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The purpose of this study was to explore university students’ atti-

tudes toward same-sex parenting and toward gay and lesbian

rights. A total of 292 participants, aged between 18 and 27

(M= 21) responded to a questionnaire measuring attitudes toward

parenting by gay men and lesbians, gay and lesbian rights, and

beliefs about the etiology of homosexuality. Results revealed that

the majority of students were against gay and lesbian parenting,

gay and lesbian equal rights, and believed that homosexuality

has a social/environmental basis. It was found that sexual prej-

udice is highly prevalent in Portuguese university students, and

implications of these findings are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

The U.S. Census Bureau estimated that over 150,000 same-sex couples were
raising children under the age of 18, and that over 270,000 children were
growing up with two same-sex parents and over 540,000 children with one
gay father or one lesbian mother (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Other commu-
nity estimates revealed that approximately 20% of lesbian women and 11% of
gay men were parents (Bryant & Demian, 1994), estimating that the number
of children being raised by a lesbian, gay, or bisexual parent was between
six and 14 million (Patterson & Friel, 2000; Ryan & Martin, 2000). In Europe,
however, the immense diversity in Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender
(LGBT) families, mostly due to the different legal and social contexts, makes
it more difficult to estimate the number of children and parents in LGBT fam-
ilies. Community studies have revealed that, for example, between 5% and
8% of Italian gay men and lesbians and between 3% and 8% of Portuguese
gay men and lesbians are raising children (Costa, Pereira, & Leal, in press;
Lelleri, Prati, & Pietrantoni, 2008).

The first impetus for the study of lesbian- and gay-led families came from
a concern with the developmental outcomes of children being raised in these
families (Patterson, 1992, 1994). Both in the United States and throughout
Europe there have been several legal custody cases in which parents’ sexual
orientation is used as a motive for denying parental rights to gay and lesbian
parents.

Although the first studies of gay parents started in the late 1980s, it
was only close to the turn of the century that the number of studies in
this research area started to proliferate (Patterson, 2006), overall conclud-
ing that parental sexual orientation does not negatively influence a child’s
development and that gay men and lesbians are as fit parents as heterosex-
uals (Anderssen, Amlie, & Ytteroy, 2002; Crowl, Ahn, & Baker, 2008; Tasker,
2005). Similar conclusions were echoed by both the American Psychological
Association (Paige, 2005) and the American Association of Pediatrics (Perrin
& Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health, 2002),
among other international scientific associations. Nevertheless, societal atti-
tudes toward gay and lesbian parenting do not seem to mirror these scientific
conclusions.

Attitudes toward gay and lesbian families are founded on attitudes
toward gay, lesbian, and bisexual people themselves. Literature has revealed
that negative attitudes toward homosexual people are common and
widespread in Western societies (Kite & Whitley, 1996), showing that peo-
ple who hold more negative attitudes toward homosexual people are more
likely to hold sexist attitudes and to adhere to traditional gender roles, to
have a more traditional view of the nuclear family, to be more religious,
and to identify with a conservative political ideology (Brown & Henriquez,
2008; Costa & Davies, 2012; Davies, 2004; Herek, 2000a; Lingiardi, Falanga, &
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D’Augelli, 2005; Nagoshi et al., 2008; Sotelo, 2000; Steffens & Wagner, 2004).
It has also been observed that sex plays a significant role on negative atti-
tudes toward homosexual people. Men hold more negative perceptions of
homosexual people than women, and more intensely toward gay men than
toward lesbians (Costa & Davies, 2012; Herek, 2000b; Lingiardi, Falanga, &
D’Augelli, 2005; Sotelo, 2000; Steffens & Wagner, 2004).

Another key variable in predicting negative attitudes toward gay men
and lesbians is how people perceive the controllability of homosexual ori-
entation and behaviors. The developmental origins of homosexuality can be
seen as either controllable, thus changeable (social, environmental, individ-
ual choice), or not controllable and thus unchangeable (biological or genetic
basis).

