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Abstract

Drawing on social dominance theory and the contact hypothesis, we developed and tested a two-
mediator model for explaining gender differences in early adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males
and lesbians. Data from more than 400 ninth graders were analyzed. As predicted, gender differences
in attitudes toward gay males were partially explained by social dominance orientation (SDO) and
knowing a gay male. Gender differences in attitudes toward leshians were partially mediated by SDO,
while knowing a leshian was not a mediating variable. Beyond their mediating roles, both SDO and
knowing a member of the target group each significantly added to the prediction of attitudes toward
each target group. Implications for policies to reduce victimization of sexual minorities in schools
are discussed.
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Early adolescence is a critical period of social development and transitions. It is characterized
by an increase in opposite-sex friendships, the emergence of romantic relationships, and
heightened intimacy and conformity with peers (e.g., Craig, Pepler, Connolly, & Henderson,
2001). The early adolescent years are also important for developing attitudes toward various
groups and social norms (e.g., Erikson, 1968; Poteat, Espelage, & Green, 2007; Ward, 1985),
including feelings concerning gay males and lesbians (e.g., Horn, 2008; Mallet, Apostolidis,
& Paty, 1997) as well as toward male and female roles (e.g., Fishbein, 1996; Horn, 2007; Pleck,
Sonenstein, & Ku, 1994). There is also heightened concern about the gender appropriateness
of one’s behavior (Pleck et al., 1994). These developmental phenomena have implications for
understanding early adolescent peer aggression and victimization based on sexual orientation.

In a 2007 national survey of more than 6,200 leshian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT)
middle and high school students, Kosciw, Diaz, and Greytak (2008) found that 86% of LGBT
students reported experiencing verbal harassment, 44% said they had been physically harassed,
and 22% reported being physically assaulted at school on account of their sexual orientation.
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Analyses also revealed that male students experienced more sexual orientation-based
victimization than female students. LGBT students who reported higher levels of victimization
also reported feeling less safe in school, missing school more often, and having lower grade
point average. In light of these findings, school-based research on psychological processes that
underlie adolescents’ sexual orientation-based victimization is particularly needed because of
its potential implications for designing interventions aimed at reducing such prejudice and
preventing hostility toward and violence against sexual minority students.

Currently, little is known about the developmental origins of and motives for antigay bias. The
research on adults’ attitudes toward gay males and leshians has consistently documented three
patterns of gender difference (e.g., Kite & Whitley, 1996; Herek, 2000). First, attitudes toward
gay men are more negative than those toward lesbians. Second, heterosexual men hold more
negative attitudes toward gay men than toward lesbians, whereas heterosexual women typically
do not differ in their attitudes toward these two target groups. Third, the magnitude of the
difference between attitudes toward gay men and lesbians is greater for heterosexual men than
for heterosexual women.

A key question concerns whether the gender-related patterns in antigay bias found among
adults are also found among adolescents. Furthermore, when these gender differences are found
among adolescents, what can explain them? In the present study, we examined early
adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and lesbians, with a focus on documenting and
explaining gender differences in such attitudes. Drawing on social dominance theory (SDT;
Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) and contact theory (Allport, 1954), we developed and tested a model
proposing that beliefs in social hierarchies and knowing a member of the relevant target group
explain gender differences in attitudes toward gay males and toward lesbians. In the sections
that follow, we provide highlights of the limited literature on sexual prejudice among
adolescents. Next, we present the theoretical basis for our model. We then report results from
over 400 adolescent respondents. We conclude with a discussion of implications for school-
based policies and practices to reduce sexual prejudice and prevent aggression toward sexual
minority adolescents.

Research on Gender Differences in Adolescents’ Sexual Prejudice

While research on adults’ sexual prejudice abounds, empirical investigation of the nature of
these attitudes among adolescents is severely limited. An exception is the work conducted by
Horn and her colleague (Horn, 2006, 2007; Horn & Nucci, 2003). Using social cognitive
domain theory, they propose that adolescents’ sexual prejudice is multidimensional in nature.
Drawing on social cognitive domain theory, they suggest that adolescents rely on several
conceptually distinct frameworks and that each framework contributes differentially to
adolescents’ sexual prejudice. These include moral judgments, principles of treatment toward
others, and appreciation for personal autonomy, each of which may develop independently of
the others. Horn (2006) noted that these developments in cognitive skills are associated with
differential perceptions and acceptance of social norms among early, middle, and late
adolescents. For example, early adolescence (12-14 years) is characterized by a “negation
phase” during which such norms are likely to be questioned because they are perceived as
arbitrary. In contrast, middle adolescents (14-16 years) tend to affirm social conventions as
aids to structuring social relationships, while adhering rigidly to them due to vulnerability to
peer pressure. Late adolescence (1618 years) is marked by a more secure understanding of
one’s own identity, less rigid attitudes toward social norms, and greater tolerance toward those
who do not identify as heterosexual.

In a series of studies, Horn and her colleague (e.g., Horn, 2006, 2007; Horn & Nucci, 2003)
examined the association among attitudes concerning (a) sexual orientation, (b) gender roles,

J Early Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 February 25.



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Mata et al.

Page 3

and (c) gender norm conformity in appearance and other nonsexual behaviors in a sample of
10th and 12th graders in a Midwestern high school. A college sample was also studied. As
predicted by social cognitive domain theory, results revealed that 10th graders (mean age =
15.6 years) showed more sexual prejudice than their 12th-grade counterparts (mean age =17.6
years). Furthermore, boys reported more sexual prejudice than girls, as measured by reports
of lower comfort during interactions with same sex homosexual peers as well as lack of
tolerance (i.e., exclusion and teasing) toward them. However, Horn and colleagues found no
gender differences in acceptance or in moral judgments with respect to same sex homosexual
peers. As these researchers did not ask participants of each sex to respond to separate items
about gay males as well as items about lesbians, gender differences in attitudes toward each
of these two groups could not be assessed.

