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Abstract
The current study compares the effects of traditional and modern anti-homosexual prejudice on
evaluations of parenting practices of same-sex and opposite-sex couples. Undergraduate university
student participants (N = 436) completed measures of traditional and modern anti-homosexual
prejudice and responded to a vignette describing a restaurant scene in which parents react to their
child’s undesirable behavior. The parents’ sexual orientation and the quality of their parenting
(positive or negative quality) were varied randomly. It was predicted that participants who score
higher in modern prejudice would rate the negative parenting behaviors of same-sex parents more
negatively than similar behaviors in opposite-sex parents. It was also predicted that this modern
prejudice effect would be most pronounced for male participants. Both hypotheses were
supported.
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Introduction
“My partner and I [two women] were attending a parent teacher conference, and
my son (he’s 6), his home room teacher kept suggesting that strong male role
models in his life might help with his recent behavioral problems.” – a lesbian mom

“When my boys run wild in the grocery store, I keep wondering if people notice
that we’re a gay couple.” – a gay dad

At the 2011 LGBTQ Families Conference in Rochester, New York, a group of lesbian, gay,
and bisexual parents came together to discuss the challenges their families confront when
they are interacting as same-sex parents in a public setting. This “public parenting”
discussion led to a number of examples on the part of the participants (two examples are
provided above). Many participants felt there were few differences between their family and
the heterosexual families they knew, and that the interactions they had with their children’s
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teachers, pediatricians, and other parents, were often without incident. If something did go
wrong during any of these interactions, it was understood as something that could have
happened to any family, regardless of the parents’ sexual orientation. In some cases,
however, these parents encountered situations in which a question was asked or a decision
was made that suggested others’ attitudes toward them as gay-, lesbian-, or bisexual-headed
families were less favorable, and potentially due to anti-gay anti-lesbian bias.

This process of sorting through ambiguous attributions (Crocker & Major, 1989) and
deciding what is and is not prejudice has been described as a kind of microaggression
(Massey, 2007; Sue et al., 2007). Such microaggressions have been found to take a
psychological toll on their victims, including increased self-doubt, frustration, isolation, and
emotional turmoil (Chakraborty & McKenzie, 2002; Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams,
1999; Solo’rzano et al., 2000; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). The aggressed are often
left to sort out whether an aggression has actually occurred, what an appropriate response
might be, and while weighing up the consequences of taking action or suppressing their
frustration.

One aspect of these stories that we wish to further explore is the relationship between overt
and subtle manifestations of anti-gay anti-lesbian prejudice. Specifically, the current study
examines how anti-homosexual prejudice affects the evaluations of the parenting practices
of gay and lesbian parents as compared to heterosexual parents.

Same-Sex Headed Households
The number of same-sex headed households in the United States has grown steadily over the
past 20 years. The 2010 U.S. Census puts the number of same-sex couples who are living
together at 646,464 (131,729 same-sex married couple households and 514,735 same-sex
unmarried couple households). According to the 2000 U.S. Census approximately 163,879
households with children were headed by same-sex couples (Paige, 2005). Lesbian and
bisexual women were more likely to be parents than gay or bisexual men, with 33% of
female same-sex couple households and 22% of male same-sex couple households reported
having a child under the age of 18 living with them (Gates, 2011; Paige, 2005). According to
results from the 2008 general social survey, 19% of gay and bisexual men and 49% of
lesbians and bisexual women are parents to children (Gates, 2011).

As the number of same-sex couples and, as a result, same-sex parenting overall has
increased, attitudes toward same-sex parenting have improved. From 2007 to 2011, public
condemnation of same-sex parenting in the U.S. dropped from 50% to 35%, while
acceptance has remained relatively stable (Pew Research Center, 2011). Attitudes, however,
reflect a strong partisan bias, with 53% of Republicans still saying same-sex parenting is bad
for society while only 28% of Democrats expressed these same negative attitudes. To
complicate matters more, Gates (2011) found that the percentage of same-sex couples
raising children was higher in more conservative parts of the country. This complex array of
factors impacting attitudes toward same-sex parents have resulted in a confusing landscape
of limitations and prohibitions, as well as protections and anti-discrimination laws related to
same-sex parenting.

Attitudes toward Same-Sex Parenting
A large body of psychometric research on anti-homosexual prejudice has developed over the
past 50+ years (see Massey, 2009). Since the 1970s, questions about same-sex parenting
have been included in many of the measures of anti-homosexual prejudice (e.g., Herek,
1984; MacDonald, Huggins, Young, & Swanson, 1973). These scales have included items
such as “homosexuals should not be allowed to raise children” and “male homosexual
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couples should be allowed to adopt children the same as heterosexual couples”. However,
these measures primarily have assessed approval or disapproval, and have not included
evaluations of actual parenting behaviors or skills (c.f., Massey, 2007).

Only recently have researchers begun focusing on how anti-homosexual attitudes might
affect evaluations of the quality of same-sex parenting. Meanwhile, another body of
literature has focused on dispelling the myths about the negative effects of same-sex
parenting on children (Patterson, 2009).