The body of research on this particular association revealed that people
whose beliefs are of a controllability of homosexuality hold more negative
attitudes toward gay men and lesbians, as well as less support to gay men’s
and lesbians’ rights and gay and lesbian-relevant legislation (Haider-Markel
& Joslyn, 2008; Hewitt & Moore, 2002; Smith, Zanotti, Axelton, & Saucier,
2011; Whitley, 1990; Wood & Bartkowski, 2004). It is noteworthy that the
beliefs about the origins of homosexuality seem to be rooted in people’s reli-
gious affiliation and political ideology (e.g., Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2008).
These attitudes thus foster negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbians
as parents (Crawford & Solliday, 1996; McLeod, Crawford, & Zechmeister,
1999).

Although attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenthood are part of a
general attitude toward gay and lesbian rights, the topic of parenthood is
more likely to have an affective basis, as a reaction toward gay and lesbian
people, rather than a cognitive response to their civil rights. The most com-
mon arguments against gay men and lesbians as parents are either based on
judgments of parents as immoral or unfit due to their sexual orientation or
based on the negative effects that these parents have on child development
(Clarke, 2001).

Research about people’s attitudes toward gay and lesbian parents is still
scarce and has not been following the increase in scientific inquiry into fam-
ily and child development in gay- and lesbian-headed families. Earlier studies
have found that university students held low to medium levels of negative
reactions toward gay men and lesbians, but more negative perceptions of
gay and lesbian-headed families (Crawford & Solliday, 1996). The authors
also reported that not only students tended to grant custody significantly less
to same-sex couples, but also they justified with judgments of instability in
same-sex couples.

Similar results were found in North American psychology students
(Fraser, Fish, & Mckenzie, 1995; King & Black, 1999; Money & Cain, 1997).
However, even in studies where no differences in judgments between same-
sex and opposite-sex couples were found, participants still revealed concern
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with the possibility of the children being harassed in school and being
exposed to more difficulties in their daily life (Bliss & Harris, 1999; McLeod,
Crawford, & Zechmeister, 1999).

In contrast, a more recent study with Australian social work students
revealed that the participants held a positive attitude toward gay men and
lesbians as parents and showed low levels of negative attitudes toward gay
men and lesbians (Camilleri & Ryan, 2006). None of these studies have tried
to evaluate the relation between these attitudes and demographic variables,
such as religious beliefs and political inclination, attitudes toward gay and
lesbian rights, or beliefs about origins of homosexuality that has been shown
to be highly important in predicting negative reactions toward gay men and
lesbians.

The Portuguese Context

In recent years, there have been a few political and legislative initiatives
regarding LGBT rights. After the legal recognition of same-sex couples in
civil partnerships in 2001 (Bill 7/2001), it was only in 2010 that same-sex
couples were allowed to marry with the same rights as opposite-sex couples
(Bill 9/2010). However, this same law that allowed same-sex couples to get
married explicitly precluded these couples from adopting or to accessing
assisted reproductive technology, and it was not approved without contro-
versy. After the majority of votes obtained in the Portuguese Parliament by
the center and left-wing political parties, the president of Portugal (former
prime minister from a conservative party) decided to convene a press con-
ference to inform the public of his displeased endorsement of the law. After
the Supreme Court verdict stating that same-sex marriage was not unconstitu-
tional, his endorsement was due to the existence of more pressing economic
matters in the country that needed undivided attention, adding that he rec-
ognized that this matter was not sufficiently debated within civil society.
In fact, according to a European Human Rights Commission report (2011),
Portuguese citizens were mostly opposed to several LGBT rights, namely
same-sex marriage and same-sex parenting.

Recent changes in the Portuguese government, with the election of a
coalition of right-wing political parties in 2011, fueled opposite actions and
gave rise to civil platforms committed to revoking same-sex marriage law,
as well as laws designed to protect other social rights such as reproductive
rights, family planning, and gender/sex identity transitioning.

The few scientific and empirical studies about levels of prejudice toward
gay and lesbian people in Portugal show that negative attitudes are prevalent
among adolescents (Costa & Davies, 2012), and they document the exis-
tence of negative attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenting (Costa et al.,
2013; Xavier, Mendes, Martins, & Fernandes, 2011). Moreover, recent actions
promoted by left-wing parties together with LGBT advocacy organizations
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have tried to approve a law allowing same-sex couples to adopt a child and
to access reproductive technology and recognizing co-parents in same-sex
families. Not only have these actions been rejected by the majority of con-
servative parliamentarians, but they have also been received with disdain.
On a legal report from the Portuguese Lawyers Association regarding the
legitimacy of a law that recognizes co-parents in same-sex families, it reads:

