Chicano(a)/Latino(a), Biracial/multiracial, White/European American, and
other race/ethnicity not listed). Respondents also self-identified religious
affiliation, selecting from a list of options that were collapsed into eight
categories: agnostic, atheist/none, Jewish, Protestant, Roman Catholic, Other
Christian, Other non-Christian, and religion not listed. The group “religion
not listed” was excluded from multivariate analysis.

Political ideology was assessed using a seven-point Likert scale queried
(1 = Extremely conservative, 7 = Extremely liberal). One question each
assessed views concerning biological causation of sexual orientation and
transgender identity: “Sexual orientation is genetically predetermined” and
“A transgender person is born that way”; both employed a seven-point Lik-
ert scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). One question each
inquired about contact with LGB friends, acquaintances, immediate family
members, and extended family members (no, yes). Similar questions were
asked concerning transgender individuals. Given the very low number of re-
spondents with transgender family members, either immediate or extended,
for the regression analysis we created the variable transgender family mem-
ber (no, yes). The survey also asked whether the respondent had taken any
for-credit courses with content on LGBT individuals/communities (no, yes).

Analysis

We used SPSS Statistics 17.0 for data analysis. Descriptive analyses were
performed for all variables. Correlations were conducted between continuous
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306 M. R. Woodford et al.

variables to evaluate for multicollinearity, and no concerns were identified.
To identify factors that predict students’ LGBT social attitudes we performed
multiple linear regression. All independent variables previously described
were included in the model as we were interested in their controlled effects
on the outcome.

RESULTS

We report descriptive statistics for the independent variables in Table 1. Inter-
correlations among the continuous variables are shown in Table 2. The mean
score for LGBT social attitudes scale was 5.30 (SD = 1.17). Approximately
14% of the sample scored below the scale’s midpoint, and an estimated 50%
of the respondents scored 5.56 or above. Mean scores on individual items
ranged from 4.36 to 5.87, indicating that views were not extremely polarized.

Table 3 presents the regression results. The model represented a total of
59% of the variance in heterosexual students’ attitudes toward LGBT people,
F(24, 1867) = 116.19, p < .001. As displayed in Table 3, students’ LGBT social
attitudes were significantly associated with particular demographics, each of
the attitudinal and framing items, and select social contact factors. Specifi-
cally, controlling for all variables in the model simultaneously, among the
demographic variables, more affirming LGBT attitudes were associated with
being older, being female rather than male, identifying as White/European
American rather than Black/African American, and identifying as atheist or
not having a religion versus being affiliated with Protestant, Roman Catholic,
other Christian, or other non-Christian religion. Each of these covariates made
a marginal though significant contribution to the outcome.

Each of the attitudinal and framing factors was significantly and inde-
pendently associated with LGBT attitudes, all in a positive direction. Be-
ing more liberal in one’s political ideology was associated with having
more affirming LGBT attitudes. The same trend existed with respect to
endorsement of biological causes for sexual orientation and transgender
identity. The magnitude of political ideology was considered moderate (and

TABLE 2 Correlations Between Continuous Variables

1 2 3 4 5

1. LGBT social attitudes — 0.10∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗ 0.37∗∗∗ 0.50∗∗∗

2. Age — 0.06∗ 0.06∗ 0.07∗∗

3. Political ideology — 0.24∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗

4. Sexual orientation—biological causation — 0.39∗∗∗

5. Transgender—biological causation —

Note. LGBT = lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender.
∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 307

TABLE 3 Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Domestic Heterosexual
College Students’ LGBT Social Attitudes (n = 1,479)

Variable B SEB β

Demographics
Age in years 0.01 0.00 0.04∗

Sex (ref. female) −0.18 0.04 −0.08∗∗∗

Race/Ethnicity (ref. White)
Black/African American −0.51 0.12 −0.08∗∗∗

Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander −0.11 0.08 −0.03
Hispanic/Chicano(a)/Latino(a) −0.16 0.14 −0.02
Biracial/multiracial −0.05 0.12 −0.01

Religion (ref. atheist/none)
Agnostic 0.09 0.08 0.02
Jewish −0.10 0.09 −0.02
Protestant −0.34 0.07 −0.12∗∗∗

Roman Catholic −0.29 0.07 −0.11∗∗∗

Other Christian −0.51 0.07 −0.16∗∗∗

Other non-Christian −0.26 0.13 −0.04∗

Atypical gender expression (ref. no) 0.04 0.06 0.01
Attitudes and framing factors

