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This report presents the findings of research conducted by LGBT Youth Scotland as part of the EU-funded 'Engaging 

Hearts and Mind, Changing Attitudes' project. The project was designed to change the hearts and minds of EU 

citizens to eradicate stereotypes and stigma that exists around LGBT identities. It brought together LGBT Youth 

Scotland, Legebitra (Slovenia), Iniciatíva Inakost' (Slovakia) and ACCEPT (Romania). Delivered between 2011 and 
12013, the project successfully raised the profile of LGBT History Month . 

As part of the project, LGBT Youth Scotland undertook research with EU member states focusing on:

awareness and perception of LGBT identities;

the experiences of LGBT individuals; and

reactions to representations of LGBT identities.

Introduction

 1/ For more information regarding events go to: http://www.lgbthistory.eu/
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Methodology

LGBT Youth Scotland developed a questionnaire to explore some of the key factors influencing the personal 

development and experiences of LGBT people and the wider social perception of LGBT identities. Five research 

areas were identified, which included: LGBT identity, media representation, 'coming out', Pride and the LGBT 

community. 

Each research area was introduced by presenting respondents with an image of an LGBT stereotype related to the 

particular topic. Participants were asked to respond with their reaction to the image. This approach was chosen for 

two reasons:

To gauge reactions to the display of perceived 'obvious' LGBT identity/symbolism in different national contexts. 

To assess whether, for example, an identity marker is seen as a political statement, a symbol of empowerment, 

or part of a stereotype with decidedly negative connotations. 

The images were presented without context in order to prompt an uninfluenced, unbiased, and personal response. 

They were also purposefully open-ended to illicit personal and quotable responses. It was felt that, as culture and 

attitude are almost impossible to quantify, collecting direct quotations would be a powerful tool to capture personal 

responses and to avoid researcher bias. 

After responding qualitatively to the image-related questions, the respondents were taken through a series of 

multiple-choice questions in order to provide supporting quantitative data.

The Questionnaire

2It was decided that the survey should be delivered online through Survey Monkey  to cover as many geographical 

areas as possible and to cater for the target respondents' possible needs for anonymity.  

In December 2011 an online survey was circulated to contacts within LGBT networks in Europe, who were asked to 

distribute it further by e-mail. It was also promoted in the LGBT History Month newsletter, via the ILGA and IGLYO 

networks and across social media platforms. LGBT Youth Scotland was also supported by key partners including: 

ACCEPT (Romania), Iniciatíva Inakost' (Slovakia) and Legebitra (Slovenia). In February 2012 it was deemed that we 

had collected sufficient data and the on-line survey was closed.

The survey was closed in February 2012, when the researcher decided that the number of responses received had 

collected sufficient data.

 2/ The survey is available at: http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/K2TY3DN

The Survey
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LGBT Youth Scotland collected 241 responses from 23 European countries and 5 countries outwith the European 

Union. Although the survey did specify that the respondents had to be from EU countries, we were reluctant to 

discount the high quality and illustrative responses provided by participants.  

Below is a summary of responses from respective countries: 

UK = 125 Respondents 

Romania = 47 Respondents 

Slovenia = 11 Respondents 

Netherlands = 9 Respondents 

Ireland = 7 Respondents 

Macedonia = 6 Respondents

Hungary = 5 Respondents 

Spain = 4 Respondents 

Other Responses within the EU = 21

Responses out with the EU = 5 

No Response = 1

Other responses within the EU include those member states where three or less participants completed the 

questionnaire, namely: Slovakia, Italy, France, Sweden, Switzerland, Finland, Turkey, Poland, Sweden, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Luxembourg, Portugal, Lithuania, Austria, and Germany. 

The responses from outside the EU include entries from the Republic of Moldova, which sits on the Council of 

Europe but is not an EU member, the United States of America, Swaziland, Malaysia, and the United Arab Emirates.  

Responses

Language

Educational profile

Technology

The survey was conducted in English. Although particular attention was paid to writing the questions using simple 

phrasing and vocabulary to assist those respondents whose first language was not English, this will have limited the 

overall number of people who could respond to the questions.

The fact that the survey was conducted in English may have resulted in European respondents having a higher 

education level (to have studied English to a minimum level of proficiency) than UK respondents whose first 

language was English.

As the survey was web-based, Internet access was required in order to participate; this may have affected the 

number of potential respondents. In any case, the fact that the survey was mostly promoted online through LGBT 

networks will also have limited its reach to those accessing information electronically.

Limitations
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Geographical coverage
The survey responses spanned a wide geographical spread, however a higher proportion of responses came from 

European countries where LGBT Youth Scotland had existing relationships (e.g. Romania and the UK). Unavoidably, 

as the survey was sent through strong links with UK LGBT networks and the survey was in English, approximately 

half the respondents were from the UK. We have been careful to include the UK results when analysing the data but 

have worked hard to ensure that the research remained focused on Europe as a whole by looking at the overall 

results.

Low levels of responses were achieved in some individual countries across Europe. This affects the robustness of 

the sample sizes and the data derived from them. It is therefore important to note that the findings in this research 

and the percentages noted may not be a true reflection of the country as a whole, but rather of the perspective of 

the participants. 

The data analysis revealed a geographical divide in terms of the attitudes towards LGBT people, their visibility and 

their rights between 'Western Europe' and 'Eastern Europe'. 

