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Research has shown that sexual minorities face health disparities and discrimination due to the implicit biases held 
by health providers, employers, and the general public. The purpose of this experiment was to test if there would 
be a significant difference in the personality characteristics attributed to homosexual versus heterosexual females 
and if the stereotypes of female participants towards homosexual females would differ significantly from those of 
male participants. After reading either the heterosexual or homosexual version of a narrative, participants rated a 
character based on five stereotype-revealing personality characteristics. The results revealed a significant 
difference in ratings of sensitivity between homosexual and heterosexual conditions. However, no other findings 
were significantly different. 
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The stigma and stereotypes of gay women may pose a 
huge threat on these individuals’ lives. A survey conducted by 
Nezhad and Flunker (2016) identified pervasive issues facing 
the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) 
community in Minnesota. This includes high rates of 
depression and anxiety stemming from familial and social 
rejection, increased suicide rates, lack of access to competent 
and responsive medical care, and disparities in food security 
and homelessness. Destigmatizing the LGBTQ community and 
addressing the social injustices they face that arise from 
detrimental stereotypes could significantly improve the lives of 
these individuals. In our study, stereotyping is defined as a 
cognitive representation of bias. Continuing to advocate for and 
to reinforce the significance of non-discrimination legislation 
can be aided by identifying existing stereotypes and if they 
differ depending on characteristics of the stereotype holders as 
well as the person being stereotyped.  

Stereotypes and perceptions associated with one’s 
sexual orientation can be reflected in another person’s level of 
trust in one’s capabilities. To provide an example, Russ, 
Simonds,  and  Hunt  (2010)  evaluated  the  varying  perceived  
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credibility of professors based on their sexual orientation. In 
the study, a male professor revealed his sexuality by 
mentioning his girlfriend for the heterosexual condition and his 
boyfriend for the homosexual condition. All other aspects of 
the professor and how he taught remained constant throughout 
both conditions. After the lectures, students filled out a teacher 
evaluation form. The results showed that students perceived a 
gay professor to be less credible than a straight professor. 
Negative stereotypes against gay professors could have 
devastating effects on their professional development such as 
acquiring tenure. Similar sentiments are supported by Herek 
(2002) through the finding that heterosexual males report 
feeling less comfortable around gay men than heterosexual 
men.  
 Several studies have evaluated personality 
characteristics attributed to an implied gay man. Merritt et al. 
(2013) evaluated how college students would characterize a 
fictional male actor based on his sexual orientation and whether 
or not they would potentially hire the fictional actor. The 
results showed a significant difference in the ratings of the gay 
versus straight profile for the masculinity characteristic. The 
straight actor had higher rates of masculinity whereas the gay 
actor had lower rates of masculinity. Similarly, an earlier study 
by Fein and Spencer (1997) used different personality 
characteristics than Merritt et al. (2013) and related participant 
self-esteem to how stereotypically the personality 
characteristics are attributed to a fictional character named 
Greg. Subjects were given one of two versions of a cover story 
about Greg, who is implied to be gay in one version and 
straight in the other, and subjects rated the extent to which 
Greg possessed various personality characteristics using a 0-10 
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scale.  It was found that subjects with negative self-esteem 
stereotypically characterized Greg in the scenario in which he 
was described as gay, attributing characteristics of sensitivity, 
aggression, consideration, femininity, strength, creativity, and 
passivity. 

The findings by Fein and Spencer (1997) indicate that 
not only stereotypes against homosexual individuals exist, but 
also the presence and extent of stereotypes often depend on 
particular characteristics of the stereotype holders, such as their 
sex. Blashill and Powlishta (2009) argue that heterosexual men 
possess the strongest stereotypes about gay men. Additionally, 
the U.S. Acceptance of Gay/Lesbian Relations (2012) also 
discovered that heterosexual men are unlikely to support civil 
rights initiatives for lesbian and gay individuals compared with 
heterosexual women.  

Generally, these studies support the idea that 
stereotypes against gay men exist. However, it is unclear 
whether the same stereotype applies to gay women. We will 
investigate how the revelation of a woman’s sexual orientation 
as homosexual or heterosexual through a paragraph-long 
narrative affects how a participant will attribute certain 
personality characteristics to the described woman. Participants 
from both sexes will rate personality characteristics of a 
fictional woman who is implied to be homosexual or 
heterosexual based on a hypothetical narrative. We hypothesize 
that there will be a significant difference in the personality 
characteristics attributed to homosexual females in comparison 
to heterosexual females, as a reflection of the participants’ 
stereotypical perceptions. Additionally, we predict that male 
and female participants will hold significantly different 
stereotypes for homosexual females. This hypothesis is based 
upon Pew Research Center (2017), which indicates a difference 
in viewpoints on homosexuality by men and women.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 
 Participants were 40 undergraduate students at the 
University of Minnesota composed of 23 females, 16 males, 
and one who did not fill out the demographic form and thus 
was not included in the analysis. Thirty-three participants were 
between the ages of 19-22; four were between the ages of 23-
25; one was between the ages 26-29; and one was above the 
age of 30. Year in college included 13 Sophomores, 18 
Juniors, and eight Seniors. In terms of race/ethnicity,19 
identified as White, 12 as Asian, three as African American, 
three as Hispanic, and two as other. The participants were 
recruited through convenience sampling from a research 
methods course. For participating in the study, participants 
were compensated with class credits.  
 