Research on gender differences in adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and toward lesbians
is limited and the available studies show mixed results. In an illustrative study, Van de Ven
(1994) examined attitudes toward homosexuals as a group as well as attitudes toward gay males
and toward lesbians in three samples differing in age and gender composition: a high school
sample, a group of (mostly male) adolescent offenders, and a college student sample. Analyses
revealed gender differences in attitudes toward homosexuals as a group, across the three
samples. Specifically, girls and women were generally less negative toward homosexuals than
boys and men. Post hoc analyses revealed that undergraduates were less negative toward
homosexuals than either the high school students or young offenders. However, across the
three samples, no gender differences emerged for attitudes toward gay males and toward
lesbians.

By contrast, in a study of 276 seventh-, ninth-, and eleventh-grade high school students, Baker
and Fishbein (1998) found that boys reported more negative attitudes toward both gay males
and lesbians than girls did. Furthermore, both boys and girls expressed greater negativity
toward a same-sex target than toward an other-sex target. There was also a gender by grade-
level interaction in attitudes toward gay males and lesbians, suggesting a developmental
difference. Specifically, boys at higher grade levels (as compared to those in lower grades)
reported more negative attitudes toward both gay males and lesbians while girls in higher grades
(as compared to those in lower grades) expressed more positive attitudes toward both target
groups.

Overall, studies of gender differences in adolescents’ attitudes toward homosexuals in general,
and toward gay males and lesbians in particular, are few in number, and the findings are not
often in agreement. The inconsistent findings could be due to a variety of factors, including
the specific target groups in question and the assessments used. Such inconsistencies highlight
the need for more systematic investigation of adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and
toward leshians. Furthermore, the available research has been primarily atheoretical.
Theoretically grounded research promotes a better understanding of the nature of adolescents’
attitudes toward gay males and leshians.

We propose that two theoretical perspectives—SDT and the contact hypothesis—help explain
gender differences in early adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and toward leshians. While
each of these two theories has been used to explain gender differences in sexual prejudice
among adolescents or adults, we are the first to combine them in one study and test their
independent and combined mediating roles in a sample of early adolescents. This integration
of a social psychological theory of individual differences in beliefs in social hierarchies with
a theory of intergroup relationships based on the positive effects of intergroup contact provides
the foundation for the empirical portion of the present article, along with developmental
insights concerning the relevance of these theories to adolescence.
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SDT (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) uses an evolutionary framework to understand intergroup
attitudes. According to SDT, individuals differ in their desire for domination by certain social
groups over others and in their support for group-based inequality. Assessments of social
dominance orientation (SDO) incorporate both of these aspects (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Tests
of SDT with adults have repeatedly found that members of relatively high-status groups, such
as men and Whites, report higher levels of SDO than do their low-status counterparts, such as
women and Blacks (e.g., Pratto, Stallworth, & Sidanius, 1997). Findings from lab and field
studies with adults have consistently shown that higher SDO is associated with higher prejudice
toward outgroups (e.g., Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Whitley, 1999). Although virtually all tests
of SDT have been with adults, the work of Poteat and colleagues with adolescents is a
noteworthy exception. In their research, Poteat et al. (2007) examined the role of SDO, gender,
and peer group context on homophobic attitudes among a sample of 213 students in seventh
through eleventh grades. Overall, the boys showed both higher prejudice toward lesbians and
gay men and higher levels of SDO than did the girls. Applying the SDT logic, we expect boys
to report higher SDO than girls, a difference that has been shown to be related to greater
negativity toward both gay males and toward lesbians (Poteat et al., 2007). Furthermore, the
fact that SDO is a psychological predisposition associated with both gender and with attitudes
toward sexual minorities makes it a reasonable candidate for being a mediator of gender
differences in adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and toward lesbians.

A few studies have found support for the mediating role of SDO in the relationship between
social status and outgroup prejudice among adults. For example, in a series of four studies,
Guimond, Dambrun, Michinov, and Duarte (2003) experimentally manipulated SDO levels
and found that the social position of the respondent influences SDO, which in turn, has an
effect on several types of prejudice. Although Guimond et al. did not specifically use gender
as a predictor or prejudice against sexual minorities as an outcome, we believe that their
findings provide a basis for SDO’s potential as a mediator between gender of the respondent
(a social position) and prejudice against sexual minorities. Whitley and Agisdottir’s (2000)
research on gender differences in college students’ attitudes toward gay men and toward
leshians provides further support for the mediating role of SDO. In line with much adult
research on sexual prejudice, they found that heterosexual men reported more negative attitudes
toward gay males versus lesbians. However, heterosexual women’s attitudes toward these
target groups did not differ. A significant proportion of the gender difference in attitudes toward
gay males was explained by SDO. These findings provide additional justification for testing
whether SDO is a mediator of early adolescents’ gender differences in attitudes toward gay
males and lesbians. Our underlying premise is that being in a dominant social position based
on one social category (e.g., gender) can predict levels of prejudice toward a subordinate group
based on a different social category (e.g., sexual orientation) for which that individual is also
a dominant group member.