Defining how one differentiates between what is 'East' and what is 'West' in Europe is complex and loaded with 

notions of the 'West' seeing the 'East' as 'other' or as less developed. These are notions that we would like to avoid 

as we respect that the individual histories of each nation have spurred different paths of social development that are 

no less relevant than other paths. For the purposes for this report the countries that would come under this 

definition of 'Eastern Europe' include: Romania, Hungary and Slovenia whereas Germany, Italy, the UK and France 
3would be categorised as 'Western Europe' as defined by Kulpa and Mizielińska(2010) . 

Overall the survey showed that LGBT people living in countries where LGBT legal rights were more established can 

be concerned about more nuanced issues rather issues related to safety and being able to 'come out'. For example, 
4the UK, rated highest in terms of the legal situation for LGBT people in Europe (ILGA rating in January 2012 ) had a 

lower percentage of transgender respondents comfortable with participating in sports (43%) than Macedonia, 

Romania and Slovenia (respectively 100%, 67% and 100%).

Explanation of 'Western Europe' and 'Eastern Europe’

3/ Kulpa, Rober t and Joanna Mizielińska, ''Contemporary Peripheries': Queer Studies, Circulation of Knowledge and the East/West Divide' in De-centering Western 

Sexualities: Central and Eastern European Perspectives, ed. by Rober t Kulpa and Joanna Mizielińska (Farnham:Ashgate, 2010), pp. 20-23.

4/ Ratings taken from the ILGA Rainbow Europe map, January 2012.

http://www.ilga-europe.org/home/publications/reports_and_other_materials/rainbow_map_and_index_2011_2012
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Coming out is like devolution; it's a process, not an event.”

Lesbian female, 18-21, UK

First time I "came out" to my best (girl) friend...she was ok with that and she told me: "you are 

stupid because we are friends and I am not interested in your orientation."”

Gay male, 18-21, Romania.

I came out at university to friends – all positive. I wrote to my parents who cut my university 

grant off but it blew over in 18 months.”

Gay male, over 30, UK.

Most of my acquaintances know I'm gay. Funny, I still can't tell my parents.”

Gay male, 22-26, Romania.

The above quote, taken in response to a question that asked respondents to detail their experience of 'coming out', 

sums up the cross-European perspective on 'coming out'. 'Coming out' in Europe is something that happens in 

phases; the most common pattern is to tell a close friend and then gradually extend to other parties.

Initial reactions to personal 'comings out' across Europe were wide ranging, from support to rejection, but the idea 

of a 'process' was clearly marked. Often, countries with a better legal situation for LGBT people (ratings taken from 
5the ILGA Rainbow Europe map, January 2012 ) had areas which did not appear as concerns in the responses from 

countries that had a lower ILGA rating. For example: the UK had the highest ILGA rating in January 2012 and the 

highest percentage (65% against the European average of 46%), but in this research the UK had a markedly lower 

percentage of transgendered respondents comfortable with participating in sports (43%) than the far lower ILGA-

rated Macedonia (100%), Romania (67%) and Slovenia (100%). This suggests that where better basic legal rights 

have been established, concerns are transferred to more secondary areas, such as, sports. 

Research Findings

Coming Out

5/ http://www.ilga-europe.org/home/publications/reports_and_other_materials/rainbow_map_and_index_2011_2012
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A Hungarian respondent commented that when it came to 'coming out':

The responses from Hungary indicated that, although being LGBT was accepted in close, familiar settings, it had 

not made the transition into the consciousness of society's institutions (none of the Hungarian respondents rated 

themselves 'out in all areas of my life', whereas 100% were 'out to close friends'). Access to information was 

limited and respondents were uncomfortable being out in an 'official capacity, such as declaring a partner on a will 

(50%), having a joint bank account (25%) and going to the doctor's for sexual health advice (25%). 

Access to information, however, does not necessarily constitute comfort in 'being out'. For example, only 50% of 

respondents from The Netherlands (the country with the most access to information available to LGBT persons in 

Europe) were willing to out themselves on a visit to their doctor. 

Rather predictably, the largest barrier for LGBT people coming out across Europe was the fear of discrimination at 

64%. What is interesting to note, however, is that this response did not always go hand in hand with a fear of 

violence/abuse. An average of 52% of respondents feared violence/abuse, however not always at a physical level. 

Fear of discrimination without fear of violence/abuse was noted in Germany and The Netherlands, whereas fear of 

violence/abuse was recorded as one of the main barriers to 'coming out' in Hungary, Romania, Italy, the UK and 

Macedonia. 

Another significant barrier to 'coming out' was the fear of a negative reaction from family. 61% of respondents cited 

this as a major concern and only 44% of all respondents answered that they were out to their immediate family, 

against 59% who were out to close friends. When it came to their LGBT identity, the tension between family and the 

individual varied with nationality: 83% of UK respondents said they would be comfortable going to a family event 

with a partner, whereas respondents from Romania, Ireland, Macedonia and Slovenia recorded far lower levels (at 

44%, 40%, 67% and 62% respectively). 

Faith and religion was not a widespread concern: across Europe, the average was a relatively low 21% of 

respondents who listed it as a main barrier to 'coming out'. Variations were seen between individual countries: 

100% of French respondents answered that faith/religion was a major issue in coming out and it was also a 

prevalent concern in responses from The Netherlands (67%) and Italy (50%). Due to the small samples from France 

and Italy in particular, it cannot be suggested that this is representative of the LGBT people within those countries 

as a whole; rather, it represents the views of the participants that took part in this research. 