Political ideology 0.38 0.02 0.42∗∗∗

Sexual orientation—biological 0.08 0.01 0.12∗∗∗

Transgender—biological 0.18 0.01 0.24∗∗∗

Social Contact and Education (ref. no)
LGB friends 0.35 0.05 0.12∗∗∗

LGB acquaintances 0.06 0.05 0.02
LGB immediate family members 0.30 0.08 0.06∗∗∗

LGB extended family members 0.08 0.05 0.03
Transgender friends 0.21 0.08 0.05∗∗

Transgender acquaintances 0.05 0.06 0.01
Transgender family member −0.15 0.16 −0.02
For-credit courses with LGBT content 0.07 0.04 0.03

Notes. ref. = reference group; LGBT = lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender.
∗p < .05, ∗∗p ≤ .01, ∗∗∗p < .001.

the largest among all predictors) while all other attitudinal factors were weak
in effect size; however, finding the effect size of the etiology of transgender
identity to be twice that of the etiology of sexual orientation is noteworthy.

Among the social contact variables, three variables were statistically
significant, each at a low level of magnitude. Students with LGB friends, LGB
immediate family members, and transgender friends reported more affirming
LGBT attitudes than those without such social contacts.

LIMITATIONS

This study has several noteworthy strengths, for example, a large sample,
inclusion of both graduate and undergraduate students, use of an anonymous
online survey to collect sensitive information, and no reference to LGBT
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308 M. R. Woodford et al.

topics in recruitment materials, which might have discouraged highly biased
students from participating. However, it also has noteworthy limitations,
some of which suggest directions for future research.

The cross-sectional nature of this study precludes the temporal-ordering
requirements of causality. Potential problems with item wording and mea-
surement error exist, despite the pretesting that was implemented to mini-
mize these issues. Further, social desirability is another concern. Making the
survey anonymous and using Likert scales for attitudinal items as we did can
help address this potential problem; however, future studies would benefit
by including a social desirability measure. Another concern is missing data
among the analytical sample for select predictors. For example, 6.4% of the
participants did not answer the question concerning etiology of transgender
identity. We wonder whether some of these individuals had never consid-
ered this question, or were unsure of how to respond, and hence declined
to provide a response. Future studies should include an “Unsure” response
to capture these students.

As is common with anonymous Internet-based surveys (Dillman, Symth,
& Christian, 2009), we were unable to determine if students who did not
activate the survey link received the e-mail invitation/reminders or if they
were not interested in joining the study. Though official university e-mail
addresses were used to recruit participants, it is possible that some students
may not use their university account or may check it infrequently. Based
on the number of students in the sampling frame, the final response rate
is 13.3%. Based on the number of students who activated the survey link,
however, the final response rate is 51.3%. It is possible that nonrespondents
might have differed from respondents (the anonymous nature of our design
prevented exploration of this possibility). Percentages of males, graduate
students, and Black/African American students were lower in the original
sample than in the university’s overall rates.

In terms of generalizability, the students who attend this university may
not reflect the attitudes of more politically conservative students or stu-
dents attending smaller institutions or institutions located in other parts of
the country. In addition, along theoretical lines, a comprehensive list of in-
dependent variables does not guarantee that all extraneous or confounding
variables were eliminated. For instance, while interpersonal contact variables
were examined, including measures that assess the quality of the relation-
ship could be equally insightful. Differentiating between conservative and
liberal religious views alongside religious affiliation would also be impor-
tant. Other framing variables could be added as well, such as perceptions
of acceptable gender presentation. Finally, in this study we did not examine
LGBT identities as cultural constructs with meanings that vary based on so-
cial and historical context (Rust, 1996a, 1996b). Future studies that address
this issue may also inform campus initiatives to improve the climate for LGBT
communities.
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 309

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

To the best of our knowledge this research represents one of the first system-
atic studies to examine heterosexual students’ attitudes toward LGBT people
as a group rather than as separate identity cohorts. Both sexual-minority and
transgender populations experience discrimination and oppression in com-
munities and on college campuses, even with contemporary growing accep-
tance of diversity. Many institutions of higher education countrywide offer
programs to promote acceptance by heterosexuals and boost social inclusion
for LGBT students collectively. Concern has been expressed that LGBT ally
programs and similar initiatives are not necessarily developed based on a
systematic understanding of the institutional climate for LGBT students gen-
erally (Draughn et al., 2002). Heterosexual college students who are U.S.
citizens are a highly privileged group (Broido & Reason, 2005); therefore,
understanding their opinions about LGBT people can provide important in-
sights into the nature of contemporary prejudice among socially advantaged
groups. Further, the results can inform efforts to create (more) affirming
and inclusive campus climates for LGBT students as well as more broad
understandings of contemporary heterosexism.

