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Abstract. 
This study posits that although the South African government has shown an 
unprecedented commitment to acknowledging and upholding the human rights of 
lesbians and gay men, negative attitudes exist towards lesbians and gay men in 
university communities. A survey of 880 heterosexual students (356 men and 524 
women) in a university community was conducted using the Attitudes Towards Lesbian 
and Gay Male Scale (ATLG). The results indicate that heterosexual students at a 
university in Gauteng have negative attitudes towards lesbians and gay men, that 
gender and religiosity has an influence on attitudes towards lesbians and gay men, and 
that no differences exist between race groups concerning attitudes towards lesbians 
and gay men. The results are discussed against the background of previous studies, 
and suggestions for future research are made. 
 
 
Lesbians and gay men have historically been the victims of discriminatory laws and 
prejudices in South Africa. Legislation prior to 1994 denied lesbians and gay men their 
basic human rights and reduced them to social outcasts and criminals (Gevisser & 
Cameron, 1994). This oppression served its purpose for many years keeping lesbians 
and gay men invisible (Potgieter, 1997). 
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The unravelling of the legal and social stigma attached to homosexuality did not 
commence until 1993. The "Equality Clause" of article nine of the constitution was 
adopted on May 8, 1996. As a result, South Africa has one of the most progressive and 
inclusive constitutions with regards to homosexuality in the world. The South African 
government has shown unprecedented commitment to acknowledging and upholding 
the human rights of lesbians and gay men (Human Rights Watch, 2003). 
 
The challenges faced by lesbians and gay men in university communities have become 
the focus of research in recent years in the United States of America. Herek (1995) 
found evidence of prejudice and discrimination against lesbians and gay men on 
campuses. Evans and D’Augelli (1996) found the campus environment to be 
unwelcoming and hostile towards lesbians and gay men. Wong, McCreary, Carpenter, 
Engle and Korchynsky (1999) reported that heterosexual students have negative 
attitudes towards lesbians and gay men. Several studies (Griffin, 1998; Lance, 2002) 
showed that verbal and behavioural hostility are directed towards lesbians and gay 
men, and Peters (2003) supported these findings. 
 
At the same time, the prevailing images of lesbians and gay men were pejorative 
stereotypes, which fuelled homophobia. Homophobia in its extreme form is evident, 
even in the absence of research. Newspapers and television news reveal the nature of 
acts of hatred against lesbians and gay men. The story of the 21-year-old Matthew 
Shepard illustrates the abovementioned.  In 1998, Shepard, a student at the University 
of Wyoming, was a victim of a fatal anti-gay attack. He was brutally beaten, burned, 
and then tied to a fence in freezing weather. He eventually died (Harper & Schneider, 
2003). 
 
Research indicates that there is also an undercurrent of hostility and violence against 
gay men and lesbians in South Africa. Findings from studies conducted (Theron, 1994; 
Theunick, 2000; Reid & Dirsuweit, 2001), point out that gay bashing and the 
prominence of rape is not uncommon. In addition, survey questionnaires completed by 
Equality Project for the years 2001 and 2002 indicate a high level of sexual assault as 
an element of homophobic violence. Therefore, regardless of the fact that the South 
African constitution has extensive human rights protections, acknowledging the respect 
due to diversity in a way that the ideologies prevalent in many other countries still do 
not recognize, negative attitudes exist towards lesbians and gay men. 
 
Many lesbians and gay men undergo an identity transformation during their university 
years where they acknowledge their sexual orientation to themselves and others. 
Research has shown that lesbian and gay students go through a process that involves 
“shifting one’s identity from the socially accepted heterosexual identity to the socially 
denigrated non-heterosexual lesbian and gay identity” (Dworkin, 2000:165). Theorists 
have attempted to describe the shift in identity or “coming out” process. Lewis, Derlega, 
Griffin and Krowinski (2003) conceptualised the coming out process as a series of 
stages proceeding from an initial awareness of being different through dissonance, 
grieving, and inner conflict, to gradually building a stable lesbian or gay identity 
complete with long-term relationships. However, research has shown that rigid stage 
models do not provide an accurate picture of identity development for many lesbians 
and gay men (Dube, 2000). 
 