In a special issue of Journal of GLBT Family Studies focusing on the future directions of
same-sex parenting research, Morse, McLaren, and McLachlan (2007) used vignettes to
explore attitudes toward same-sex parenting among Australian heterosexuals. The vignettes
used described a family situation in which the sexual orientation of the parents varied. The
researchers found that overall participants believed that, compared to heterosexual parents,
gay and lesbian parents were less emotionally stable, responsible, competent, sensitive, and
nurturing parents. In addition, participants’ levels of anti-homosexual prejudice were a
strong predictor of believing that same-sex parenting was tied to more negative outcomes
(Morse, McLaren, & McLachlan, 2007).

In the same volume, Massey (2007) reported similar results among U.S. participants. In this
study participants responded to a vignette describing a scene at a restaurant in which a 4-
year-old boy misbehaved and one of his two parents intervenes. The sexual orientation of
the parents and the gender of the intervening parent were randomly assigned and participants
were asked to evaluate the parenting skills of the intervening parent. Higher levels of
traditional heterosexism predicted more negative evaluations of gay and lesbian parents. In
addition, modern anti-homosexual prejudice (Massey, 2009), measured as the denial of the
existence of anti-gay anti-lesbian discrimination, predicted more negative evaluations. It was
suggested that future research should explore the effect of modern anti-homosexual
prejudice in parenting situations in which the appropriateness of the parenting behaviors was
more ambiguous (Massey, 2007)

Modern Prejudice and Anti-Gay Anti-Lesbian Attitudes
The modern prejudice framework, introduced in late 1980s and originally applied to race
(McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988), has suggested that as people become less willing to
overtly display racial prejudice, this prejudice goes “underground” and to be expressed in
more subtle, indirect, ways. Pearson, Dovidio, and Gaertner (2009) have explained that these
new forms of racism can be seen in white people who express egalitarian views and who
actually regard themselves as not being prejudiced. However, in ambiguous situations,
where negative attitudes can be attributed to a non-prejudiced cause, these same people were
more likely to discriminate. These subtle forms of prejudice have been found to influence
hiring decisions, college admissions decisions, helping behavior, and legal decisions (see
Pearson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2009). Recent research has extended the idea of modern
prejudice beyond race, to include gender and sexual minorities (Anderson & Kanner, 2011;
LaMar & Kite, 1998; Massey, 2009; Raja & Stokes, 1998).

Massey (2009) introduced a multidimensional measure that included a modern anti-
homosexual prejudice scale. This measure has included subscales for both traditional “old
fashioned” heterosexism and modern anti-homosexual prejudice. Modern anti-homosexual
prejudice was assessed using items that revealed participants’ likelihood to deny that anti-
homosexual discrimination was still a problem in society. This Denial of Discrimination
measure was found to correlate modestly (r=.45) with Traditional Heterosexism, with men
reporting higher levels of both traditional and modern prejudice than women. In addition,
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modern anti-gay anti-lesbian prejudice was found to be a stronger predictor of negative
evaluations of same-sex parenting than was traditional heterosexism (Massey, 2007).

Current Study
The current study aimed to explore the impact of modern prejudice on evaluations of same-
sex parents. Results from the modern racism literature suggest that although overt prejudice
may have diminished or become more subtle, it has not disappeared altogether (Gaertner &
Dovidio,1986; Katz & Hass, 1988; McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988). In ambiguous
situations, or situations in which an alternative explanation for negative judgment can be
found, people will express their prejudice. The current study has built upon the same-sex
parenting vignettes of previous research (Massey, 2007; Morse, McLaren, & McLachlan,
2007), but has provided both positive and negative parenting scenarios. By varying the
sexual orientation and gender of parents, as well as the relative positive/negative parenting
scenario, the effects of persistent but subtle modern prejudice can be assessed. Although
traditional anti-gay anti-lesbian attitudes were not expected to have vanished altogether, it
was believed that modern prejudice would also have an impact on heterosexual participants’
responses to scenarios involving same-sex couples.

Hypothesis 1—Past research on anti-homosexual prejudice has suggested that gay and
lesbian parents will be evaluated more negatively than heterosexual parents (Massey, 2007).
Consistent with these findings, participants with higher levels of traditional (“old-
fashioned”) anti-homosexual prejudice are expected to evaluate same-sex parents more
negatively than opposite sex parents. This difference was not expected for those with lower
levels of traditional anti-homosexual prejudice.

Hypothesis 2—Although overt, traditional, anti-homosexual prejudice may be declining,
it has been demonstrated that it is not disappearing altogether, and is instead becoming more
subtle, manifesting in situations where it can be attributed to a non-prejudiced cause. The
second hypothesis, therefore, was that modern anti-homosexual prejudice will moderate the
evaluation of the parenting practices of same-sex parents relative to opposite sex parents, but
only in negative parenting situations, where doing so would not suggest overtly anti-gay
anti-lesbian attitudes. When evaluating identical negative parenting behaviors, the behaviors
of same-sex parents will be viewed as more negative than those of opposite-sex parents.
Modern anti-homosexual prejudice will not be expected to have an impact on participants’
evaluations of positive parenting behaviors.

