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Abstract 

While sport has traditionally been a hostile environment for gay men, attitudes toward 

homosexuality among youth in the West have changed significantly in recent years. This research 

uses Herek’s Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men Scale, Revised Version (ATLG-R) to 

investigate attitudes toward homosexuality among 243 undergraduate male students in the UK. 

Overall, results revealed no significant differences in student attitudes toward gay men in the first 

three years of data collection, but significantly more positive attitudes onward from the fourth. 

Overall, incoming attitudinal dispositions of homophobia among young male student-athletes 

were minimal. Anderson’s notion of inclusive masculinities is used to explain these findings, 

with the results supporting existing literature concerning positive attitudes toward homosexuality 

among young, sporting men in the UK.  
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Introduction 

To date, there is only one quantitative study investigating British heterosexual male student-

athletes’ attitudes toward homosexuality in sport. That research – conducted by Bush, Anderson 

and Carr (2012) at a prestigious British university – examined student attitudes about having a 

gay teammate, gay coach, as well as sharing the locker-room space with gay men. Questionnaires 

were distributed to 216 heterosexual male students from a range of sports when they began their 

studies, with results indicating that there was very little homophobia upon entering the university 

and upon graduation. This led the authors to write that “it is no longer sociologically responsible 

to generalize all sports, and all men who play them as homophobic. Increasingly, it appears to be 

the opposite” (2012, p. 116). The present article serves as a compendium to the work of Bush, 

Anderson and Carr (2012) in that it extends the study in four ways.  

 First, the focus of the questions was revised. Specifically, rather than asking an athlete 

how they would feel about having a gay teammate – knowing that qualitative research shows 

that, in sport, athletic capital trumps sexual orientation (see Anderson, 2009) – it was determined 

that a more appropriate method of assessing athletes’ levels of homophobia would be to question 

them about gay men in general. This approach is in line with other survey research that has 

examined for changes in attitudes toward homosexuality in general (e.g., Watt & Elliot, 2019). 

Second, the determination to measure athletes’ attitudes toward homosexuality more broadly – 

and not just in sport – provided the opportunity to use a previous instrument measured for 

reliability and validity. Accordingly, this research – unlike Bush, Anderson and Carr (2012) – 

used Herek’s (1988) Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men Scale, Revised Version (ATLG-R).  

Third, this research was conducted with athletes from a British university renowned for its 

on-going commitment to ‘widening participation’i—representing a different socio-economic 

background compared to the athletes examined by Bush, Anderson and Carr (2012). Finally, by 
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examining attitudes toward gay men with quantitative data, this study adds to a plethora of recent 

qualitative research that highlights a significant decline in cultural homophobia in a range of 

sport settings (Anderson, 2011a; Anderson, Magrath & Bullingham, 2016; Cashmore & Cleland, 

2012; Magrath, 2017, 2021). The use of a quantitative research methodology also helps with the 

collection of data from a larger sample, at multiple points in time, in order to describe and 

examine social attitudes that might be generalizable to a larger population.  

Accordingly, this longitudinal research – conducted over a five-year period – should 

provide a foundation from which future researchers can investigate other aspects of teamsport 

culture in the UK. Results also have the potential to improve research methodologies designed to 

investigate sexual orientation attitudes, initiate policy discussions related to athletes’ sexual 

orientations, as well as aiding in the development of educational programs to encourage the 

acceptance of diverse athletic populations.  

 

Homophobia in Sport: From Hostility to Inclusivity  

The antecedents of today’s sporting culture can be traced to the years of the second Industrial 

Revolution—the mid-1800s through early-1900s. At this time, men’s competitive teamsports 

were thought to reverse an apparent ‘crisis’ of masculinity; one characterized by a moral panic of 

the softening of boys’ virility (Filene, 1975). Participation in sport provided boys and men with 

the opportunity to align their “gendered behaviors with an idealized and narrow definition of 

masculinity” (McCormack & Anderson, 2014, p. 114). This was generally characterized by 

behaviors such as muscularity, symbolic and actualized violence, as well as emotional stoicism 

(Anderson, 2009). Indeed, sport provided boys with a “clear hierarchical structure, autocratic 

tendencies, traditional notions of masculinity and the need for discipline” (Carter, 2006, p. 5). 