Among respondents, overall we found attitudes toward LGBT people to
be more affirming than nonaffirming. Although this may be an encouraging
sign, caution is needed. First, on average, according to the seven-point scale
we used, attitudes were only somewhat affirming. Second, not all respon-
dents in our sample had affirming attitudes; an estimated 14% reported neg-
atively biased views. These findings suggest that enough students endorse
anti-LGBT bias to negatively impact the climate of this particular campus for
LGBT people.

Furthermore, studies indicate that the presence of positive attitudes does
not eliminate the presence of anti-LGBT incidents (Burn, 2000; Woodford,
Howell, Kulick, & Silverschanz, in press). Among a sample of heterosexual
male students, Burn (2000) investigated the relationship between antigay
attitudes and calling heterosexual peers fag, queer, and other heterosexist
slurs—words that can create a hostile and unsafe environment for LGBT stu-
dents even when they are not the target of these slights (Silverchanz et al.,
2008). Burn found that among those who practiced antigay behaviors, such
as calling heterosexual peers fag, only 50% held strong antigay views; in
other words, even students who were not overly prejudiced participated in
these forms of heterosexism. Among Oberlin College’s students, staff, and
faculty, Norris (1992) found liberal attitudes toward sexual minorities along-
side widespread victimization of LGB members of the university community.
More recently, this pattern was also found among students, staff, and fac-
ulty at Dickinson College (Yost & Gilmore, 2011). In short, as these studies
suggest, although reported attitudes may be not be prejudiced or overly
prejudiced, heterosexism remains.
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310 M. R. Woodford et al.

In terms of the antecedents of students’ attitudes toward LGBT people,
our results accentuate the importance of political ideology. Consistent with
earlier research (Hopwood & Connors, 2002; Morrison et al., 2009), we found
that being more liberal in one’s views is associated with having more positive
views toward LGBT people. Given the powerful influence of this variable
in previous studies, this result was anticipated. This finding presents both a
challenge and an opportunity for educators, as students holding liberal views
tend to be more open to new experiences and more affirming of stigmatized
groups than are their more conservative counterparts.

To improve the campus climate for LGBT students, it will be impor-
tant for educational programs to effectively engage politically conservative
students. Encouraging conservative students to participate in existing LGBT
awareness programs may be beneficial. But we believe that specialized pro-
grams are needed. Intergroup dialogue offers promise (Dessel, Woodford,
Routenberg, & Breijak, in press). Research conducted with highly religious
public school teachers who participated in an intergroup dialogue program
with LGB community members found that participating teachers’ attitudes
toward sexual minorities became more accepting compared to those of the
comparison group (Dessel, 2010). This pedagogy has been used extensively
on college campuses with respect to race and gender, and has been found to
be more effective in facilitating student learning, including increased under-
standing, better relationship building, and improved intergroup collaboration
than traditional class instruction (comparison group) and no intervention
(Nagda, Gurin, Sorensen, & Zúñiga, 2009). While learning outcomes con-
cerning sexuality and gender identity and expression were not examined,
exploratory research concerning liberal–conservative dialogue documented
positive learning outcomes, including “seeing others in a new way” (Hess,
Rynczak, Minarik, & Landrum-Brown, 2010, p. 195). These studies point to
the potential of intergroup dialogue as an intervention to encourage polit-
ically conservative students to critically reflect on their LGBT attitudes and
to develop understanding of LGBT people and their experiences, possibly
resulting in more affirming views.

Supplementing these targeted programs, other initiatives, including less
resource-intensive ones, are needed. Educational programs that reach all stu-
dents may be useful, for example, as part of freshman orientation or required
first-year seminars. Moreover, spaces need to be created that allow for con-
versations about attitudes concerning LGBT people (and other marginalized
groups). Research suggests that students in attitudinally diverse networks
are less resistant to attitude change than those in attitudinally similar systems
(Levitan & Visser, 2009). Having opportunities in courses and other settings
to discuss personal opinions, even though differing, may facilitate positive
attitude change.