Hypothesis 3—A robust literature has demonstrated that men have consistently more
negative attitudes toward homosexuality than do women (Herek, 2000; Kite & Whitley,
1996; Ratcliff, Lassiter, Markman, & Snyder, 2006). This gender difference also has been
found in modern forms of anti-homosexual prejudice (Massey, 2009). Our third hypothesis,
therefore, was that participant gender will interact with modern anti-homosexual prejudice
and its effect on evaluations of negative parenting behaviors. Male participants who are high
in modern anti-homosexual prejudice are expected to evaluate the negative parenting
behaviors of same-sex couples more negatively than similar behaviors in opposite-sex
couples. Modern anti-homosexual prejudice will not be expected to have an effect on female
participants’ evaluations of negative parenting behaviors, and participant gender is not
expected to interact with modern anti-homosexual prejudice in evaluations of positive
parenting behaviors.
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Methods
Participants

Participants were undergraduate students attending a mid-sized state university in
northeastern United States. Participants were recruited through the Department of
Psychology human subject pool, as well as other introductory survey courses. Participants
received course credit for their participation. Because this study explored heterosexuals’
attitudes toward same-sex parents, only participants who identified as heterosexual were
included in the analyses. Cases with incomplete or missing data were removed from the
current sample.

Four hundred thirty-six (436) participants completed the online survey (36.7% male and
63.0% female). Ninety-three percent (94.7%) of participants were between 18-21 years old,
4.8% between 22-25, and only .2% between 31-40. Participants identified as White (71.4%),
Asian/Pacific Islander (19.2%), African American (4.6%), Caribbean American (4.8%).
Fourteen percent (13.8%) identified as Latino.

Questionnaire
The questionnaire was administered electronically via Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com), a
web-based survey provider. The questionnaire consisted of sociodemographic questions,
several attitude measures, and participants’ evaluations of parenting practices after reading a
parenting vignette. Potential participants were notified that the study was completely
anonymous and that they could skip any question(s) they did not wish to answer. To protect
potential participants and maintain complete anonymity, no identifying information was
collected. All aspects of the current study were approved by a university institutional review
board.

Attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women—Two subscales were taken from
Massey’s (2009) multidimensional measure of heterosexuals’ attitudes toward lesbian
women and gay men. The first, traditional heterosexism was adapted from Herek (1984).
This scale assesses overt, traditional (or “old-fashioned”) anti-gay anti-lesbian attitudes that
claim that homosexuality is immoral, unnatural, and perverted and that, therefore, certain
rights and privileges can and should be denied to homosexuals. This measure includes items
such as: “female homosexuality is a sin”, “homosexuality is just as moral a way of life as
heterosexuality”, and “it is important for gay and lesbian people to be true to their feelings
and desires.” The second measure, denial of discrimination was modeled after McConahay’s
(1986) measure of modern or subtle racism. This scale assesses a more subtle and modern
form of anti-homosexual prejudice that is demonstrated through the denial of ongoing
discrimination, the belief that gay people and straight people have equal opportunities for
advancement and that gay people’s complaints about discrimination are unwarranted. This
measure includes items such as: “on average people in our society treat gay people and
straight people equally”, “most lesbians and gay men are no longer discriminated against”,
and “discrimination against gay men and lesbians is no longer a problem in the United
States”.

Responses on both subscales were measured on a 5-point Likert scale, from 1=strongly
disagree to 5=strongly agree. Both scales were found to be both reliable (Traditional
Heterosexism, alpha=.93; Denial of Discrimination, alpha=.87) and valid.

Parenting vignettes—Each participant was presented with a vignette (see Appendix A).
Participants were asked to read the vignette, and then evaluate the quality of parenting. The
presentation of vignettes was randomized to prevent any survey ordering effects.
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Of the 4 vignettes in each category, the sex of the adult parents in the vignette was
randomized. Vignettes either had two men (Steve and Mark), two women (Beth and Mary),
or a man and a woman (Steve and Beth). In the case of opposite-sex parents (Steve and
Beth), the role of active parent was varied. This results in a total of 8 vignettes created, with
4 vignette types for each of the 2 thematic story lines (positive context or negative context):
same-sex male parents, where one male responds to the child; same-sex female parents,
where one female responds to the child; opposite-sex parents, where the male responds to
the child; opposite-sex parents, where the female responds to the child.

Two vignettes were created, one illustrating a positive parenting situation and the other a
negative parenting situation (see Appendix A). The positive parenting vignette was adapted
from an earlier study by Massey (2007). In the positive vignette, a family of two adults and a
child are eating at a restaurant. During the meal the child gets upset and one of the parents
responds by calmly engaging with the child. The child eventually calms down and continues
eating. An additional, negative, parenting vignette was created for this study. In the negative
vignette, a similar situation is described - two parents and a child are eating at a restaurant.
The child gets upset and one of the parents responds. In this negative scenario, however, the
parent who engages with the child gets frustrated and eventually angrily strikes the child on
the hand. The scene resolves similarly to the positive vignette with the child eventually
calming down and eating.