Materials 
 Informed consent was obtained from participants. To 
conceal the true purpose of the study and prevent confounds of 
social desirability, participants were told that we were testing 
the correlation between eating breakfast and reading 

comprehension/memory. The sex of the participants was 
gathered through a demographic survey. The independent 
variable was manipulated through two otherwise identical 
narratives describing the life of a young woman named Jamie. 
We constructed an original narrative that describes her 
educational background such as where she went to high school 
and the activities she was involved in as well as more current 
information such as her finance degree, travelling abroad, and 
meeting her new partner. Only two words were altered to 
indicate Jamie’s sexuality, ‘boyfriend’ and ‘him’ were used in 
the heterosexual condition and ‘girlfriend’ and ‘partner’ were 
used in the homosexual condition. These differences are 
italicized in Appendix A. The dependent variable for both 
conditions was measured by the participants’ responses to the 
five personality characteristic questions derived from the Fein 
and Spencer (1997) study. The participants’ responses were 
coded for both conditions with 1 being Strongly Agree and 4 
being Strongly Disagree. Five of the questions were perception 
based where the participants rated the character on femininity, 
sensitivity, aggressiveness, strength, and consideration which 
are stereotypical characteristics suggested by Fein and Spencer 
(1997). Ten of the questions were based on the narrative 
content alone to be consistent with what the participants 
believed to be the purpose of the study: the correlation between 
eating breakfast and reading comprehension/memory. These 
questions included things like year of graduation, which city 
she currently lives in, what undergraduate degree she obtained, 
and more. The five personality characteristic questions were 
randomly interspersed amongst the narrative questions in the 
questionnaire shown in Appendix B. 
 
Procedure 
 Upon obtaining informed consent, the participants 
were handed a packet and were randomly assigned to the 
heterosexual or homosexual condition. The experimenters were 
blind to which condition participants were assigned to. 
Nineteen participants were in the homosexual group and 20 
participants were in the heterosexual group. Next, the 
participants were informed that they would have three minutes 
to read the narrative and then without looking back, they would 
have eight minutes to answer 15 questions. See Appendix A for 
narrative and Appendix B for questions. Once the timer went 
off, the participants were told to put down their pens/pencils 
and their packets were collected by one of the two 
experimenters. Finally, the experimenters debriefed the 
participants and explained the true purpose of the experiment.  
 

RESULTS 
 

For each of the five personality characteristics, we 
performed two-way Analysis of Variance to evaluate the 
relationship between sex of participant and sexuality narrative 
condition. No significant results were found apart from the 
main effect of sexuality narrative condition on ratings of 
sensitivity, F(1,35) = 4.46, p = 0.042. Averaged across sex 
of the participants,  the heterosexual condition  (M = 2.63,  SD  
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TABLE 1.  Personality Characteristic Ratings: Means and (SDs) 
 
 

 
Homosexual Narrative Heterosexual Narrative 

 
Male 

Participant 
Female 

Participant 
Male 

Participant 
Female 

Participant 

Femininity 2.22 (0.67) 2.73 (0.47) 2.29 (0.76) 2.50 (0.52) 

Consideration 2.11 (0.33) 2.09 (0.30) 2.00 (0.00) 2.00 (0.43) 

Sensitivity 2.22 (0.44) 2.27 (0.47) 2.57 (0.54) 2.67 (0.65) 

Strength 2.11 (0.33) 2.00 (0.45) 1.86 (0.38) 1.75 (0.45) 

Aggressiveness/
Assertiveness 

2.56 (0.53) 2.73 (0.47) 2.57 (0.54) 2.33 (0.49) 

 
 
= 0.60) rated the narrative subject differently on sensitivity 
than the homosexual condition (M = 2.25, SD = 0.44). The 
cell means can be found in Table 1, and the results of the 
ANOVAs can be found in Table 2.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
In this experiment, we tested the hypothesis that there 

would be a significant difference in the personality 
characteristics attributed to homosexual females in comparison 
to heterosexual females, as a reflection of the stereotypes held 
by the participants. Our second hypothesis was that within the 
homosexual condition, male and female participants would 
have significantly different attributions of personality 
characteristics. The results of this experiment revealed a 
significant difference in ratings of sensitivity between 
homosexual and heterosexual conditions which partially 
supports our first hypothesis. Furthermore, there appears to be 
a main effect of sexuality condition on ratings of strength 
approaching statistical significance. However, no other findings 
were significantly different for the other three personality 
characteristics nor the difference between male and female 
participants in the homosexual condition.  

