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What Do People Believe About Gay Males? A
Study of Stereotype Content and Strength’

Stephanie Madon?
Ruzgers University

A multicomponent approach to stereotype assessment examined the content
and strength of the gay male stereotype. There were 115 subjects in the main
study (73 females and 42 males) including 9 African Americans, 19 Asians,
71 Caucasians, 10 Latinos, and 6 subjects who did not report their ethnicity.
Ninety-three subjects reported being heterosexual, 16 subjects reported that they
were gay to some extent, and 6 subjects did not report their sexual orientation.
Analyses examining content assessed the following: (1) stereotypic and
counterstereotypic attributes of gay males including personality traits, behaviors,
and physical characteristics; and (2) different subtypes of gay males. Analyses
examining strength measured how strongly people associated with gay males:
(1) personality traits, behaviors, and physical characteristics; and (2) the
identified subtypes. Results indicated that the stereotype’s content included
attributes from multiple components and formed two subtypes. The first subtype
reflected the perception that gay males have positive female sex-typed qualities.
The second subtype reflected the perception that gay males violate acceptable
male gender roles. Results regarding the stereotype’s strength indicated that
people most strongly associated behaviors with gay males and the subtype that
they violate acceptable male gender roles.
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Psychology’s fascination with stereotypes can be traced back to the early
part of this century. Walter Lippmann (1922) spoke of stereotypes as “pic-
tures in our heads” and proposed that they have an important role in cog-
nitive and perceptual processing. About a decade following Lippmann’s
analysis, social psychologists began to empirically examine people’s stereo-
types. The most renowned of these studies remains that conducted by Katz
and Braly (1933). Princeton University students were presented with a list
of attributes from which they selected five that most strongly characterized
ten different ethnic and national groups. Katz and Braly’s research ad-
dressed two important questions: What do people believe about different
social groups? And, how strongly do they believe it?

Although researchers have continued to address these questions since
Katz and Braly (1933) first raised them (Gilbert, 1951; Karlins, Coffman, &
Walters, 1969; see Brigham, 1971, for a review), interest in the content of
stereotypes gradually declined and interest in the strength of stereotypes never
really took off. The emphasis on content was replaced by an emphasis on proc-
ess. Instead of asking “What attributes make up people’s stereotypes?” re-
searchers began to ask such questions as “How do stereotypes bias
perceptions?” (for reviews see Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Hamilton
& Sherman, 1995; Stangor & Lange, 1994) and “What are the consequences
of stereotyping?” (for a review see APA Brief, 1991). This emphasis has led to
some important findings. Stereotypes may bias perceivers’ impressions of indi-
viduals (e.g., for reviews see Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990), produce
self-fulfilling prophecies (e.g., Snyder, Tanke, & Bersheid, 1977; Word, Zanna,
& Cooper, 1974) and lead to discrimination (APA Brief, 1991).

More recently, however, interest in the content of stereotypes has be-
gun to reemerge in the literature. There has been a resurgence of interest
in the degree to which the content of stereotypes are accurate (Jussim,
Eccles, & Madon, 1996), how the content of stereotypes change over time
(Devine & Elliot, 1995), and in improving traditional techniques to assess
the content of stereotypes (Stangor & Lange, 1994). The current research
adds to this growing body of literature by assessing the content and strength
of the gay male stereotype.

Why Study Stereotype Content and Strength?

Social psychology has long been concerned about the role that stereo-
types play in social perception because of their potential to create social
problems. It is this concern that has fueled the emphasis on issues of proc-
ess. However, issues of content and process are complementary lines of
inquiry. Stereotype content studies assess the specific attributes within
stereotypes, their valence, strength, and inaccuracy, and thus lay the nec-
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essary groundwork to examine the processes by which stereotypes may cre-
ate social problems.

For example, determining the specific attributes within stereotypes
makes it possible to measure stereotype change, an occurrence that is often
regarded as a necessary step toward the reduction of prejudice (Allport,
1954). It also permits researchers to measure the valence of stereotypic
attributes. This is important because not all stereotypes are negative. Con-
sider the stereotypes that Asians are intelligent (e.g., Gilbert & Hixon,
1991; Katz & Braly, 1933), women are kind (Ashmore, Del Boca, & Whol-
ers, 1986), and gay males are creative (Jackson & Sullivan, 1989). Predomi-
nantly negative stereotypes should have more damaging consequences on
person perception than do predominantly positive stereotypes. Moreover,
even predominantly positive stereotypes may negatively bias impressions if
their negative components are held more strongly than their positive com-
ponents. Content studies also make it possible to measure the inaccuracy
of stereotypes, an issue that is crucial to establishing their self-fulfilling na-
ture (Jussim, McCauley, & Lee, 1995). Perhaps it is not surprising, there-
fore, that researchers have been calling for more studies addressing issues
of content (Stangor & Lange, 1994; Zebrowitz, 1996) and that such re-
search is on the rise (e.g., Lee, Jussim, & McCauley, 1995).

What Are Stereotypes?