The right of the child to be adopted implies that the adoption respects the
principle of natural family, i.e., a family constituted by a father (man) and
a mother (woman) and not by a man playing a mother or by a woman
playing a father. (Pinto, 2012, p. 2)

Although North American research has been prolific in developing mea-
sures to evaluate attitudes and beliefs toward gay and lesbian issues, there
are few measures developed or adapted to the European context. Even
more so, considering the different social, cultural, and economic differences
among European countries, attitude measures need to be adjusted to each
country’s specific context. The purpose of this study was, thus, to develop
measures to evaluate attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenting, gay and
lesbian rights, and the influence of demographic variables and of beliefs
about the origins of homosexuality in these attitudes in Portugal.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 292 university students from Lisbon, Portugal, aged
between 18 and 27 years (M = 21, SD = 2), 54% males and 46% females. The
vast majority of participants identified as heterosexual (92%), 39% identified
as Catholic, 43% as atheist, and 11% as spiritual but with no religious affil-
iation. From the 112 participants who identified as Catholics, less than one
third attended church more often than once or twice a year, 30% once or
twice a year, and 40% only on religious holidays and ceremonies. Regarding
political orientation, 25% identified as left-wing (or liberal), 35% as center
(moderates), 33% as right-wing (or conservatives), and 7% did not respond.
Regarding subject of study, the majority of participants were studying engi-
neering (52%), followed by psychology (27%), law (5%), languages and
literature (4%), and social sciences (3%).

Measures

Participants responded to a questionnaire booklet designed for this study.
The questionnaire booklet consisted of basic demographic questions, the
Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Parenting Scale, the Attitudes Toward
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1672 P. A. Costa et al.

Gay and Lesbian Civil Rights Scale, and a few questions regarding beliefs
about the etiology of homosexuality.

With regard to the measures used in this study, all are currently under
development as part of a larger study about attitudes toward gay and lesbian
parenting in Portugal. The Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Parenting Scale
consists of 11 items intended to measure participants’ beliefs about gay men
and lesbians as parents. Six items represent the most common beliefs about
the negative impact of gay and lesbian parents on child development and
about gay men and lesbians as unfit parents. These items were loosely based
on arguments identified by Clarke (2001) in the United Kingdom and argu-
ments identified by Costa and colleagues in Portugal (Costa et al., 2013).
Another five items represent a more positive view of gay- and lesbian-
parented families based on evidence found in literature about the differences
between children in lesbian- and gay-led families and in heterosexual-led
families. The Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Civil Rights Scale consists of
eight items and was developed based on the most common topics currently
under discussion in Portugal, in face of recent legislative initiatives regarding
same-sex unions and same-sex parenting. Finally, the beliefs about the eti-
ology of homosexuality were measured using six questions addressing the
most common beliefs and assumptions about the developmental origins of
homosexuality. Although this is not a scale, the questions in this measure are
expected to be significantly correlated.

Procedure

Participants were approached on university campuses in Lisbon, Portugal, by
three researchers and asked to participate in a study about attitudes toward
gay and lesbian parenting in Portugal. The questionnaires were distributed to
students from six different faculties, and they were asked to fill in a question-
naire and to return it to the researcher. Participants were also informed of the
study’s aims and of how to fill in and return the questionnaire, and they were
asked for their written participation consent. All participants who agreed to
take part in this study returned their questionnaires. This study conformed
to ethical research guidelines set by the Portuguese Psychological Society
(OPP).

RESULTS

Principal Component Analysis

ATTITUDES TOWARD GAY AND LESBIAN PARENTING SCALE

Final solution revealed three factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.00,
accounting for 56% of explained variance. An examination of the scree plot
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and factor loadings revealed that two factors should be retained and these
were rotated to varimax criteria. Factor 1 comprised six items that pertained
to negative attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenting, thus named “Negative
perceptions of gay and lesbian parenting” (AHPN). This factor accounted for
29% of explained variance with a coefficient α of .78. Factor 2 comprised
five items that reflected a positive view of gay and lesbian parenting, and
it was named “Perception of benefits of gay and lesbian parenting” (AHPP).
This second factor accounted for a total of 17% of explained variance and
revealed a coefficient α of .57 (Table 1).

