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THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / July 2001Dorland, Fischer / HETEROSEXIST LANGUAGEGay, Lesbian, and Bisexual
Individuals’ Perceptions:

An Analogue Study

Jeanne M. Dorland
Ann R. Fischer

University of Akron

One hundred twenty-six participants who self-identified as gay, lesbian, or bisexual read
a vignette of an intake counseling interview. Half of the participants read a vignette that
contained heterosexist language, and the other group reviewed a vignette that was free of
heterosexist language bias. The authors hypothesized that the heterosexist bias-free
group would (a) perceive and rate the counselor more positively, (b) express a higher
likelihood of returning to see the counselor, (c) express greater willingness to disclose
personal information to the counselor, and (d) express greater comfort in disclosing sex-
ual orientation to the counselor than would the group that reviewed the vignette with
heterosexist bias. Results were consistent with all four hypotheses, with the largest
effects occurring for utilization intent and for comfort disclosing sexual orientation.

Gay men, lesbian women, and bisexual people (GLBs) comprise approxi-
mately 10% to 15% of the overall population (Atkinson & Hackett, 1998).
Research shows that this sizable minority uses counseling services at higher
proportions than do their heterosexual counterparts (Bell & Weinberg, 1978;
Bieschke, McClanahan, Tozer, Grzegorek, & Park, 2000). Despite the good
intentions of many mental health professionals (Atkinson & Hackett, 1998),
GLB individuals continue to be targets of prejudice and discrimination
(Fassinger, 1991), in general, and as consumers of mental health services.
Collectively, GLB-negative processes, attitudes, and institutional arrange-
ments are known as heterosexism, defined by scholars such as Morin (1977)
and Neisen (1990) as a belief system designating heterosexuality as superior
to and more natural than homosexuality or bisexuality and later by Herek
(1995) as the “ideological system that denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any
nonheterosexual form of behavior, identity, relationship or community”
(p. 321). In 1990, the American Psychological Association (APA) Com-
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mittee on Lesbian and Gay Concerns published a report enumerating a wide
range of heterosexist biases, including lack of sensitive diagnostic and treat-
ment services, overt discrimination, and dissemination of misinformation
that may adversely affect the delivery of psychological services to GLB
individuals.

Much of the literature on heterosexism is derived from clinical experi-
ence. For instance, McHenry and Johnson (1993) suggested that the use of
heterosexual paradigms to assess functioning of the client may constitute
heterosexism. This may result in the comparison of same-sex relationships to
the “ideal” of a heterosexual union, which may interfere with the validity of
assessment (Chernin, Holden, & Chandler, 1997; Prince, 1997) and the
appropriateness of goal setting in therapy (Eldridge, 1987). When heterosex-
ual relationships are considered to be the benchmark, the therapist may
exhibit bias by emphasizing the positive aspects of any of the client’s past
heterosexual experiences and the negative aspects of nonheterosexual experi-
ences (Falco, 1991). In addition, the therapist may commit the “compulsory
heterosexist” error by making the assumption the client is heterosexual. In a
study by Glenn and Russell (1986), the vast majority of counselor trainees
reacted to ambiguous stimuli regarding sexual orientation and assumed the
client to be involved in a heterosexual relationship. Communicating such an
assumption may have a negative effect on the counseling relationship
(Atkinson & Hackett, 1998), perhaps creating anxiety in the client and inhib-
iting the nature and degree of the client’s self-disclosure (Eldridge, 1987).
The counseling literature reiterates the importance of client self-disclosure in
psychotherapy (Poston, Craine, & Atkinson, 1991; Stricker & Fisher, 1990);
thus, inhibiting disclosure with GLB clients may contribute further to the
marginalization of the client and may undermine the potential benefits of
counseling.