Knowing a Gay Male or Lesbian

Contact is one of the most effective ways of reducing intergroup prejudice (Allport, 1954).
According to Allport, when certain facilitating conditions are met, intergroup interactions
afford individuals the opportunity to acquire new information about an outgroup and challenge
negative beliefs about them, which in turn can reduce intergroup tension and prejudice. Using
data from adolescents, Molina and Wittig (2006) showed that one of the most important of
these conditions for reducing racial prejudice is acquaintance potential, defined as the
opportunity to get to know members of the racial/ethnic outgroup.
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Sexual prejudice research on adults has documented a gender difference in knowing a gay
person and that knowing a gay person is an important predictor of lower sexual prejudice. For
example, Herek and Capitanio (1996) showed that heterosexual women are more likely to know
a gay person than heterosexual men, a differential that was related to lower levels of sexual
prejudice. Furthermore, Whitley (1990) examined male and female college students’ feelings
about interactions with gay men and lesbhians using the Index of Homophobia (IHP) and their
attitudes toward gay men and lesbians using the Heterosexual Attitudes Toward Homosexuals
(HATH) scale (Larsen, Reed, & Hoffman, 1980). Four important findings were reported. First,
those students who knew a gay person reported more positive attitudes toward homosexuals
on both the IHP and the HATH. Second, heterosexual men were less likely to have contact
with a gay male than heterosexual women were with a leshian. Third, IHP results showed that
respondents reported more homophobia toward a same-sex target than toward an other-sex
target. This pattern was replicated for male, but not for female, participants’ attitudes, as
measured by the HATH. Fourth, analysis revealed that the magnitude of the difference between
attitudes toward gay males and leshians was greater for male respondents than for female
respondents. Thus, Whitley’s (1990) results suggest that knowing a gay male or lesbian
contributes to gender differences in attitudes toward these two target groups.

Avreview of literature on the role of contact with respect to adolescents’ sexual prejudice yielded
only one published report. In a study of nearly 1,500 boys aged 15 to 19, Marsiglio (1993)
examined the association between willingness to have a gay friend and attitudes toward gay
men. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the following
two items: “The thought of men having sex with each other is disgusting” and “I could be
friends with a gay person.” In line with the contact hypothesis, results showed that boys who
were willing to befriend a gay person reported more positive feelings toward gay men than
those boys who were not. Based on our review of the literature on contact and sexual prejudice,
we expect that (a) adolescents who know a gay male or a lesbian will have more positive
attitudes toward each of these groups and (b) that adolescents’ knowing a gay male or leshian
may function as a mediator between gender of respondent and attitudes toward these two sexual
minority groups.

The Present Research

The present research had two main goals. The first goal was to examine in what ways adolescent
boys and girls differ in their attitudes toward gay males and toward lesbians. The second goal
was to explain the sources of these differences. Drawing on the results of research concerning
SDO as well as those on knowing a member of a target group, we developed and tested a two-
mediator model of attitudes toward gay males and toward lesbians. The model states that both
belief in social hierarchies and knowing either a gay male or lesbian partially account for gender
differences in adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and lesbians, respectively. Inclusion of
both mediators allows us to test for both their independent as well as joint contributions to the
overall explanation of gender differences in early adolescents’ sexual prejudice. Figure 1
depicts the generalized model. VValences shown in the figure are dependent on the coding and
scoring of scales. While it is possible that knowing a member of a target group might lead to
increased prejudice, the context in which we test the model is one which is designed to promote
more positive attitudes toward outgroup members (e.g., by dispelling stereotypes). Details
concerning the scales and context are described in the Method section.

As research on gender differences in early adolescents’ sexual prejudice is limited, the first
task is to document such differences. To this end, we tested the following three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. There will be a main effect of gender of participant such that boys will report
more negative attitudes toward both gay males and lesbians than girls will (Baker &
Fishbein, 1998; Van de Ven, 1994).

J Early Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 February 25.



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Mata et al.

Method

Participants

Page 6

Hypothesis 2. There will be a main effect of gender of target such that attitudes toward
gay males will be more negative than those toward lesbians, irrespective of the gender of
the participants (Herek, 2000).

Hypothesis 3. There will be a significant Gender of participant x Gender of target
interaction.

Specifically, boys will report more negative attitudes toward gay males than girls do, and boys
will report more negative attitudes toward leshians than girls do. This is in accord with many
prior studies showing that males are more homophobic than females. Furthermore, boys will
report more negative attitudes toward gay males than toward lesbians (Kite & Whitley,
1996). Girls will report more negative attitudes toward lesbians than toward gay males (Kite
& Whitley, 1996). However, following Baker and Fishbein (1998) and Van de Ven (1994),
girls may show no differences in attitudes between these two target groups.

We developed the following two hypotheses to test our two-mediator model of the relationship
among early adolescents’ gender, SDO, knowing a gay male or leshian, and attitudes toward
each of these target groups:

Hypothesis 4. The difference between boys’ and girls’ attitudes toward gay males will be
partially explained by both SDO and knowing a gay male (Guimond et al., 2003; Herek
& Capitanio, 1996; Whitley, 1990; Whitley & Agisdottir, 2000).

Hypothesis 5. The difference between boys’ and girls’ attitudes toward lesbians will be
partially explained by SDO and knowing a lesbian (Guimond et al., 2003; Whitley,
1990; Whitley & Zgisdoéttir, 2000).

In addition to demonstrating mediating roles for SDO and acquaintance, we expect to show
that these variables also independently add to the prediction of the various hypothesized gender
differences.