ATTITUDES TOWARD GAY AND LESBIAN CIVIL RIGHTS SCALE

The final solution revealed two factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.00,
accounting for 59% of explained variance, although there was evidence that
only one factor should be retained (AHR). This factor comprised all eight
items accounting for 45% of explained variance, with a coefficient α of .77
(Table 2).

Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Parenting

The majority of the university students were against gay and lesbian par-
enting. When evaluating the arguments behind these attitudes, moral and
religious motivations were highlighted; 92% agreed with the statement “Gay
and lesbian parents do not care about children’s best interests” and 84%
with “Gay men and lesbians should not have children because it is a sin.”
A smaller but significant percentage of the participants based their argu-
ments on concerns about the children, such as the likelihood of them being
harassed by peers or being confused about their sexuality.

Significant differences in negative perceptions of gay and lesbian parent-
ing were found for religious affiliation, political ideology, sex, and subject
of study. Young men, compared to young women, were generally more
negative toward gay and lesbian parenting (t(290) = 3.18, p = .001). In par-
ticular, arguments against lesbian and gay parenting based on sin (t(290)
= 2.96, p < .01), children’s best interests (t(290) = 3.10, p < .01) confu-
sion about sexuality (t(290) = 2.61, p = .01), and unnatural (t(290) = 3.01,
p < .01) were significantly more endorsed by men than by women. In con-
trast, women agreed significantly more with the statement that there are
homosexuals with the emotional availability to be parents (t(290) = 2.19,
p < .05).

Catholic people scored significantly higher than atheist people on neg-
ative attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenting (t(238) = 3.81, p < .001).
Catholics were more likely to agree with statements such as “Gay and les-
bians should not have children because it is a sin” (t(238) = 2.84, p < .01),
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“Gay and lesbians do not care about children’s best interests (t(238) = 1.97,
p = .05), “Children of gay and lesbian parents will be homosexuals” (t(238)
= 2.92, p < .05), “Children of gay and lesbian parents do not have the
needed masculine and feminine references for their normal development”
(t(238) = 5.08, p< .001), and “It is not natural for gay men and lesbians to
have children” (t(238) = 1.99, p < .05).

Participants with a right-wing political inclination were more likely to
agree with statements such as “Gay and lesbian parents do not care about
children’s best interests” (t(167) = 2.40, p < .05), “Children of gay and les-
bian parents will be homosexuals” (t(167) = 3.04, p < .01), and “Children of
gay and lesbian parents do not have the needed masculine and feminine ref-
erences for their normal development” (t(167) = 3.87, p < .001), compared
to people with a left-wing inclination, and held more negative perceptions
overall (t(167) = 3.44, p = .001).

Group differences were also found for major subject of study.
Engineering students were more likely than psychology students to endorse
negative statements that characterize gay and lesbian parenting as a sin
(t(231) = 2.25, p < .05), as unnatural (t(231) = 2.23, p < .05), as not caring
for children’s best interests (t(231) = 2.10, p < .05), and that their children
will later be homosexuals themselves (t(231) = 2.50, p = .01). When eval-
uating the global scores on each subscale, engineering students held more
negative perceptions of gay and lesbian parenting (t(231) = 2.58, p < .01),
whereas psychology students scored higher on the perception of benefits of
gay and lesbian parenting (t(231) = 2.77, p < .01).

Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Civil Rights

The vast majority of the participants were against gay and lesbian equal
rights in general, and against same-sex marriage (78%) and same-sex par-
enting (66%) in particular. Seventy-eight percent of the participants agreed
with the statement “Same-sex marriage should not be allowed,” and 67%
stated that “I do not mind that same-sex couples have the same-rights as
opposite-sex couples, but marriage should only be possible for opposite-sex
couples.” This latter statement was included to evaluate if participants who
did not support same-sex marriage would still acknowledge same-sex cou-
ples’ rights, and this was not supported, which reinforces the high level of
prejudice found in this sample.