Stereotypes are beliefs about the attributes that characterize a group
of people (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981). Stereotypes can be personal or
consensual (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981; Devine & Elliot, 1995). Personal
stereotypes are one person’s beliefs about the attributes that characterize
a group of people (e.g., Margaret believes that professors are absent
minded). Consensual stereotypes are shared beliefs about the attributes
that characterize a group of people (e.g., others agree with Margaret that
professors are absent minded). Although the analyses reported herein focus
exclusively on consensual stereotypes, the stereotype assessment technique
presented is useful for measuring both personal and consensual stereotypes.

Stereotypes Are Multidimensional

Stereotype content studies have traditionally emphasized personality
traits to the exclusion of other stereotype components (e.g., with respect
to gay males see Simmons, 1965; Staats, 1978: Stangor, Sullivan, & Ford,
1991; in general see, Brigham, 1971, for a review). However, research in-
dicates that stereotypes are multidimensional in nature, including several
different components (Ashmore et al., 1986). For example, in addition to



666 Madon

personality traits, stereotypes about gay males include physical charac-
teristics, behaviors, and attributes related to sexuality (Deaux & Lewis,
1984). A multicomponent approach to stereotype assessment, therefore, is
necessary to fully assess the content of a stereotype.

Content vs. Strength

A stereotype’s strength is conceptually distinct from its content. The
content of a stereotype refers to the attributes that people believe charac-
terize a group of people (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981). The strength of a
stereotype is the degree to which people believe the content of a stereotype
(or its components) characterizes a group of people. That is, a stereotype’s
strength refers to how strongly people associate a stereotype (or its com-
ponents) with a social category (Stangor & Lange, 1994).

For example, imagine that people perceive Smithtown residents as very
upper class, very snobbish, and very reclusive, whereas they perceive Jonestown
residents as slightly upper class, slightly snobbish, and slightly reclusive. The
contents of the stereotypes are the same. Both groups are perceived as upper
class, snobbish, and reclusive. However, the Smithtown stereotype is stronger
than the Jonestown stereotype. People perceive the attributes in the Smithtown
stereotype to be very characteristic of Smithtown residents, whereas they per-
ceive the attributes in the Jonestown stereotype to be only slightly characteristic
of Jonestown residents. Stereotypes, therefore, can be thought of in terms of
content: The attributes that people believe characterize a group of people.
Stereotypes can also be thought of in terms of strength: The degree to which
people believe a set of attributes characterize a group of people.

The Gay Male Stereotype

Three procedures have been used to assess the content of the gay male
stereotype: adjective checklists, rating scales, and free responses.

Adjective Checklists

With adjective checklists people are presented with a predetermined
list of attributes from which they select those that describe a social group’s
members. Research that has used this procedure to assess the content of
the gay male stereotype has found that people perceive gay males to be
sexually abnormal, perverted, mentally ill, effeminate, lonely (Simmons,
1965), sensitive, individualistic, intelligent, honest, imaginative, and neat
(Staats, 1978). A strength of adjective checklists is that they can include a
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broad range of attributes, making them well suited to assessing several com-
ponents within a stereotype. Adjective checklists have also been criticized,
however, for having the potential to omit attributes that may be central
people’s stereotypes (Stangor & Lange, 1994). For example, Staats (1978)
assessed the gay male stereotype with an adjective checklist that was more
than 40 years old and that was originally developed to assess the content
of ethnic and national stereotypes. Results obtained from outdated or in-
appropriate adjective checklists may not accurately reflect the current
stereotype content of a social group.

Rating Scales

Rating scales are similar to adjective checklists in that people are also
presented with a predetermined list of attributes. However, rather than in-
dicating whether an attribute does, or does not, characterize a social group,
people instead indicate the extent to which an attribute characterizes a so-
cial group. Studies that have used this procedure to assess the gay male
stereotype have found that people perceive gay males to be compassionate,
sensitive to the needs of others, creative, artistic (Jackson & Sullivan, 1989),
mentally disturbed, prone to alcohol abuse (Jussim, Nelson, Manis, & Sof-
fin, 1995, Study 3), very feminine, likely to seduce young people (Herek,
1984; also see Herek, 1987), gentle, passive, theatrical (Gurwitz & Marcus,
1978) as having a strong need for security, liking art and literature (Page
& Yee, 1986), having unusually strong sex drives, as being afraid of the
opposite sex, and as acting like the opposite sex (Levitt & Klassen, 1974;
for a review see Taylor, 1983).

Rating scales are similar to adjective checklists in that they can include
a broad range of attributes, making them capable of assessing multiple com-
ponents within a stereotype. They also have one distinct advantage over
adjective checklists. Because subjects indicate the extent to which an at-
tribute characterizes a social group, more precise measures of stereotypes
(Ashmore et al., 1986), and in particular the strength of those stereotypes,
can be obtained. However, rating scales also have the potential to omit
attributes that may be central to people’s stereotypes (Stangor & Lange,
1994), a limitation that they share with adjective checklists.

Free Responses

Free response procedures have people list attributes that they believe
characterize a social group. Several studies have used this procedure to
assess the content of the gay male stereotype and have found that people
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perceive gay males to be effeminate (Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993), as
having a high pitched voice (Kite & Deaux, 1987), loving, abnormal, con-
fused, and fussy (Stangor et al., 1991). The strength of this procedure is
that it captures attributes that are central to people’s stereotypes. That is,
people may list those attributes that they most strongly associate with a
social group, and omit those attributes that do not readily come to mind.
Unfortunately, however, this may lead to incomplete responding. People
may not recall or record all of the attributes that they associate with a
social group. As a result, this procedure may not fully assess people’s
stereotypes.

