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This Working Paper focuses on a topic of growing interest to social norms practi-

tioners—the application of social norms theory to issues of social justice. Throughout
the country educators are finding ways to use social norms techniques to support atti-
tudes and behaviors that value diversity, tolerance, and prejudice reduction.
Preliminary research suggests that these values, appropriately termed "egalitarian
yearnings" by Patricia Fabiano, are held by a majority of our students. Research and
programs that correct misperceptions about social justice attitudes can reduce isola-
tion, foster ally behaviors between groups, and encourage individuals to confront prej-
udicial remarks. When individuals do choose to be passive bystanders it is often
because they incorrectly assume that others do not share their social justice values and
are therefore comfortable with prejudicial behavior (Berkowitz, forthcoming). The
social norms approach can thus lead to promising strategies and interventions to pro-
mote social justice on our campuses and in our communities.

There are two parts to this Working Paper: the results of a study documenting
misperceptions of college students’ attitudes towards homosexuality, and a workshop
to promote ally behavior and reduce homophobia that incorporates a small group
norms challenging intervention. Each of these papers expands our knowledge in
important ways. The study by Erick Dubuque and colleagues from Westfield State
College (MA) confirms previous research documenting misperceptions of support for
lesbian, gay and bisexual persons and extends this research by looking at the interac-
tion of gender and misperception for each of these identities. The workshop presenta-
tion by Tanya Smolinsky from the Gay Alliance of the Genesee Valley (NY) repre-
sents a paradigm shift in thinking about homophobia reduction, focusing on the foster-
ing of ally behavior instead of providing information about experiences of oppression.
The norms correction component of this workshop is an important tool for bringing
about this shift and contributes significantly to the literature on being an ally to GLBT
students (for a review of this literature see Broido, 2000). 

This is the fourth Working Paper of seven to be issued this year. Each working
paper focuses on a particular aspect of theory, research, methodology, or application
of the social norms approach. The goal is to help advance the field of social norms by
providing a lively forum for best practices, controversial issues, and creative applica-
tions. Each working paper is a "work in progress" rather than a final statement and is
offered to stimulate thought and discussion. 

We are extremely interested in your comments, reactions, and thoughts on each
working paper. You can send them to Alan Berkowitz, the Editor of The Report on
Social Norms, or to the individual authors of each paper. 

Thank you!

Alan D. Berkowitz, Ph.D.
Editor, The Report on Social Norms
Phone: 607 387-3789
E-mail: alan@fltg.net
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he present study mea-
sured students’ attitudes
towards homosexuality
and compared them with
their perceptions of their

peers’ attitudes toward homosexuality.
This research extends the work of
Bowen and Bourgeois (2001), who
determined that students incorrectly per-
ceive their friends and the average stu-
dent on campus to be less accepting of
lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) stu-
dents than they actually are. 

There were five hypotheses tested
in the study which were all confirmed in
the data analysis (see sidebar). In addi-
tion to documenting misperceptions of
peers’ attitudes towards homosexual
individuals, the study found differences
in an individual’s perception of toler-
ance for gay, lesbian, and bisexual
members (with the least tolerance being
exhibited for homosexual individuals of
the same gender as oneself), and gender
differences between men and women in
degree of acceptance.

PPrroocceedduurree
Our concern when considering

sampling techniques was that only stu-
dents who were sensitive to the plight of
the gay culture would take part in the
study. We addressed this problem by
enlisting the assistance of the faculty on
campus. All professors received a flier
in their mailboxes that briefly explained
the study and requested 10 minutes of
their class time for survey administra-
tion. Twelve professors responded from
7 major departments and agreed to
administer the survey during the last 10
minutes of class time. During our data
collection no student, unless they had
already filled out the questionnaire in
another class, neglected to take a sur-
vey. Close to 18 percent of the surveys
were omitted from the final data analy-
sis because they were incomplete. There
were 321 usable surveys, and we

believe the students responding were a
representative sample of Westfield stu-
dents. 