The problem was that I didn't know what to do with the reality of my sexual orientation. Nobody 

could give me advice, I didn't know where to meet people who were like me and I felt a 

desperate need (still do) to read anything and everything that was written on the topic - 

literature and history likewise. But there was no access to this information. My family was also 

quite supportive but everyone accepted my being gay as a reality, whereas for me it was a long 

process of discovering more about myself.”

Female, 26-30, Hungary.
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In countries with a higher ILGA rating, 'social' concerns were the main barriers to 'coming out'. The UK (ILGA rating: 

12.5), for example, had the highest number of respondents who were intimidated by the gay scene (26%) and the 

sense of 'signing up to a lifestyle' (23%). However, only 6% and 7% of respondents from Romania (ILGA rating: 2) 

agreed with these potential barriers. Where the legal situation is better, LGBT individuals seemed to become more 

concerned with the social sense of what it meant to be LGBT and appeared to worry more about how they fitted 

into LGBT communities as opposed to fear of a discriminating society. The LGBT social scene seemed to act in a 

protective and supportive capacity in countries such as Romania, where there is little legal protection, whereas in 

countries where there is legal protection in place this social scene can be perceived as restrictive and unnecessary.

Greater legal protection was perhaps the reason why respondents from the UK rated the impact that coming out 
th thmay have on their careers as only 12  in the list of main barriers to coming out, against the European average of 7 . 

For most European countries the impact that 'coming out' may have on one's career was a central concern with 

28.9% of respondents noting their career as a barrier to 'coming out' and across Europe only 28% were out at work 

(UK 36%). 

Respondents from across Europe were anxious that they were seen as individuals and not defined by LGBT 

stereotypes; a respondent from Bosnia and Herzegovina described the reactions to her 'coming out' in terms of her 

failure to follow stereotypes: 

Awareness of the impact that established stereotypes of LGBT identity have on the perception of LGBT      

individuals can serve as a barrier to coming out – just under half of all respondents (47%) from across Europe 

agreed with this.

They were surprised because I don't really fit into stereotypes, and that's why I think it's        

even more important for non-stereotyped people to come out, so everyone can see people 

around them (doctors, taxi drivers, teachers, sisters, workers, etc.). I think they even respect 

me more.”

Lesbian, 26-30, Bosnia and Herzegovina.
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Respondents were asked to consider the visibility of LGBT persons in their countries and its importance. They were 

presented with the following image of a gay couple kissing in the street: 

Participants were then asked to respond to the following:

The responses seemed to fall into two distinct categories defined along national lines. The majority of the 

respondents from Eastern European countries, such as Romania and Hungary, remarked upon the importance of 

being out, but also the danger associated with being visible:

Look at the following image and think about how it makes you feel. How does it relate to you and your life? Is it 

important to be 'out'? Or should some things just be private? How does the general public respond to LGBT 

couples? Is it important to make a statement? Is it too dangerous to be 'out'?

It's important to be out. In Romania it's dangerous sometimes, so I always scan the people 

around me. Most of the things are private, but sometimes I just want to hold her hand.’

Lesbian female, over 30, Romania.

Makes me feel sad. Yes, it is important to be out. I am out to my family and friends. My 

environment…is not very accepting. It's dangerous and I will not put myself or my partner in 

danger just to prove a point.’

Lesbian female, 26-30, Hungary.

LGBT in Public Spaces
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Respondents from Western European countries were more likely to either view the picture as a form of achievement 

in terms of LGBT rights,that it should be deemed normative, or felt neutral towards the image. However, some 

respondents remained hesitant about public displays of affection: 

There was a clear difference between attitudes from Western European countries where LGBT people have 

historically had more visibility and better rights, and Eastern European countries that are further behind in terms of 

LGBT rights. LGBT visibility remains dangerous in some places across Europe; yet, even in places that would not be 

considered dangerous, there remains a sense of achievement when two men can be shown to be kissing in public. 

This sense of achievement caused unease in some respondents, who believed that visible displays of LGBT 

affection should not be considered unusual behaviour and should therefore not attract undue attention. 

The norms for homosexuals should be the same as for the heterosexuals. I don't like hetero 

people to kiss like this in public, so for that reason my response in this case is negative too.”

Lesbian, over 30, The Netherlands.

I think it's very important to be out. In Italy people are often surprised when they see LGBT 

people making out. I think it's not so important to make a statement, it is much more important 

to be able to behave freely and express your sexuality.”

Lesbian, over 30, Italy.

It shouldn't be an issue. It should be exactly the same thing for people to walk down the street 

hand in hand or kiss in a cafe, regardless of their sex or gender. It makes me angry that this 

thing even has to be discussed, but there you go.”

Bisexual transgender respondent, 18-21, UK.

The image makes me 'look twice'. As an out gay man in a relationship for 8 years I still find it 

difficult to feel comfortable with physical contact in public with my partner. I feel it is more 

important to be comfortable to express oneself in private and public without it being part of a 

statement or in the context of an organised LGBT event. I believe the public still respond to 

public LGBT affection with alarm and as something out of the ordinary in some parts of the 

country.”

Gay male, 26-30, UK.
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'Coming Out' in Eastern and Western Europe by Generation 
(Romania & UK in Focus)

In order to map the development of how LGBT people are perceived and the cultural awareness of LGBT issues, 

respondents were asked about their experiences as an LGBT person when they were aged 16. Using Romania and 

the UK as case studies, the table below aims to map these generational differences and the development of LGBT 

issues in the public consciousness in Eastern and Western Europe. 