The use of heterosexist language (i.e., language that subtly or overtly con-
veys the assumption that heterosexuality is more natural than or superior to
other sexual identities) in the counseling setting, as another example of
heterosexism, may communicate a strong, stigma-reinforcing message to
GLB clients. Insurance forms, client intake forms, and client history forms
frequently include heterosexist assumptions and omissions often manifested
by the use of forced-choice responses (e.g., requesting information about the
husband or wife) (Morin & Charles, 1983). Within counseling sessions, the
use of gendered pronouns to describe a client’s partner (e.g., referring to a
woman’s partner as “he” or “your boyfriend” in the absence of information
about the partner’s sex) gives a powerful and exclusionary message to GLB
clients. Furthermore, a therapist’s or agency’s advertising as specializing in
marital therapy conveys a heterosexist perspective on relationships. The
result of this exclusionary language may invalidate one’s sexual orientation
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or create feelings of “invisibility” (Morin & Charles, 1983), even if the exclu-
sion is unintended.

For counselors working with GLB clients, such heterosexist behaviors
within the counseling relationship may present special problems. First, they
may lead clients to develop negative perceptions of the counselor in general.
Garnets, Hancock, Cochran, Goodchilds, and Peplau (1991), for example,
have suggested that biased attitudes may have a negative impact on the cli-
ent’s perception of the mental health professional’s credibility. Second, the
counselor’s heterosexism may contribute to an environment perceived as
unsafe and thus may decrease a GLB client’s willingness to self-disclose.
Finally, a GLB client also may be less willing to return to see a counselor who
displays heterosexist behavior.

Very little empirical research has been conducted examining counselors’
heterosexism in the context of counseling with GLB clients. Of the two pub-
lished empirical studies, neither has overtly considered sexual orientations
beyond lesbian and gay (e.g., bisexual, mostly homosexual). In a retrospec-
tive study of lesbian and gay people’s experiences with past therapists, Liddle
(1996) found that client-reported heterosexist counselor attitudes and behav-
iors were associated both with decreased perceptions of counselor helpful-
ness and with increased risk of terminating after one session. In a similar
study, Liddle (1997) found that most therapists consulted by lesbian and gay
clients had been prescreened by the clients for gay affirmativeness and that
greater client satisfaction was linked to such screening. Overall, the results of
these studies suggest that lesbian and gay clients tend to perceive, attempt to
avoid, and are affected by counselor heterosexism. However, both of these
studies relied on retrospective self-reports and correlational designs.

The focus of the current study is on heterosexist language, in particular, as
one form of general heterosexist bias. Speculations about the negative effects
of heterosexist language are widespread in the literature (Eldridge, 1987;
Garnets et al., 1991; Morin & Charles, 1983). However, other than Liddle’s
(1996) retrospective report, no empirical studies have explored the assump-
tion that counselors’ heterosexist language has negative consequences for
GLB clients. Therefore, this study was designed to examine GLB partici-
pants’ reactions to heterosexist and nonheterosexist language in the context
of an analogue counseling session. Specific hypotheses were that partici-
pants exposed to a counseling vignette containing nonheterosexist language
(a) would perceive the counselor as more credible (expert, trustworthy, and
attractive), (b) would indicate greater utilization intent (or willingness to
return), (c) would indicate greater willingness to disclose personal informa-
tion to the counselor, and (d) would express greater comfort disclosing his or
her sexual orientation to the counselor than would participants exposed to a
similar vignette containing heterosexist language.
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METHOD

Participants

A total of 126 (45 men, 79 women, and 2 unspecified) self-identified GLB
people from the eastern-central area and the West Coast of the United States
(78% eastern-central, 7% West Coast, and 15% area not identified) volun-
teered to participate. The age range was 19 to 85 years (M = 40.8, SD = 10.3).
In terms of ethnicity, of the 126 participants, 93% were White, 2% African
American, 2% Hispanic/Latina/Latino, 2% multiracial, and 2% other. A
majority reported their socioeconomic status as middle class (56%) (23%
upper-middle class, 2% upper class, 17% working class, and 2% lower class).
Most participants were well educated, with 46% having completed or
enrolled in postbaccalaureate degree programs, 27% reporting their highest
level of education as a bachelor’s degree from college, 20% reporting some
college courses completed, 4% having completed high school or GED
requirements, and 3% having “other” educational backgrounds. In terms of
prior therapy utilization, half (50%) reported 20 sessions or more, 29% had 5
to 20 sessions, 10% had fewer than 5, and 11% had never sought counseling
services.