IInnssttrruummeenntt
Applying social norms research to

campus attitudes toward homosexuality
and bisexuality is a new area, which
required the development of a new mea-
sure. Before developing a social norms
measure we took into consideration two
factors. First, a problem with the majori-
ty of questionnaires used to assess atti-
tudes toward homosexuality is that they
typically use "heterosexual" and "homo-
sexual" as categories to describe all sex-
ual orientations. This approach over-
looks the marked differences between
bisexuality and homosexuality, as well
as between gay men and lesbian women,
and bisexual men and bisexual women.
Using an umbrella term like homosexu-
ality to describe these specific sexual
orientations may actually confound the
data, especially when research is being
done on attitudes. Second, it was
hypothesized that the student respon-
dents would perceive their male and
female peers as having different atti-
tudes toward homosexuality and bisexu-
ality.

To measure differences in attitudes
between sexual orientations and sex, we
decided to split the categories to include
measures for six separate sexual orienta-
tions. These orientations included: les-
bian women, gay men, bisexual men,
bisexual women, heterosexual women
and heterosexual men. Furthermore, we
felt it was important to separate and
measure the differences in the respon-
dent's perception of male and female
peer attitudes.

The downside to splitting the sexual
orientations and the perception of male
and female peers was the length of the
questionnaire. To remedy this situation
the questionnaire was divided into four

versions, each measuring a combination
of only three sexual orientations. For
instance Version 1 contained measures
for bisexual men, lesbian women, and
heterosexual men and Version 2 con-
tained measures for lesbian women, gay
men, and heterosexual women. 

The pages containing the attitude
measures had two columns. The right
and left side of the page contained the
same list of
questions
except the
right side
questions
began with
the prompt,
"I would…"
and depend-
ing on the
section the
left side
questions
began with
either the
prompt "I believe the majority of male
students would…" or the prompt "I
believe the majority of female students
would…" 

All questionnaires contained the
following identical six sections:
Demographics; Social Desirability
Scale; Definitions; Your Sexual
Orientation; Contact With Gay, Lesbian,
and Bisexual People; and Information
Sources on Gay, Lesbian, and Bisexual
Cultures.

RReessuullttss
The results indicate that there were

significant discrepancies almost across
the board between student's personal
attitudes toward homosexuality and their
perception of their peer's attitudes. As
hypothesized, male respondents reported
their personal attitudes as more negative
toward gay men, lesbian women, and
bisexual men than female respondents. 

T

MMeeaassuurriinngg MMiissppeerrcceeppttiioonnss ooff HHoommoopphhoobbiiaa oonn CCaammppuuss
B y  E r i c k  D u b u q u e ,  C l a u d i a  C i a n o - B o y c e  &  L y n n  S h e l l e y - S i r e c i ,  W e s t f i e l d  S t a t e  C o l l e g e  ( M A )
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Male respondents also reported that
their personal attitudes were more posi-
tive toward lesbian women, bisexual
men, gay men, and bisexual women than
their same-sex male peers. Male respon-
dents reported having more negative atti-
tudes toward gay men and bisexual men
than lesbian women and bisexual
women. Furthermore, male respondents
perceived their male peers as having
more negative attitudes toward gay men
and bisexual men than lesbian women
and bisexual women. Male respondents
also perceived that their personal atti-
tudes toward lesbian women and bisexu-
al women were more positive than their
female peers’ attitudes, although they did

report that
their person-
al attitudes
toward gay
men were
more nega-
tive than
perception
of their
female
peers’ atti-
tudes. 

Female respondents reported their
personal attitudes as more positive
toward lesbian women, gay men, bisex-
ual women, and bisexual men than their
perception of their same-sex female
peers. The most significant discrepan-
cies occurred between female respon-
dents’ personal attitudes and their nega-
tive perception of their male peers’ atti-
tudes toward gay men, lesbian women,
bisexual women, bisexual men and even
heterosexual women.

DDiissccuussssiioonn
The results confirm previous

research documenting pluralistic igno-
rance about attitudes towards homosex-
uality among college students. Attitudes
toward homosexuality and bisexuality
were perceived as much more negative
than they were personally reported to
be. This misperception may influence
students to be more negative toward gay
culture than they would if they were
aware of the correct perception. In other
words, consistent with Social Norms
Theory, it is possible students would
feel more positive about homosexuality
if they perceived their peers as feeling
more positive about it. 