A cross-sectional design was used to collect six semesters of data, each consisting of a different
cohort of students. Data from 665 students enrolled in a mandatory life skills course in one of
two suburban public high schools in a large U.S. public school district were available for
analysis. This represents nearly 90% of the six cohorts of students enrolled in the life skills
course at the two schools. Students’ participation in the surveys required permission from a
parent or guardian as well as assent from the students themselves. Prior to combining the data
across semestersa MANOVA was conducted, using semester of data collection as the predictor
and the variables to be used in the hypothesis testing as the outcomes. This analysis allowed
us to test for mean differences between semesters on the variables of interest. Such differences
when found, indicate semesters of data that should be removed from the database (Huberty &
Olejnik, 2006, pp. 68—69). The remaining semesters of data were then aggregated. The
MANOVA results revealed significant interactions between the variables of interest and two
of the semesters of data collection. Therefore, the Spring 2004 data (from one school site) and
Fall 2005 data (from the other school site) were eliminated from the data set, reducing the
sample size by 210. The remaining semesters (Fall 2003, Fall 2004, Spring 2005, and Spring
2006) comprised data from 455 students. Of these, 19 students who were not in the ninth grade
or did not indicate their grade were excluded from the study. Two students were dropped from
the sample due to the absence of a response to the item concerning gender. One outlier on the
SDO measure was dropped from the sample.
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The final sample consists of 433 ninth graders (216 boys and 217 girls), ranging in age from
13 to 16 years (M = 14.2 years, SD = 0.5). Limiting our sample to ninth graders allows us to
focus exclusively on students in their 1st year of high school, an important period during which
new social norms are being formed and new social networks develop. Researchers (e.g.,
Schaffer, 1999) regard the onset of adolescence to be based on two milestones: a growth spurt
and puberty. These physical changes are likely to be linked to emergent psychological gender
differences (e.g., Hill & Lynch, 1983). Using the means and standard deviations of age
distributions for attainment of these milestones for each gender cited in Schaffer (1999), a
minority of the girls and the majority of the boys in our sample are likely to be in early
adolescence. Our sample was ethnically diverse with 11 African Americans, 91 Asian
Americans, 111 European Americans, 121 Hispanic Americans, 48 multiracial individuals, 33
who responded “Other,” and 5 who did not respond to this question.

All participants were enrolled in a life skills course that met 5 hours per week for about 10
weeks. The study protocol was prior approved by the Institutional Review Board of the
university with which the first and third authors are affiliated. College students were trained
and served as facilitators for discussions concerning Students Taking Out Prejudice (STOP)
during one of the life skills class meetings each week. These discussions were designed to
increase students’ awareness about racism, sexism, and heterosexism. The discussion on
heterosexism occurred near the middle of the series of discussions. The high school students’
credentialed life skills teacher directly supervised all class meetings. Trained research
assistants, who did not lead the STOP discussions, administered surveys prior to and following
the series of STOP discussions on class meeting days when the college student facilitators were
not present. The self-report questionnaires assessed attitudes toward various groups,
perceptions of the classroom interracial climate, strength of ethnic identity, and standard
demographic questions such as gender, age, grade, and ethnic background as well as various
other scales. For the purposes of this study, we focus only on the subset of measures that pertain
to our model. The predictor (gender of respondent) and mediators (SDO and knowing a member
of the target group) in our model were assessed via surveys administered prior to the inception
of the STOP discussions. The outcomes (attitudes toward gay males and toward lesbians) were
assessed at or near the end of the series of discussions via surveys that included additional
assessments that are not the focus of the present study.

Gender of participants—Using a closed-ended question, participants were asked to
indicate their gender prior to STOP program. Male respondents’ gender was coded 0 and female
respondents’ gender was coded 1.

Sexual orientation of participants—This variable was not directly assessed because
permission was not granted to ask respondents’ sexual orientation. We note that Horn and her
colleague (Horn, 2006, 2007; Horn & Nucci, 2003) documented that about 6% of their 10th-
and 12th-grade sample of high school students in the Midwest reported being gay, lesbian, or
bisexual.

SDO—To assess the extent to which participants endorsed belief in social hierarchies, we used
their responses to a six-item version of the SDO scale (J. Sidanius, personal communication,
September 9, 2004). These items were assessed prior to the STOP program. Three items
measured endorsement of social hierarchies including “If certain groups stayed in their place,
we would have fewer problems,” “Inferior groups should stay in their place,” and “Sometimes
other groups must be kept in their place.” Three items measured endorsement of egalitarian
beliefs (reverse coded) including “Group equality should be our ideal,” “We should do what
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we can to equalize conditions for different groups,” and “Increased social equality.” We
eliminated the item “Increased social equality” from the hypothesis testing because some
students reported having trouble understanding the statement. Thus, the analyses were
conducted on a 5-item version of the SDO scale. Cronbach’s alphas were comparable for the
6- and 5-item scales (6 items: o= .83; 5 items: a=.74). Responses ranged from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Mean scores were used in the analyses (boys: M = 3.05, SD =
1.09, a=.74; girls: M = 2.68, SD = 1.05, a=.72), with higher numbers indicating higher levels
of beliefs in social hierarchies.

Knowing a gay male or leshian—To assess whether participants knew a gay male or
leshian, two questions were asked: “Do you know a male that is gay?” and “Do you know a
female that is a lesbian?” Participants responded by indicating either “no” (coded 0) or
“yes” (coded 1). This variable was assessed prior to the STOP program.

Attitudes toward gay males and toward leshians—To assess attitudes toward gay
males and toward lesbians, six items from the 20-item Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay
Males scale (ATLG: Herek, 1988, 1994) were used. Three items from that scale were used to
assess attitudes toward gay males (ATG: boys a=.74; girls a=.70) and three parallel items
were used to assess attitudes toward lesbians (ATL: boys a= .68; girls a=.66). These items
were “l would not be too upset if | learned my son (daughter) were gay” (reverse-coded), “I
think gay males (lesbians) are disgusting,” and “Male (Female) homosexuality is merely a
different lifestyle that should not be condemned” (reverse-coded). Responses ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Items were averaged to create two mean scores, one
for attitudes toward gay males (ATG, M =3.73, SD = 1.62) and one for attitudes toward leshians
(ATL,M=3.41, SD = 1.40) with higher numbers indicating greater negativity toward the target
group. These items were assessed after the STOP program.