Participants reported being, on average, more “out” than not in many areas
of their lives. Participants were asked how out they were in six areas of their
lives using a 5-point scale of outness (1 = not out at all, 5 = completely out).
Means (with standard deviations in parentheses) for each area were as fol-
lows: 4.70 (0.62) to close friends, 3.47 (1.23) to casual friends, 4.38 (1.05) to
immediate family, 3.45 (1.34) to extended family, 3.39 (1.49) at work, and
3.36 (1.51) at school. The mean across the six dimensions was 3.84 (0.84)
(for participants who did not attend work or school, the mean of the applica-
ble items served as their scale scores), and the internal consistency for the set
of six items was .83. We compared our sample’s reports of outness with
scores on a newly developed measure of outness by Mohr and Fassinger
(2000), which uses a 7-point response scale. When converted to a 5-point
scale, Mohr and Fassinger’s sample of GLB community members yielded
means of 3.64, 3.64, and 3.77 on the subscales assessing outness to family,
the world, and one’s religious community, respectively. These figures are
quite comparable to the mean of 3.84 for this sample with our outness items.

In assessing sexual orientation, we judged it important to allow respon-
dents a wider range of choices beyond simply “lesbian/gay,” “bisexual,” and
“heterosexual.” Therefore, we asked participants to describe their sexual ori-
entations in two different ways; inspection of results suggested that our more
flexible assessments did indeed allow participants to express attractions and
identities not captured by a three-category system. First, we used a sexual ori-
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entation continuum (based on Kinsey, Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948) and loosely
classed participants as GLB if they identified as other than “exclusively het-
erosexual” on a 5-point scale (i.e., this was the inclusion criterion for the
study), in which 1 = exclusively heterosexual, 2 = mostly heterosexual (4% of
the current sample), 3 = bisexual (4%), 4 = mostly homosexual (16%), and 5 =
exclusively homosexual (76%). Second, we asked participants to rate their
attraction to both the same sex and to the other sex (fitting with current con-
ceptualizations of the multidimensional nature of sexual orientation) on a 5-
point scale (1 = low, 5 = high). Proportions of participants’ reporting same-
sex preferences on the 5-point scale were as follows: 1 (low) = 1%, 2 = 1%,
3 = 2%, 4 = 10%, and 5 (high) = 85%, with 1% missing data. Proportions
reporting other-sex preferences on the 5-point scale were as follows: 1 (low) =
55%, 2 = 24%, 3 = 12%, 4 = 3%, 5 (high) = 3%, with 3% missing data.

Highlighting results of these methods of assessing sexual orientation, first,
we think the distribution of responses to the first 5-point scale is informative
in and of itself, revealing that a sizeable portion (20%) of our sample refused
to label themselves as clearly homosexual or bisexual when given more flexi-
ble response options. Second, for the dual-continuum assessment method,
14% of the sample indicated low to moderately high preference for the same
sex, and 42% of the sample indicated moderately low to high preference for
the other sex. Both methods, therefore, illustrate the complexity and range of
attractions in a GLB sample. Therefore, we decided to avoid a forced com-
parison of perceptions between participants who identified as gay/lesbian
versus bisexual. Furthermore, we judged it unwise to include these continu-
ous ratings in statistical analyses due to the ambiguity of the constructs that
may be tapped with these homemade items and given the complexity of com-
bining the two measures. We included these items to gather more specific and
complex information about sexual orientation, and for the above reasons, we
have chosen not to include them in the zero-order correlations.

Counseling Vignettes

We developed transcripts of an initial, contrived counseling session. The
transcripts described an interchange between a client and counselor that
contained 10 client responses and 11 counselor responses. The counselor
responses were manipulated systematically with respect to heterosexist lan-
guage (i.e., heterosexist vs. nonheterosexist conditions) but were kept as
identical as possible to maintain content integrity, with only a few key words
changed. Within the heterosexist and nonheterosexist language conditions,
the sex of client was varied to be consistent with the participant’s sex (e.g.,
female participants received vignettes with a female client portrayed). The
full text of the heterosexist-biased condition vignette for women participants
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is contained in the appendix. The changes made to create the nonbiased con-
dition are in brackets.