In both the positive and negative scenarios, the gender of the (active) parent who interacts
with the child and the sexual orientation of the couple are varied while the rest of the story
remains constant. Three variables - parenting behavior (positive/negative), gender of active
parent (male/female), and sexual orientation of parents (heterosexual/homosexual) result in a
total of 8 possible vignettes.

Parenting evaluation questions—Participants completed a panel of questions (adapted
from Massey, 2007) evaluating the quality of parenting demonstrated in the vignettes: “How
would you rate [Mark]’s parenting skills?”, “How well did [Mark] handle the situation?”,
and “How appropriate is [Mark]’s response to the child’s behavior?”. The name of the actor
in the question matched the name used in the randomized vignette. Responses were
measured on a 7-point Likert scale (alpha=.80), and ranged from 1=very unskilled/
inappropriate/badly to 7=very skilled/appropriate/well.

Results
Participants were randomly assigned to one of eight possible vignettes (positive/negative
parenting, same-sex/opposite-sex couple, and male/female active parent. As shown in Table
1, random assignment and missing data correction resulted in between 50 (11.5%) and 59
(13.5%) cases for each vignette condition.

Traditional heterosexism, denial of discrimination, and overall parenting evaluation
measures were calculated by averaging the corresponding items after adjusting for those that
required reverse coding. As shown in Table 2, all measures were found to be internally
consistent.

As shown in Table 3, higher levels of traditional heterosexism were moderately correlated
with higher levels of denial of discrimination. In addition, a small and negative correlation
was found between traditional heterosexism and overall parenting evaluation of same-sex
couples across parenting condition. As traditional heterosexism increased, evaluations of the
parenting of same-sex couples decreased. No correlation was found between denial of
discrimination and overall parenting evaluation of same-sex couples.
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Traditional Heterosexism (Old-Fashioned Prejudice)
Hypothesis 1 predicted that higher levels of traditional heterosexism would result in more
negative evaluations of same-sex couples in both positive and negative parenting conditions.
In order to compare those higher and lower in traditional heterosexism, a variable was
created using a mean split of traditional heterosexism (M = 1.89, SD = 0.90). A three-way
univariate ANOVA was conducted to investigate differences in overall parenting evaluation
for parenting condition, sexual orientation of couple, and levels of traditional heterosexsim.

In order to test hypothesis 1, it was necessary to first determine whether the experimental
manipulation of positive and negative parenting condition had an effect on the parenting
evaluation. As shown in Table 4, the ANOVA revealed a main effect for parenting condition
F(1, 404) = 174.85, p < .001, indicating the manipulation was indeed successful. In addition,
the main effect for traditional heterosexism was also significant F(1, 404) = 5.87, p < .016,
supporting hypothesis 1. No main effect was found for sexual orientation of the couple.

Denial of Discrimination (Modern Anti-Homosexual Prejudice)
Hypothesis 2 predicted that modern anti-homosexual prejudice – assessed using the denial
of discrimination scale – would moderate the relationship between the sexual orientation of
the couple, parenting condition, and evaluation of parenting. Although higher levels of
denial of discrimination were not expected to negatively affect the evaluation of same-sex
parents in the positive parenting condition, they were expected to do so in the negative
parenting condition. Similar to the analysis for Traditional Heterosexism, a variable was
created using a mean split of denial discrimination (M = 2.12, SD = .658). Three-way
univariate ANOVA was conducted to investigate differences in overall parenting evaluation
for parenting condition, sexual orientation of couple, and levels of modern anti-homosexual
prejudice (see Table 5).

As shown in Table 5, the ANOVA assessing denial of discrimination revealed a main effect
for parenting conditions F(1, 414) = 195.05, p < .001, but not for denial of discrimination
F(1, 414) = 1.49, p < .223 or the sexual orientation of the couple F(1, 414) = 1.35, p < .246.
As predicted, however, a significant three-way interaction was found among denial of
discrimination, the sexual orientation of the couple, and the parenting condition F(1, 414) =
4.22, p < .040.

As shown in Figure 1, when evaluating a negative parenting situation, participants scoring
above the mean on denial of discrimination rated same-sex parents more negatively (M =
2.86, SD = 1.27) than opposite-sex parents (M = 3.35, SD = 1.38). However, when
evaluating a positive parenting situation, participants scoring above the mean on denial of
discrimination evaluated same-sex and opposite-sex parents similarly (M = 4.55, SD = 1.35
and M = 4.53, SD = 1.17 respectively).

Separate Tukey-Kramer post hoc analyses were conducted for the positive and negative
conditions to explore the three-way interaction and verify which conditions resulted in
significant differences in parenting evaluations. Although the omnibus ANOVA revealed a
significant three-way interaction, and the graphed mean differences appear in the predicted
direction, the post-hoc tests failed to reveal significant differences in the evaluation of the
parenting of same- and opposite-sex couples in the negative parenting conditions.