The first goal was to examine whether the boys and girls in our study differed in levels of SDO,
knowing a member of each of the target groups and in their attitudes toward lesbians and gay
males. The second goal was to test our two-mediator model proposing that both belief in social
hierarchies and knowing either a lesbian or gay male partially account for gender differences
in adolescents’ attitudes toward leshians and toward gay males. First we report descriptive
statistics, followed by results of our main analyses.

Gender Differences in SDO and Knowing a Gay Male or Lesbian

Results of a one-way ANOVA showed that boys reported significantly higher levels of SDO,
M = 3.05, SD = 1.09, than girls, M = 2.68, SD = 1.05, F(1, 431) = 12.99, p <.001, n? = .03, as
expected. Another one-way ANOVA showed that boys’ mean response to the item concerning
knowing a gay male was lower, M = .40, SD = .49, than that of girls, M = .65, SD = .48, F(1,
431) = 26.85, p <.001, n2 = .06. However, results of the third one-way ANOVA showed that
boys (M = .53, SD = .50) and girls (M = .59, SD = .49) did not differ in whether they knew a
lesbian, F(1, 431) = 1.41, ns, n2 = .003.

Gender Differences in Sexual Prejudice Toward Gay Males and Lesbians

A repeated-measures ANOVA was run, using gender of participant as the predictor and mean
ATG and ATL scores as the outcomes, to examine whether boys and girls differed in their
attitudes toward gay males and lesbians. As predicted by Hypothesis 1, results revealed a
significant main effect of gender of participant on attitudes toward gay males and lesbians, F
(1, 431) = 38.13 p < .001, n2 = .08. Specifically, boys reported significantly higher prejudice
toward the target groups (M = 3.98, SD = 1.47) than girls did (M = 3.17, SD = 1.42).
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In accord with Hypothesis 2, there was a significant main effect of gender of target, Wilks’s
A =.909; F(1, 431) = 43.33, p < .001, 12 = .09, such that scores on ATG (M = 3.73, SD = 1.62)
were significantly higher than those on ATL (M = 3.41, SD = 1.40). This finding indicates that
respondents reported greater prejudice toward gay males than toward lesbians, regardless of
gender of respondent.

As predicted by Hypothesis 3, we obtained a Participant gender x Target gender interaction,
Wilks’s A = .850; F(1, 431) = 76.12, p <.001, 12 = .15, such that the magnitude of the difference
between ATG and ATL scores was significantly greater for boys (.73) than for girls (-.10).
The descriptive statistics associated with this interaction were as follows: boys” ATG: M =
4.34, SD = 1.56; girls’ ATG: M = 3.12, SD = 1.44; boys” ATL: M = 3.61, SD = 1.39; girls’
ATL: M =3.22, SD = 1.39. As hypothesized, boys reported higher ATG scores than girls did,
F(1, 431) = 72.14, p < .001, n2 = .14, and boys reported higher ATL scores than girls did, F
(1, 431) = 8.41, p <.01, 12 = .02. Furthermore, as expected, boys reported significantly higher
ATG scores than ATL scores, F(1, 431) = 116.89, p < .001, n2 = .21. However, girls showed
no significant difference between ATG and ATL scores, F(1, 431) =—2.30, ns, which is
consistent with some studies but discrepant with other reports.

Test of Two-Mediator Model

To test our two-mediator model, three main associations need to be established. The first is
that the association between gender of respondent and each of the respective dependent
variables (ATG and ATL) is significant. The second is that the association between gender and
each of the two proposed mediators (SDO and knowing a member of the target group) is
significant. The third is that the association between each of the proposed mediators and their
respective dependent variables is significant. Once all of these associations are established, the
last step is to show that the direct association between gender of participant and each of the
respective dependent variables is significantly reduced when the mediators are entered into the
model.

A variety of methods are available that incorporate these steps. We used the method provided
by Preacher and Hayes (2008) to test the significance of the two proposed mediators
simultaneously and compare the strength of the indirect effects of each of them. This approach
uses SPSS with additional macro-syntax found on the Web site at
http://www.comm.ohio-state.edu/ahayes/spss%20programs/indirect.ntm. According to
Preacher and Hayes (2008), the results calculated by using the Web site syntax are equivalent
to SEM programs for the kind of two-mediator model we tested. Note that our models
incorporate both a binary predictor (gender of participant) and binary mediators (knowing a
gay male or leshian). Previous research (Li, Schneider, & Bennett, 2007) showed that the use
of a binary predictor typically underestimates its importance. Furthermore, when binary
variables are used as potential mediators, they typically underestimate the magnitude of the
mediation, thus providing a more conservative test of our hypotheses. Both unstandardized and
standardized regression coefficients associated with these analyses are shown in Figure 2 and
Figure 3.

Mediation Analysis for the Gender Difference in Attitudes Toward Gay Males

Figure 2 displays results of the mediation analyses implicating SDO and knowing a gay male
as mediators of the relationship between gender of participant and ATG. As predicted, gender
significantly predicted ATG (b =—1.25,  =—.38, p <.001, r2 = .14), SDO (b = —.38, p= —.17,
p <.001, r2 = .03) and knowing a gay male (b = .25, p= .25, p < .001, r2 = .06). That is, boys,
as compared to girls, showed more negative attitudes toward gay males, showed higher SDO,
and were less likely to know a gay male. As expected, SDO scores significantly predicted ATG
(b=.29, B =.30, p<.001, r2=.09), such that higher SDO was associated with more negative
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attitudes toward gay males. Knowing a gay male significantly predicted a more positive attitude
toward gay males (b = —.86, p = .37, p <.001, r? = .14). When the mediators were included in
the association between gender and ATG, the coefficient was significantly reduced (z = —4.95,
p <.001), but the relationship of gender to ATG remained significant (b =-93,p=.28,p <.
01, r2 = .08). This indicates partial mediation. The relationship of gender to ATG was
significantly mediated by SDO (z = —2.80, p < .005) as well as by knowing a gay male (z =
—3.92, p <.001). Neither of the confidence intervals included zero (SDO: lower = —.20, upper
= —.05; knowing a gay male: lower = —.34, upper = —.12). Together, these findings indicate
that SDO as well as knowing a gay male were significant partial mediators of the gender-ATG
association.