 

 18

In contrast to stage models, recent models of sexual identity suggest that identity 
formation is not a linear process but a fluid one, involving movement back and forth or a 
spiralling of progression and regression (Marszalek & Cashwell, 1999; Reynolds & 
Hanjorgiris, 2000). These newer models recognize that environmental constraints may 
prohibit public disclosure despite a successfully achieved lesbian or gay identity 
(Reynolds & Hanjorgiris, 2000). 
 
The above findings also indicate that the environment had a strong influence on 
whether, and to what extent, a person came out to others. Factors that encouraged 
lesbian and gay students to come out included; being around supportive people, 
perceiving the overall climate as supportive, and having lesbian and gay role models in 
the environment (Cohen & Savin-Williams, 1996; Evans & Broido, 1999). 
 
Hence, it seems that context, especially the level of perceived risk, seemed to greatly 
influence the extent to which gay men and lesbian women choose to be open about 
their sexual identity. In such a context, coming out then appears to be less of a stage or 
development process than an assessment of the environment (Harry, 1993; Love, 
1998). 
 
Certain heterosexual group differences regarding attitudes towards lesbians and gay 
men have been observed and documented by researchers (Herek, 2000; Whitley, 
2001; Lewis, 2003). In the following section these group differences, namely gender, 
religion and race will be examined. Research has shown that gender is related to 
heterosexuals’ attitudes toward homosexuals. Over the last two decades one of the 
most significant findings to emerge from research is that, heterosexual men manifest 
more negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women than do heterosexual 
women. Wellings, Field, Johnson and Wadsworth (1994) found a higher prevalence of 
negative attitudes toward homosexuals in heterosexual men than women. Similarly, 
Herek and Capitanio (1999) found a consistent tendency for male students to express 
more hostile attitudes toward homosexuals than female students. Schieman (1998) 
found in his sample of university students that, heterosexual men reported significantly 
higher levels of social distance and homophobia towards gay men than towards 
lesbians. 
 
Societal values, especially as determined by religion, are important factors related to 
the formation of attitudes and stereotypes about specific groups. Specifically, 
homophobic attitudes may result from societal values and religious factors (Gray, 
Kramer, Minick, McGehee, Thomas & Greiner, 1996). Previous studies have found that 
individuals who are more religious, have more conservative religious beliefs and those 
that attend church frequently are more homophobic (Kunkel & Temple, 1992; Herek & 
Glunt, 1993; Gray, et al, 1996; Greene & Rademan, 1997). Waldo (1998) conducted 
research with students and their perception about the degree to which the campus is 
accepting, supportive (or otherwise) of lesbian and gay male students and their 
concerns. Findings from the study indicate that heterosexual students with strong 
religious convictions demonstrated less favourable views toward lesbian and gay male 
students. 
 
Less is known about the relationship between race and attitudes towards lesbians and 
gay men. The research evidence that suggests that attitudes held by white and black 
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heterosexuals differ is mixed. Levit and Klassen (1974) found that white heterosexuals 
have significantly more negative attitudes towards lesbians and gay men than do black 
heterosexuals, whereas Hudson and Rickets (1980), Schneider and Lewis (1984) and 
Lewis (2003) found the opposite results. Considering the role of race with regards to 
attitudes towards lesbians and gay men is important given evidence that concepts 
related to sexual orientation are culturally and historically defined (Waldo, 1998). 
 
Measuring the attitudes toward lesbians and gay men, finding the most significant 
predictors of homophobia, and documenting attitudes towards lesbian and gay male 
students within a South African university setting, is a critical step towards a healthy 
campus climate (Davis, 1998). 