Gender differences were found in relation to gay and lesbian civil rights
(t(290) = 4.15, p < .001). Young men were more likely than young women
to be uncomfortable with having gay or lesbian friends (t(290) = 5.96, p <

.001) and with same-sex marriage (t(290) = 4.27, p < .001), and to disagree
with gay and lesbian people fighting for their rights (t(290) = 3.05, p <

.01) and to have children (t(290) = 3.58, p < .001).
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Portuguese Attitudes Toward Same-Sex Parenting 1677

Catholic people were also found to hold more negative attitudes toward
gay and lesbian rights than atheist people (t(238) = 4.37, p < .001), judging
homosexuality as immoral (t(238) = 4.46, p < .001), to be against same-sex
marriage (t(238) = 3.53, p = .001), same-sex couples’ rights (t(238) = 4.08,
p < .001), same-sex parenting (t(238) = 3.64, p < .001), and against gay and
lesbian people fighting for their rights (t(238) = 3.62, p < .001).

Similarly, right-wing participants were more likely to be against same-
sex marriage (t(167) = 4.03, p < .001), same-sex couples’ rights (t(167)
= 3.64, p < .001), same-sex parenting (t(167) = 3.54, p = .001), lesbian
and gay people fighting for their rights (t(167) = 2.29, p < .05), judging
homosexuality as morally unacceptable (t(167) = 3.84, p < .001), and agree-
ing with the statement “Gay pride does not make sense because there is
no heterosexual pride” (t(167 = 3.13, p < .01), and more negative overall
(t(167) = 4.85, p < .001).

Engineering students were more likely to endorse negative attitudes
toward gay and lesbian rights than psychology students (t(231) = 3.35,
p = .001) and statements such as “Same-sex marriage should not be allowed”
(t(231) = 2.27, p < .05), “Homosexual people should not have children
because it is not natural” (t(231) = 3.07, p < .01), “Marriage should only be
possible for opposite-sex couples” (t(231) = 3.07, p < .01), and disagreeing
with gay men and lesbians fighting for their rights (t(231) = 2.27, p < .05).

Beliefs About Origins of Homosexuality

Most of the participants showed a number of misconceptions about the
developmental origins of homosexuality. Almost three quarters of the sample
stated that children of gay and lesbians parents are likely to develop a homo-
sexual orientation, with the underlying assumption that sexual orientation
can be learned. In fact, 56% of the participants agreed that homosexuality is
a choice, and 80% that it can be learned in contact with homosexual persons.
Moreover, 87% of the participants believed that homosexuality is a mental
illness, and less than one third of the sample agreed that homosexuality is
genetic and therefore not changeable (Table 3).

Gender differences were also found on the beliefs about the origins
of homosexuality. Young men were significantly more likely than young
women to believe that “Homosexuality is a choice” (t(290) = 2.79, p <

.01), that “Parents play an important role on the development of their chil-
dren’s sexual orientation” (t(290) = 3.34, p = .001), that “Homosexuality is
learned in contact with homosexual people” (t(290) = 2.23, p < .05), that
“Homosexuality is a mental illness” (t(290) = 4.80, p < .001), and to dis-
agree that “Homosexuality is as natural as heterosexuality” (t(290) = 4.61,
p < .001).

Similarly, Catholic people were more likely to sustain environmental
causes of homosexuality such as being a choice (t(238) = 2.56, p = .01),
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being learned (t(238) = 2.30, p < .05), being a mental illness (t(238) = 2.69,
p < .01), and being an unnatural expression of sexuality (t(238) = 3.29, p =
.001) than atheist people.

Right-wing people were not significantly more likely to endorse an
environmental basis for homosexuality than left-wing people but were sig-
nificantly more in agreement with statements such as “Homosexuality is a
mental illness” (t(167) = 3.01, p < .01), it is not as natural as heterosexuality
(t(167) = 4.00, p < .001), and it is a choice (t(167) = 3.04, p < .01).

Psychology students were more likely than engineering students to dis-
agree with the statement “Homosexuality is a mental illness” (t(231) = 3.08,
p < .01), and to agree with the statement “Homosexuality is as natural as
heterosexuality” (t(231) = 3.50, p = .001).

Correlation Between Attitude Measures

To investigate the association between the scales that measure attitudes
toward gay and lesbian parenting, toward gay and lesbian rights, and beliefs
about the basis of homosexuality, Pearson’s bivariate correlations were per-
formed. As shown in Table 4, there was a strong association between
negative attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenting and gay and lesbian
rights. These associations were also associated, although not as strongly,
with beliefs about a social/environmental origin of homosexuality, as well
as with homosexuality as a mental illness. In contrast, the perception of ben-
efits of gay and lesbian parenting was negatively associated with negative
attitudes toward gay and lesbian rights, with the belief of homosexuality as
a learned behavior, and as a mental illness. The perception of benefits was
also weakly positively associated with the belief of a biological basis for
homosexuality.