Six individuals with expertise in GLB counseling issues—that is, a com-
bination of licensed psychologists, paraprofessionals, and counseling psy-
chology graduate students, each with substantial academic knowledge (e.g.,
based on readings and coursework), publications on GLB issues, or clinical
experience in GLB counseling issues—were asked to read the vignettes, with
specific instructions to evaluate the vignettes’ realism and to identify any lan-
guage biases. Half of the review team received the vignette containing
heterosexist language and half received the nonheterosexist vignette. Minor
adjustments were made in response to the experts’ feedback (e.g., changing
the name in one vignette to a more explicitly woman’s name). All of the
adjusted vignettes were reviewed by a second team of three different review-
ers with similar qualifications as the first team; no revisions were deemed
necessary on the second review.

Participants were instructed to imagine themselves in the role of the client,
with the following instructions printed at the top of the page containing the
vignette:

Please read the following partial transcript of a counseling session carefully.
While reading the dialogue, try to put yourself in the role of the client and imag-
ine your reactions to the interview. Please reflect on what your feelings and
thoughts would be if you were actually present in the situation. This client has
sought counseling because of feeling overwhelmed by the recent ending of a
long-term relationship and feeling disconnected in a new and unfamiliar city.

Procedures

Questionnaire packets including the materials described below were dis-
tributed during the spring and summer of 1999 via the following methods:
Stacks of surveys were made available at GLB community centers located in
the eastern-central and West Coast regions of the United States. In addition,
surveys were distributed to members of various GLB organizations through
organizational mailings and meetings in both areas of the country. Distribu-
tion also was facilitated through friend networks, using a snowballing
technique.

The study was described in the cover letter as a research project concern-
ing perceptions of counseling. Participants were instructed to complete the
packet in the following order: (a) read the informed consent (to assure ano-
nymity, participation served as consent), (b) read the vignette, (c) complete
the subsequent (dependent) measures and the demographic form, (d) com-
plete the manipulation check, and (e) read the debriefing statement. To maxi-
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mize the response rate and to ensure anonymity, self-addressed stamped
envelopes were attached to the questionnaires. No monetary inducement was
offered for participation. One-hundred forty surveys of the 371 prepared
were completed and returned to the investigators (3 were missing data and
were not included). This represents a return rate of 38%; however, this figure
is conservative, because some portion of the surveys may never actually have
been distributed to potential participants.

Dependent Measures

Counselor credibility. The Counselor Effectiveness Rating Scale (CERS)
(Atkinson & Wampold, 1982) consists of 10 items, 3 each related to coun-
selor expertness (expertness, competence, and skill), trustworthiness (sincer-
ity, reliability, and trustworthiness), attractiveness (friendliness, approach-
ability, and likability), and 1 to counselor utilization intent. For this study, a
7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (good) to 7 (bad) was used, with half
of the items reverse scored. Items were recoded such that lower scores
reflected lower perceived credibility. Akutsu, Lin, and Zane (1990) made
minor adjustments to the scale and reported the internal consistency of the
composite scale of the 9 credibility items to be � = .86 (current � = .92). The
CERS has been found to correlate highly (Atkinson & Wampold, 1982) with
the Counselor Rating Form (LaCrosse & Barak, 1976), another measure of
counselor credibility for which predictive validity has been established
(LaCrosse, 1980). Atkinson and Wampold (1982) considered the 9 counselor
items to be best conceptualized as components of a single dimension of over-
all credibility. (Furthermore, we examined the subscales’ intercorrelations
and found that, when corrected for attenuation due to imperfect reliabilities,
they approached the maximum possible correlations; hence, these variables
were largely redundant in this sample.)