 
Based on the literature review, hypotheses were formulated about the relationship of 
attitudes towards lesbians and gay male students at a university in Gauteng: 
Hypothesis 1: Male and female students have different attitudes towards lesbians and 
gay men; Hypothesis 2: Students who are more religious have more negative attitudes 
towards lesbians and gay men; and Hypothesis 3: black and white students have 
different attitudes towards lesbians and gay men. 
 
METHOD. 
Participants. 
A convenience sample of 1125 undergraduate students attending a university in 
Gauteng participated in this study. As a result of a Rasch Item Response analysis, the 
data of 183 participants were discarded based on inconsistent responses. A further 62 
surveys were not included as these students indicated that they were homosexual or 
bisexual. The final sample therefore consisted of 880 heterosexual students. The 
students were from different faculties. These included Arts (n = 376), Economics (n = 
202), Law (n = 109), Natural Sciences (n = 62) and Engineering (n = 114). The sample 
included 356 men and 524 women. 
 
Measuring instrument. 
In order to ascertain the attitudes towards lesbians and gay men in a university setting, 
respondents were required to complete a questionnaire. This survey included an 
assessment of the participants’ attitudes towards lesbians and gay men, 
operationalized by the respondent’s scores on the Attitudes towards Lesbians and Gay 
Men Scale (ATLG) (Herek, 1994). Assessment of reliability and validity of the ATLG 
was conducted with a sample of 368 undergraduate volunteers. Alpha coefficients 
indicated satisfactory levels of internal consistency for the ATLG scale (α = 0.90) and 
the subscales (α = 0.89 for the ATG, and α = 0.77 for the ATL) (Herek, 1994). 
 
Biographical questionnaire. 
The biographical questionnaire was constructed to obtain relevant personal information 
about individual respondents. Emphasis was placed on acquiring information that would 
allow for the testing of the hypotheses in respect of the variables of interest. The 
biographical questionnaire also served to identify certain features specific to the 
sample. The information required was the following: gender, sexual orientation, degree 
of commitment to religion and race group. 
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Procedure. 
The research procedure involved first gaining permission from, and arranging with the 
course coordinators from the different faculties to use students registered in 
undergraduate studies. The students were informed about the testing procedure and 
confidentiality. During this session, an explanation of the purpose and the aim of the 
study were provided by the researcher. All students completed the questionnaire in 
class. 
 
Results. 
The results showed a statistically significant and strong positive correlation between the 
two scales (r = 0.778, p < 0.01). 
 
Hypothesis 1: Male and female students have different attitudes towards lesbians and 
gay men. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The means and standard deviations of the male and female students’ responses to the 
lesbian and gay male scores of the ATLG are reported in Table 5.1. The differences in 
the attitudes of male and female students towards lesbians and gay men were tested 
by means of a MANOVA, where gender served as the independent variable and the 
lesbian and gay male scales of the ATLG served as dependent variables. 
 
The MANOVA showed a statistically significant difference between male and female 
students [F(2, 877) = 98.021, Wilk’s А = 0.817, p 0.01, n2 = 0.183], with gender 
accounting for approximately 18% of the variance in the linear combination of the 
lesbian and gay male scales of the ATLG. This might be described as a strong relation 
and shows that the differences in the global attitudes of men and women are 
statistically and practically significant. 
 