There were three significant find-
ings. First, there is a significant differ-
ence between males’ and females’ per-
sonal attitudes. Second, a difference was
found between the respondents’ percep-
tions of their male and female peers’
attitudes. Lastly, significant differences
of personal and perceived attitudes were
found between sexual orientations.
These implications suggest that inter-
ventions should take into account the
differences between sexes as well as
sexual orientations. We also propose
that due to sex differences, separate pro-
grams for males and females may help
foster more positive attitudes toward
homosexuality and bisexuality than all-
inclusive programs.

Future research should measure
faculty's personal attitudes and percep-
tions since they are an important part of
the campus community. To better under-
stand gender roles, future research
should also measure attitudes and per-
ceptions toward the transgender culture. 

In summary, the present study
determined that pluralistic ignorance
exists with respect to attitudes toward
homosexuality on campus. These results
suggest that the correction of misper-
ceptions about homosexuality may be
an effective strategy for addressing prej-
udice towards gay, lesbian and bisexual
individuals on campus. 

Erick Dubuque received a B.A. degree
from Westfield State College in 2002.
Dr. Claudia Ciano-Boyce and Dr. Lynn
Shelly are both Professors of
Psychology at Westfield. To contact
them or to obtain a more detailed
description of this study e-mail
ccianoboyce@wisdom.wsc or lshel-
ley@wisdom.wsc.ma.edu, or call 413-
572-5749. 

RReessuullttss ooff tthhee SSttuuddyy
1. Individual college students perceived their own attitudes toward bisexual males,

bisexual females, gay men, and lesbian women as more positive than the atti-
tudes of their peers. 

2. Respondents reported more negative personal attitudes towards homosexual and
bisexual individuals of their own sex. 

3. Respondents perceived their own attitudes toward bisexual males, bisexual
females, gay men, and lesbian women as more positive than the attitudes of their
same-sex peers. 

4. Respondents perceived their peers as having more negative attitudes toward
homosexual and bisexual members of their own sex. 

5. Male respondents had comparatively more negative personal and perceived atti-
tudes toward homosexuality and bisexuality than females.

Note: Data was analyzed by conducting 3x2 analyses of variances (ANOVAs). Where
appropriate, Bonferroni post hoc comparisons were made. Next, independent t-tests
were conducted to see if male and female respondents differed in their perceptions of
negative discrimination. All comparisons were significant at the .05 level or greater.

In summary, the pre-

sent study deter-

mined that pluralistic

ignorance exists with

respect to attitudes

toward homosexuality

on campus.
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orkshops to end or reduce
homophobia and hetero-
sexism are increasingly
common in schools, work-
places, and communities.
The Gay Alliance of the

Genesee Valley (GAGV) has provided
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender
(GLBT) sensitivity training sessions to
organizations in upstate New York since
1973, offering approximately 70 sensitiv-
ity training sessions each year.

Recently we redesigned our GLBT
awareness workshop to include a mod-
ule based on Social Norms Theory. This
workshop is offered to a variety of
groups with one of the following titles:
"Homophobia: How We All Pay the
Price" or "Straight but Not Narrow:
How to be an Ally to the GLBT
Community." Berkowitz (forthcoming)
and Fabiano (2001) have suggested that
the social norms approach can be used
to develop workshops and marketing
campaigns to reduce bystander behavior
and address social justice issues. The
assumptions of Social Norms Theory fit
well with the GAGV workshops’ new
focus on the development of ally behav-
ior. In addition, the small group norms
challenging exercise fosters excellent
discussion and empowers participants to
act on their pre-existing values of
acceptance and tolerance. The module is
an adaptation of the small group norms
challenging model developed by Far
and Miller (Far, 2001).