Combined Procedure

One procedure that has yet to be used to assess the content of the
gay male stereotype is a combination of the adjective checklist, rating scale,
and free response procedures. Stangor and Lange (1994) suggest that such
a combined procedure maximizes the strength of each individual procedure,
while at the same time minimizing their weaknesses. Specifically, a free
response procedure can identify the attributes that are most central to a
stereotype. These free responses can then be combined with a larger list
of attributes that include several different stereotype components. People
can then indicate the extent to which each attribute on the combined list
characterizes a social group. This combined procedure has been used to
assess the content of sex stereotypes (Rosenkrantz, Vogel, Bee, Broverman,
& Broverman, 1968). The current study is the first to use this combined
approach to assess the gay male stereotype.

Overview of Current Research

Despite significant gains in understanding people’s beliefs about gay
males, several additional issues deserve more attention. First, previous re-
search has emphasized personality traits while neglecting other stereotype
components (e.g., Page & Yee, 1986; Staats, 1978; Stangor et al., 1991; for
exceptions see Kite & Deaux, 1987; Haddock et al., 1993). This is unfor-
tunate because recent research suggests that behaviors and physical char-
acteristics may be more central to stereotypes than are personality traits
(McCauley, Jussim, & Lee, 1995). Second, although past research has iden-
tified a collection of stereotypic attributes, none have examined whether
these attributes form underlying subtypes of gay males. Third, no research
has identified attributes that are counterstereotypic of gay males. Fourth,
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although research to date clearly indicates that people have stereotypes
about gay males, the strength of the stereotype has not been assessed.

This article addresses each of these issues. The content of the gay male
stereotype was assessed by identifying those attributes that people per-
ceived as stereotypic and counterstereotypic of gay males and by identifying
different subtypes of gay males. The procedures that were used improved
upon traditional stereotype assessment techniques by including attributes
from multiple components (i.e., personality traits, behaviors, and physical
characteristics) and by combining all three stereotype assessment proce-
dures (i.e., adjective checklist, rating scale, and free response). Strength
was examined by measuring how strongly people associated each of the
stereotype components and the subtypes with gay males.

PRELIMINARY STUDY ONE

Preliminary Study One was conducted as part of a larger study that
used a free response procedure to assess the stereotypes of a variety of
different social groups, including gay males.

Method
Subjects

Ninety-eight (59 female, 37 male, 2 gender not reported) Rutgers Uni-
versity students took part in this study as one way of fulfilling a course
requirement. There were 11 African Americans/Blacks, 22 Asians, 48
Whites, 11 other, and 6 subjects who did not report their ethnicity.

Procedures

Subjects were run in large groups. After providing their informed con-
sent, subjects completed a questionnaire that included the labels of 32 dif-
ferent social groups, presented in random order, of which “homosexuals”
was one.? For each group, subjects listed three attributes that they believed

3The 32 social groups were presented in the following order: sports fanatics, bikers, nerds,
fashion models, politicians, party animals, punk rockers, fraternity members, sorority mem-
bers, conservatives, liberals, truck drivers, body builders, strippers, computer scientists, demo-
crats, republicans, war veterans, animal rights activists, single parents, homosexuals, jocks,
deadheads, ex-cons, secretaries, vegetarians, pro-life supporters, environmentalists, born again
christians, skin heads, construction workers, people infected with HIV.
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characterized the group’s members. Upon completion of the questionnaire,
subjects were debriefed and dismissed.

RESULTS

Five judges coded the free responses for two groups included in the
questionnaire (i.e. homosexuals and Republicans).* There were a total of
314 free responses (131 of which related to homosexuals) that were re-
duced in number with the following procedures. First, attributes listed
only once were discarded to exclude idiosyncratic beliefs. Second, attrib-
utes that overlapped with Gough and Heilbrun’s (1983) adjective check-
list> were discarded because the entire checklist was included in
Preliminary Study Two. Third, five judges met, and by consensus, dis-
carded attributes that reflected social injustices (e.g., “are persecuted”).
This was done because social injustices reflect perceived consequences
of group membership rather than group members’ personal attributes.
Fourth, the judges used group discussion to determine which of the re-
maining attributes were synonyms and then grouped the synonyms into
categories. When consensus about the group in which an attribute should
be categorized could not be reached, the attribute was left ungrouped.
Finally, the judges used a majority decision rule to select one attribute
from each group to reflect the group’s meaning. All other attributes in
the groups were discarded. These procedures yielded 78 free responses
that were combined with a predetermined list of attributes for use in
Preliminary Study Two.

PRELIMINARY STUDY TWO

Preliminary Study Two included two parts. Part I identified whether
people perceived a series of attributes as behaviors, physical characteristics,
or neither. Part II used a rating scale procedure to identify attributes that
people perceived to be the most stereotypic and the most counterstereo-

typic of gay males.

4Preliminary Study One was part of a larger study that was designed to identify the stereotype
content of two groups that subjects liked equally but with whom they had different levels of
personal contact. Homosexuals and Republicans met this criteria. Thus, free responses for
both groups were coded and included in Preliminary Study Two. Interestingly, the attributes
perceived as stereotypic of Republicans were often perceived as counter stereotypic of gay
males.