Willingness to disclose. The Self-Disclosure Scale (SDS) (Plasky & Lorion,
1984) is an adaptation of Jourard’s Self-Disclosure Inventory (Jourard &
Lasakow, 1958) and Vondracek and Marshall’s (1971) Self- Disclosure
Questionnaire. The SDS has a shorter format and is limited to the following
six categories: disclosure regarding sex, emotions, family, relationships,
work, and morality. Each content area is measured by seven items. Three
items were revised slightly to remedy heterosexist language (e.g., “what I
find attractive in the opposite sex” was reworded to read “what I find attrac-
tive in a potential partner”). Participants indicated whether they would be
willing to discuss the topic stipulated in each item with the counselor pre-
sented in the vignette. An example of an item taken from the emotions
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category is “what makes me feel guilty.” Items are scored 1 (yes) or 2 (no) and
then averaged, but we reverse scored this scale for consistency with the other
dependent variables, such that higher scores indicated a greater willingness
to disclose to the counselor. Poston et al. (1991) reported a Spearman-Brown
coefficient of .96 for the SDS (current � = .95). Additional validity data were
not available.

Because we were interested not only in general willingness to disclose but
also in willingness to disclose one’s sexual orientation, in particular, we
included the following additional item: “How comfortable would you be
sharing information about your sexual orientation with the presented coun-
selor” (1= extremely uncomfortable, 7 = extremely comfortable)?

Utilization intent. The utilization item on the CERS (Atkinson &
Wampold, 1982) was used to evaluate the participants’ perceived willingness
to see the presented counselor for counseling (“The counselor is someone I
am willing to see for counseling in the future”). A slight modification of a
second item developed by Akutsu et al. (1990) was used to assess willingness
to return for a second hypothetical session if he or she had experienced the
session in the vignette (“If I were the client, I would come back to see the
counselor for another session”). Both items are rated on a 7-point Likert-type
scale, with higher scores indicating more willingness to return to the coun-
selor presented. Akutsu et al. (1990) found these two items to be highly corre-
lated r = .73); thus, they were averaged into a single composite measure of
utilization intent, with higher scores indicating greater utilization intent (r =
.88 in the current sample). No additional validity data on this measure were
available.

Manipulation Check

A sealed question (“I felt that the counselor exhibited heterosexist bias in
the vignette”) was included with instructions printed on both sides (in large,
bold text) to respond to this item last, upon completion of all other survey
material. The item was rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(strong disagreement) to 5 (strong agreement). In 10 cases, the manipulation
was not successful (i.e., yielding scores of 1-3 in the heterosexist condition or
3-5 in the nonheterosexist condition); these cases were discarded from the
data set. Means on this item for participants remaining in the data set (i.e.,
those for whom the manipulation was successful) were 4.67 (SD = 0.47) for
participants in the bias condition and 2.12 (SD = 1.33) for those in the
nonheterosexist condition. As a check, we also conducted hypothesis tests
using all of the data, including those from participants for whom the manipu-
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lation was not successful. Results were identical in terms of significance
decisions.

RESULTS

To explore the possibility that demographic variables—participant sex,
therapy experience, age, degree of outness (measured by the 6 items
described in the Method section), socioeconomic status, and educational
level—were related systematically to the four dependent measures (CERS
total, SDS total, comfort disclosing sexual orientation, and utilization intent),
zero-order correlation coefficients were calculated (see Table 1). Because of
extremely uneven cell sizes, it was not feasible to test for differences in the
dependent variables by race or geographic region. The only statistically sig-
nificant correlations (we kept alpha at a liberal .05 to control for Type II error)
occurred between outness and several of the dependent variables; thus, we
controlled for outness in subsequent analyses.

The hypotheses were tested with a series of one-way analyses of covari-
ance (ANCOVAs). The independent variable was heterosexist bias (vs. no
bias), and the covariate was degree of outness. To control for Type I error, we
used a modified Bonferroni adjustment to a slightly elevated family-wise
error rate, as suggested by Keppel (1983), resulting in an alpha of .025
(.10/4). Power analysis indicated that a sample size of 106 (53 cases per con-
dition) would provide power of .85 to detect a medium to large effect size
(Cohen, 1988) given one covariate (with a small effect size) and the adjusted
alpha of .025; thus, our sample of 126 was sufficient.