I knew that I was LGBT

I knew that I was different, 
I just did not know why

I was scared to admit that
I was LGBT

I was homophobic/ biphobic/ 
transphobic

LGBT people were just 
not seen

No-one was LGBT

I was out as LGBT

Society was less accepting

Society was more accepting

Society was just as accepting 
as it is today

There was less awareness 
of LGBT issues

There was more awareness 
of LGBT issues

There was the same 
awareness of LGBT issues 
as there is today 

When I was 16…

46%          25%             70%           63%            0%             29%            60%           29%

44%          25%             30%           23%            50%            71%            20%          14%

50%          38%             20%           31%            25%            14%            60%          14%

10%          13%              0%            0%             0%             0%             0%              14%

50%          50%             40%           23%            63%            57%            50%         29%

31%          25%             20%           15%            25%          43%            30%          29%

8%            13%              0%             31%            0%            0%              0%             0%

83%           63%             40%            31%            50%          43%            50%          43%

0%              0%             0%              0%               0%            0%             0%              0%

 6%            13%             20%          23%             0%            29%            30%          57%

 85%            75%            50%          46%            63%            57%            50%          14%

0%              0%             0%              0%               0%            0%             0%              0%

  2%            13%            10%           23%             0%            14%            10%           29%

UK

Pre-1997 1997 -
2000

UK
2001 - 
2005

UK
2006 - 
2009

UK

Pre-1997 1997 -
2000

2001 - 
2005

2006 - 
2009

Romania Romania Romania Romania

12

Changing Hearts and Minds: LGBT Identities, Experiences and Representation in Europe



Attitudes towards LGBT people have clearly been improving in recent decades as none of the respondents 

considered society more accepting or noted more awareness of LGBT issues when they were aged 16. Although the 

results must be read in light of potential anomalies caused by personal circumstances, as a whole they indicated 

change and improvement across the board, albeit at a slower rate for Romania. 

In the UK, there seemed to have been a growing awareness of LGBT people, from 31% of the oldest generation 

answering that no-one was LGBT when they were 16 to only 15% of the youngest generation answering that no-one 

was LGBT when they were 16. A steady progression was also seen from generation to generation as fewer and 

fewer respondents reported that there was less awareness of LGBT issues when they were 16. This clearly 

indicates how awareness has grown in the UK over the past two decades. The number of respondents who were 

out at 16 grew from generation to generation which suggests that it has become easier to 'come-out' at an earlier 

age as societal awareness and attitudes towards LGBT people have improved. 

The number of Romanian respondents who reported that society was just as accepting as when they were 16 grew 

from older to younger generations. This could mean either that Romanian society is stuck in a kind of status quo 

when it comes to LGBT issues or that younger respondents were less aware of the changes that had occurred in 

society. In terms of the visibility of LGBT persons in Romania, a clear trend has emerged from the responses to 

'LGBT people were just not seen' and 'No one was LGBT', which indicates that the visibility of LGBT people in 

Romania has grown. No Romanian respondents, however, had come out at or before 16; this indicates that the 

awareness of LGBT issues and of LGBT people remains lower in Romania than in the UK despite clear improvement 

over generations.   

It is important to note that, as Romania became a member of the EU in 2007, rapid changes may have occurred in 

legislation to come into line with EU regulations. This could explain the somewhat large shifts in percentages 

between the 2001-2005 respondents and the 2006-2009 respondents regarding LGBT awareness. With this in mind 

it is concerning that 57% of Romanian respondents who were 16 between 2006-2009 noted that Romanian society 

'was just as accepting as it is today', which indicates that it takes more than legislative change to shift cultural 

perceptions and societal attitudes. 
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'Coming Out' as Transgender in Europe

The research found that transgender respondents 'came out' at a much later age than lesbian, gay and bisexual 

people. The 'coming out' ages for the transgender respondents were rarely under 30 and most often in their late 

30s, 40s or early 50s. Of trans respondents, 60% had undergone or were undergoing medical treatment, and 20% 

of respondents answered that they would not consider medical intervention. 

Understanding of trans issues is clearly much further behind LGB issues across Europe as a whole. Trans 

respondents reported that people made assumptions about their sexual orientation based on their gender identity 

(77%) and considered that the rights for trans persons were further behind than those of LGB people (59%). It could 

therefore be suggested that those prejudice-based attitudes may create a barrier to transgender people 'coming out', 

resulting in a fear that their gender identity will not be accepted by friends, family, their community or employers - 

and could account for transgender respondents coming out at a later stage in life. 

When transgender respondents were asked about levels of comfort regarding day-to-day and official activities that 

could be affected by their gender identities and/or expression, the general comfort levels seemed high in most 

areas. Variations did occur across Europe in regards to certain areas. For example, the European average for trans 

people who would be comfortable with participating in sports was 61%. This average was brought down by only 

43% of UK respondents who would be willing to participate in sports – against 100% of Slovenian and Macedonian 

respondents. 