Interaction between Denial of Discrimination, Parenting Condition, Sexual Orientation, and
Participant Gender

Hypothesis 3 predicted that participants’ gender would moderate the relationship between
parenting condition, denial of discrimination, sexual orientation of the couple, and
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evaluation of parenting. Male participants with higher levels of denial of discrimination
were expected to be more negative when evaluating same-sex parents in negative parenting
condition than female participants. A four-way univariate ANOVA was conducted to
investigate differences in overall parenting evaluation for participant gender, parenting
condition, sexual orientation of couple, and levels of denial of discrimination. As shown in
Table 6, the four-way interaction was significant F(11, 403) = 1.98, p = .029.

In order to investigate the differences that contributed to this interaction, the split file option
in SPSS was used to conduct separate 2-way univariate ANOVAS holding parenting
condition and participant gender constant. As shown in Table 7, a significant interaction was
found between sexual orientation of parents and denial of discrimination for male
participants in negative parenting conditions F(1, 75) = 6.19, p = .015. No other significant
interactions were found for any other conditions.

Tukey-Kramer post-hoc tests were then conducted to explore the significant interaction
between sexual orientation of the parents and denial of discrimination for male participants
in the negative parenting condition and determine which mean differences in parenting
evaluation were significant. In negative parenting situations, male participants scoring above
the mean on denial of discrimination were significantly more negative (p < .05) in their
evaluation of same-sex parents (M = 2.47, SD = 1.11) than were those scoring below the
mean (M = 3.53, SD = 1.08). In addition, as shown in Figure 2, male participants scoring
above the mean on denial of discrimination, were significantly (p < .01) more negative in
their evaluation of same-sex parents in negative parenting situations (M = 2.47, SD = 1.11)
than in their evaluation of opposite-sex parents (M = 3.43, SD = 1.41). None of the other
post hoc tests were significant.

Discussion
The current study has explored how heterosexual participants’ attitudes toward gay men and
lesbians affect their relative evaluation of the parenting practices and skill of same-sex
versus opposite-sex couples. Overall, participants’ evaluation of parenting was not directly
affected by the sexual orientation of the parents being evaluated. This finding was consistent
with public opinion data, which has suggested that, in general, attitudes toward gay men and
lesbians have been improving, and that attitudes toward same-sex parenting are also
improving (Gates, 2011; Massey, 2010; Pew Research Center, 2011).

However, as predicted, traditional (or “old-fashioned”) heterosexism continues to negatively
influence heterosexuals’ judgments of same-sex parents. Participants with higher levels of
traditional heterosexism were found to evaluate the parenting behaviors of same-sex parents
more negatively than the very same parenting behaviors of opposite-sex parents.

It was also predicted that as anti-homosexual prejudice has become less socially acceptable,
instead of disappearing altogether, it would become more subtle and manifest in situations in
which it could be attributed to a non-prejudiced cause. Consequently, modern anti-
homosexual prejudice (measured as denial of discrimination) would interact significantly
with the sexual orientation of the couple and the parenting condition, affecting participants’
evaluations of the parenting behavior. This prediction was also supported. Participants who
scored higher in modern anti-homosexual prejudice were more critical of the negative
parenting behaviors of same-sex parents than the very same behaviors among opposite-sex
parents. However, this difference was not found in positive parenting situations.

Finally, because past research has demonstrated that males have tended to express more
anti-homosexual prejudice than females, it was predicted that the modern prejudice effect,
described above, would be more robust for male participants that for females. This
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prediction was also supported. When participant gender was added to the model, a
significant four-way interaction was revealed. Post hoc tests showed that when evaluating a
negative parenting situation, male participants with higher levels of denial of discrimination
will evaluate same-sex parents significantly lower than opposite-sex parents. These
differences were not found among female participants or in positive parenting situations.

One explanation for these findings is that the persistence of anti-homosexual prejudice may
be at odds with more widespread positive shifts in attitudes toward gay men and lesbians
and same-sex parenting. Consequently, the expression of these attitudes is becoming more
subtle. When called on to evaluate the positive parenting of same-sex parents, the pressures
to conform to increasingly gay- and lesbian-affirmative societal expectations will lead those
higher in modern anti-homosexual prejudice to express more favorable judgments.
However, when evaluating less than desirable parenting behaviors among same-sex parents,
when a negative judgment is likely to be attributed to negative parenting behaviors, those
higher in modern prejudice will make more negative judgments, and these judgments will be
more negative than the judgments made for heterosexual parents engaging in similar
negative parenting behaviors.

In addition, the relationship between anti-homosexual prejudice and the male gender role
has been well established (Kimmel, 2004; Herek, 1986). Because anti-homosexual prejudice
is particularly persistent among males, the need to channel this prejudice into a more subtle
and relatively socially acceptable outlet is likely to be more pronounced for males.