Overall, the mediation analysis revealed that gender of participant accounts for 14.0% of the
variance in ATG, about half of which is explained by the two mediators combined.
Furthermore, SDO independently added 4.5% and knowing a gay male independently added
an additional 8.0% to the prediction of ATG. Thus, gender, SDO, and knowing a gay male
accounted for 26.5% of the variance in ATG.

Mediation Analysis for the Gender Difference in Attitudes Toward Lesbians

Figure 3 displays results of the mediation tests concerning the extent to which SDO and
knowing a lesbian help explain the relationship between gender of participant and ATL. As
expected, gender significantly predicted ATL (b = —.41, p = —.14, p < .01, r2 = .02) and SDO
(b=-.38, p=-.171, p<.001, r2 = .03). That is, boys, as compared to girls, showed more
negative attitudes toward leshians and higher SDO. Contrary to our hypothesis, gender did not
significantly predict knowing a lesbian (b = .06, p = .06, ns, r2 = .003). As predicted, SDO
significantly predicted ATL (b = .32, p =.27, p <.001, r2 = .08), such that higher SDO was
associated with a more negative attitude toward lesbians. Likewise, knowing a lesbian
significantly predicted a more positive attitude toward lesbians (b = —.40,  =—.16, p <.001,
r2 =.02). When the potential mediators were included in the association between gender and
ATL, the coefficient was significantly reduced from —.41to —.26 (z=-3.12, p <.003), but the
association between them remained significant (b = —.26, p = —.05, p < .05, r2 =.01), showing
partial mediation. The relationship of gender to ATL relationship was partially mediated by
SDO (z =-2.97, p <.002), while knowing a leshian did not play a role (z = —1.11, ns). This
was corroborated by the fact that the confidence interval associated with the importance of
SDO did not include zero (SDO: lower = —.22, upper = —.05), while the confidence interval
associated with knowing a lesbian included zero (lower = —.08, upper = .01).

Overall, the mediation analysis revealed that gender accounts for only 2.0% of the variance in
ATL, about half of which is explained by SDO. Furthermore, SDO independently added 6.0%
and knowing a lesbian independently added an additional 2.1% to the prediction of ATL. Thus,
gender, SDO, and knowing a lesbian accounted for 10.1% of the variance in ATL.

Discussion

Our findings will be discussed in terms of their contribution to our understanding of gender
differences in early adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and lesbians and their practical

lUsing the same analytic strategy, we tested whether social dominance orientation, knowing a gay male and knowing a leshian mediate
gender differences in the discrepancy between attitudes toward gay males versus leshians. The dependent variable consisted of difference
scores calculated by subtracting each respondent’s attitudes toward leshians (ATL) score from his or her attitudes toward gay males
(ATG) score. Results showed that gender accounts for 15.0% of the variance in the ATG-ATL difference (about 27.0% of which is
explained by knowing a gay male) and that knowing a gay male independently adds 1.6% to the equation. Social dominance orientation
and knowing a leshian did not significantly contribute to the prediction of the ATG-ATL difference.
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implications as they relate to youth and policy. We also call attention to the limitations and
strengths of the study and suggest directions for future research.

First, we will discuss results relating to Hypotheses 1 through 3, documenting gender
differences in early adolescents’ attitudes toward gay males and leshians. Overall, we showed
that the gender differences in attitudes toward gay males and lesbians that are typically found
among adults appear early in adolescence. In accord with our first hypothesis, the adolescent
boys in our study showed greater prejudice against both gay males and lesbians than did the
girls. This is in agreement with several prior studies in which males and females expressed
attitudes toward gay males and lesbians. Although comparisons across studies are difficult
when the assessments differ, a tentative comparison can be made between our results (based
on responses to items adapted from the Herek [1988] ATLG scale) and Herek’s (1994) results
with adults (who responded to the entire 20-item ATLG scale). The differential between male
and female respondents is similar in magnitude across the two studies, while the means
(adjusted for scale values) are higher for the adults, which is indicative of greater sexual
prejudice.

Hypothesis 2 was also confirmed. In agreement with results found in most such studies with
adults (e.g., Herek, 2000; Kite & Whitley, 1996), the adolescents in our study reported more
negative attitudes toward gay males than toward lesbians, regardless of the gender of the
participants.

The first part of our third hypothesis was also supported: boys reported more negative attitudes
toward gay males as compared to leshians. This is in accord with Kite and Whitley’s (1996)
findings with adults. The remaining part of our third hypothesis concerns girls’ attitudes toward
gay males versus lesbians. Prior research suggested we might obtain either no difference (e.g.,
Kite & Whitley’s [1996] research with adults) or that girls would show greater negativity
toward a target person of the same gender (in accord with research on adolescents by Baker &
Fishbein, 1998 and Van de Ven, 1994). Our results showed no difference.