Despite having the same rating on the May 2011 ILGA map of the legal situation for trans people (0), the areas that 

trans respondents from Slovenia and France were comfortable being 'out' in were entirely different. French 

respondents reported that they would feel comfortable 'coming out' in more 'official' capacities, such as having their 

sex changed on legal documents or having their name legally changed. Slovenian respondents would not be 

comfortable having their name or sex changed on legal documents, however they would feel comfortable using the 

toilet/changing room assigned to their gender identity, using public transport, and buying/trying on clothes in shops, 

where French respondents would not be comfortable. This indicates that the efforts to analyse the trans experience 

across Europe by legal rights cannot serve to express the nuances and differences in actual personal experience.  
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Respondents were asked to consider their own identities as LGBT people, how they came to form this identity and 

how they felt this fitted with the public perception of LGBT people. Emphasis was placed on gaining highly personal, 

honest responses to purposefully provocative images of the different stereotypes of LGBT identity. The questionnaire 

presented an image chosen to represent the respondents' demographic and asked them to respond to the following:

Look at the image and think about how it makes you feel. If you are LGBT, do you identify with it? How does it 

relate to you and your life? What do you think it says about being (LGBT demographic)? Is it a positive image? 

(Fun? Empowering? Celebrating LGBT culture?) Or is it a negative image? (Insulting? Stereotypical? Out of 

date? Limiting?)

LGBT Identity Development

LGBT Images: Lesbian
Lesbian respondents were presented with the image of lesbian identity below:

Unsurprisingly, many of the responses remarked that the image was a stereotype:

I wouldn't say I identify with it, however I believe that the image depicts a strong independent 

woman who does not believe in the restraints of society, and who feels free to be whoever she 

wants to be.”

Lesbian, 18-21, Romania.

Fun image. I identify with it.”

Lesbian, over 30, UK.

I think the girl has her own style (personally I don't like her.) Some girls try to behave and look 

as a man, which is not good. They are promiscuous...everyone thinks that they "hate" men, but 

they are actually trying to be like men.”

Lesbian, 22-26, Ireland.
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It's stereotypical, a butch look with tattoos and rainbow flags. My sexuality is not the most 

important thing about me but I don't hide it. My life is not one big Pride parade.”

Lesbian, 18-21, UK.

No, I don't identify with the picture at all. I don't agree with this type of manifestation. That's 

why people get us wrong because some of our 'community' are standing up where they 

shouldn't and in an inappropriate way. Not all lesbians have short hair, wear leather or have 

tattoos. It is a positive image for those who like to celebrate LGBT culture in this waybut it is not 

for me.”

Lesbian, 18-21, Romania.

The 'lesbian' image provoked differing responses based on whether the respondents considered stereotyping to be 

empowering or limiting. In addition to this, many of the responses were emotive and somewhat defensive as 

respondents were vehemently anxious to be seen first as individuals, before the simplistic, stereotyped conception 

of lesbian identity prevalent in European society. 

Many of the responses from Eastern Europe, particularly Romania, recognised that the image was a stereotype, did 

not identify with it, but noted disappointment that this kind of representation would never be seen in their country 

due to the dangers of being visibly LGBT. 
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LGBT Images: Gay
Gay respondents were presented with the image of gay identity below:

Respondents seemed to embrace the 'fun' side of this image more readily than the lesbian image, however, many 

expressed dissatisfaction with the emphasis on nudity and sex.

Fun and powerful - but should be shown with other images less body beautiful (I say this as a 

chubby endomorph) - we need a kaleidoscope of images of all ages, genders and sizes!”

Gay male, over 30, UK.

It's a very inappropriate image and I think the gay parades are the biggest negative commercial 

about gay people.”

Gay male, 26-30, Macedonia.

It's most likely a fun image, taken at what seems to be a gay Pride somewhere in Europe. It 

looks nice and it makes me think I would really like to see something like that here in Romania 

too...but that's unlikely to happen within the next 10 years.”

Gay male, 18-21, Romania.

17

Changing Hearts and Minds: LGBT Identities, Experiences and Representation in Europe



I'm gay and I don't identify with it. I'm all for freedom of speech and expressing yourself but 

celebrating LGBT shouldn't be about being naked; it should be about being different whilst at 

the same time normal. All these parades would do so much better for the LGBT image if the 

nudity was toned down because this makes people who are not familiar with the LGBT lifestyle 

think that's what it's all about.”

Gay male, 22-26, Romania.

I'm a man and I'm also gay. And naturally this picture pleases me! I think the photo is sexy. This 

year I partied in the CS Parade in Berlin.”

Gay male, 18-30, Germany.

The stereotyping of the gay male across Europe is intrinsically connected to nudity, sex and objectification; 

respondents either embraced it as freeing or fun, or found it demeaning.   

LGBT Images: Bisexual
Bisexual respondents were presented with the image of bisexual identity below:

18
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As expected, many respondents agreed that the image promotes the negative misconceptions of bisexuality: that it is 

a cover for homosexuality, that bisexuals are promiscuous or unable to choose. However, a large number of 

responses identified with the image; they found it sad that the homosexual relationship was hidden behind the 

heterosexual one with the implication that the relationships cannot be on the same level. Other respondents thought 

that the image was sweet or fun as it expressed their sexuality in a sweet, light-hearted way. 

The stereotyping of LGBT persons and how this leads to the perpetuation of misconceptions is perhaps most clear 

in the case of bisexuality. Bisexual respondents seemed to be split between those who identified with the image to 

some extent, and those who deemed it cliché and somewhat insulting. Again, there was no correlation between 

geography and response.

I think it's a fun image and shows people expressing their sexuality.”

Bisexual male, 26-30, Ireland.

Fun: love always finds a way; and sad: in some societies it is necessary to hide.”

Bisexual female, 18-30, Germany.

It re-enforces the negative stereotype that bisexuals are unable to make a decision, or will 

cheat on their partners more easily than monosexuals.”

Bisexual transgender respondent, 18-21, UK.

I think it's a sad picture. However, it may highlight real issues that some bisexual women feel 

apply to them - same sex relationships kept in the dark/secret, heterosexual relationships at 

the forefront.”