Implications for Same-Sex Parenting
The last decade has seen some dramatic improvements in the rights of gay men, lesbians,
and bisexuals in the United States: the dismantling of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell which
prohibited gay men and lesbians from serving openly in the military; the U.S. Supreme
Court’s Lawrence v Texas decision which overturned sodomy laws across the country; and
the successes of the marriage equality movement (although this progress has been met by
resistance - e.g., the recent passage of an amendment by voters in North Carolina that alters
their state constitution to outlaw same-sex marriage, stating “marriage between one man and
one woman is the only domestic legal union that shall be valid or recognized [in the state]”),
to name only a few. These changes echo the continuing improvements demonstrated in
public opinion research related to gay and lesbian rights.

Gay men and lesbians represent a ready and willing pool of prospective parents, and
research has demonstrated them to be as capable and as beneficial as opposite-sex parents
(Patterson, 2009). This may be particularly promising, given the great deal of progress still
needed within the child welfare system. Reports from child welfare agencies across the
United States reveal large numbers of children in need of permanent families. In 2010, over
400,000 children were in foster care and 115,000 children were waiting to be adopted (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). However, the number of families who
have actually taken steps to adopt has been decreasing since 1995 (Jones, 2008). One
particularly relevant application of this research, therefore, is in considering the impact
modern anti-homosexual prejudice may have in the evaluation of same-sex couples as
potential foster and adoptive parents.

Subjective evaluations are a core part of foster and adoption processes and take place during
initial orientations, foster/adoption trainings, home studies, and staffing team meetings,
among other encounters. However, these evaluations also provide opportunities for the
displacement of anti-homosexual prejudice onto other decisions not directly related to the
sexual orientation of the parents. Same-sex couples that are considering becoming parents,
and who are scrutinized by adoption case-workers, court appointed special advocates, and
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family court judges among others, could become victims of modern anti-homosexual
prejudice. Studying the relationship between modern anti-homosexual prejudice and
evaluations of same-sex parenting is important, therefore, because it can reveal attitudes and
subsequent behavioral patterns that individuals are not aware they possess. Raising
awareness of these attitudes is vital to improving the lives of gay and lesbian people, but it is
also a critical step in being able to utilize a potentially valuable pool of prospective adoptive
and foster parents.

As stated earlier, trends in old-fashioned or traditional heterosexism are moving in a
favorable direction. This study, however, suggests that overt old-fashioned prejudice is not
the only type of prejudice affecting the lives of gay-, lesbian-, and bisexual-headed families.
Although researchers have developed tools to measure modern anti-homosexual prejudice,
similar public opinion data assessing modern prejudice has not yet become available. These
data will need to be collected in order to properly assess the prevalence of this more subtle,
but insidious, form of prejudice. As this literature grows, so will the practical information
available to gay, lesbian, and bisexual parents and prospective parents, as well as
practitioners in child welfare.

Finally, it is also important to remember that the values and ideological assumptions that are
influencing prejudice, as well as the functions it serves, may be multiple (Herek, 2000b;
Biernat, Vescio, & Theno, 1996). Modern racism, for example, has been found to be related
to beliefs about affirmative action, economic competition, or reverse discrimination in
employment (McConahay, 1986; Sears, 1988). Modern anti-gay anti-lesbian prejudice may
also be associated with numerous values, beliefs, and concerns, including changing
representations of the family and changing gender role expectations, shifting social values
(i.e., marriage equality and attitudes about sex), and the increasing openness and influence
of gay people worldwide. Although the current study explored the influence of a particular
set of value and beliefs in a particular context, future research should explore other ways
that modern prejudice is influencing heterosexuals’ attitudes toward gay, lesbian, and
bisexual parents and their families.

Limitations
One challenge of using factorial ANOVA to explore these questions was that post-hoc
interpretations of 3-way and 4-way interactions are challenging. Even when significant
interactions have been found in the omnibus ANOVA, finding significant differences among
particular interactions is frequently limited by increasingly small cell sizes and extremely
conservative critical tests of significance. Although Rosenthal and Rosnow (1985) have
suggest that the situation can be improved by focusing post-hoc tests on theory driven
comparisons only, this greater complexity would necessitate more variables, and more
variables are still best met with larger samples.

While larger sample sizes would be informative, so too would participant pools with wider
sociodemographic variation. Participants in the current study were all university students.
While this is consistent with much of the existing literature, the current sample did not allow
for analyses across age groups, educational attainment, and many other sociodemographic
characteristics.

Another possible limitation of the current study may have been the vignettes used. Teasing
apart positive and negative condition can be difficult, given all the factors that go into one’s
assessment of expected and acceptable parenting behavior. More subtle variation in the
positive and negative conditions would help inform the consistency of these patterns;
although, this would require substantial samples sizes. Moreover, extending these vignettes
beyond readable text, to include audiovisual stimuli of scenarios would be interesting and
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informative. Future research should continue to extend the parenting scenarios for testing
heteronormative prejudice.