The reinforcement of masculinity also led to near-compulsory heterosexuality through the 
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creation of a homophobic sporting culture, thus largely excluding gay men (and other members of 

the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender – LGBT – community) (Pronger, 1990).  

 Almost a century later, in the 1980s, sport once again took on renewed cultural 

significance. At this time, conservative political responses to the AIDS crisis – especially in the 

UK and the US – demonized the gay community (Weeks, 1991), who were blamed for the spread 

of the virus and pathologized as ‘viral assassins’ (Peterson, 2011). This elevated deleterious 

attitudes toward homosexuality in the West to an all-time high by the end of the decade. In the 

UK, the British Social Attitude Survey (BSAS) showed that, in 1983, 62% of the population 

believed same-sex sex between two consenting adults was ‘always wrong’ or ‘mostly wrong’; 

four years later, in 1987, this combined figure had increased to 75% (Clements & Field, 2014). 

Similar trends were also evident in the US (Twenge, Sherman & Wells, 2016).  

 Given this hostile environment, gay men at this time tended to avoid mainstream sport, 

hide their sexual orientation (e.g. Pronger, 1990), or restrict themselves to participation in gay-

only sports leagues (Elling, De Knop & Knoppers, 2003). Unsurprisingly, researchers who 

examined the relationship between gay men and sport throughout the 1980s and 1990s largely 

agreed that sport existed as a hostile environment. For instance, Pronger (1990, p. 26) wrote that, 

“Many of the [gay] men I interviewed said they were uncomfortable with team-sports.” Similarly, 

Hekma (1998, p. 2) wrote that, “Gay men who are seen as queer and effeminate are granted no 

space whatsoever in what is generally considered to be a masculine preserve and macho 

enterprise.” And Curry (1991, p. 130) found that, “Not only is being homosexual forbidden, but 

tolerance of homosexuality is theoretically off limits as well.” Accordingly, men’s teamsports in 

the Western world represented an institution through which a dominant – hegemonic – form of 

masculinity was both established and celebrated (Connell, 1987).  
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 Other social institutions outside of sport were equally as intolerant of homosexuality. For 

example, in their analysis of over 200 US university freshmen, D’Augelli and Rose (1990) 

showed that almost half believed gay men were ‘disgusting’ and that same-sex sexual activity 

was wrong. Almost a third of their sample also claimed to prefer a college environment with only 

straight men. Herek’s (1988) large-scale quantitative research with heterosexual undergraduate 

students across US universities documented comparable levels of hostility. This climate was also 

evident in the UK; indeed, Epstein, O’Flynn and Telford (2004) described the British university 

campus as “threateningly straight,” and a space where ‘other’ sexual orientations were treated as 

abnormal and deviant. Other research of the time also shows the prevalence of homophobia 

across university campuses (e.g., Kurdek, 1988; Love, 1998).  

 But, more recently, Western societies have witnessed a liberalization of attitudes toward 

sexual minorities. Watt and Elliot’s (2019) recent analysis of British Social Attitude Surveys led 

them to conclude that “homonegativity amongst Britons has fallen dramatically over recent 

decades” (p. 1113). Evidencing this, the most recent British Social Attitude Survey – in 2019 – 

showed that only 16% of those sampled believed same-sex sex to be ‘always wrong’ or ‘mostly 

wrong’—down almost 60% from three decades previous. Attitudes toward homosexuality have 

also improved in the US, so much so that Keleher and Smith (2012, p. 1324) describe “a 

sweeping change in attitudes towards lesbians and gay men.” Twenge, Sherman and Wells’ 

(2016) analysis of US social survey data also shows an increase of same-sex sexual experiences 

due to the removal of stigma attached to these behaviors.  

 Despite frequent – and ongoing – claims to the contrary (e.g., Storr, 2020), there is also a 

considerable body of evidence that shows a decline of homophobia in sport. This first began to 

emerge almost two decades ago, when Anderson (2002) conducted the first-ever research with 

‘out’ gay athletes in mainstream sport. Prior to disclosing their sexuality to teammates, these 
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athletes reported that they were anxious about social exclusion and verbal and/or physical abuse. 