Faculty and staff play a pivotal role in creating these spaces. Pro-LGBT
faculty and staff, including those identifying as politically conservative who
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 311

disclose their opinions with students through discussions or symbols (e.g.,
safe space stickers, text on syllabi), may encourage politically conservative
(and other) students to critically examine their own attitudes and possibly
change their perspectives. Collaborating with politically conservative LGBT
allies in the development of targeted programs is recommended. Research
into the causal factors of politically conservative students’ opinions is also
suggested.

The results also highlight the consequence of attribution of cause for
sexual orientation and transgender identity, particularly for the latter. Similar
to related studies (Claman, 2008; Eldridge et al., 2006), we found believing
in biological causation is associated with affirming attitudes toward LGBT
people. Clearly, conceptual frameworks about the cause of transgender iden-
tity and sexual orientation are pivotal factors to consider in understanding
attitudes toward LGBT people and in educating about LGBT people. In-
terestingly, beliefs about the attribution of cause of transgender identity are
especially critical given the importance of their effect on the outcome among
our sample. Some may believe that measures inquiring about the causation
of sexual orientation and about the causation of transgender identity are tap-
ping into the same construct; however, our results suggest differences exist
in these constructs (r = 0.39, p < .001). While it is unknown how many
educational programs address causation of sexual orientation and transgen-
der identity, based on our experiences we believe that programs tend to
overlook the cause of transgender identity. Our findings indicate that it is
especially important to integrate material on this topic.

Although not as influential as political ideology and the “attribution of
cause” variables, this study underscores the value of social networks. As
suggested by other studies (Basow & Johnson, 2000; Claman, 2008; Hill &
Willoughby, 2005; Hinrichs & Rosenberg, 2002), we find a positive associ-
ation between one’s social networks and affirming attitudes toward LGBT
people. Having LGB friends or immediate family members was associated
with more accepting LGBT attitudes, whereas having LGB acquaintances
or extended family members was insignificant. Further, a similar positive
relationship was observed in terms of transgender friends but not other so-
cial contacts with transgender persons (possibly due to the small number
of respondents with transgender family members). These results support
the longstanding assertion that intergroup contact is most powerful among
people who share similar levels of power (Allport, 1954) and reinforce the
importance of relationship closeness.

These results concerning social contacts suggest institutions should sup-
port initiatives that enable LGBT students and heterosexual students to
develop friendships. Although LGBT student organizations and similar initia-
tives that target LGBT students are important in providing support to these
students, our findings imply it would be beneficial to supplement these pro-
grams with ones that bring together LGBT and heterosexual students. LGBT
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312 M. R. Woodford et al.

and ally groups, such as gay–straight alliances, are a viable option. These
findings also have implications for campus educational interventions that
involve one-time or periodic exposure to LGBT people, such as speaker
panels and guest presentations by LGBT persons. Our results suggest that
interventions involving extended contact with LGBT peers, with the hope
that heterosexual students may develop friendships with LGB or transgen-
der participants (Guth et al., 2004), may be more effective in promoting
understanding of and inclusion for LGBT students than simple one-time ed-
ucational efforts. Again, intergroup dialogue on sexual orientation and gen-
der identity is a viable option (Dessel, 2010; Dessel et al., in press; Dessel,
Woodford, & Warren, 2011).

Even though sociodemographics alone are insufficient to understand at-
titudes, our findings indicate that age, sex, select racial/ethnic identities, and
some particular religious affiliations still matter (though most with minimal
effect). It is possible that older college students may have more affirming
views toward LGBT people because they may have more exposure to di-
verse ideas and people and have developed better critical thinking skills
than their younger peers. In the process, they may have had an opportunity
to challenge biases they held as younger people as they develop their social
views (Lottes & Kuriloff, 1994).

Compared to female students, male students may have less affirming
opinions toward LGBT people presumably as a reflection of their privileged
status in society. That is, it is possible that female students possess more
accepting, supportive LGBT attitudes because sexism and genderism make
them more aware of the oppression and prejudices which other groups face.
It is also possible that male students’ adherence to traditional constructions
of gender, especially masculinity, may help account for our findings regard-
ing sex. Male students tend to define masculinity based on “rigid and limited
gender norms for men” that specify men are not supposed to be gay or
effeminate (Harris & Edwards, 2010, p. 45). Gender lessons taught in early
life can remain intact for college-age males, who may be prejudiced toward
others (especially other males) who violate traditional gender norms. Al-
though not all members of the LGB community violate traditional gender
norms, it is a commonly held stereotype. Campus interventions targeting
male heterosexual students could help improve the climate for LGBT stu-
dents. Formative research on the best avenues for encouraging change is
needed in this regard.