Future Research
This study represents only a small part of a program of research that attempts to address and
expand what is known about how same-sex parents navigate a world in which modern
prejudice operates. A wide range of questions still remain regarding the influence of modern
anti-homosexual prejudice.

Gender of active parent—Previous studies of anti-homosexual prejudice have suggested
that gay men are evaluated more negatively than lesbians and that this difference is due
primarily to the attitudes of heterosexual males toward gay men (Herek, 2002). In addition,
many believe that women make better parents than men (Deutsch & Saxon, 1998). Although
this study explored the influence of gender of participant, the sample size did not allow an
investigation of the influence of the gender of the target (parent). It is likely that the gender
of the evaluator and gender of the target will interact to influence evaluations of same-sex
parenting practices.

Gender of child—Future research should continue to explore the various ways that gender
interacts with anti-gay anti-lesbian prejudice. The current study examined at the interaction
of gender of evaluator, gender of target, and modern prejudice in terms of their impact on
the evaluation of parenting a male child. It is likely that the gender of the child will also
affect both traditional and modern anti-gay anti-lesbian prejudice. In addition, the gender
role of the evaluator is also an important factor. In what ways might gender role
traditionalism influence participants’ judgments of same-sex and opposite-sex parenting?

Interpersonal contact—The significant influence of interpersonal contact on attitudes
toward gay men and lesbians has been well documented (Herek & Capitanio, 1996). Massey
(2010) reported a relationship between amount of contact and both old-fashioned and
modern anti-homosexual prejudice. However, these findings were preliminary and did not
explore the type and context of the contact and how it may interact with gender of evaluator
and gender of target. Contact has been shown to have a greater effect on attitudes when the
contact is in the context of equal status interactions (Allport, 1954; Herek, 1997). Public
parenting may provide such a context; being a parent often creates opportunities for
interaction with other parents. Future research should explore the effect of interpersonal
contact, in the context of public parenting, on attitudes toward same-sex parenting.
However, given the complex relationship between aversion and contact (Gaertner &
Dovidio, 1986), it is also important to be aware of the influence modern anti-homosexual
prejudice may have on the frequency of interaction between heterosexuals and homosexuals
and their families.

Public parenting—This study has only explored the attitudes and judgments of
heterosexuals toward gay men and lesbians. It is also necessary to explore how aware same-
sex parents and their families are of these judgments, how important the attitudes of others
are in their lives, and how (if at all) these families react to these potential judgments. What
are the consequences of the possible microagressions on the physical and mental health of
same-sex parents and their families? In what ways, if at all, do same-sex parents change
their parenting practices to accommodate the judgments of a condemning public?

Modern anti-homosexual prejudice in other contexts—As Sears (1988) has pointed
out, modern forms of prejudice are made manifest in symbolic ways. Just as modern racism
was found to influence positions taken on government policies such as busing and
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affirmative action, modern anti-homosexual prejudice may influence how people understand
the “definition” of marriage, what is in the “best interest of the child”, and threats to “unit
cohesiveness”.

The values that collude with modern prejudice may extend beyond same-sex parenting and
influence evaluations and decision-making in domains such as teaching, counseling, and law
enforcement, among others. In these situations, the salience of anti-gay anti-lesbian
stereotypes (i.e., sexually predatory, overly sensitive, not masculine/feminine “enough”,
etc.) may be of particular concern. For instance, in two polls by the Gallup News Service
(Newport, 2001), respondents’ views on employment protections for homosexuals varied
considerably for different occupations. In a 2002 poll only 11% supported anti-gay
discrimination in employment (Newport, 2003). When asked about particular occupations,
however, the responses varied. Whereas only 6% were opposed to the occupations of
salesman, the percent was significantly higher for high school teacher (33%), clergy (39%),
or elementary school teacher (40%). Better tools are needed to explore how and when subtle
prejudice continues to influence inter-group relations in a variety of socially and politically
important situations. Future research should explore how modern prejudice has influenced
these judgments and the experiences of gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals who occupy these
roles.

Conclusion
The parents who shared their experiences during the 2011 LGBTQ Families Conference in
Rochester, New York, described at the start of this paper, reported public parenting
experiences that were both positive and negative. The current study has echoed the
ambivalence of these experiences, demonstrating (albeit among undergraduate college
students) tentative progress that may also guide the evaluations of practitioners, service
providers and the general public in terms of improving attitudes toward same-sex parenting.
Although overt and hostile prejudice may indeed be diminishing, modern, subtle, prejudice
continues to affect the lives of lesbians, gay men, and their families. Prejudicial judgments,
however subtle, that serve to limit access of these families to potential support and
resources, ultimately harm today’s youth. Scholars must continue to explore the impact this
subtle but pernicious prejudice has on the well-being of same-sex families, and how best to
reduce its presence.
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Appendix A

Vignettes
Positive Parenting

You are sitting in a restaurant eating dinner. Across the room are [two women] sitting
together with what looks to be a four-year-old boy. You notice that the two are holding
hands. [One woman, Mary], places [her] arm around [the other, Beth], and leans over and
kisses [her] on the cheek. Then they both take turns talking to the child.