5Gough and Heilbrun’s (1983) adjective checklist contains 300 words and phrases that en-
compass a broad range of personality traits.
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Method
Subjects

Rutgers University students took part in this study as one way to
fulfill a course requirement. Forty subjects (28 females and 12 males)
participated in Part I, including 3 African Americans/Blacks, 3 Asians,
27 Whites, 6 other, and 1 whose ethnicity was not reported. Of these
subjects, 20 also participated in Part II (14 females and 6 males), includ-
ing 15 Whites and 5 other. The remaining subjects participated in an
unrelated activity.

Attributes

The predetermined list consisted of 491 attributes, including the 78
free responses from Preliminary Study One, 300 personality traits from
Gough and Heilbrun’s (1983) adjective checklist, and 113 experimenter-
generated attributes. The experimenter-generated attributes were obtained
from a systematic A-Z search of a pocket thesaurus (Roget’s II The New
Thesaurus, Expanded Edition, 1988). Words that related to behaviors or
physical characteristics were selected without regard to whether they de-
scribed gay males specifically. This process yielded a pool of 151 attributes
that was reduced to 113 by discarding synonyms, obscure words, and words
that overlapped with subjects’ free responses or Gough and Heilbrun’s ad-
jective checklist.

Procedures

Part 1. Subjects were run in pairs. After providing their informed con-
sent, subjects completed a questionnaire that listed the 78 free responses and
the 113 experimenter-generated attributes. Subjects were instructed to cate-
gorize each attribute as either a behavior, physical characteristic or neither.

Part II. Each of the 491 attributes was typed onto an index card and
categorized by subjects into one of five containers labeled as “very unchar-
acteristic of male homosexuals,” “somewhat uncharacteristic of male ho-
mosexuals,” “no more characteristic of male homosexuals than of any other
group,” “somewhat characteristic of male homosexuals,” and “very charac-
teristic of male homosexuals.” The order of the index cards was randomized
prior to the start of each session. The tasks in Part I and Part II were
counterbalanced for subjects who participated in both parts.
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Table 1. Preliminary Study Two (Part II): Attributes Stereotypic
and Counterstereotypic of Gay Males”

Stereotypic Attributes

Spunky

Attributes Percent
Experimenter Generated
Soft voice (PC) 75.0
Wear earrings (PC) 75.0
Artsy looking (PO) 70.0
Fashionable (PC) 65.0
Well groomed (PC) 65.0
Good listeners (NS) 60.0
Hairdressers (N) 60.0
Thin (PC) 60.0
Wear flashy clothes (PC) 60.0
Dainty (PC) 55.0
Wear tight pants (PC) 55.0
Melodramatic B) 50.0
Free responses
Gay activists (NS) 95.0
Engage in anal sex (B) 90.0
Transvestites (NS) 70.0
Have a lot of female friends N) 65.0
Open minded (NS) 65.0
Walk like girls (NS) 65.0
In touch with themselves (NS) 60.0
Liberal (NS) 60.0
Limp wristed (NS) 60.0
Different (NS) 55.0
Open about feelings (B) 55.0
Proud (B) 55.0
Compassionate (B) 50.0
Good dressers (PC) 50.0
Touchy-feely (B) 50.0
Warm hearted 3B) 50.0
Personality traits
Feminine 80.0
Affectionate 75.0
Emotional 70.0
Sensitive 70.0
Understanding 70.0
Artistic 65.0
Flirtations 60.0
Qutspoken 60.0
Soft hearted 60.0
Enthusiastic 55.0
Frank 55.0
Individualistic 55.0
Easy going 50.0
Gentle 50.0
Optimistic 50.0
Peculiar 50.0
Sociable 50.0
50.0

Madon
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Table 1. Continued
Stereotypic Attributes

Attributes Percent
Personality traits
Talkative 50.0
Touchy 50.0
Effeminate 45.0
Sentimental 45.0

Counterstereotypic Attributes

Experimenter generated

Act macho B) 75.0
Deep voice (NS) 65.0
Sloppy looking (PC) 65.0
Hunt animals (NS) 55.0
Pick fights (B) 55.0
Do not have premarital sex (B) 50.0
Mean (B) 50.0
Shabby dressers (PC) 50.0
Athletic looking (PC) 45.0
Conservative dressers (PC) 45.0
Studs (NS) 40.0
Free responses
Closed-minded (B) 60.0
Old-fashioned (NS) 60.0
Traditional (NS) 55.0
Like the status quo (NS) 45.0
Personality traits
Conservative 70.0
Unemotional 65.0
Masculine 55.0
Tough 55.0
Unfriendly 55.0
Hard-hearted 50.0
Intolerant 50.0
Agressive 45.0
Cruel 45.0
Prejudiced 45.0

9(n = 20). B=behaviors; P = physical characteristics; N = neither
behavior nor physical characteristic; NS = non-significant x2. Percent
refers to the percentage of subjects who judged an attribute as very
or somewhat characteristic of gay males for the stereotypic attributes
and as very or somewhat uncharacteristic of gay males for the coun-
terstereotypic attributes. Personality traits refers to attributes from
Gough and Heilbrun’s (1983) checklist.
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RESULTS
Part 1

Chi-square analyses identified whether subjects perceived the free re-
sponses and experimenter-generated attributes as behaviors, physical char-
acteristics, or neither. A significant chi-square was reached if at least 27
out of 40 subjects assigned an attribute to the same category (y%(1) > 3.84,
p < .05). Results indicated that of the 78 free responses, subjects perceived
33 as behaviors, 1 as a physical characteristic, and 7 as neither. Of the 113
experimenter-generated attributes, subjects perceived 22 as behaviors, 43
as physical characteristics, and 4 as neither. Table I presents these results
for the attributes that met the criteria for use in the Main Study.