We interpret our finding regarding Black/African American students with
caution given the low number of students from this community included in
this study. Although attitudes within some segments of the African American
community are becoming more accepting of LGBT people, it is possible that
norms within the larger African American community that emphasize church,
family, and procreation may help to explain our finding that Black/African
American students were less affirming of LGBT people than White/European
American students (Mason, 2009; Parks, 2010).
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Heterosexual College Students’ LGBT Attitudes 313

Likewise, the norms of particular religious groups may not be affirming
of LGBT people, and being a member of these groups may foster and support
individual prejudices (Hopwood & Connors, 2002). Future research is needed
to examine these factors. It will be particularly important to more closely
examine opinions among religiously affiliated students given that college
students often critically examine religious teachings on sexuality and other
controversial topics as part of their religious identity development (Fowler,
1981). These studies should investigate the role of religiosity given that this
variable tends to offer more explanatory value in understanding attitudes
toward sexual minorities than religious affiliation or tradition (Walls, 2010).

Interestingly, we found gender expression and exposure to LGBT con-
tent in courses not significantly related to attitudes. Previous studies have
produced mixed results about the explanatory value of various concepts
related to the respondent’s own gender expression (Nagoshi et al., 2008;
Theodore & Basow, 2000; Whitley, 2001). Several factors may account for our
finding. Simply, our data about gender identity may lack sufficient variability
to demonstrate significance in controlled analysis in that only approximately
10% of the sample indicated atypical gender expression. Moreover, students
with unconventional gender expression may also be students who have more
liberal political views, and the consequence of political ideology on the out-
come may overpower the effect of gender expression. Additional research
is needed to address the relationship of one’s own gender expression with
attitudes.

Our finding concerning educational content was contrary to what we
expected. We did not control for area or discipline of study, which may be
an important factor (exposure to LGBT content among students in the natural
sciences would likely be much lower than students in the social sciences, for
example). Further, we wonder if the types of content offered and the way
the content is delivered are related factors. There is some evidence that a
sizable segment of faculty retain prejudice against sexual minorities (Hogan
& Rentz, 1998; Sears, 2002; Woodford, Brennan, Gutiérrez, & Luke, 2012).
Although we did not assess these variables, it could be that discipline and
different pedagogic tools could effect greater change in different contexts.

CONCLUSION

Heterosexism occurs on campuses throughout the country. Nevertheless,
many universities are committed to creating safe, accepting, and inclu-
sive environments for LGBT students. What emerges from this analysis
is a profile of students with somewhat affirming LGBT social attitudes
and, moreover, important information for promoting inclusive campuses
for LGBT students. It is striking how many of our findings concerning
predictors corroborate the results of earlier studies about students’ at-
titudes toward sexual minorities, as well as the few studies that exist
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314 M. R. Woodford et al.

concerning attitudes toward transgender people. This suggests that se-
lect predictor variables, such as political ideology, causation beliefs, and
social contact with minority group members, are fairly consistent pre-
dictors of students’ attitudes concerning sexual orientation and gender
expression/identity. We found that political views and beliefs about the
cause of transgender identity and sexual orientation play a critical role, as
does one’s social network. We also found that specific demographic groups
may be less tolerant of LGBT people than others. In some situations, such as
the college campus examined herein, transforming the climate from being
somewhat affirming to being fully affirming and celebratory of LGBT people
is an ongoing institutional goal. Addressing the programmatic recommenda-
tions outlined in this article will undoubtedly help to realize this result.

NOTE

1. In this study the term transgender refers to people whose gender identity, expression, or
behavior is different from those typically associated with their assigned sex at birth. This definition was
included in the survey instrument.
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APPENDIX

Attitudes Toward Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender People

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following items.

1. It is perfectly okay for people to have intimate relationships with people of the same
sex.

2. I feel very comfortable around masculine-looking women.
3. Marriage should be equally available to both heterosexual and same-sex couples.
4. Bisexuality is not usually a phase but rather a stable sexual orientation.
5. I would sign my name to a petition asking the government to protect the employment

rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people.
6. Same-sex couples should have their relationships legally recognized through civil

unions.
7. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender individuals who are out of the closet should be

admired for their courage.
8. If I found out a friend was changing sex, I could no longer be his or her friend.∗

9. Feminine men make me uncomfortable.∗

Notes. Scored 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree.
∗Reverse-coded items.
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