Means and standard deviations for the heterosexist and nonheterosexist
bias conditions are shown in Table 2, as are results of the ANCOVAs. As pre-
dicted, when controlling for degree of outness, participants reading the
heterosexist-biased vignettes rated the counselor as less credible than did
participants in the nonbiased condition. Also, as hypothesized, participants
in the heterosexist condition indicated lower utilization intent (i.e., less will-
ingness to return to the counselor), less willingness to self-disclose in gen-
eral, and less comfort disclosing their sexual orientation in particular than did
participants in the nonbiased condition.

Finally, we calculated sizes for the effects (� 2) of heterosexist bias on
each dependent variable (controlling for degree of outness) (see Table 2).
Large effects (Cohen, 1988) occurred for willingness to disclose sexual ori-
entation and utilization intent (accounting for 23% and 27% of the variance,
respectively), with a medium effect size for perceived counselor credibility (�
= .18). The effect for overall willingness to disclose (� = .06) was small to
medium in size.
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DISCUSSION

Results of this analogue study provided preliminary empirical support for
common clinical speculations regarding negative effects of counselors’
heterosexist language on GLB clients (e.g., Brown, 1996; Eldridge, 1987).
Findings were consistent for all four hypotheses: participants who read the
vignette containing heterosexist language (a) rated the counselor as less cred-
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TABLE 1: Zero-Order Correlations of Dependent Variables With Demographic Vari-
ables

Socio-
Participant Therapy economic Educational

Sex Experience Age Outness Status Level

CERS total .01 –.09 –.02 –.21* .03 –.01
Utilization intent .07 –.13 –.03 –.26*** .07 –.03
Overall willing- –.04 –.01 .00 –.05 –.08 .00
ness to disclose
(SDS total)

Comfort disclosing –.03 –.08 –.04 –.09 .01 –.07
sexual orientation

NOTE: CERS = Counselor Effectiveness Rating Scale (Atkinson & Wampold, 1982). SDS =
Self-Disclosure Scale (Plasky & Lorion, 1984).
*p < .05. ***p < .01.

TABLE 2: Means, Standard Deviations, and Results of ANCOVAs (controlling for
degree of outness) Comparing Heterosexist Bias and No Heterosexist Bias
Conditions

Heterosexist Bias No Heterosexist Bias F value Effect Size

M SD M SD (df = 2,123) (� 2)

CERS total 3.07 1.20 4.05 1.13 13.83*** .18
Utilization intent 2.45 1.60 4.20 1.67 23.61*** .28
Overall willing- 1.57 0.30 1.71 0.24 4.20** .06
ness to disclose
(SDS total)

Comfort disclosing 2.83 1.81 4.78 1.84 18.19*** .23
sexual orientation

NOTE: Sample sizes for the groups were 60 for the heterosexist bias condition and 66 for the
no-bias condition. CERS = Counselor Effectiveness Rating Scale (Atkinson & Wampold, 1982).
SDS = Self-Disclosure Scale (Plasky & Lorion, 1984).
**p < .025. ***p < .01.
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ible, (b) expressed less willingness to return to this counselor for another ses-
sion, (c) were less willing to disclose personal information to the counselor,
and (d) expressed less comfort disclosing their sexual orientation to the coun-
selor than did participants who read the nonheterosexist vignette, even when
controlling for participants’ degree of outness. Previous retrospective
research with real clients by Liddle (1996) linked client reports of a variety of
therapists’ unhelpful practices (including but not limited to therapists’
heterosexist assumptions) to a fivefold increase in likelihood of premature
termination and to lowered ratings of counselor helpfulness. The current ana-
logue study extends this line of research in two ways. First, the study uses a
quasi-experimental design rather than correlation of retrospective data; sec-
ond, the heterosexist language bias was the only variable manipulated, thus
allowing more specific interpretations about the effects of the language bias
to be made from the results.