Follow-up univariate ANOVAs showed statistically significant differences between male 
and female students for the lesbian scale [F(1, 878) = 23.356, p < 0.01, n2 = 0.026], 
and for the gay male scale [F(1, 878) = 143.010, p < 0.01, n2 = 0.140]. For the lesbian 
scale, gender accounted for approximately 3% of the variance, whereas for the gay 
male scale, gender accounted for approximately 14% of the variance. Hence, the 
practical significance of the gender differences with regard to the lesbian scale is 
relatively small, but for the gay male scale, it is relatively large. Inspection of the means 

Table 5.1 
Means and Standard Deviations for Male and Female Students 
Responses on the ATLG 

Gender   N Mean 
Standard  
Deviation      

                                  Attitude Towards Lesbians Subscale 
Men 356 4.67    2.07 
Women 524 3.98    2.08 
                                  Attitude Towards Gay Male Subscale 
Men 356 6.26    1.76 
Women 524 4.76    1.85 
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in Table 5.1 showed that the male students held more negative attitudes to both 
lesbians and gay men than did female students. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Students who are more religious have more negative attitudes towards 
lesbians and gay men. 
 
The means and standard deviations of three different religious groups (Not at all 
religious, moderately religious and deeply religious) are given in Table 5.2. 
 

Table 5.2 
Means and Standard Deviations for Religion on the ATLG 

Religion     N Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

                                             Attitude Towards Lesbians Subscale 
Not at all religious     80 2.84     1.77 
Moderately religious    558 3.85     1.89 
Deeply religious   242 5.67     1.94 
                                             Attitude Towards Gay Male Subscale 
Not at all religious     80 4.40     2.01 
Moderately religious    558 5.04     1.90 
Deeply religious   242 6.46     1.60 

 
 
The differences in attitudes towards lesbians and gay men were tested by means of a 
MANOVA, where religion served as the independent variable and the lesbian and gay 
male scales of the ATLG served as the dependent variables. The results showed that 
religion had a statistically significant relation with attitudes towards lesbians and gay 
men [F (4,1752) = 48.602, Wilk’s А = 0.810, p < 0.01, n2 = 0.100], with religion 
accounting for approximately 10% of the variance in the linear combination of the 
lesbian and gay male scales of the ATLG, which might be interpreted as a moderately 
strong effect. 
 
Follow-up univariate ANOVAs showed statistically significant differences between 
religious categories for the lesbian scale [F(2, 877) = 101.746, p < 0.01, n2 = 0.188], 
and for the gay male scale [F(2, 877) = 62.655, p < 0.01, n2 = 0.125]. For the lesbian 
scale, religion accounted for approximately 18% of the variance, whereas for the gay 
male scale, religion accounted for approximately 12% of the variance. 
 
Post hoc Scheffé tests showed statistically significant differences between the means 
of all three religious groups for the lesbian scale. Inspection of the means in Table 5.2 
showed that the deeply religious group held the most negative attitudes (M = 5.67), 
followed by the moderately religious group (M = 3.85), and the non-religious group (M= 
2.84). Similarly, post hoc Scheffé tests showed statistically significant differences 
between the means of all three groups for the gay male scale, where the deeply 
religious group held the most negative attitudes (M = 6.46), followed by the moderately 
religious group (M= 5.04), and the non-religious group (M = 4.40). 
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Hypothesis 3: Black and white students have different attitudes towards lesbians and 
gay men than white students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5.3 shows the means and standard deviations of four race groups, namely Black, 
White, Coloured and Asian, for the scales of the ATLG. The results of a MANOVA 
showed that race did not have a statistically significant effect on attitudes towards 
lesbians and gay men [F(6,1750) = 1.618, Wilk’s А = 0.989, p = 0.138, n2 = 0.006]. 
Race explained less than 1% of the variance in the linear combination of the lesbian 
and gay male scales of the ATLG, which might be described as a very small effect. 
 
DISCUSSION. 
Hypothesis one stated that male and female students have different attitudes towards 
lesbians and gay men. The results indicate that both a respondent’s gender as well as 
perceptions of the gender of participants in homosexual relationships was differential 
predictors of attitudes concerning homosexuals. For the Attitude towards Lesbian 
Subscale (ATL), gender accounted for approximately 3% of the variance, whereas for 
the Attitude towards Gay Male Subscale (ATG), gender accounted for approximately 
14% of the variance. 
 