Part 11

Frequency distributions identified the attributes that were the most
stereotypic and the most counterstereotypic of gay males. An attribute was
considered stereotypic if a least 40% of subjects judged it as “very” or
“somewhat” characteristic of male homosexuals, and 10% or fewer subjects
judged it as “very” or “somewhat” uncharacteristic of male homosexuals.
Ashmore et al. (1986) have characterized 40% agreement as a sizeable mi-
nority. An attribute was considered counterstereotypic if at least 40% of
the subjects judged it as “very” or “somewhat” uncharacteristic of male
homosexuals and 10% or fewer subjects judged it as “very” or “somewhat”
characteristic of male homosexuals. More stringent criteria for determining
stereotypic and counterstereotypic attributes were not used in order to re-
tain more attributes at this preliminary stage. Table I presents the 50 most
stereotypic and the 25 most counterstereotypic attributes that met the cri-
teria for use in the main study.

MAIN STUDY

The main study addressed four issues. First, it assessed stereotypic and
counterstereotypic attributes of gay males, including personality traits, be-
haviors, and physical characteristics. Second, it identified subtypes of gay
males. Third, it compared the strength with which subjects associated per-
sonality traits, behaviors, and physical characteristics with gay males.
Fourth, it compared the strength with which subjects associated different
subtypes with gay males.
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Method

Subjects

Subjects were 115 Rutgers University students (73 females and 42
males) who took part in this study as one way to fulfill a course require-
ment. There were 9 African Americans, 19 Asians, 71 Caucasians, 10 Lat-
inos, and 6 subjects who did not report their ethnicity. There were 93
subjects who reported being “not at all homosexual,” 1 who reported being
“very much a homosexual,” 15 who reported being homosexual to some
extent and 6 who did not indicate their sexual orientation.

Procedures

Subjects were run in large groups. After providing their informed con-
sent, subjects completed a questionnaire that assessed, in the following or-
der, demographic information (i.e., gender and ethnicity), their beliefs
about male homosexuals, and their sexual orientation. Upon completion of
the questionnaire, subjects were debriefed and dismissed.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire included the 50 stereotypic and 25 counterstereo-
typic attributes identified in Preliminary Study Two. Subjects rated how
characteristic they believed each attribute was of male homosexuals accord-
ing to a 5-point rating scale (1 = very uncharacteristic of male homosexuals;
2 = somewhat uncharacteristic of male homosexuals; 3 = no more char-
acteristic of male homosexuals than of any other group; 4 = somewhat
characteristic of male homosexuals; 5 = very characteristic of male homo-
sexuals).

5Sexual orientation was determined with a single item that asked subjects, “To what degree

do you consider yourself a homosexual?” Responses were made on a S-point scale with end
points “not at all a homosexual” and “very much a homosexual.” The use of a rating scale
to measure sexual orientation is preferred over dichotomous and trichotomous measures
(Coleman, 1987). However, there is also broad consensus that continuous measures of sexual
orientation should distinguish between different aspects of homosexuality (e.g., behaviors vs.
sexual fantasies; see Coleman, 1987). Although the current study only measured sexual ori-
entation on one dimension, results were nonetheless consistent with national statistics. Spe-
cifically, 14% of subjects in the current study and 13% of Americans report being homosexual
to some extent (Masters, Johnson, & Kolodny, 1986).
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Results

Stereotype Content

Analyses related to stereotype content addressed two questions: What do
people believe about gay males? What subtypes of gay males do people hold?

What Do People Believe About Gay Males? Frequency distributions
identified attributes that subjects perceived as stereotypic and counter-
stereotypic of gay males. An attribute was considered stereotypic if at least
60% of subjects judged it as “very” or “somewhat” characteristic of male
homosexuals, and 10% or fewer subjects judged it as “very” or “somewhat”
uncharacteristic of male homosexuals. Ashmore et al. (1986) characterize
frequencies between 50% and 66% as reflecting a simple majority and fre-
quencies between 67% and 100% reflecting a strong majority. This analysis
yielded 35 stereotypic attributes including 12 personality traits, 6 behaviors
and 6 physical characteristics (Table II). Of the 15 attributes from the initial
pool of 50 that did not meet criteria, 5 (i.e., well groomed, thin, wear flashy
clothes, flirtatious, and outspoken) had frequencies greater than or equal
to 60% in Preliminary Study Two.’

An attribute was considered counterstereotypic if at least 60% of sub-
jects judged it as “very” or “somewhat” uncharacteristic of male homosexu-
als, and 10% or fewer subjects judged it as “very” or “somewhat”
characteristic of male homosexuals. This analysis yielded 15 counterstereo-
typic attributes including 6 personality traits, 4 behaviors, and 1 physical
characteristic (Table II). Of the 10 attributes from the initial pool of 25
that did not meet criteria, one (i.e., conservative) had a frequency above
60% in Preliminary Study Two.