AAssssuummppttiioonnss ooff tthhee WWoorrkksshhoopp 
Our new training model, imple-

mented in 2001, is premised on assump-
tions from Social Norms Theory and
Hardiman and Jackson’s (1992) Model
of Dominant Identity Development. The
first assumption is that most people mis-
perceive their peers’ attitudes towards
gay people—that is, they think that their
peers are less accepting of gay people
than they actually are. This mispercep-
tion has been documented in two recent

research studies: in the previous article
in this Working Paper by Dubuque et. al.
and in a recent study by Bowen and
Bourgeois (2001) documenting pluralis-
tic ignorance about heterosexuals’ atti-
tudes towards gay, lesbian and bisexual
college students. "Pluralistic ignorance"
has been defined as "a state character-
ized by the belief that one’s private
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs are differ-
ent from those of others" when they are
not (Miller & McFarland, 1991).

Pluralistic ignorance about peer atti-
tudes towards GLBT individuals can
cause the misperceiver to act in homo-
phobic ways or not act as an ally when
they might behave otherwise. Therefore,
one goal of our training is to correct this
misperception. 

The second
premise is
derived from
Jackson and
Hardiman’s
Model of
Social Identity
Development
(1992) for
members of
majority groups
and has been
adapted here
for heterosexu-
al develop-
ment. Based on
the theory, we
assume that the
majority of het-
erosexual peo-
ple are
informed and
aware of the
oppression of
gay people but
may feel guilty
about it (Stage
III), and that a
significant
minority work

more actively to end homophobia
(Stage IV). Therefore, our sensitivity
training is designed to address issues
that are relevant to individuals at Stage
III and Stage IV in their identity devel-
opment as heterosexual allies.

NNeeeedd ffoorr aa NNeeww AApppprrooaacchh 
Most sensitivity training that is cur-

rently being offered—which also
describes what GAGV offered until
recently—focuses on correcting the mis-
information that heterosexual individuals
have received about gay people and on
increasing people’s awareness of how
homophobia hurts gay individuals (Stage
I and II). Training sessions devoted con-
siderable time to dispelling various
stereotypes and misperceptions ascribed
to gay people and to communicating that

W

WWhhaatt DDoo WWee RReeaallllyy TThhiinnkk?? AA GGrroouupp EExxeerrcciissee ttoo IInnccrreeaassee HHeetteerroosseexxuuaall AAllllyy BBeehhaavviioorr
B y  T a n y a  S m o l i n s k y ,  G a y  A l l i a n c e  o f  t h e  G e n e s e e  V a l l e y  ( N Y )

HHeetteerroosseexxuuaall AAllllyy DDeevveellooppmmeenntt MMooddeell**
SSttaaggee II.. IInnnnoocceennccee::

Typically until the age of four, prior to any social conscious-
ness, a person has no assumptions about sexual orientation
or about gender appropriate behaviors.

SSttaaggee IIII.. IIggnnoorraannccee::
Misinformation about gay people is learned from one’s fami-
ly members, peer group, faith community, school system
and/or media and is accepted without question.

SSttaaggee IIIIII.. RReessiissttaannccee::
A person becomes aware of the oppression of gay people.
This awareness may lead a person to begin to actively con-
front societal oppression. Or the feelings of guilt, shame and
anger that often accompany this awareness may lead a per-
son to shut down because he or she is overwhelmed. 

SSttaaggee IIVV.. RReeddeeffiinniittiioonn::
A person gains a greater understanding of heterosexism and
his or her privilege as a heterosexual. He or she bands
together with other people to end homophobia.

SSttaaggee VV.. IInntteerrnnaalliizzaattiioonn::
A person’s identity as a heterosexual ally becomes one of
many self identities that co-exist with minimal tension.

*adapted from Hardiman and Jackson’s (1992) Model of
Dominant Identity Development



5

Working Paper #4 — The Report on Social Norms www.Paper-Clip.com

gay men and lesbians are perfectly normal
people.  Additional time was devoted to
sharing very moving accounts of what it
feels like to be oppressed and victimized
as a gay person. 