Most of the results, excluding sensitivity and strength 
between sexuality conditions, demonstrate that stereotypes 
assessed in past research that supported the existence of 
stereotypes for gay men may not generalize to other groups 
such as gay women. Fein and Spencer (1997) also used 
personality characteristic ratings to evaluate stereotypes for a 
gay man and it was found that subjects with negative self-
esteem characterized a fictional character in a stereotypical 
way. Similarly, Merritt et al. (2013) found a significant 
difference in college students’ ratings for a gay versus straight 
profile for the masculinity characteristic where the straight 
actor had higher rates of masculinity than the gay actor. Both 
findings support the idea that there is a significant difference 
between the personality characteristics attributed to straight 
versus gay people which reflects the existence of stereotypes. 
In both experiments the fictional character is a gay male actor  
 

 

TABLE 2.  Participant Sex x Sexuality Condition Interactions and Main Effects 
of Sexuality Condition 

 

 
Sex x Sexuality Sexuality Main Effect 

 
F-value p-value F-value p-value 

Femininity 0.57 0.456 0.18 0.674 

Consideration 0.01 0.926 0.88 0.355 

Sensitivity 0.02 0.900 4.46 0.042* 

Strength < 0.001 0.988 3.46 0.071 

Assertiveness/ 
Aggressiveness 

1.56 0.220 1.33 0.257 

*Note:  p < 0.05 

 
whereas in our experiment we were looking at a gay business 
woman.  

The narrative/role of the subject is not the only aspect 
that needs to be focused on in future studies. Race is another 
factor that was not analyzed in this study but should be 
analyzed in the future. Not only does the race of the person 
being stereotyped need to be further studied, but also the race 
of the stereotype holder. Gastic (2012) studied the relationship 
between attitudes toward sexual minorities and having a gay or 
lesbian friend. This researcher found that there was a more 
distinct difference between Black males and females than 
Whites or Latinos. Additionally, Latina females were twice as 
likely as Latino males to report that they would continue to be 
close to a friend who came out to them as gay or lesbian.  

Further research should also consider developing a 
narrative that contains more neutral characteristics. Researchers 
should ensure that the results they observe are only due to the 
difference in Jamie’s sexuality and cannot be attributed to other 
characteristics of the narrative such as hobbies, sports, etc. 
Researchers could also investigate differing ethnicities for the 
gay woman in order to examine the differences in stereotyping 
of white gay women and gay women of color.  

Some weaknesses of this particular study include the 
limitations of convenience sampling because all of the 
participants were students in the research methods class who 
were also conducting their own experiments. With all of the 
participants having knowledge of research designs, some may 
have been able to correlate the subtle personality questions and 
the explicit implications of Jamie’s sexuality in the narrative 
and assume it had to do with stereotypes thus causing the 
subjects to respond in a socially desirable manner. Taking all of 
these potential faults into account, past research should be 
considered valid and stereotypes against sexual minorities are 
still pervasive despite our results indicating otherwise. 
 Gay women and other sexual minorities may continue 
to feel unsafe and unwelcome and may be treated in an unjust 
manner in educational, professional, and personal settings if 
stereotypes are not identified and addressed through training 
and other educational methods. Even though this study found 
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limited significant differences between the perceptions of gay 
versus straight women for strength, sensitivity, and femininity 
characteristics, other past research has confirmed that other 
sexual minorities such as gay men face unjust treatment and 
mental health disparities as a result of stereotypes. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
“A Day in the Life of Jamie”: Homosexual Condition: 

Jamie is a 25-year-old business woman who lives in downtown 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. She was born and raised in Maple Grove, Minnesota 
and graduated from high school in 2010. Then, she went to a university and 
obtained her undergraduate degree in finance. After, she took a gap year and 
travelled to Spain. Jamie’s favorite part about Spain was the Run of the Bulls. 
She hopes to return soon. Next, she returned to Minnesota and began her 
career in business. Now, she lives in a one bedroom apartment with her 
girlfriend. Jamie met her partner at a business conference. They have been 
together for 2 years and have one cat. Jamie’s favorite sport is football and she 
was the kicker on her high school football team. Other hobbies of hers include 
painting and reading. 

 
“Life with Jamie”: Heterosexual Condition: 

Jamie is a 25-year-old business woman who lives in downtown 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. She was born and raised in Maple Grove, Minnesota 
and graduated from high school in 2010. Then, she went to a university and 
obtained her undergraduate degree in finance. After, she took a gap year and 
travelled to Spain. Jamie’s favorite part about Spain was the Run of the Bulls. 
She hopes to return soon. Next, she returned to Minnesota and began her 
career in business. Now, she lives in a one bedroom apartment with her 
boyfriend. Jamie met him at a business conference. They have been together for 
2 years and have one cat. Jamie’s favorite sport is football and she was the 
kicker on her high school football team. Other hobbies of hers include painting 
and reading. 

 
APPENDIX B 

 
Post-Narrative Questionnaire:  
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