Bisexual female, 18-30, UK.

I think it's stereotyping because the contact between the women is happening behind the man's 

back. It reinforces the idea that bisexuals can't be trusted, or even that bisexuality is a disguise 

for true same-sex attraction and shows an inability to be honest about one's true sexual 

orientation, a refusal to come out as gay/lesbian. If it were open, it would be a different matter.”

Bisexual female, over 30, The Netherlands.
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In order to prompt discussion about stereotyping and the formation of identity, the image presented to      

transgender respondents was that of a drag-queen – the most visible of transgender stereotypes from the    

viewpoint of non-LGBT society. 

It's very drag-queeny and I have a lot of issues with drag queens. It's insulting at best. It 

promotes the image of LGBT people as party people who don't take anything seriously when,     

in fact, all most of us want to do (all I want to do, at any rate) is find Mr/Ms/Mx Right and        

settle down.”

Transgender respondent, 18-21, UK.

LGBT Images: Transgender
Transgender respondents were presented with the image of transgender identity below:
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I think it represents some of the feeling of a transgender person…how he wants to look and 

what he really looks like and the effort he has to put into it. But at the same time I think it is an 

insulting image.”

Trans female, 18-30, Romania. 

I think it's a great image of a drag queen, and it's a great queer image, with its commentary on 

gender performance, but it doesn't say "transgender" to me at all.”

Trans female, over 30, UK.

A NORMAL day.”

Transgender respondent, over 30, UK.

I am transgender and I don't really like it. I just want to blend into society as much as possible. 

Although each to their own.”

Trans female, over 30, UK.

The majority of respondents did not identify with the image, however not all felt insulted and many embraced the 

image as part of trans culture. The reactions captured the recurring theme that trans people are presented as people 

who thrive off attention and experience life as a performance, but in reality many would prefer to blend in; these 

variations had no correlation to nationality. 
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LGBT Images: Emerging Patterns
Lesbians are butch and masculine; gay men are fun and enjoy nudity; bisexual people are indecisive and use 

bisexuality as a cover for homosexuality; transgender people are outlandish drag queens. These deliberately chosen 

stereotypes were invariably described as such. Variations in responses depended solely on whether the stereotype 

was considered by the respondent to be something empowering or demeaning.  

The targeted LGBT image questions revealed that stereotyping is a Europe-wide phenomenon. Variation in the way 

in which stereotypes are processed, perceived, and even utilised by LGBT people occurs on a trans-European level 

and cannot be attributed to patterns within a particular country or area of Europe. This would seem to suggest that 

perception of LGBT stereotyping depends upon the individual, but that the perceptions that society as a collective 

has in regards to LGBT persons are overwhelmingly influential.  It therefore follows that, in order to prevent the 

perpetuation of stereotyping, more must be done to see LGBT people as individuals rather than a grouping where 

stereotypes regularly attributed. 

Respondents noted that there are expectations as to how LGBT people should dress and act and that there is 

pressure to conform to these expectations. LGBT people did not necessarily identify with these expectations or use 

them in order to define themselves and many strongly expressed that they did not want to conform with these 

perceived norms. However, the importance of 'identity markers' was also noted, as although LGBT respondents did 

not want to have identity-influencing expectations placed upon them by society, they needed these expectations to 

an extent in order to identify themselves to each other. It is arguable that as LGBT identities continue to be seen as 

taboo or outside of the 'mainstream', these expectations will be perpetuated through an anxiety to find others that 

identify as LGBT. 

It is not only the influence of wider social expectations that can affect identity development amongst LGBT people. 

Influences such as the media, family and peers can also have an impact. 
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Respondents were asked to consider the representation of LGBT persons in the media of their country. They were 

presented with the image below taken from the cover of a UK magazine: 

LGBT Representation in the Media

Participants were then asked to respond to the following:

This question is about how LGBT people are represented in the media. Look at the following image. How do you 

think it portrays LGBT people in the media? Is it positive or negative? Is this kind of media representation 

familiar to you? How do the media portray LGBT people in your country?
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The responses to the image itself varied greatly, however the vast majority of respondents were not satisfied with 

the way the media portray LGBT people. 

A little negative... as long as the image tells you that these people are gay, then the impact is 

negative... in my country it is even worse…usually they are presented as naked gays or drag 

queens.”

Gay male, 26-30, Macedonia.

I will speak about Romania, as it is my country: there is NO LGBT representation whatsoever in 

the media, there is no LGBT celebrity in the country, there are no LGBT movies or subjects on 

TV. This kind of portrayal is not ideal but if it is the only one, as opposed to NO representation, 

of course it's positive... simply because it's a start.”

Lesbian, 26-30, Romania.

I think this is a pretty accurate sample of the media representation of LGBT people in the UK - 

white, young, attractive gay men. I don't know if these men are actually gay or only play gay 

characters on TV. There is far less media representation in the UK of lesbians, barely any 

representation ofbisexuals and almost none of transgendered people. There is also far too 

much focus on straight cis-gendered actors who portray LGBT characters on TV and film. 

Whilst it is great that there are LGBT characters on TV and in film, these actors aren't actually 

LGBT and are not a substitute for representation of real LGBT people.”

Bisexual female, 22-26, UK.