Post-coming out, however, these concerns were not realized for the majority of the sample; many 

regretted not coming out sooner. When this research was replicated almost a decade later, 

Anderson (2011a) found even greater social inclusion of gay athletes. This included a reduction 

of the “don’t ask, don’t tell” culture, inclusion of gay athletes in the team’s social activities, and 

the acceptance of same-sex partners. Since pioneering research on the inclusion of gay male 

athletes, a number of studies have documented similar levels of inclusion (Anderson, Magrath & 

Bullingham, 2016; Letts, 2020; Magrath, 2020).  

 Support from heterosexual peers toward the presence of homosexuality in sport has also 

improved considerably (e.g., Gaston & Dixon, 2020; Lawless & Magrath, 2021). Anderson’s 

(2011b) research with a university football team in the US showed that these men were 

supportive of gay rights, eschewed violence, and enjoyed open and intimate friendships with one 

another. Similarly, Adams’ (2011) ethnographic research among a US college football team 

found inclusive attitudes toward sexual minorities, with athletes challenging orthodox notions of 

masculinity. In England, Magrath’s (2017) research with elite young footballers in Premier 

League Academies documented more positive attitudes compared with older research emanating 

from this level of play (e.g., Parker, 1996): whereby players were broadly supportive of 

homosexuality and the introduction of same-sex marriage. Thus, Magrath, Anderson and Roberts 

(2015, p. 819) contendd that, without direct contact with a gay teammate, this research “serves as 

a roadmap for when one of their teammates actually does come out.” Even research on sports 

fandom – a demographic which has traditionally been stigmatized as homophobic – shows that 

tolerant attitudes toward homosexuality have become commonplace (Cashmore & Cleland, 2012; 

Cleland, 2015; Cleland, Magrath & Kian, 2018; Magrath, 2018).  
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 Quantitative analyses of sport and sexuality have also yielded similar levels of inclusivity. 

For example, in a survey of nearly 700 college athletes, Southall et al. (2009) showed that 72% of 

male participants espoused inclusive attitudes toward homosexuality. They argue that this is 

“evidence that the male intercollegiate culture may no longer be a uniform bastion of cultural and 

institutional homophobia” (2009, p. 74). And in the UK, Bush, Anderson and Carr’s (2012 

research – discussed earlier in this article – indicated that the attitudinal dispositions of 

homophobia decreased from minimal (upon entrance to the university) to virtually non-existent 

upon graduating three years later. Accordingly, while sport in the 1980s was characterized by 

extreme homophobia, more recent evidence shows that young men in particular are rapidly losing 

their homophobia.  

 

Theorizing Contemporary Masculinities  

Hegemonic Masculinity Theory (HMT) has been the most prominent theoretical framework 

underpinning the social stratification of masculinity in the Western world (Connell, 1995). 

Articulating two social processes – (1) that all men benefit from patriarchy; and (2) the 

recognition of multiple masculinities which exist in an intra-masculine hierarchy – Connell’s 

theorizing has been widely cited in research on sport, masculinities, and sexualities (e.g., Bryson, 

1987; Light & Kirk, 2000). Given the changing nature of contemporary masculinities, however, 

numerous scholars have critiqued HMT’s effectiveness in capturing the social dynamics of young 

men (Demetriou, 2001; Hearn, 2004; Howson, 2006). And despite attempts to reformulate and 

reconfigure HMT (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), Anderson’s (2009) Inclusive Masculinity 

Theory (IMT) has since emerged as a successful alternative to understand male peer group 

cultures across the Western world (Anderson & McCormack, 2015).   
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 IMT initially emerged from research that examined attitudes toward homosexuality 

among heterosexual sporting men (Anderson, 2009). Departing from the findings of previous 

research with heterosexual sporting men (e.g., Curry, 1991; Pronger, 1990), men in these studies 

espoused positive attitudes toward homosexuality, as well as embracing gay athletes onto their 

teams as equals (Anderson, Magrath & Bullingham, 2016). This body of research also shows that 

young men reject homophobia (Adams, Anderson & McCormack, 2010); include gay peers in 

friendship networks (Anderson, 2011a), eschew violence and bullying (Anderson, 2011b), are 

physically tactile (Anderson & McCormack, 2015), and enjoy emotionally open and intimate 

friendships with other men (Robinson, Anderson & White, 2018).  