Heterosexist-biased language had a substantial negative effect on GLB
participants’ ratings of counselor credibility, and large effect sizes were
found for utilization intent and comfort disclosing sexual orientation.
Although negative effects of heterosexist bias were statistically significant
for each dependent variable, they were more severe for variables involving
the specific behaviors of returning to the counselor and disclosing one’s sex-
ual orientation than for the more general judgments of overall counselor cred-
ibility and general willingness to disclose across a range of domains.
Logically, manipulation of a specific session variable (i.e., heterosexist bias)
would be more likely to affect participants’ specific reactions than more gen-
eral reactions to the counselor. These results suggest that counselors using
heterosexist language may be more likely to prompt GLB clients not to return
or to keep silent about their sexual identity. Given that past research has
revealed a positive relation between self-disclosure of sexual identity and
psychological adjustment for GLB individuals (Bell & Weinberg, 1978), the
decreased likelihood of disclosure of sexual identity in the heterosexist con-
dition may have important implications for GLB clients’ outcomes in
therapy.

Counseling psychologists have argued for the importance of affirmation
and appropriate support with GLB clients to facilitate and counteract the
destructive influence of societal oppression (e.g., Fassinger, 1991; Morrow,
2000). Therapists’ incorporation of proactive and affirming behaviors,
including linguistic expression (Morin & Charles, 1983), is one way of mov-
ing beyond the “null environment” (Bieschke & Matthews, 1996; Freeman,
1979). For example, in the present study, when the participants were exposed
to the vignette that contained the term partner rather than a gender-specific
pronoun assuming heterosexuality (i.e., he or she), it presumably allowed for
the open interpretation of partner status inclusive of nonheterosexual rela-
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tionships. In other words, proactive or affirming language use positively
influenced respondents’ evaluation of the counselor. We encourage mental
health professionals to consult the APA’s newly adopted guidelines for psy-
chotherapy with GLB clients (available at http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbc/publications/
guidelines.html) for additional recommendations on creating an affirmative
environment.

Results underscore the importance of addressing heterosexist biases in the
curriculum and training environments. In a sample of clinical and counseling
psychology graduate students, Phillips and Fischer (1998) found that half of
the respondents had not been encouraged to explore their heterosexist biases
in coursework. Students and other professionals, then, may continue serving
clients without awareness of their own heterosexist assumptions; if they com-
municate those biases to clients (e.g., through heterosexist language), they
may be replicating an oppressive culture in the therapy room.

This study is an important preliminary step in building the database on
GLB issues because it isolated the effects of heterosexist language on GLB
participants’ perceptions of a mock counselor. In addition, this approach is
helpful, as it utilizes a traditional counseling process research design as a
method of testing common clinical wisdom about the negative effects of
heterosexist language. Our sample was drawn from the GLB community and
included a diverse age group, with 89% of the sample having therapy experi-
ence (underscoring the need to provide competent and affirming services to
GLB populations); however, most individuals were out to some extent, were
highly educated, and were primarily White. Due to the hidden nature of the
GLB population, the methods of data collection (i.e., snowballing, unsuper-
vised pickup from meetings or GLB centers) used in the study are less than
ideal. Although every effort was made to distribute these surveys through
multiple methods at a variety of locations in an attempt to obtain a diverse
sample, further research is needed with GLB members of other social classes,
ethnic groups, degrees of outness, and disability statuses for whom multiple
identities may be more salient (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 1996).

One minor finding for possible follow-up involved the outness variable,
which was significantly related to two of the four dependent variables; how-
ever, the magnitude of these relations was quite small (4%-7% overlapping
variance). Rather than interpreting these preliminary results, which were
obtained with a highly skewed distribution of outness scores, we recommend
that future researchers interested in links of outness to other counseling vari-
ables begin with a more normal distribution of outness scores, if possible.