Respondents from Eastern Europe noted that on the extremely rare occasions when LGBT persons were portrayed, 

it was in a sensationalised manner - LGBT people were presented as 'freaks' or in 'tabloid terms'. Western countries, 

such as Ireland and the UK, expressed the criticism that the representation perpetuated stereotypes and focused on 

mainly gay men of a particular age-range; that there was markedly less lesbian representation; and that 

representation of bisexuals and transgendered individuals was extremely rare.

Across Europe, 91% of respondents could name an LGBT character or cultural icon, however a star tling 82% of 

them were unhappy with the representation of LGBT people in the media. There was very little geographical variation 

in the reasons why respondents were so unhappy with LGBT representation. The biggest source of dissatisfaction 

with the media representation of LGBT people across Europe was that it perpetuated stereotypes (83%) and that, for 

the majority of countries, these stereotypes were damaging (the figures ranged from 70-85%, with the exception of 

the UK at 37%). Respondents from France, Romania and Slovenia also indicated that their media often patronised 

and made fun of LGBT people. 
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LGBT people across Europe also wanted more representation in home-grown media (70%). This percentage rose to 

100% in Macedonia, 89% in Slovenia, 80% in Hungary, and 87% in Romania. Many countries within Europe depend 

on imported television programmes from the US/UK for the representation of LGBT persons within their media. 

Although this ensures that LGBT persons are represented, which may not have happened otherwise, it means that 

LGBT remains a 'foreign' or 'alien' presence in the media. The Netherlands and the UK were the only countries where 

the presence of LGBT people in the media was not restricted to imported television programmes – it was to a large 

extent home-grown. 

The analysis of the responses revealed an apparent hierarchy of LGBT representation, which gave gay men the 

majority of media coverage in most European countries. On average 78% of respondents could name a gay 

character on a television programme; 60% could name a lesbian character; 33% a bisexual character; and 40% a 

transgender character. The lowest discrepancy appeared in the UK where there was still a difference of almost 10% 

between the percentage of respondents who could name a lesbian character (69%) and those who could name a 

gay male character (78%).

Despite the relatively high average number of respondents from across Europe who could name an LGBT character 

on television in their countries (74%), the storylines that these characters were involved in tended to focus on LGBT-

specific issues: only 15% of respondents from Romania noted that LGBT characters were given varied storylines 

and 80% of Irish respondents said that LGBT characters from Irish media were given solely LGBT storylines. 

6It is clear that positive representations ofLGBT people can help to decrease homophobia, biphobia and transphobia . 

The fact that LGBT individuals across Europe were unhappy with how they were represented indicates that analysing 

and addressing what is seen in the national media is an important step for understanding the perception of LGBT 

people and tackling prejudices. 

6/ Gibson, Rhonda 'From Zero to 24-7 Images of Sexual Minorities on Television' in News and Sexuality: Media Portraits of Diversity, ed. Laura Castañeda and 

Shannon Campbell (London:Sage, 2006), pp. 257-258.
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Pride marches began in the USA in 1970 as a political means of raising awareness and the support for the LGBT 

community. They have since evolved into annual events held in major cities across the globe and remain one of the 

key moments of visibility for the LGBT community. 

The survey wanted to consider the relevance of Pride today, over 40 years after the first marches, and within the 

consciousness of a different continent. Therefore respondents were asked to consider the purpose of Pride in their 

country. They were presented with the following image of a Pride flag:

LGBT Pride

They were then asked to respond to the following:

Pride was seen as an important event as it fosters a sense of an LGBT community and gives a place for LGBT 

persons to express themselves. The majority of respondents recognised Pride's political roots, but opinion on the 

current political relevance of Pride varied greatly. In countries with fewer LGBT legal rights (according to their ILGA 

rating), Pride is an extremely political and, at times, dangerous movement to be involved in. In countries with a 

higher ILGA rating, many respondents enjoyed the celebratory aspect of Pride marches and events, while some 

respondents saw Pride as an unnecessary event that perpetuates stereotypes and does little to help fight inequality.  

This question is about Pride marches and festivals that celebrate LGBT life. Look at the image and think about 

how it makes you feel. If you are LGBT, do you identify with it? How does it relate to you and your life? Is gay 

Pride still an important event? What do festivals like this say to the general public about LGBT people? Is Pride 

about human rights and politics? Or is it just about having fun? 
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Gay pride is still an important event, at least in E Europe. In Romania, a recent study showed 

that more than 50% of Romanians don't want a gay neighbour... So it's important, it's the only 

opportunity to show them that we are not so different.”

Lesbian, over 30, Romania.

Gay pride is an important event, it is very much about human rights and politics - depending on 

what country we are talking about. In Eastern Europe it is political, in the USA it seems (from 

the outside…) to be more of a fun event.”

Lesbian, 26-30, Hungary.

I performed at Zagreb pride, Pride 07.07.2007, and hooligans attacked me with a Molotov 

cocktail.”

Transgender respondent, 26-30, Macedonia.

Since society sees fit to stick us all in a box together we might as well decorate the box. It's not 

so much a political thing any more in my country as it is an excuse for a party really, but I'm 

very aware that for a lot of people in a lot of places it's still highly politicised and can be 

dangerous to attend.”

Transgender respondent, 18-21, UK.

I'm gay and I've always found pride parades like that ridiculous as they emphasise all negative 

stereotypes of LGBT people and only portray them as different! Do straight people have 

parades like that? Exactly.”

Gay male, 22-26, UK.

I think Pride events encourage stereotypes about LGBT life and are not necessary today!”

Gay male, over 30, Slovenia.

