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Abstract

The last decade has witnessed a significant rise in the number of Sexual and Gender Minority
(SGM) students in universities. Despite this, they face a myriad of challenges stemming from
systemic biases. The present review explores the institutionalization of two such biases-
Heteronormativity and Cisnormativity. Heteronormativity encompasses the normalization of
heterosexuality and othering of identities falling outside the purview of heterosexuality,

operating under the assumption that heterosexuality is the default sexuality. Similarly,
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cisnormativity privileges cisgender individuals over gender minority individuals. By
undertaking a comprehensive analysis of existing research, this review aims to unveil the
extent and consequences of heteronormative and cisnormativity practices. The findings
highlight the severity of homophobic and transphobic practices from the faculty and students.
Furthermore, neglect of LGBTQ+ issues in classroom discussions and coursework was also

observed.

Keywords: Heteronormativity, Cisnormativity, LGBTQ+, Homophobia, Transphobia, SGM,

Sexuality, Gender

Introduction

The American Psychiatric Association declassified “Homosexuality” as a mental
disorder in 1973 and recommended psychologists to work towards removing the stigma
associated with it. Despite these efforts, Bohan and Russel (1999) noted that homophobia and

heterosexist influences still plague the discipline.

The American Psychological Association delineates Homophobia as the fear or aversion
towards LGBTQ+ individuals, frequently accompanied by prejudice, resulting in
discriminatory practices in numerous domains. It underscores individual attitudes,
behaviours, and beliefs (Wickens & Sandlin, 2010). Similarly, Heterosexist, as defined by
Herek (1990, p.316) is “an ideological system that denies, denigrates, and stigmatizes any
non-heterosexual form of behaviour, identity, relationship, or community. It operates
principally by rendering homosexuality invisible and, when this fails, by trivializing,
repressing, or stigmatizing it.” It emphasizes societal structures and disparity in power

(Wickens & Sandlin, 2010).
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These two terms form the basis of the current discourse on heteronormativity which
encompasses the set of assumptions and institutional practices that suppose every individual
to be heterosexual (Beagan, Fredericks, & Goldberg, 2012). Heteronormative discourses
feature a cultural bias favouring opposite-sex relationships, the othering of sexual minorities,
and establishing the hegemony of heterosexuality (Hudak & Giammattei, 2010; Regthing,
2008). Likewise, Bauer et al. (2009) presented the term “cisnormativity” to describe the
presumption that all those assigned male at birth are men, and those born female are women.

It is the belief system underpinning transphobia.

Studies centring on heterosexism and homophobia have revealed the prevalence of these
practices in educational institutes (Cramer 2002; Evans & Broido 2002). The same is
documented by Elliot and Kilpatrick, (1994) who notes that sexual minority students often
fall prey to homophobic teasing in school settings and are vulnerable to experiencing suicidal

ideation, feelings of isolation, and depression.

By undertaking a comprehensive review of the literature, the present study attempts to
assess the pervasiveness of cisnormativity and heteronormativity are institutionalized.
Furthermore, it also explores the role these systemic biases play in shaping the mental health

of sexual and gender minority students.

Heteronormativity in Educational Institutes

Numerous campus climate studies depict incidents of discrimination and harassment
targeting LGBT students (Seelman et al., 2017; Tetreault et al., 2013). Rankin et al. (2010)
stresses the importance of cultivating a healthy and affirming campus environment for the
success of SGM students in academia. However, these standards often go unmet (Garvey et

al., 2015; Tetrault et al., 2013).
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The manifestations of cisnormativity and heteronormativity within higher education
institutes are multifaceted and varied. For instance, a study exploring the experiences of SGM
students in community colleges demonstrated the neglect of LGBTQ topics in the curriculum.
Several participants in the study also commented on the indifference and lack of support for

LGBT individuals displayed by the faculty (Garvey et al., 2015).

Similar findings were obtained by a study examining the extent to which the concept of
sexuality was addressed in undergraduate social work curricula. The results portrayed a
dearth of literature on non-heterosexuality and heteronormativity, with only 0.08% of the

course content focusing on heteronormativity (Giertsen, 2019).

Tetrault et al. (2013) discovered that SGM students who faced discrimination from
faculty members, concealed their identity, or lost emotional support from their peers owing to
homophobia harboured a negative perception of their campus climate. Additionally, their
study also revealed a concerning theme; the researchers found that approximately one-fourth
of the respondents had contemplated dropping out due to the cis- heteronormative standards
of their university, which also contributed to them viewing the climate as unsafe and

inconducive.

Evidence reinforcing this comes from various studies documenting LGBTQ+
experiences of isolation, and marginalization, often perpetuated by faculty members' failure
to use LGBTQ+-inclusive language, and their refusal to address discriminatory remarks made

in class (Garvey, Taylor, & Rankin, 2015; Grissett, Kaufmann, Greenberg, & Hilton, 2016).