What Subtypes of Gay Males Do People Hold? The issue of gay male
subtypes was explored by subjecting the 35 stereotypic attributes to prin-
cipal-axis factor analysis with Varimax rotation. Examination of the eigen-
value scree plot suggested the presence of two meaningful factors.
Specifically, although nine factors had eigenvalues greater than 1.00, seven
of these ranged from 1.09 to 1.85, and accounted for only 3.1%-5.3% of
the variance. By comparison, the first two factors had eigenvalues of 9.69
and 3.77, and accounted for 27.7% and 10.8% of the variance, respectively.
This suggests that the remaining factors were capitalizing on chance asso-
ciations between the attributes. Therefore, two factors were extracted. Table
IT presents each attribute’s factor loadings.

7In the main study, “wear flashy clothes” did meet the 60% criteria, with 65.2% of subjects
judging it as very or somewhat characteristic of gay males. However, because 11.3% of sub-
jects judged it as very or somewhat uncharacteristic of gay males, it did not meet the 10%
criteria, and therefore was not included as part of the gay male stereotype.
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Table II. Main Study: Attributes Stereotypic and Counterstereotypic of Gay Males and

Subtypes of Gay Males”

Stereotypic Attributes Percent Strength
Experimenter generated
Artsy looking (PC) 82.6 397
Dainty (PC) 76.3 397
Soft voice (PC) 722 397
Fashionable (PC) 69.6 3.85
Hairdressers N) 67.3 3.84
Melodramatic (B) 66.7 3.80
Wear earrings (PC) 66.7 3.89
Good listeners (NS) 60.0 in
Free responses
Engage in anal sex (B) 974 475
Gay activist (NS) 93.9 453
Transvestites (NS) 84.1 4.03
Open-minded (NS) 82.6 4.16
Liberal (NS) 79.8 4.16
Open about feelings (B) 783 408
Walk like girls (NS) 77.4 393
In touch with themselves (NS) 76.3 398
Compassionate (B) 72.8 3.94
Different (NS) 71.3 4.08
Touchy-feely (B) 68.7 3.88
Have a lot of female friends N) 67.0 3.86
Good dressers (PC) 64.4 3.75
Limp wristed (NS) 64.0 373
Warm hearted (B) 61.7 Kivyi
Personality traits
Feminine 878 428
Sensitive 87.8 412
Emotional 80.9 404
Gentle 774 3.99
Affectionate 739 3.97
Understanding 71.9 385
Atrtistic 71.3 3.84
Soft hearted 70.4 3.81
Sentimental 67.0 375
Touchy 65.2 3.80
Individualistic 61.7 383
Talkative 60.9 3.74
Counterstereotypic Attributes Percent Strength
Experimenter generated
Act macho (B) 74.8 2.01
Pick fights (B) 71.3 210
Hunt animals (NS) 69.6 202
Mean (B) 67.0 217
Deep voice (NS) 60.0 2.26
Sloppy looking (PC) 60.0 2.23
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Table II. Continued

Counterstereotypic Attributes Percent Strength

Free responses

Close-minded (B) 75.7 2.01

Old-fashoined (NS) 64.4 2.10

Traditional (NS) 61.7 2.24
Personality traits

Tough 78.3 1.98

Masculine 75.7 2.01

Unemotional 75.7 203

Cruel 66.1 217

Prejudiced 65.2 223

Hard-hearted 63.5 2.24

Factor Loadings

Violation of
Subtypes Positive Qualities Gender Role
Positive subtype
Warm hearted .76 .05
Compassionate 74 .05
Emotional 7 34
Gentle N 20
Open about feelings 7 .10
Good listeners .68 -.06
Affectionate .63 12
Sensitive .62 24
In touch with themselves .56 .19
Understanding .54 -.05
Talkative .53 .18
Fashionable .50 .19
Soft hearted .49 .19
Sentimental .46 .28
Good dressers 44 -.00
Open minded .36 14
Artistic .36 .28
Liberal .14 .08
Violation of gender role subtype
Feminine .04 87
Walk like girls .07 .69
Dainty .27 .68
Transvestites .01 .59
Soft voices 24 .58
Hairdressers .23 .58
Touchy 23 .58
Limb wristed -11 .55
Different 23 54
Wear earrings 22 46
Gay activists .10 46
Artsy looking .36 45
Melodramatic 44 45

Touchy-feely 40 43
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Table II. Continued

Factor Loadings

Violation of

Subtypes Positive Qualities Gender Role
Violation of gender role subtype
Engage in anal sex -03 35
Have a lot of female friends 22 23
Individualistic 18 18

“(n = 115). B = behaviors; PC = personal characteristics; N = neither behavior nor physical
characteristic; NS = nonsignificant %2 Percent indicates percentage of subjects who judged
an attribute as very or somewhat characteristic of gay males for the stereotypic attributes and
as very or somewhat uncharacteristic of gay males for the counterstereotypic attributes.
Strength indicates how strongly subjects associated each attribute with gay males. Higher val-
ues indicate stronger associations. Personality traits refers to attributes from Gough and Heil-
brun’s (1983) checklist. Positive qualities and violation of gender role refer to factor loadings
on the first and second factors (i.e., subtypes), respectively.