Another logical and necessary follow-up would be to explore the possibil-
ity and nature of heterosexist bias in field settings, using real counselors and
GLB clients (e.g., qualitative interviews with former clients and observations
of ongoing therapy dyads). Researchers also are encouraged to examine the
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effects of other forms of heterosexist bias, such as biased intake or insurance
forms and the organizational climate of service facilities. For example, even
if an individual therapist is sensitive to heterosexist bias, her or his attempt to
communicate affirmation with a GLB client may be overridden by environ-
mental influences in the service agency and in other institutions (e.g., lack of
legal protection in the workforce, invisibility of GLB relationships and fami-
lies, and antigay violence). Therefore, future research should examine insti-
tutional interventions that vary the effects of heterosexist bias.

Because the professional literature on GLB issues in counseling is largely
anecdotal and prescriptive, empirical research testing common clinical
assumptions and suggestions is needed. Results of the current analogue study
provide preliminary support for assertions about the negative effects of
heterosexist language in the therapeutic setting. This study furthers our
understanding of GLB individuals’ perceptions of counseling dynamics, spe-
cifically regarding heterosexist bias in language as it affects judgments of
counselor credibility, willingness, and comfort self-disclosing in therapy and
intentions to return for more therapy. Given the potential relation of these
variables to counseling outcome, results of this study may contribute to our
understanding of how to provide ethical, sensitive, and effective services to
members of the GLB community.

APPENDIX
Vignette for Women Participants

(Heterosexist condition; nonheterosexist text in brackets)
Counselor: Tell me what brings you in to counseling, Joan.
Client: Well, mostly I am having trouble with adjusting to my relationship

being over and with being single again. And I am new to this area. We
relocated here about five months ago and I really haven’t made any
friends.

Counselor: So are you going through a divorce [a separation]?
Client: No. We were living together for four years. We’ve been together since

college, about five years and have lived together for four. We separated
and moved into our own places four months ago.

Counselor: Tell me more about the end of your relationship.
Client: Well, I guess I ought to mention how this all came about because I

think the newness of the situation made it even worse for me. We moved
here for better job opportunities. We got settled into our apartment and
then in about a month, right out of the blue, I was told it was over.
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Counselor: I heard you say that the breakup was a surprising blow to you. Tell
me about your relationship with him [with your partner].

Client: Overall, I thought we had a really good relationship, no real prob-
lems. You know, we had the regular ups and downs that couples always
have, but basically I thought we were doing well. This really blindsided
me. In fact, I wanted to go to counseling then, together.

Counselor: And he [your partner] wouldn’t? That sounds really painful.
Tell me what the breakup was like for you.

Client: First I was a mess. It literally made me sick. I took time off from work
and everything. Fortunately for me I do have close friends back at home
and they were very supportive. I am really not connected with the com-
munity yet so I feel pretty isolated here. It has been very recent that I am
getting some sense of equilibrium back and that’s why I came here. I want
to get my life back to normal, so that I am not feeling, well, lost.

Counselor: Well, Joan, that, getting your life back to normal, may be one of
the goals you set for yourself here. Tell me more about the “lost” feeling.

Client: Lost—well, I guess I feel as though I don’t know where I am going. I
don’t know why I am here or if I want to stay here. I am even thinking of
moving back. But then I am struck by guilt, like I’m a failure. Like I
should stick it out.

Counselor: How does that add up to failure for you?
Client: Well, first of all my parents lent us the money to move here. Failure

would be losing my relationship and giving up the new job as well. I feel
so responsible to them.

Counselor: It sounds as though you feel under scrutiny, as though you have to
measure up. It sounds as though there might have been expectations on
this relationship, the possibility of marriage perhaps [the possibility of
it being permanent]?

Client: They both really loved Cindy. She was like a member of the family.
We’re a very tight-knit family and do lots of things together. They were
happy that I was in a secure and loving relationship.

Counselor: Oh, I see. That seems to be really important to you. Tell me about
your past intimate relationships.

Client: Well, in high school I dated guys a little, but since then there were a
couple of semi-serious relationships with women. This was the most seri-
ous and longest relationship that I’ve had. I really thought this was “it.”

Counselor: What made you think this relationship was “it”? How does it
compare with your past relationships with men [with others]?

Client: My feelings were deeper. There was more of a commitment.
Counselor: You mentioned earlier that you are feeling alone. Tell me about

any other important or supportive relationships you have.
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