 Central to IMT is the concept of ‘homohysteria’, which seeks to explain the power 

dynamics of heterosexual masculinities within a historical frame. The concept is, perhaps, best 

defined as a “homosexually-panicked culture in which suspicion [of homosexuality] permeates” 

(Anderson, 2011b, p. 83). A culture is homohysteric if it meets three social conditions: (1) the 

culture maintains antipathy and hostility toward gay men; (2) there is mass awareness that gay 

people exist in significant numbers in that culture; and (3) the cultural belief that gender and 

sexuality are conflated. When such conditions are met, homophobia is used as a tool to police 

gender, as men fear the stigma of being socially perceived as gay. Homohysteria is central to 

understanding IMT because it is the concept that enables an explanation of social change 

(Anderson, 2009).  

 As social change with respect to attitudes toward sexual minorities continues to take hold 

on British (and other Western) culture(s), IMT has evolved into a theory that presents a useful 

means for conceptualizing contemporary masculinities (Magrath & Scoats, 2019). Since its 

publication at the end of the previous decade, it has been used in a broad range of settings, 

including athletes (Anderson, Magrath & Bullingham, 2016), sports fans (Cashmore & Cleland, 
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2012; Magrath, 2018, 2021), education (McCormack, 2012), and the workplace (Magrath, 2020; 

Roberts, 2013). It has also seen a significant take-up in contemporary masculinities research, with 

the fourth wave of masculinities research having been described as “Andersonian” (Borkowska, 

2020). There is, therefore – according to Magrath and Scoats (2019) – sufficient evidence to 

argue that a new generation of masculinities scholars are finding IMT the most effective means of 

capturing the complex masculine dynamics between men. 

 

Methods 

Participants 

Participants in this research consisted of 243 heterosexual male undergraduate sports students. 

All participants were studying at a British university located in the South of England. Each of the 

participants in the present research identified as White British; however, it is important to note 

that another research article, published in Sport in Society, focuses on the results of non-White 

students (Magrath, Batten, Anderson & White, 2020). The approach to present this data 

separately was adopted because of a significant variance in attitudes toward homosexuality 

among Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) student-athletes (e.g., Magrath, Batten, Anderson & 

White, 2020; Baunach, Burgess & Muse, 2009), which required a more comprehensive 

exploration.  

The mean age of participants was 20 years old (SD = 3 years), with 93% of participants 

studying on single-honors degree programs (n = 227), while the remaining 7% of participants 

were enlisted on combined-honors degree programs (n = 16). All participants were studying for 

sports-related degrees. 98% of participants were full-time students (n = 238), with the remainder 

studying on a part-time basis (n = 5). All participants in this research self-identified as 

‘exclusively heterosexual’ (see Savin-Williams, 2017) and were actively competing in a variety 
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of individual and/or team sports. 

 

Measures 

Students’ attitudes toward homosexuality were measured using Herek’s (1988) Attitudes Toward 

Lesbians and Gay Men Scale, Revised Version (ATLG-R). This scale is a measure of 

heterosexuals’ attitudes toward gay men and women, and consists of 20 items that assess 

affective responses to homosexuality, gay men, and lesbians. Ten items reference lesbians (ATL 

subscale) and 10 items reference gay men (ATG subscale). Participants respond to each item in 

the ATLG-R on a nine-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 9 = strongly agree). Seven items 

of the ATLG-R are reverse scored; thus, a higher score indicates greater homonegativism. 

Accordingly, overall scores can range from between 20 to 180 for the full scale and 10 to 90 for 

the subscales.   

 We note here that due to recent improvements in social and legal equality for sexual 

minorities in the UK (and other parts of the Western world, too), some items in the ATLG-R used 

in this research were either amended or removed. For instance, ‘State laws regulating private, 

consenting lesbian behavior should be abolished’ was entirely removed to reflect British law. 