When their dinner arrives [Beth] puts some food in a small colorful bowl and places it in
front of the child. The child looks at it and frowns. All of a sudden he picks up his bowl of
food, throws it on the floor and starts screaming. Other people in the restaurant turn to look
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at them. [Beth] picks the child up and tries to get him to calm down. The child pushes away
yelling, “no! no! no!” It takes [Beth] several minutes to calm the child down and get him to
sit back down in his highchair. [Mary] places a new bowl of food in front of the child.
Eventually the child begins eating on his own.

Negative Parenting
You are sitting in a restaurant eating dinner. Across the room are [a man and a woman]
sitting together with what looks to be a four-year-old boy. You notice that the two are
holding hands. [The man, Steve], places his arm around [the woman, Beth], and leans over
and kisses [her] on the cheek. Then they both take turns talking to the child. When their
dinner arrives [Steve] puts some food in a small colorful bowl and places it in front of the
child. The child looks at it and frowns. All of a sudden he picks up his bowl of food, throws
it on the floor and starts screaming. Other people in the restaurant turn to look at them.
[Steve] grabs the bowl off the floor and in an angry raised voice tells the child to be quiet
and eat his dinner. The child picks up the bowl and starts to throw it. [Steve] smacks the
child’s hand and yells at him to “put that down!”. The child starts to cry. It takes [Steve]
several minutes to calm the child down. It is clear [Steve] is getting more and more
frustrated by the child’s behavior. But eventually [he] gets him to sit back down at the table.
[Beth] places a new bowl of food in front of the child. Eventually the child begins eating on
his own.
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FIGURE 1.
Overall Evaluation of Parenting by Sexual Orientation of Parents and Parenting Condition
for Participants Scoring Above Average in Denial of Discrimination
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FIGURE 2.
Male Participants Overall Parenting Evaluation by Denial of Discrimination, Parenting
Condition and Sexual Orientation.
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TABLE 1

Frequencies for Vignette Conditions

Vignette Condition N %

NEGATIVE - GAY - MAN 58 13.3

NEGATIVE - LESBIAN - WOMAN 50 11.5

NEGATIVE - STRAIGHT - WOMAN 58 13.3

NEGATIVE - STRAIGHT - MAN 59 13.5

POSITIVE - GAY - MAN 50 11.5

POSITIVE - LESBIAN - WOMAN 58 13.3

POSITIVE - STRAIGHT - WOMAN 50 11.5

POSITIVE - STRAIGHT - MAN 53 12.2

Total 436 100
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TABLE 2

Descriptives for Independent and Dependent Variables

N M SD
Cronbach’s

Alpha

Parenting Evaluation 434 3.84 1.59 .932

Traditional Heterosexism 414 1.89 0.90 .960

Denial of Discrimination 423 2.12 0.66 .833

Note: Parenting Evaluation ranges from 1=bad to 7=good; Traditional Heterosexism and Denial of Discrimination both range from 1=low to
5=high.
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TABLE 3

Correlations Among Measures for Same-Sex Parents Condition

Measure 1 2 3

1. Parenting Evaluation -- −.157* −0.111

2. Traditional Heterosexism -- .530**

3. Denial of Discrimination --

Note:

*
p < .05;

**
p < .01.
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TABLE 4

Three-Way Univariate ANOVA for Overall Parenting Evaluation by Parenting Condition, Traditional
Heterosexism and Sexual Orientation of Parents.

Source Df F p

(A) Parenting Condition 1 174.85 .001

(B) Traditional Heterosexism 1 5.87 .016

(C) Sexual Orientation of Parents 1 0.79 .376

A × B × C (interaction) 1 1.39 .239

Error (within group) 404
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TABLE 5

Three-way Univariate ANOVA for Overall Parenting Evaluation by Parenting Condition, Denial of
Discrimination and Sexual Orientation of Parents.

Source Df F p

(A) Parenting Condition 1 195.05 .001

(B) Denial of Discrimination 1 1.49 .223

(C) Sexual Orientation of Parents 1 1.35 .246

A × B × C (interaction) 1 4.22 .040

Error (within group) 414
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TABLE 6

Four-way Univariate ANOVA for Overall Parenting Evaluation by Parenting Condition, Denial of
Discrimination, Sexual Orientation of Parents, and Participant Gender.

Source Df F p

(A) Parenting Condition 1 167.53 .001

(B) Denial of Discrimination 1 2.92 .088

(C) Sexual Orientaton of Parents 1 1.38 .242

(D) Participant Gender 2 1.41 .245

A × B × C × D (interaction) 11 1.98 .029

Error (within group) 403
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TABLE 7

Two-way Univariate ANOVA for Overall Parenting Evaluation by Denial of Discrimination and Sexual
Orientation of Parents (for Male Participants in Negative Parenting Condition Only).

Source Df F p

(A) Denial of Discrimination 1 1.62 .207

(B) Sexual Orientation of Parents 1 0.83 .365

A × B (interaction) 1 6.19 .015

Error (between group) 75
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