The above approach to sensitivity
training had been effective for many
years. However, a social dynamic has
occurred in the last two decades that has
made this approach increasingly less
effective and even counter-productive.
The HIV-crisis of the early-1980s pro-
pelled the gay community into the pub-
lic spotlight, initially focusing on gay
men and AIDS. The media now offers a
wide-range of coverage on a variety of
gay issues. Television shows and movies
increasingly feature more and more gay
characters. Many prominent and well-
respected people have and continue to
come out. With increased visibility,
more people in general and more youth
in particular are coming out to family
members, friends, colleagues, and class-
mates. This increased exposure to and
contact with gay people in a relatively
short period has resulted in heterosexual
people’s actual attitudes towards homo-
sexuality changing dramatically and
faster than perceived social norms. 

This phenomenon is described by
Miller and McFarland (1991), who state
that pluralistic ignorance increases during
times of social change, when "there may
frequently be a relatively protracted phase
in which the majority no longer holds an
old view but thinks the old view is still
held by the majority" (1991, p.306).

The old model of focusing on cor-
recting misinformation about GLBT
individuals may unintentionally con-
tribute to this climate of pluralistic igno-
rance by reinforcing the incorrect
impression that most heterosexual peo-
ple are at Stage II in their identity devel-
opment—that is, that they accept with-
out question the misinformation that
they have received about gay people and
do not act as allies.  Moreover, by high-
lighting painful stories of gay people’s
experiences of homophobia, trainers can
inadvertently increase the guilt and

shame that most heterosexual people
typically experience when at Stage III in
their identity development, fixing them
in this stage rather then helping them
move out of it the into ally behavior
characteristic of Stage IV. 

The goal of the older approach to
sensitivity training was changing partici-
pants’ attitudes towards gay people. The
assumption of our new training model is
that the majority of people now hold the
"right" attitudes but may incorrectly per-
ceive themselves to be in the minority of
their group or community. Feelings of
guilt and shame and the misperception
of peer attitudes are two significant bar-
riers that keep these individuals from
acting as allies. These two barriers need
to be addressed if we are to see an
increase in ally behavior and a reduction
in homophobia and heterosexism. 

I feel much more hopeful about this
new challenge that we face as trainers.
The old goal of changing individual atti-
tudes—specifically dispelling stereotypes
and misperceptions—is a very ambitious
goal for a two-hour training. After all, it
has taken repeated exposure to and
increased contact with gay people over
the past two decades to begin to see a sig-
nificant change in people’s attitudes and
yet some stereotypes and misperceptions
are still held about gay people—even
amongst gay people themselves.
Changing behavior in people who already
hold the "right" attitudes—that is, who
believe that gay
people are
healthy and nor-
mal and should
not be discrimi-
nated against,
harassed or vic-
timized—is a
much more
realistic goal for
a two-hour
training, and is
one that fits per-
fectly with the
social norms
model. 

GGooaallss aanndd CCoonntteenntt ooff tthhee
WWoorrkksshhoopp

Our current sensitivity training
combines a small group norms challeng-
ing exercise with other activities
designed to increase ally behavior. The
workshop seeks to: 1) correct partici-
pants’ misperception that their peers are
less accepting of gay people and more
homophobic than they actually are, 2)
reduce the shame and guilt that keep
people "stuck" and unable to act effec-
tively as allies, 3) increase participants’
awareness of how heterosexism and
homophobia manifest so that they can
better understand how to combat these
forces, 4) create opportunities for partic-
ipants to join together with others who
want to reduce heterosexism and homo-
phobia, and 5) provide participants with
specific information on concrete ways in
which to be an ally to the GLBT com-
munity.

The GAGV training accomplishes
these goals through three exercises. The
first part of the training seeks to reduce
participants’ guilt and shame through an
interactive exercise entitled "First
Thoughts." During the "First Thoughts"
exercise audience members are asked to
make a list of the pieces of information
that they received about gay people
while they were growing up. Once the
lists are completed, participants are
invited to read their lists aloud. After
several people have had an opportunity

WWoorrkksshhoopp OOuuttlliinnee
1. "First Thoughts" exercise. Record and discuss information

and misinformation received about GLBT individuals while
growing up.

2. Understanding Homophobia and Heterosexism. Definitions
and examples. Negative effects of homophobia on hetero-
sexuals.