Both factors consist of attributes related to the female gender role.
However, the attributes loading on the first factor reflect positive qualities
that do not necessarily violate acceptable male gender roles (e.g., warm-
hearted, sensitive, good listeners). In sharp contrast, the attributes loading
on the second factor reflect qualities that strongly violate acceptable male
gender roles (e.g., limp wristed, transvestites, soft voices, dainty). Thus, the
results from the factor analysis suggest that gay males are perceived to
exhibit positive female sex-typed qualities and to violate acceptable male
gender roles.

Stereotype Strength

Analyses addressed two questions related to stereotype strength: Do
people more strongly associate personality traits, behaviors, or physical
characteristics with gay males? Do people more strongly associate with gay
males the subtype that they have positive female sex-typed qualities or that
they violate acceptable male gender roles?

Calculating Strength. The strength of the personality, behavior, and
physical characteristic components were calculated by averaging how char-
acteristic each subject perceived the set of 12 personality traits, the set of
6 behaviors, and the set of 6 physical characteristics to be of gay males.
This yielded three means for each subject which will be referred to sub-
sequently as the component strengths. The strength of the subtypes were
calculated by averaging how characteristic each subject perceived the set
of 18 attributes reflecting the perception that gay males have positive fe-
male sex-typed qualities and the set of 17 attributes reflecting the percep-
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tion that gay males violate acceptable male gender roles. This yielded two
means for each subject which will be referred to subsequently as the sub-
type strengths.

Between-Subject Differences. Repeated measures analysis of variance
procedures (RM-ANOVAs) examined whether female vs. male subjects and
heterosexual vs. gay subjects® differed with regard to how strongly they as-
sociated the stereotype components and the subtypes with gay males. The
between subjects factor was either gender (male, female) or sexual orien-
tation (heterosexual, gay). The within subjects factor was either component
strengths (personality, behavior, physical characteristic) or subtype
strengths (positive female sex-typed qualities, violation of acceptable male
gender roles). In no case did the between subjects factors produce signifi-
cant main effects (ps > .25), nor did they significantly interact with the
within-subjects factors (ps > .14). Therefore, all subsequent analyses col-
lapsed across gender and sexual orientation.

Do People more strongly associate personality traits, behaviors, or physical
characteristics with gay males? A 1 x 3 RM-ANOVA tested for differences
in strength among the stereotype components (personality, behavior, and
physical characteristic), which corresponded to the within subjects factor.
The dependent variables were the component strengths. Results found a
main effect for the stereotype components indicating that their strengths
differed significantly [F(2, 218) = 8.07; p < .001]. Therefore, pairwise post
hoc contrasts with Bonferroni corrections (i.e., p critical < .017) were per-
formed. The contrasts revealed that the behavior component strength (M
= 4,05) was significantly greater than the personality component strength
[M = 3.94; £(218) = 3.18; p < .01] and the personal characteristic component
strength [M = 3.93; r218) = 3.57; p < .001]. The personality component
and physical characteristic component strengths did not differ significantly
(t218) = .39; p > .05). Table II presents the strength with which subjects
associated each attribute in the stereotype with gay males.

Do people more strongly associate with gay males the subtype that they
have positive female sex-typed qualities or the subtype that they violate accept-
able male gender roles? A dependent samples ¢ test examined whether the
two subtypes differed in strength. The dependent variables were the sub-
type strengths. Results indicated that the subtype that gay males violate
acceptable male gender roles (M=4.03) was significantly stronger than the

8A 5-point questionnaire item (see footnote 6) measured sexual orientation. However, 93 out

of 109 subjects indicated that they were not at all gay (response option = 1). Because of
the small sample size at each of the remaining levels, subjects were categorized as gay if
they reported being gay to some extent (n = 16) and as heterosexual if they reported that
they were not at all gay (n = 93).
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subtype that gay males have positive female sex-typed qualities [M = 3.93;
taos) = 2.18; p = .03].

Discussion

What do people believe about gay males, and how strongly do they
believe it? This study answered these questions by assessing the content
and strength of the gay male stereotype. Results regarding the content of
the stereotype found that people’s beliefs about gay males include a broad
and rich set of attributes that form two general subtypes—that gay males
have positive female sex-typed qualities and that they violate acceptable
male gender roles. Results regarding the strength of the stereotype found
that people most strongly associated behaviors with gay males and the belief
that they violate acceptable male gender roles. The relation of these find-
ings to past research and their implications for biases in social perception
are discussed.

Content of the Gay Male Stereotype

Stereotypic and Counterstereotypic Attributes

The current study found results consistent with past research on the
content of the gay male stereotype. For example, gay males were perceived
as talkative, gentle, fashionable, and artistic, a result that is very similar to
that reported by Page and Yee (1986), who found that people judged gay
males as talkative, gentle, concerned about their appearance, and liking art
and literature. Both the current study and Staats (1978) found that people
judged gay males as sensitive and individualistic. Finally, the current study
found that people judged gay males as liberal and different, a finding that
is comparable to the results of Stangor et al. (1991) which indicated that
people judged gay males as liberal and abnormal.