Therefore, the findings from the present investigation are consistent with the gender 
difference literature on attitudes towards homosexuality (Wellings, Field, Johnson & 
Wadsworth, 1994; Herek & Capitanio, 1996). Both a respondent’s gender as well as 
perceptions of the gender of participants in homosexual relationships was differential 
predictors of attitudes concerning homosexuals. 
 
Various explanations have been offered for the gender difference in attitudes towards 
gay men and lesbians. With regards to the fact that men have less negative attitudes 
towards lesbians, Whitley, Wiederman and Wryobek (1999) purport that it could be the 
case that heterosexual men have less homophobic attitudes towards lesbians in part 
due to the erotic value they associate with lesbianism. Despite the fact that 
heterosexual men typically respond more negatively toward homosexuality than women 

Table 5.3 
Means and standard Deviations for Race Groups on the ATLG 

Race group    N         
              

Mean 
Standard       
Deviation 

                                          Attitude Towards Lesbians Subscale 
Black      202  4.20     2.00 
White      556  4.32     2.12 
Coloured        52  3.86     2.21 
Asian        70  4.28     2.10 

                                       Attitude Towards Gay Male Subscale 
Black      202  5.20    1.82 
White      556  5.50    2.00 
Coloured        52  4.90    1.93 
Asian        70  5.24    1.93 
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do, many heterosexual men find the idea of sex between women appealing. Therefore, 
the positive value associated with this eroticism may positively influence their attitudes 
toward lesbians (Louderback & Whitley, 1997). 
 
Gender differentiation reflects the belief that the natures of women and men require 
them to hold different social roles. Heterosexism reflects the belief that heterosexual 
relationships are necessary for a complete and happy life, especially for men (Glick & 
Fiske, 1997). From a gender-role belief system perspective, men hold more negative 
attitudes towards lesbians and especially gay men as they place higher value on 
female dependence, gender differentiation, and heterosexuality. Because 
homosexuality is seen, in part, as a rejection of traditional gender roles, homosexuality 
would present a stronger threat to the self-concept of individuals who are highly 
invested in traditional gender roles. 
 
The above is substantiated by the research findings of Whitley (2001), in that gender-
role beliefs are closely linked to men’s attitudes towards homosexuality. Consequently, 
men have more negative attitudes towards lesbians and gay men than women have, 
and might even engage in anti-gay behaviour as a form of self-reaffirmation, 
demonstrating the magnitude of their rejection of homosexuality (Kite & Whitley, 1998). 
In addition, if women’s roles are viewed as lower in status than men’s, prejudice toward 
lesbians should not be as strongly culturally sanctioned as is prejudice toward gay men 
(LaMar & Kite, 1998). The aforesaid is evident in the current research findings as both 
sexes are relatively more accepting of lesbians. 
 
The present study suggests that negative attitudes of South African students towards 
lesbians and gay men may be partially explained by the abovementioned. The violation 
of traditional gender roles may be particularly aversive to heterosexual men because of 
the perceived threat this may pose to male power and privilege. Therefore, it seems 
that negative attitudes toward gay men are part of a larger construct than just negative 
attitudes toward homosexuality and that endorsing all of these attitudes demonstrates a 
general belief in traditional gender roles. 
 
The more positive attitudes of South African females towards lesbians and gay men in 
the survey might be as a result of the fact that feminism has expanded women’s roles 
in South Africa. Furthermore, women might display more empathy for the social status 
of lesbians and gay men because of women’s greater care-giving roles, as well as their 
subjective experience of sexism (Greene, 1997). 
 
Hypothesis two stated that students who are more religious have more negative 
attitudes towards lesbians and gay men. The findings from the present study suggest 
that a higher level of negative attitudes exists when students are deeply religious, 
particularly with regards to gay males. The result from the present study is therefore 
consistent with studies conducted in the United States of America (Herek, 1987; Kunkel 
& Temple, 1992; Greene & Rademan, 1997; Waldo, 1998). 
 