Similarly, the question ‘The growing number of lesbians indicates a decline in American morals’ 

was reworded from ‘American’ to ‘British’ to reflect the country of data collection. Overall, then, 

this resulted in a total of nine items for the ATL subscale, 10 items for the ATG subscale, and 19 

items for the ATLG-R.  

 To ensure that the ATL, ATG, and ATLG-R remained valid and reliable measures of 

students’ attitudes toward homosexuality, further variants of these questionnaires were also 

produced (see http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/html/atlg.html). These variants included 

parallel forms of each subscale that facilitated comparison between participants’ attitudes toward 

http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/html/atlg.html
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gay men and their attitudes toward lesbians. Scores on the original subscales were not directly 

comparable due to the use of differently worded items. Accordingly, items on the ATG were 

revised to refer to lesbians, creating ATL Part 1 and ATL Part 2 variants. Scores for these two 

subscales were then added to create the ATL Total variant. The same process was repeated for 

student attitudes toward gay men, whereby items on the ATL were revised to refer to gay men.  

This created the ATG Part 1, ATG Part 2, and ATG Total variants used in this study. 

Student scores on the ATL Part 1 and ATG Part 1 were then added to create the ATLG Part 1 

variant, and student scores on the ATL Part 2 and ATG Part 2 added to create the ATLG Part 2 

variant. ATLG Total scores were calculated by adding student scores on the ATLG Part 1 and 

ATLG Part 2 variants. Total scores ranged from nine to 81, 10 to 90, 19 to 171, nine to 81, 10 to 

90, 19 to 171, 18 to 162, 20 to 180, and 38 to 342, for the ATL Part 1, ATL Part 2, ATL Total, 

ATG Part 1, ATG Part 2, ATG Total, ATLG Part 1, ATLG Part 2, and ATLG Total variants, 

respectively.  

In an analysis of the ATLG-R scale, Herek (1998) reported that, along with its subscales, 

the ATLG-R has high levels of internal consistency, with acceptable alpha levels for the 

subscales (> 0.85) and for the full scale (> 0.90) among samples of college students. Herek 

(1998) also reported acceptable full-scale test and re-test reliability (0.90) after three weeks with 

a student sample. Importantly for research on sport and sexuality, scores on the ATLG were not 

linked to socially desirable response sets. Although Herek (1998) reworded five items from the 

original ATLG to update their content or clarify their meaning, there is no indication that these 

have changed the psychometric properties of the ATLG-R (e.g., Rosik, 2007). Correlations 

between all of the variants used in the present study further demonstrated the convergent validity 

(Marsh, 2002) of the ATLG-R (all were > 0.70).  
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Procedures 

On the first day of attendance at university in each Autumn over a five-year periodii, incoming 

students completed the ATLG-R, under normative university examination policies and 

procedures, sitting at least one space apart. This removed the risk of collusion in students’ overall 

responses. Confidentiality and anonymity were assured for all participants. Ethical approval was 

provided by each authors’ respective institutionsiii. All ethical guidelines of the British 

Sociological Association (BSA) were followed throughout the research process.  

 

Analysis 

Given that the aim of this study was to examine White British heterosexual male undergraduate 

sports students’ attitudes toward gay men over a five-year period, only data from the ATG Part 1, 

ATG Part 2, and ATG Total variants were examined in this study. Data from the other ATL and 

ATLG-R variants will be examined in future research. Moreover, given that attitudes toward 

homosexuality were more conservative among non-White men, this research is examined 

elsewhere (Magrath, Batten, Anderson & White, 2020).  