3. Development of Ally Behavior. Group norms challenging
exercise to surface true norm of tolerance and support for
GLBT individuals. Strategies for engaging in ally behavior
and overcoming barriers.

A copy of the workshop outline is posted on the GSLEN
Resource Center website: www.gslen.org/templates/resources.
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to read from their lists, the audience is
asked how they felt when doing the
exercise. As soon as three or four people
communicate that they felt badly
because they are uncomfortable with the
negative information that they have
received about gay people, the trainer
makes the following points: 1) it is not
people’s fault for having received "neg-
ative" or "misinformation" about GLBT
people, 2) people should be aware of
how their feelings of guilt and discom-
fort keep them from being effective
allies, 3) positive stereotypes are still
stereotypes that keep GLBT people
from being seen as unique individuals,
and 4) people should be aware that
many GLBT people assume that others
have misinformation about them and
believe this misinformation so people
need to actively let GLBT people know
that they don’t believe this misinforma-
tion and are, in fact, supportive of them.

This exercise, which specifically
addresses the needs of participants who
are in Stage III in their identity develop-
ment, typically establishes a very open
and receptive atmosphere among partici-
pants for the remainder of the training. It
also begins the process of correcting the
misperception that people’s peers are
more homophobic than they actually are
by allowing allies and potential allies who
might have remained silent in the past to
speak out about their discomfort with
society’s homophobic messages. 

The second part of our training
examines the dynamics of homophobia
and heterosexism within our culture.
First, the trainers provide participants
with a number of definitions. The two
definitions that the trainers spend signif-
icant time discussing are for "homopho-
bia" and "heterosexism." The trainers
give specific examples of heterosexism
and allow participants to do likewise.
Rather than spending much time dis-
cussing how homophobia affects GLBT
people (except to note that the statement
"that’s so gay" is homophobic no matter
what the intention is of the speaker),
time is given to identifying the various

ways that homophobia negatively
impacts heterosexual individuals. One
crucial way that is acknowledged is how
a heterosexual individual can get labeled
"gay" when acting as a straight ally to
the GLBT community and then become,
or at least fear becoming, a victim of
homophobia. This dynamic typically
does not occur when people from other
dominant groups act as allies (for exam-
ple, when whites act to end racism). It
can function as a barrier to heterosexual
individuals acting as allies and, there-
fore, needs to be discussed. Overall, the
second part of our training model specif-
ically addresses the needs of participants
who are either at the end of Stage III or
in Stage IV in their identity development
as a heterosexual ally.

GGrroouupp NNoorrmmss EExxeerrcciissee
The third part of GAGV training

explores how individuals can be effec-
tive allies to GLBT people. Our social
norms activity is done early in this sec-
tion of the training. Participants are
asked to fill out an anonymous survey
entitled "What Do We Really Think."
The survey contains the following three
statements: 1) Being gay is healthy and
normal, 2) I would be accepting towards
a close friend or family member who is
gay or lesbian, and 3) I believe that gays
and lesbians should have the same rights
as heterosexuals. On a scale from 1 to 5
(1 indicates strong disagreement and 5
indicates strong agreement) participants
indicate on the survey their level of
agreement with each statement and what
they perceive the level of agreement of
their peers would be. The surveys are
then collected, shuffled and redistrib-
uted. This is an alternative to collection
of data prior to the workshop, as
described by Far (2001). Then partici-
pants are asked to stand for each state-
ment, according to the responses on the
survey in their hand. 

In each training we have done (with
the exception of one) there has always
been a discrepancy—and in many cases
a significant discrepancy—between peo-
ple’s actual attitudes and what they per-

ceive their peers attitudes to be. The
majority—and in many cases the over-
whelming majority—of people agree or
significantly agree with each of these
three statements. The trainers process
the exercise by asking the following
three questions: 1) What did people
observe just happened in this exercise?
2) How do you think that this misper-
ception affects people’s behavior? and 3)
Now that you have different information
about your peers attitudes about gay
people, how might this affect your
behavior?