From a Christian perspective, Schmidt (1995) interprets the above results as reflecting 
the influence of the conservative Christian tradition regarding male-male sexual 
behaviour on society. According to Herman (1997), conservative Christians consider 
only the sexual behaviour of gay men in their discussions regarding homosexuality, and 
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in their representations of gay men in antigay publicity. Furthermore, the relative lack of 
attention toward lesbian sexual behaviour by conservative Christianity may account for 
the greater generality of the influence of religiosity on participants’ impressions of 
lesbians. Herman (1997) found that lesbians were more often discussed in the 
Christian literature within the context of antifeminism rather than the context of a 
posture against sexual immorality, as is typical for gay men. 
 
Hypothesis three stated that students from different race groups have different attitudes 
towards lesbians and gay men. The results from the present study showed that race did 
not have a statistically significant effect on attitudes towards lesbians and gay men. 
Race explained less than 1% of the variance in the linear combination of the lesbian 
and gay scales of the ATLG. 
 
Waldo (1998) explains the abovementioned by suggesting that this may be as a result 
of the black students’ own status as minorities in the university population. In view of 
the South African context and a history of discrimination, black heterosexual individuals 
have also experienced minority stress (Meyer, 1995). According to Meyer (1995:39), 
this is a state resulting from “culturally sanctioned, categorically ascribed inferior status 
and discrimination”. Therefore, black heterosexual students might also have been 
subjected to negative life events directly and indirectly because of their own 
stigmatisation and discrimination. 
 
In view of the results and notwithstanding the fact that the South African constitution 
specifically protects the rights of lesbian and gay citizens, it appears as if litigation has 
not filtered down to the level of everyday life in South Africa and prejudice against 
lesbians and gay men persist. 
 
LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS. 
Several limitations of the present study merit discussion. This study used a student 
sample. As is typical with research conducted using participant pools from universities, 
the present sample is not representative of the general population of South Africa. Most 
previous studies referred to in this study have used student samples from the United 
States, therefore it was useful to test attitudes towards lesbians and gay men in a 
sample of students in South Africa. However, the limitations of using student samples 
are worthy of note here. 
 
According to Herek (2000), university students may be one of the most liberal 
subcultures, therefore the degree of homophobia might actually be underestimated. 
Herek (1996) has also suggested that age and education could be factors that 
influence attitude towards lesbians and gay men. Previous research has shown that 
educational attainment has a significant impact on homophobia, with students with 
higher educational qualifications having more positive attitudes towards lesbians and 
gay men (Smith, 1998). 
 
Furthermore, younger respondents have also grown up in an era characterised by 
increasingly greater tolerance for sexual minorities (Herdt, 2001). Hence, people who 
are younger and who have a higher level of education are likely to have more positive 
attitudes towards lesbians and gay men. Thus, caution must be used in generalising 
the results of the present study to the general population. There are several avenues 
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that need to be explored in future research. It is recommended that attitudes toward a 
range of homosexual rights and practices be investigated. For example, attitudes 
toward the legal rights of homosexuals to marry deserve examination, as well as their 
right to adopt children. 
 
Although the sample was quite large, it was drawn from a single university. Data from 
other colleges and universities may have yielded different results. Further investigation 
is required with regards to the attitudes of the academic staff towards lesbian and gay 
male students. According to Evans (2000), both students and academic staff at 
universities needs to take the lead in shifting the values of higher education to support 
all students, and to develop interventions to change negative attitudes. 
 
Qualitative methods also may be used to investigate subtle prejudice against lesbians 
and gay men. Given that in the South African context, most heterosexuals no longer 
consider it appropriate to express prejudice openly, negative attitudes might be 
expressed in covert and subtle ways (Buttney & Williams, 2000). Given the clear and 
consistent findings with regard to attitudes towards lesbians and gay men in the 
research literature (Herek, 1994; Evans & Broido, Waldo, 1998; Harper & Schneider, 
2003), it may now be the time to shift the focus of research from attitudes toward 
lesbians and gay men to the dissemination of the research findings so that appropriate 
intervention programmes can be instituted. 
 