DISCUSSION

The present study aimed to evaluate Portuguese university students’ support
for gay and lesbian parenting and gay and lesbian civil rights. The scales
used in this study are currently under development as no other measure
exists in the Portuguese scientific literature; therefore, these results should be
read as exploratory. As expected, the underlying two-factor structure of the
Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Parenting Scale was supported, measuring
both negative perceptions of gay and lesbian families and perception of
benefits of these families. This multidimensional scale was developed to
measure the most common negative and positive perceptions of gay and
lesbian parenting that would allow exploring inconsistencies in evaluating
these families, and the negative relation between the two factors seems to
confirm this assumption.
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The items on the Attitudes Toward Gay and Lesbian Civil Rights Scale
were developed in face of recent legislative and societal changes in Portugal,
in which same-sex marriage and same-sex parenting have been under dis-
pute. As expected, the more negative a participant’s attitude toward gay and
lesbian civil rights, the more likely they would hold negative perceptions of
gay and lesbian parenting. The strength of these scales, we believe, rely on
the fact that the items measure endorsed arguments and values, which pro-
vide a more accurate and reliable portrait of people’s attitudes toward gay
and lesbian issues.

Although these scales were developed in Portugal with the purpose of
being culturally sensitive, we were able to find similar patterns in this study’s
participants’ attitudes toward gay and lesbian rights to those reported in the
international literature. Males are usually more negative than females toward
gay men, lesbians, and gay and lesbian rights (Davies, 2004; Ellis, Kitzinger,
& Wilkinson, 2003; Herek, 2000b; Kite & Whitley, 1996; Whitley, 2001), and
this is also true among young male university students (Brown & Henriquez,
2008; LaMar & Kite, 1998). Homophobic respondents are also more likely to
be religiously affiliated and politically conservative (or right-wing; Brown &
Henriquez, 2008; Nagoshi et al., 2008; Schulte & Battle, 2004; Whitley, 2008).
The same trend was found in the few research papers on attitudes toward
gay and lesbian parenting, which were mostly conducted with university
students (Camilleri & Ryan, 2006; Crawford & Solliday, 1996; Fraser, Fish, &
Mackenzie, 1995; McLeod, Crawford, & Zechmeister, 1997). However, these
studies used a quasi-experimental design with the use of case vignettes as
opposed to survey designs.

Recent studies have also highlighted the importance of the beliefs about
the origins of homosexuality in explaining attitudes toward gay men and
lesbians. The belief of a social or environmental basis for homosexuality
is strongly related to negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbians, and
to a lesser support of gay and lesbian rights (Haslam & Levy, 2006; Smith,
Zanotti, Axelton, & Saucier, 2011; Wood & Bartkowski, 2004). This relation
was also found in the present study, and although beliefs about social and
environmental basis of homosexuality were only weakly correlated with atti-
tudes toward gay and lesbian parenting and toward gay and lesbian civil
rights, the belief that homosexuality is a mental illness was not only highly
prevalent but also more strongly correlated with these attitudes. As such,
these beliefs may not be direct predictors of attitudes toward gay and les-
bian rights, but more closely linked to negative affective reactions toward
lesbian and gay men, i.e., homophobia (Costa & Davies, 2012; Smith et al.,
2011).

As Haider-Markel and Joslyn (2008, p. 307) argued, “Perceiving respon-
sibility for the behavior naturally evokes questions about the morality of
homosexuality and support for policies that favor conventional relationship
follows.” Considering that these beliefs are strong predictors of attitudes
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1682 P. A. Costa et al.

toward gay men and lesbians, it is not surprising that psychology students,
who are more likely to be familiar with research on the development of
sexual orientation, held more positive views of gay and lesbian rights and
gay and lesbian parenting. Although this hypothesis is supported by North
American evidence that psychologists hold somewhat affirming attitudes
toward gay men and lesbians and their families (Choi, Thul, Berenhaut,
Suerken, & Norris, 2006; Crawford, McLeod, Zamboni, & Jordan, 1999), a
survey with British psychology students did not report strong negative atti-
tudes toward lesbian and gay individuals but showed that students were not
supportive of gay and lesbian access to legal marriage and parenting (Ellis,
Kitzinger, & Wilkinson, 2003).