Trainers usually find this exercise to
be very effective. Participants are not only
surprised by the results but express a
sense of hopefulness that their peers are
less homophobic than they thought and
declare that they will speak up more often
as allies. However, just as often, the dis-
cussion gets sidetracked or stops altogeth-
er. Someone might immediately question
the validity of the survey. "Don’t people
often perceive themselves as being more
open-minded than they actually are?" is
the most frequently asked question. Or
someone will raise an issue that results in
participants having a dialogue as though
the activity never took place and that the
misperception that peers are more homo-
phobic than they actually are still holds
true. I think this happens because the out-
come of the activity doesn’t reflect partic-
ipants’ day-to-day experience and, there-
by, they find the results hard to believe.
As a trainer, I find it useful to keep the
discussion focused on the results of the
survey and to respond directly to people’s
questions about the survey’s validity.

There are a number of ways to
explain these misperceptions of attitudes
towards GLBT individuals.  For exam-
ple, people may in fact have positive
attitudes towards gay people and yet not
know how to act as an effective ally or
in a non-homophobic way. Or, people
may be afraid to act as an ally because
they will be labeled "gay" and be sub-
jected to homophobia or because they
are concerned that they will be ostra-
cized by their peers if their peers hold a
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different attitude. Another possibility is
that because the media spotlights homo-
phobia and doesn’t give visibility to the
many times that heterosexual people act
as allies, people are left with an impres-
sion that homophobia and homophobic
attitudes are pervasive in our society.

IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn oonn AAllllyy BBeehhaavviioorrss
Once the social norms activity is

completed, trainers spend time providing
participants with concrete ways in which
they can be an ally on both the individual
and organizational level. They are then
given an opportunity to apply the knowl-
edge and skills just learned by breaking
up into small groups to discuss how they
would handle various scenarios that they
might encounter. I conclude many train-
ing sessions by asking participants to each
share with the group one behavior strate-
gy that they plan to employ in order to be
more supportive of GLBT people. The
majority of participants are typically will-
ing to do this. Those people who aren’t
either pass or are vague in their response.

BBeenneeffiittss aanndd OOuuttccoommeess
Since adopting this new training

approach one of the most significant
changes I have observed is the type of
audience participation that occurs within
the training session. When the training
model focused on correcting stereotypes
and misperceptions, individuals who
appeared to be at Stage II in their identi-
ty development spoke most frequently
either by asking questions about some
aspect of what it was like to be gay or
by occasionally challenging the presen-
ters. Now individuals who are at Stage
III and IV are empowered to speak more
frequently either by sharing their experi-
ences of being a straight ally or asking
questions about how best to be support-
ive of GLBT people. This shift is
reflected in responses to post-workshop
evaluations, where participants indicate
they are more willing to act as an ally
after taking the workshop.

Besides encouraging dialogue at a
Stage II level of identity development,
the older approach to training (focusing

on what it means to be gay) is problem-
atic for another important reason. It
implicitly reifies an essential homosexu-
ality that is constantly evaluated against
an essential heterosexuality. Each per-
son’s individual sexual orientation is far
more complex than the categories "gay,"
"lesbian," "bisexual" and "heterosexual"
can ever adequately convey. When a
sensitivity training seeks to explain what
being gay means, it results in simplify-
ing the experience and, often, privileges
a white, middle-class, male, able-bodied
understanding. Moreover, it implicitly
contextualizes homosexuality as
"other"—that is it is not heterosexuali-
ty—and, therefore, needs explanation
which reinforces the notion that hetero-
sexuality is the norm with which homo-
sexuality should be evaluated against.

The advantages to having the train-
ing focus on being a heterosexual ally is
that it sidesteps the pitfalls of trying to
describe "the gay experience" and,
instead, communicates to participants
that being an ally is an identity to which
to aspire. Having heterosexual allies—
that is having your audience and, hence,
not your gay trainers—as the subject of
the training is a social norming tech-
nique in itself, particularly when com-
pared to the older approach that implicit-
ly communicates that heterosexual peo-
ple are too early in their identity devel-
opment to act as allies. 