Prior to the further exploration of this data set, the assumptions that underpin tests for 

difference were examined. Specifically, Shapiro-Wilk’s tests revealed violations of normal 

distribution (as p < 0.05) for all variables, while Box-Whisker diagrams revealed there to be nine 

univariate outliers within the data. Although it has been suggested to remove univariate outliers 

to ensure data are normally distributed (e.g., Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001), Orr, Sackett and 

DuBois (1991) state that when an outlier is either a legitimate part of the data or the cause is 

unclear, data are more likely to be representative of the population as a whole if outliers are not 

removed. Additionally, while Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances was significant (p < 

0.05) for ATG Part 1 scores, ATG Part 2, and ATG Total scores were not significant (p > 0.05) - 
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indicating homogeneity of variance across the five years. However, Field (2013) states that the 

use of non-parametric tests eliminates the effects of outliers. Thus, Kruskal-Wallis tests for 

difference were used to examine students’ attitudes toward gay men. The dependent variables for 

this study were ATG Part 1, ATG Part 2, and ATG Total scores, while the independent variable 

for this study was year of data collection. In the event of a significant difference, follow-up post-

hoc analyses were performed. All statistical analyses were computed using the IBM Statistical 

Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). 

 

Results 

Descriptive statistics for students’ attitudes toward gay men for each year of data collection are 

depicted in Table 1. Kruskal-Wallis tests for difference revealed significant differences in 

students’ attitudes toward gay men for ATG Part 1 scores (H (4) = 23.431, p < 0.0005), ATG Part 

2 scores (H (4) = 27.590, p < 0.0005), as well as ATG Total scores (H (4) = 29.040, p < 0.0005).  

Follow-up post hoc analyses for ATG Part 1 scores revealed no significant differences in 

student attitudes toward gay men between the first and second year of data collection (p = 0.194, 

p > 0.05), but significant improvements from the second year to the third (p = 0.032, p < 0.05), 

and again from the third to the fourth year of data collection (p = 0.047, p < 0.05). No significant 

differences in student attitudes toward gay men were observed from between the fourth and fifth 

years of data collection (p = 0.523, p > 0.05).  

Scores for the ATG Part 2 and ATG Total variants followed a similar pattern. 

Specifically, follow-up post hoc analyses revealed no significant differences in student attitudes 

toward gay men from between the first and second year of data collection for ATG Part 2 scores 

(p = 0.093, p > 0.05) and ATG Total scores (p = 0.691, p > 0.05); nor any significant differences 

from between the second and third years of data collection for ATG Part 2 scores (p = 0.749, p > 
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0.05) and ATG Total scores (p = 0.305, p > 0.05). In contrast, significant improvements in 

student attitudes toward gay men were observed from between the third and fourth year of data 

collection for both ATG Part 2 scores (p = 0.008, p < 0.05) and ATG Total scores (p = 0.006, p < 

0.05). However, no significant differences were observed from between the fourth and fifth years 

of data collection for either ATG Part 2 scores (p = 0.719, p > 0.05) or ATG Total scores (p = 

0.922, p > 0.05).  

Overall, then, follow-up post-hoc analyses revealed few differences in student attitudes 

toward gay men over the first three years of data collection, but significantly more positive 

attitudes toward gay men onward from the fourth. In other words, there were little-to-no 

improvements in students’ attitudes toward gay men in the first three years of data collection, but 

clear improvement from the fourth year. That said, however, incoming attitudinal dispositions of 

homophobia among these students were largely minimal across all five years of data collection.  

 

Insert Table 1. here.  

 

Discussion 

While previous research has typically found hostile attitudes toward homosexuality in sport 

(Curry, 1991; Hekma, 1998; Pronger, 1990), more recent findings have indicated inclusive 

attitudes toward homosexuality (e.g., Anderson, Magrath & Bullingham, 2016; Cashmore & 

Cleland, 2012; Magrath, 2017). This has been primarily documented through qualitative 

analyses; however, recent quantitative research has also shown comparable levels of 

inclusivity—especially among younger generations of men (Bush, Anderson & Carr, 2012; 

Southall et al., 2009). The present, longitudinal research measured attitudes toward 

homosexuality over a five-year period among British heterosexual male students located at a 
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university renowned for its commitment to widening participation in the South of England. In 

this article, we present the data collected with White participants. Given the variance of attitudes, 

a separate article focuses on BME students’ acceptance of homosexuality (see Anonymous, 

2020).  

 Data was collected on students’ entry to university, before they could be educated and 

socialized into a pro-gay attitudinal disposition. Interestingly, however – and as Table 1 

illustrates – students espoused generally positive attitudes upon arrival at university, anyway. 