In Portugal, the number of studies about attitudes toward gay men
and lesbians in general, or about attitudes toward gay and lesbian par-
enting in particular, are very scarce. A study about high school students’
attitudes toward gay, lesbian, and transgender people showed that neg-
ative attitudes were generally prevalent, and that young men had higher
levels of homophobia and transphobia than young women (Costa & Davies,
2012). In relation to attitudes toward gay and lesbian parenting, other stud-
ies revealed the existence of negative attitudes toward these families among
university students (Xavier, Mendes, Martins, & Fernandes, 2011) and among
the general population (Costa et al., 2013). Although only one of these stud-
ies measured the level of negativity by means of a questionnaire survey,
it showed that the majority of participants were indeed against extending
parenting rights to gay men and lesbians (Xavier et al., 2011).

As previously stated, recent legislative initiatives in Portugal made it pos-
sible for same-sex couples to marry in equal circumstances to opposite-sex
couples. However, the same legislation introduced a ban for same-sex cou-
ples to adopt or to have access to assisted reproductive technologies, and
these topics are still highly controversial. According to a recent European
Human Rights Commission report (2011), 81% of Portuguese people were
against same-sex couples adopting a child, and 71% were opposed to allow-
ing same-sex couples to marry. In that sense, and although homophobic
behaviors are not very frequently reported, Portuguese people are, in
general, still reluctant in granting equal rights to gay men and lesbians.

These results are cause for concern. Not only were most university stu-
dents against gay and lesbian parenting, but they were also against gay
and lesbian rights and held misconceptions and prejudicial beliefs about
the origins of homosexuality. Our initial assumption was that university stu-
dents, in the face of recent social and legal developments in Portugal and
throughout Europe, would be more informed and comfortable with gay and
lesbian issues. Instead, our results showed a rather opposite picture. It seems
likely that homonegative beliefs may be more highly prevalent than we
anticipated.
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This study is not without limitations. Although the scales in this study
held acceptable to good internal reliabilities, more work is needed to val-
idate these measures with other more established measures, such as the
Affective Reactions Toward Gay Men and Lesbians (Costa & Davies, 2012;
Davies, 2004) or the Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men Scale (Herek,
1994). Moreover, the questions measuring the beliefs about the etiology of
homosexuality should be further developed into a scale that could tap into
more specific arguments and beliefs.

Another limitation regards the sample used in this study, which was a
young and educated sample of students, and although it makes a contribu-
tion to the understanding of university students’ attitudes, the results cannot
be generalized to the Portuguese population. Future endeavors should be
made to use larger and more representative samples, not just to evaluate
the prevalence of negative attitudes, but more specifically to explore the
causal relations between sociodemographic and psychological attributes and
negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbians and gay and lesbian rights.

CONCLUSION

This study helped to cast light on the prevalence of prejudicial attitudes
toward gay men and lesbians in Portugal, paving the way for the devel-
opment of research in this field. Although these results were exploratory
in its scope, the development of these new socially and culturally relevant
scales that measure attitudes toward same-sex parenting, gay and lesbian
rights, and etiology beliefs are instrumental for the advancement of empir-
ical research on LGBT issues. We found that the beliefs about the origins
of homosexuality, support for gay and lesbian rights, political orientation,
religious affiliation, and attitudes toward same-sex parenting were closely
related, and we suggest that future research should extend these findings
by investigating causal relations between them. In particular, etiology beliefs
may play a major role in predicting attitudes toward gay men and lesbians,
and the ways in which these etiology beliefs are formed are extremely
important for the understanding of sexual prejudice, as well as for the
development of policies to confront it. We believe that educating people,
particularly youth, about LGBT issues and about the developmental ori-
gins of homosexuality is extremely important in order to promote change
in attitudes toward them.

In conclusion, these results indicated that while Portugal’s recent legisla-
tive changes promoted equality for LGBT people, university students hold
negative attitudes toward gay and lesbian rights and still hold highly prejudi-
cial attitudes toward them. The continuity of study into the causal attributions
and development of such attitudes is extremely important to create social
change that reflects these legal changes.
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