I don't really identify with the flag. Gay Prides are more for LGB folk rather than transgender 

folk. Many transgender folk are heterosexual. I see the prides as a celebration of LGB, both fun 

and about human rights.”

Transgender respondent, over 30, UK.

I was on the first Pride march in Scotland, and had previously gone down to marches in 

London, so I have a great deal of sentimental affection for the Rainbow flag. Pride is no longer 

an important event to me - too much about social scene-making and dressing up, not enough 

about political protest...It's colourful, but too complacent…I think it's become too cosy, too 

apolitical, but if the bad old days of oppressive legislation (such as the infamous Clause 28) 

came back, I'd be out on the streets again.”

Lesbian woman, over 30, UK.



Of the European countries represented in the survey, Macedonia was the only country that did not celebrate Pride. 

The split between Pride as political or apolitical was depended on whether or not the government supported 

freedom of assembly i.e. Macedonian, Slovenian, Hungarian and Romanian, governments do not support this. 

Across Europe, Pride was seen as an event giving a sense of community (78%), a place to express oneself (74%) 

and a means of raising awareness of LGBT people (69%). Only 53% of European respondents considered it a 

political event and 47%considered it as an excuse for a party. 

The LGBT Community/Communities

The most common answer for the questions concerning Pride was that it gives a sense of community for LGBT 

people. The survey expanded on this notion of 'community' to consider the extent to which LGBT people felt part of 

an LGBT community, and the extent to which the LGBT community was part of greater, 'mainstream' society.

Across Europe, 67% of respondents felt a sense of an LGBT community in their country, however only 46% of 

respondents identified with these communities. The strongest sense of LGBT community was from the UK (77%, 

with 61% identifying with the community), despite 26% of UK respondents listing the scene as intimidating and a 

barrier when initially 'coming out'. Some countries, such as Hungary and Slovenia, recorded a high level of 

awareness of an LGBT community/ communities, but with much smaller percentages of respondents identifying 

with these communities (Hungary: 75%, with only 25% identifying with the community; Slovenia: 88%, with only 

25% identifying with the community). Romania reported not only the smallest sense of an LGBT community at 44%, 

but also by far the smallest sense of identifying with that community at only 18%. In the 'coming out' section of the 

survey, the LGBT social scene was considered non-intimidating and served in a support capacity for LGBT people in 

these countries. What these figures seem to suggest is that where there is less LGBT visibility, the LGBT 

communities are smaller. It would therefore follow that a greater percentage of LGBT individuals may not identify 

entirely with these smaller, niche communities. 

In terms of the LGBT community being part of wider 'mainstream' society, 58% of all respondents did not consider 

the LGBT community to be included at all in 'mainstream' society, with a further 17% of respondents unsure. 

Approximately 50% of respondents from Western European countries felt that the LGBT community was not 

included in 'mainstream' society in their countries. Exclusion was felt most strongly in Eastern European countries, 

such as Hungary (100%), Macedonia (100%), Romania (83%) and Slovenia (75%). In exception to this, 60% of the 

respondents from The Netherlands felt that the LGBT community was included in the 'mainstream' society.
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The key findings of this report confirm that, whilst it is possible to map where policy and legislation, it remains 

impossible to map attitudes towards the LGBT community and personal identity construction. Culture cannot be 

legislated; it remains highly individual and subject to many factors that cannot be controlled by a change in law or a 

rise in LGBT visibility.

'Coming out' still appeared to be difficult across all LGBT orientations and identities; to a greater or lesser extent 

depending on the respondent's country. The survey also highlighted a gap between 'Eastern' and 'Western' EU 

countries, with more positive attitudes towards LGBT people, increased visibility and legal rights withinWestern 

Europe. These differences may reduce as the EU's commitment to improving human rights and to reducing equality 

translates into legislation and practice in those countries that had more recently joined the EU. 

The survey revealed the existence of an 'LGBT hierarchy' in the European consciousness, in which gay men achieve 

more understanding and visibility than lesbians, bisexuals and trans persons. Gay men receive far more media 

representation, which, in turn, makes the public understanding of male homosexuality greater and renders it less 

threatening. In the European consciousness, there remains something of a mystique around lesbians, but less so 

than bisexual and trans persons, presumably through lack of representation and exposure in mainstream culture. It is 

entirely possible that long established gender hierarchies can be seen to compound this lack of visibility – for 

lesbians and trans persons in particular. This is not to say that this 'LGBT hierarchy' is not just as damaging for gay 

men as their heightened visibility leads to, at times, objectification, being demeaned or not taken seriously. 

The majority of LGBT respondents did not identify with the behavioural and aesthetic tropes of LGBT stereotypes. It 

is clear that LGBT persons are anxious that they are not seen as a homogenous group whose identity is determined 

solely from their inclusion in the LGBT community/ communities. Multiple identities intersect within an individual and 

sexual orientation/gender identity cannot be considered more than a single facet of an infinitely more complex whole. 

With this in mind, a key recommendation of this report is that engagement with the LGBT community should 

consider a diverse range of LGBT people. In this respect, organisations that want to engage with the LGBT people 

whether private, public or third sector, should seek to communicate with and work in partnership with LGBT NGOs, 

who can provide an insight into the specific needs of LGBT people within their own geographical area.

Conclusion and Recommendations
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Special thanks to everyone involved in the development of this toolkit and to all our partners involved in the 

'Engaging Hearts and Minds' Programme. 

LGBT Youth Scotland would also like to thank our research volunteers for their time and hard work on this report.

For more information contact us at: lgbtyouth.org.uk 
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