The older approach to training
almost requires the trainers to be gay
and lesbian since the subject of the train-
ing is "their life experience." In the past,
the rational has been to "prove" that gay
people are perfectly normal by having
"perfectly normal" gay men and lesbians
speak before audiences. The new train-
ing approach whose subject is about
being an ally is best lead—or at least co-
lead—by heterosexual individuals who
strongly identify as allies. Not only does
a trainer who is a straight ally function
as a much-needed role model for hetero-
sexual participants, it also implies that
homophobia is not just a social problem
for gay people to contend with. 

As with all types of diversity train-
ing, it is crucial that the individual train-
ers are far along in their own identity
development and self-awareness. For
example, heterosexual trainers who are
still in the early stages of their identity
development can act out their own feel-
ings of guilt and shame by conveying a
critical attitude towards participants for
having or having had homophobic and
heterosexist beliefs. This results in
increasing guilt and shame in partici-
pants and alienating audience members. 

Similarly, trainers who are gay or
lesbian can get caught up in a need to
communicate that being gay is normal
and, thereby, return to the older training
approach of dispelling stereotypes and
misperceptions rather than addressing
the needs of participants who are at
Stage III and IV in their identity devel-
opment. Therefore, when leading a train-
ing session, I must very consciously
refrain from indulging in this personal
need so that I can be an effective trainer.
I think that this personal need to prove
that one is acceptable may keep many
gay people wedded to using the older
training approach. 

Likewise, audience members who
are gay might have a need to hear train-
ers either dispel stereotypes and misper-
ceptions about gay people or express the
anger and hurt that most gay people
experience living in a homophobic and
heterosexist society. I know of instances
when gay participants have told trainers
after a training session that the trainers
didn’t do an effective job because they
were "too nice" to the audience. Also,
when trainers don’t fulfill this need in
gay individuals to dispel stereotypes or
express anger, some gay participants can
monopolize the time doing so them-
selves. Unfortunately, this can increase
guilt and shame in heterosexual partici-
pants and, thereby, silence the rest of the
audience. Although there is an important
place in the training for the voices of
gay people, it is crucial that allies and
potential allies also have ample time to
express themselves. It is their participa-



tion that will ultimately correct misperceptions, create new
social norms, and allow allies to recognize one another and
band together to reduce homophobia and heterosexism.

Although I have almost solely referred to gays and les-
bians in describing our training model, we are inclusive of
bisexual and transgender people in our presentation. Trainers
use the acronym "GLBT" when speaking. The terms that we
provide definitions for include "bisexuality," "gender identi-
ty," " transgender," "transsexual," and "intersexed," among
others. And we offer examples on how people can be specifi-
cally supportive of bisexual and transgendered people.
However, from my experience in regularly leading trainings,
it appears that the majority of audience members are not
nearly as far along in their identity development when it
comes to being an ally to bisexual and, even more so, trans-
gender people. Therefore, the principles from Social Norms
Theory and the Model of Dominant Identity Development do
not apply to these two groups in the same way that they
apply to gay and lesbian people. I attribute this simply to
lack of exposure to and contact with openly bisexual and
transgender individuals. Thus, part of increasing exposure to
bisexual and transgender people is referring to these two
groups in our training sessions and having bisexual and
transgender individuals co-lead the trainings. I am in the
process of designing a separate training that specifically pro-
vides correct information about transgender people so that
information is made available to those groups who request it.

SSuummmmaarryy 
The workshop incorporates a group norms challenging

module into a larger workshop focusing on the development
of ally behavior towards gay, lesbian and bisexual individu-
als. The social norms component of the workshop fits well
with the theory of heterosexual ally development and serves
as a catalyst to bring the positive attitudes and values of par-
ticipants into the open. These values are, in turn, further
strengthened by the workshop experience and can be trans-
lated into specific ally behaviors. The "What do we think"
exercise provides an excellent example for
the use of social norms interventions to
promote social justice issues and validates
its use of small group norms challenging
interventions as a tool to promote discus-
sion and promote health in group settings.

Tanya Smolinsky is Program Director of
the Gay Alliance of the Genesee Valley
(GAGV) in Rochester, N.Y. She can be con-
tacted at 585 244-8640 or via e-mail at:
tanya@gayalliance.org
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