Future research should be undertaken to attempt to replicate the pattern of results we obtained
relating to Hypothesis 3. If the pattern is robust, several explanations for it are plausible.
Perhaps early adolescent boys are more negative toward the sexual minority of their own gender
S0 as to reduce the threat of being associatively miscast (Eidelman & Biernat, 2003) as a
homosexual, while this threat may not be as salient or strong for early adolescent girls. The
pattern of results may also be understood as a correlate of traditional attitudes about males. For
example, Pleck et al. (1994) theorized that boys are generally subject to greater punishment
for violating the norms of masculine behavior than girls are for violating the norms for
femininity. To test whether early adolescent boys and girls perceive differential consequences
of gender norm violation, future research on this topic would benefit from including
assessments of attitudes toward male and female roles as well as expected consequences of
violating gender role norms. Measures of these constructs have been used by Horn (e.g., Horn,
2006), though not yet in a study in which adolescents’ attitudes toward both same- and other-
sex targets are assessed.

Next, we discuss results relating to Hypotheses 4 and 5, testing our two-mediator model for
explaining gender differences in early adolescents’ attitudes toward sexual minorities.
Hypothesis 4 was confirmed: The gender difference in attitudes toward gay males was partially
explained by both SDO and knowing a gay male. Each of these two variables also
independently predicts such prejudice, over and above their mediating roles. From a theoretical
perspective, these findings implicate both social dominance and contact as factors in the
development of early adolescents’ prejudice against gay males. Social dominance may arise
from a variety of motives. These include the need to feel superior to others, avoid social stigma
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(including being associatively miscast as a member of the stigmatized group), decrease anxiety,
or resist having one’s social status threatened. One possibility is that such motives may
influence those heterosexual boys who are high in social dominance to distance themselves
from boys they perceive as homosexual, thereby leading to fewer opportunities for contact,
which would otherwise help improve their attitudes. Future research with early adolescents is
needed to test this two-step pathway to sexual prejudice against gay males.

Hypothesis 5 proposed that both SDO and knowing a lesbian would mediate the gender
difference in attitudes toward lesbians. This hypothesis was only partially confirmed.
Mediation analyses showed that early adolescent boys’ stronger belief in the legitimacy of
social hierarchies, as compared to that of girls, partially explains their greater prejudice against
leshians. However, knowing a lesbian did not explain any of the gender difference in attitudes
toward lesbians. Nevertheless, knowing a lesbian independently contributed to the prediction
of a more positive attitude toward lesbians.

Several implications may be drawn from the results of our tests of Hypotheses 4 and 5. First,
early adolescent boys’ greater prejudice, than early adolescents girls, toward gay males and
toward lesbians is partially explained by their stronger belief in the legitimacy of social
hierarchies. This confirms that being in a dominant social position on one social category (i.e.,
gender) is associated with greater prejudice toward individuals in a subordinate group based
on a different social category (i.e., sexual orientation) for which that individual is also a
dominant group member. Moreover, for both sexes, knowing a gay male or a leshian is
associated with somewhat more positive attitudes toward each of these respective groups.

Strengths and Limitations of the Present Study

The fact that we measured the predictor and mediators in our models prior to our participants’
taking a ninth-grade life skills class while the outcomes were assessed about 10 weeks later
has both advantages and disadvantages. While this sequence had the advantage of conforming
to a possible causal sequence, the chronological separation of the predictor and mediators on
the one hand and the outcomes on the other is likely to have underestimated the strength of
relationships between the two sets of variables. However, because our study was conducted in
the context of a school intervention, the magnitude of the relationships between variables
assessed prior to the intervention and those assessed following it could have been influenced
by the intervention itself. Whether our results would have been obtained with a normative
sample not enrolled in such a course is unknown. Furthermore, as our analyses did not include
repeated measures of the same variables, we could not address changes over time.

Another measurement issue concerns the contact assessment. A more sensitive measure would
have asked not only about knowing a member of the target group but also whether participants
were friends with a gay male or with a lesbian and if so, how many individuals of each group
as well as how comfortable participants were interacting with a gay male or a lesbian.
Furthermore, some authors have suggested that the context in which such interactions occur
need to be taken into account, since level of comfort varies with the intimacy of the situation
(e.g., Horn, 2006, 2008).

A strength of the present research is that separate subscales concerning attitudes toward gay
males and toward lesbians were used and participants of both sexes were asked questions about
each of these target groups. This allowed us to assess early adolescents’ attitudes toward each
target group rather than toward homosexuals in general or only toward same-sex targets.
However, the ATLG scale from which we selected items was designed for use with adults and
has not been validated for use with adolescents. Poteat et al. (2007) used the full ATLG scale
with seventh through eleventh graders to demonstrate the relationship between changes in the
social dominance of peer groups and their attitudes toward lesbians and gay males.

J Early Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 February 25.



1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Mata et al.

Page 13

Nevertheless, future studies of early adolescents would benefit from questions that are tailored
to the experiences of early adolescents and validated on the specific age groups used in the
studies.

Due to space limitations, we used 3-parallel pairs of items based on Herek’s (1988, 1994) 20-
item scale. A future study is needed to test the factor structure of the full Herek scale using an
adolescent sample. Results would be helpful to researchers faced with choosing a subset of
items for adolescents, when use of the full scale is impractical. In addition, the internal
consistency of each of the scales we used to assess attitudes toward leshians, attitudes toward
gay males, and SDO was only adequate. Consequently, measurement error may have led to
underestimation of the relationships between the variables.