In view of the abovementioned, and based on extensive research (Rhoads; 1995; 
Malaney, Williams & Geller 1997), the following suggestions are offered to challenge 
negative attitudes towards lesbians and gay men in university communities: 
 

 Training should be provided for faculty and staff members that specifically addresses 
homophobia. This training ought to incorporate discussions of the environment that 
lesbians and gay male students face, both in and out of class. 
 

 A concerted effort needs to be made to increase students’ awareness to differences 
in sexual preferences. For students, there could be specific academic courses and 
programmes on homosexual issues. Most likely, universities would find it easier to 
include discussions of homosexual issues within existing courses. Instruction also 
needs to occur outside of the classroom, especially within residence halls and student 
organisations. 
 

 It is recommended that stable resources and staff assistance be available to 
lesbians and gay men, and furthermore, to encourage leaders of the faculties and 
administrative staff to offer visible support to lesbian and gay male students. “Safe” 
places should be established for lesbians and gay men on campus. Such places are 
offices or departments where any member of the campus community can go to, and 
be assured of confidentiality and of sensitivity to their sexual identity. 
 

 The development of formal policies is an important step for communicating and 
practicing inclusiveness. University policies should make it clear that harassment and 
bias directed at lesbians and gay men is no more tolerable than racist behaviour and 
will be subject to the same procedure and penalties. Finally, it is recommended that 
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faculty members and students be encouraged to conduct research on homosexual 
issues. 
 
CONCLUSION. 
The findings of this study have significant implications with regards to attitudes towards 
lesbians and gay men in a university setting. One of the greatest challenges for South 
African higher education is to develop a healthy campus climate where opportunities for 
learning include cultural appreciation and reciprocity among people of diverse 
backgrounds. 
 
It is important to keep in mind that within the category “homosexual”, there are a 
diverse array of individuals who are also members of other oppressed or marginalised 
groups with varying levels of social power and influence, for example, women, people 
of colour, people living with chronic illness and people with disabilities. Even when 
people share membership in some of these multiple identity groups, each individual will 
have his or her own unique set of reactions and expectations (Greene & Croom, 2000). 
 
Not only is individual assessment important, but also each university campus and the 
whole of South African higher education must be examined on a continual basis. It is 
imperative that empirical research be conducted to illuminate the nature of 
heterosexuals’ attitudes towards lesbians and gay men, to track changes in such 
attitudes over time, and to identify effective strategies for overcoming prejudice directed 
at lesbians and gay men. This data would provide indicators for developing a climate 
that is supportive of learning, personal growth, and professional development.  Such 
knowledge, coupled with a firm belief in the importance of a healthy campus 
environment for lesbians and gay men, may influence the culture of each institution, by 
presenting South African higher education as an equitable and humanised social 
environment in an increasingly conflictual global community. 
 
As lesbians and gay men become progressively more visible in the South African 
society, the heterosexual public’s attitudes towards them will continue to evolve. It is 
only because of comprehensive research in this area that we can move further away 
from homophobia and towards accepting people regardless of sexual orientation 
(Herek, 2000). 
 
However, there is no easy solution to combating negative attitudes towards lesbians 
and gay men on campus. For at least eighteen years before students arrive on campus, 
they have likely internalised at least some of the negative attitudes prevalent in South 
African culture - a culture that has yet to shake its misconceptions and negative 
attitudes of persons who are lesbians or gay men. 
 
According to Levine and Cureton (1998:159): “today’s undergraduates are living in a 
world in which differences are multiplying and change is the norm, but they attend 
colleges that are often segregated on the basis of differences and where relationships 
between diverse groups are strained. It is imperative that college students learn to 
recognize, respect and accept their differences”. 
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