These positive attitudes are likely attributable to students’ socialization into a gay-friendly 

environment before arrival at university. Indeed, McCormack’s (2012, p. 123) research in British 

sixth forms documents “positive, homophobia-free school experiences” for gay students (see also 

McCormack, 2014; White, Magrath & Thomas, 2018). Given this inclusive environment, Riley 

(2010) argues that 16-19 – the typical age British youth attend sixth form – is a common coming 

out age.  

However, consistent with research by Bush, Anderson and Carr (2012), the final two 

years of data collection saw further improvements in attitudes toward gay men. This could be 

explained by a range of interrelated factors, including: (1) a continuation (and general softening) 

of positive attitudes from students’ sixth form experiences; (2) prolonged socialization with other 

youth from an eclectic mixture of social backgrounds; and (3) greater exposure to and contact 

with LGB university staff and/or students (see Ripley, Anderson & McCormack, 2012).  

Perhaps most importantly, however, these findings are consistent with a broad range of 

recent research documenting inclusive attitudes toward homosexuality (e.g., Adams, 2011; 

Anderson, 2011a, 2011b; Cashmore & Cleland, 2012; Magrath, 2017). It is also evidence that 

these findings are not restricted to qualitative research on sport and sexuality. And it is also 

encouraging when one considers that the men in this research effectively represent the next 



 17 

generation of the sporting workforce (see also Magrath, 2020); an important factor given sport’s 

on-going commitment to equality, diversity, and inclusion. Nevertheless, this is not a linear 

process; attitudes toward homosexuality can vary significantly—as the results of the non-White 

participants evidence (Magrath, Batten, Anderson & White, 2020).  

This research also supports the central premise of Anderson’s (2009) IMT: that of 

improved attitudes toward homosexuality among young men. These findings are also broadly 

consistent with other recent IMT research that has shown inclusive attitudes among working-

class men (e.g., Blanchard, McCormack & Peterson, 2017; Roberts, 2013). And it also supports 

Anderson’s important theoretical contentions that: (1) the dominant – hegemonic – form of 

masculinity that dominated youth settings throughout the 1980s and early-1990s has been 

replaced by a softer, inclusive version; (2) that it is no longer appropriate to assume the presence 

of homophobia based on sporting locale; and (3) while sport was previously a bastion of 

orthodox masculinity, on at least one variable – homophobia – this assumption must be 

problematized.  

While this research is a valuable addition to existing work in this area, there are also 

limitations that must be acknowledged. It is important to note, for example, that these findings 

may not be generalizable to all university students in the UK. Nor might they be generalizable to 

those students whose studies might sit outside sport. Indeed, there is a complex web of variables 

that help determine levels of homophobia. Indeed, the non-White participants involved in this 

research project – whose attitudes are explored in another publication (Magrath, Batten, 

Anderson & White, 2020) – espouse more conservative attitudes toward homosexuality. 

Additionally, the current research only examines attitudes toward gay men; more research is 

required to examine attitudes toward other sexual minorities, as well as trans communities, who 

typically encounter more negative experiences (e.g., Norton & Herek, 2013).  
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Nevertheless, the findings presented in this article should provide a foundation from 

which researchers can investigate other aspects of sporting culture in the UK. Results could also 

have the potential to improve research methodologies designed to investigate sexual orientation 

attitudes, initiate policy discussions (related to sexuality), as well as aid in the development of 

educational programs to encourage the acceptance of diverse athletic populations.  
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Table 1. Median (inter-quartile range) values for students’ attitudes toward gay men 

 

      

Dependent 

Variable 

Year of Data Collection 

  

      

 1 2 3 4 5 

      

      

ATG Part 1 17 (14) 22 (9) 16 (16) * 12 (9) * 13 (12) 

ATG Part 2 32 (18) 27 (14) 27 (17) 21 (21) * 20 (18) 

ATG Total 49 (30) 47 (25) 44 (28) 36 (23) * 35 (23) 

 

* p < 0.05 

     

 

 

 
i Widening participation’ refers to governmental attempts to increase the number of students entering higher 
education from under-represented groups (e.g., non-White communities, working-class communities, and so on).  
ii This process began in 2012 and ran for five consecutive years.   
 