Unfortunately, we were not given approval to inquire about our early adolescent participants’
sexual orientation. Lack of information about the sexual orientation of the participants is a
problem shared by nearly all such studies of children and adolescents. An important exception
is the work of Horn (e.g., Horn, 2006). In accord with her statistics on youth in a Midwestern
high school as well as on results of a 2004 national poll commissioned by the Gay, Lesbian
and Straight Education Network
(http://www.glsen.org/cgi-bin/iowa/all/news/record/1970.html), it is likely that about 95% of
our respondents of both sexes would have reported being heterosexual. Therefore, although
we have good reason to believe that our findings are indicative of early adolescent
heterosexuals’ attitudes toward gay males and lesbians, we cannot claim that the results of our
analyses would generalize to gay male or lesbian early adolescent participants. And, because
our sample was mainly composed of early adolescents, it is likely that some of our participants
were in a period of questioning their sexual orientation. Overall, the lack of a direct assessment
of sexual orientation of our participants adds error variance to our study.

Future Research

We have several suggestions for future research, in addition to those mentioned in the section
on Strengths and Limitations. The first two suggestions relate to the mediators in our model
of adolescent gender differences in attitudes toward sexual minorities. With respect to social
dominance, Poteat et al. (2007) found that peer group SDO was more predictive of attitudes
toward gay males and attitudes toward lesbians than individual SDO scores were. Future studies
should include a measure of the SDO of participants’ social networks so as to draw comparisons
with their findings.

Our second suggestion relates to the role of contact in educational settings. Molina and Wittig
(2006) showed that some classroom contact conditions are more important than others in
predicting racial/ethnic prejudice among early adolescents. Future research on gender
differences in early adolescents’ prejudice toward sexual minorities would benefit from this
type of fine-grained analysis by including assessments of additional components of intergroup
contact. Third, Duckitt and colleagues (e.g., Duckitt, 2006; Duckitt & Sibley, 2007) have
developed and tested a dual-process model of intergroup prejudice implicating
authoritarianism as well as SDO and research by Whitley and Agisdéttir (2000) suggests that
authoritarianism operates jointly with SDO to support a variety of prejudices. For these reasons,
future research on gender differences in sexual prejudice among early adolescents would
benefit from inclusion of a measure of authoritarianism.

Finally, there is a need for studies that incorporate (a) a more developmental approach such as
alongitudinal design (Poteat et al., 2007), (b) systematic examination of different cohorts (e.g.,
Horn, 2006) and how they may differ on the variables in our model, and (c) diverse situational
assessments, including peer social networks (e.g., Horn & Nucci, 2003).
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Practical Implications

An immediate value of research such as ours lies in what the results can tell us about focusing
our future research efforts, so that subsequent research-based interventions to improve young
people’s attitudes toward gay males and lesbians will be more successful. Our findings suggest
that sexual prejudice research would benefit from focusing on how SDO develops among
adolescents and the conditions under which acquaintance with a member of a sexual minority
attenuates such hierarchy-supporting beliefs.

The present research also has implications for designing and implementing interventions. We
found that many ninth-grade students report negative attitudes toward gay males and (to a lesser
extent) lesbians. This highlights the need for early intervention to prevent victimization of
students who are perceived to be homosexual, especially boys who are perceived to be gay.
Multilevel strategies for sexual prejudice prevention are needed to combat structural-,
situational-, and individual-level bias. Boards of education, school-system administrators,
parents, school-site staff, and students themselves have roles to play in establishing an
atmosphere that resists antihomosexual prejudice. For example, as research has shown that
sexual minorities are being victimized as early as middle school (e.g., Poteat & Espelage,
2007), age-appropriate educational materials need to be designed for use beginning in
elementary schools. The schools in our study are part of a large urban school district, which
provides a positive example. Teacher training and new teacher orientation includes modules
on how to establish a classroom climate of respectful treatment that is consistent with the Board
of Education’s written commitment to respectful treatment of all persons, which includes
specific mention of sexual orientation. This resolution was passed in 1988 and has been
reaffirmed twice. Districtwide educational materials are gay-affirming and include textbooks
promoting respect for sexual minorities as early as the elementary grades (J. Chiasson, personal
communication, August 27, 2008). A district office for educational equity is responsible for
conducting workshops for school staff and interventions with students to prevent victimization
based on various dimensions of group membership, including sexual orientation. Nevertheless,
focus groups with some of the students in the present study (Whitehead, Hinze, & Futrell,
2004) suggest that the behavioral norms in school sites fall short of the ideal.

Our main findings are that SDO and self-reports of acquaintance with a member of the target
group help explain gender differences in early adolescents’ attitudes toward sexual minorities.
In addition, we showed that these two constructs independently account for additional variance
in levels of sexual prejudice among adolescents of both sexes. Taken together, our results
suggest that school-level intervention efforts to prevent victimization of sexual minorities will
be more successful if they (a) promote egalitarian beliefs, (b) emphasize working toward
equalizing conditions for various minority groups, and (c) provide an opportunity for students
to get to know a gay male or leshian. Fortunately, there are organizations (e.g., Gays and
Lesbians Initiating Dialogue for Equality [GLIDE]) in urban areas that encompass all three
recommendations by providing gay and lesbian guest speakers who are specially trained to
lead dialogues that promote egalitarian beliefs as well as equal and respectful treatment of
sexual minorities.
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Figure 1.
Hypothesized model of mediation of gender on attitudes toward sexual outgroups
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Figure 2.
Mediation of gender on attitudes toward gay males by social dominance orientation and

knowing a gay male

J Early Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2010 February 25.




1duasnuey Joyiny vVd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

1duosnuely Joyiny vd-HIN

Page 19

Before STOP Program Before STOP Program Ten Weeks Later
b=-41"B3=- 4 . Attitudes Toward
Gender 2_ oo, ” Lesbians

Social Dominance

Orientation
b=.32"* B=.
r2-8%
Gender b=-26*p=-. _Attitudes Toward
Lesbians
rr=1%
Knowing a
Lesbian

Note:*=p .05."*=p .01.**=p .001

Figure 3.
Mediation of gender on attitudes toward leshians by social dominance orientation and knowing
a leshian
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