The current study also found, however, that the gay male stereotype
included attributes that have not previously been identified. Many of these
attributes were behaviors and physical characteristics. For example, gay
males were perceived to engage in anal sex, be open about their feelings,
melodramatic, artsy looking, and to wear earrings. Other attributes were
counterstereotypic of gay males. For example, gay males were perceived to
NOT act macho, pick fights, or hunt animals.

The identification of these previously unidentified attributes may re-
flect the use of an improved stereotype assessment procedure. The gay
male stereotype was assessed with a combination of adjective checklists,



682 Madon

rating scales, and free responses that included attributes from multiple
stereotype components. This resulted in a broader and richer taxonomy of
beliefs about gay males than has previously been found. The identification
of these additional attributes is important from a methodological standpoint
because the more researchers know about what people believe, the more
places that they may detect bias. In turn, detecting where bias does and
does not occur has theoretical implications because it offers insights into
when biases are most probable and when their effects may be most dam-

aging.

Subtypes of Gay Males

Past research on the content of the gay male stereotype has identified a
collection of stereotypic attributes. The current research added to this literature
by examining whether attributes stereotypic of gay males formed different sub-
types. Results indicated the presence of two subtypes, both of which included
female sex-typed attributes. This finding is consistent with past research show-
ing that people perceive gay males to be like women, referred to as inversion
theory (Kite & Deaux, 1987). However, the two subtypes differed from each
other in an important respect. Whereas the first reflected the perception that
gay males exhibit positive female sex-typed qualities, the second reflected the
perception that gay males exhibit female sex-typed qualities that violate accept-
able male gender roles. The positive and negative valence of these subtypes
suggest that bias against gay males might arise more from the negative percep-
tion that gay males violate what it means to be a man than from the positive
perception that gay males possess favorable qualities associated with women.”

Strength of the Gay Male Stereotype

This study addressed the strength of the gay male stereotype by ex-
amining how strongly people associated three stereotype components and
two subtypes with gay males. Results indicated that people associated be-
haviors with gay males more strongly than they associated personality traits
and physical characteristics with gay males. People also associated the sub-

%In contrast to the two subtypes that emerged here, Herek (1984) found that a single factor,

“condemnation-tolerance,” explained people’s attitudes about gay males and lesbians. How-
ever, the “condemnation-tolerance” factor reflected attitude statements (e.g., “Male homo-
sexuality is a perversion,” p. 51), whereas the subtypes (i.e., factors) that emerged in the
current research reflected beliefs about gay males. Indeed, Herek himself found that people’s
beliefs about gay males and lesbians formed a second factor in addition to the condemna-
tion—tolerance factor. This strongly suggests that people’s attitudes and beliefs about gay
males and lesbians are distinct constructs.
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type that gay males violate acceptable male gender roles more strongly than
the subtype that they have positive female sex-typed qualities. However,
because the magnitude of these differences was small their practical effects
should be interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, information about a
stereotype’s strength is important for several reasons.

Strongly held stereotypes may bias person perception more than weakly
held stereotypes. This is because people may be more confident that strongly
held beliefs accurately reflect a group’s actual attributes, increasing the like-
lihood that they will make stereotypic inferences. Additionally, people may
perceive group members as relatively homogeneous on attributes that they
strongly associate with a group. Indeed, recent research indicates that the
more homogeneous a group’s members are perceived to be on a particular
attribute, the more perceivers rely on stereotypes during person perception
(Ryan, Judd, & Park, 1996). Strongly held stereotypes may also increase the
power of self-fulfilling prophecies because people may be less motivated to
revise beliefs that they hold strongly (Jussim et al., 1996).

Future Directions

There are several important issues concerning the gay male stereotype
that future research may want to explore. First, research that identifies the
valence of the specific attributes in the gay male stereotype is needed because
only negatively biased attributes should produce unfavorable perceptions.
This is particularly important in light of research suggesting that perceivers’
affective reactions to gay males influence stereotyping more than do their
cognitive beliefs (Jussim et al., 1995, Study 3). A second issue that requires
more attention is the inaccuracy of the gay male stereotype. Although often
not tackled because of its methodological complexity (Jussim et al., 1995),
research on stereotype inaccuracy is very important since only inaccurate
stereotypes can create biases (Jussim et al., 1996). Third, the vast majority of
research on stereotyping, including the current studies, use college students
as subjects. However, college students may differ from other populations in
important respects because of their age, maturity, education, socioeconomic
status, levels of liberalism, and prejudice toward gay males, etc. Of particular
importance, therefore, is research that examines the extent to which results
based on college samples generalizes to other populations.

CONCLUSION

The current research examined the content and strength of the gay male
stercotype. This focus represents a return to the earliest issues addressed by
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social psychologists. Although once a major substantive area in social psychol-
ogy, issues of content gradually gave way to issues of process. However, issues
of content and process are inextricably tied to one another. Content studies
detail the specific attributes in stereotypes, their strength, valence, and inac-
curacy. Process studies use this information to examine when stereotypes will
influence social reality and social perception. The current research showed
that beliefs about gay males included attributes from multiple stereotype com-
ponents, formed two subtypes, and varied in strength. These findings have
implications for research on issues of process because knowing what people
believe about gay males and how strongly they hold those beliefs provides
insight into when stereotypes may be most likely to create biases.
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