Dentato et al. (2016) outlined that typical school and campus climates are generally not
LGBTQ+ affirmative, causing SGM faculty and students to remain closeted, increasing the
likelihood of homophobic bullying. The preponderance of homophobic bullying ranges from

22% to 87%, surpassing the prevalence of traditional bullying (Earnshaw et al., 2018).
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Wickens and Sandlin's (2010) study analysing the prevalence of homophobia at Southwestern
University (SWU) echoed similar findings. Their study voiced participant concerns regarding
the physical safety and mental health of LGBTQ+ students. They discovered that the student
body of SWU took pride in their conservative culture. Tradition was celebrated, and the lack
of diversity in the student body was unchallenged. The university’s campus climate not only
allowed but also appeared to foster homophobia and heterosexism on campus (Wickens &

Sandlin, 2010).

Evidence for differences in perceptions of homophobic bullying between LGBTQ+
students and faculty members comes from Crothers et al. (2017). Contrary to educator
perceptions regarding the prevalence of bullying, LGBTQ+ students experience bullying at a
considerably higher rate compared to their cishet peers. They seldom report bullying to
authorities, often feel unsafe, and do not usually perceive faculty members as enforcing the

school’s anti-bullying policies.

The university landscape for queer people of colour (QPOC) is more challenging than
for white LGBTQ+ individuals. The multiple minority hypothesis (Meyer et al., 2003)
proposes that individuals with multiple minority identities encounter more and potentially
severe discrimination, leading to elevated levels of emotional distress compared to those with
a single minoritized identity. Satishkumar's (2021) study examining whether queer people of
colour experience higher levels of discrimination and emotional distress compared to cis- het
people of colour supports this. Additionallyy, QPOC are prone to encountering
microaggressions and discrimination from both their ethnic and queer communities due to

their 'othered' identities.
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Cisnormativity in Educational Institutes

The belief that only two genders exist, and that they correspond with the sex assigned at
birth is intrinsic to the hetero-cis-normative view (Hackimer et al., 2021). Worthen (2016)
describes hetero-cis—normativity as representative of a hierarchical system of prejudice in
which cishet individuals are privileged over non-cisgender individuals and anyone perceived

as non-cisgender or non-heterosexual is subject to prejudice and discrimination.

Maintaining cognizance of these pervasive hetero-cis-normative biases, it is unsurprising
that Transgender, non-binary, and gender nonconforming (TGNC) individuals experience
heightened vulnerability to prejudice and discrimination, particularly in higher education
settings (e.g., Budge et al., 2020; Goldberg et al., 2019). For instance, Sixty-one out of
ninety-one transgender graduate students who were inquired about their experiences in
universities expressed concern regarding their physical and emotional safety as a

consequence of being outed to their peers and the faculty (Goldberg et al., 2019).

The exclusion of content surrounding the experiences of gender minorities is
fundamental in upholding cisnormativity in educational institutes. This deficit in both-
knowledge and exposure of the majority to transgender individuals and their issues,
perpetuates bias and discrimination against gender minorities (Erich et al., 2007). Acker's
(2017) study exploring the extent of transphobia in students majoring in helping professions
and the neglect of transgender content in curricula depicted alarming findings. 75% of the
students reported a deficient amount of content focusing on transgender individuals.
Moreover, almost half of the sample showed moderate to high levels of transphobia. These
findings are consistent with previous studies suggesting that social work and other related
disciplines are inadequate in equipping students to work with transgender clients (Erich et al.,

2007; Rutledge et al., 2012)
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Furthermore, students who do not conform to binary gender identities or traditional
physical presentations and those who have not undergone gender-affirmative surgery
encounter unique challenges (Catalano, 2015; Rankin & Beemyn, 2012). According to
Goldberg et al., (2019), nonbinary students often tend to experience a paradoxical sense of
heightened visibility and invisibility. This is partly due to their gender identities being
perceived as foreign or unrecognizable by others. They are also more likely than binary trans
students to face isolation and lack support from LGBQ individuals, compelling them to

establish their own communities for support (Rankin & Beemyn, 2012).

In reasonably cisnormative campuses that reinforce genderism, transgender students feel
pressured to conceal or "mask" their identities (Nicolazzo, 2016a, 2016b). Simultaneously,
transgender students who are eager to express their gender identities also navigate societal

expectations of conforming to stereotypical gender norms (Catalano, 2015).

The aforementioned findings underscore the numerous challenges faced by gender
minorities in educational institutions. However, especially hazardous for gender minority
students are gendered restrooms, as highlighted by Buck and Obzud, (2018). Settings that
demand gender segregation (e.g., bathrooms) contribute to discrimination and intolerance
towards gender minorities. Secondary research involving over 2000 gender minority students
in the United States revealed that 25% of the participants were restricted from accessing
restrooms or other facilities in school owing to their gender identity (Seelman, 2016). It is
reasonable to assume that fellow students, staff, faculty, administrators, and campus visitors

contribute to the denial of access to spaces on university campuses (Seelman, 2014).

Perceived campus norms also influences the view of students regarding the
installation of gender-inclusive restrooms in campus buildings. Monheim and Ratcliff,

(2023) conducted a study where participants were assigned to read fictional research
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describing their college campus's social norm as either supportive or unsupportive of
installing all-gender restrooms. Those exposed to the supportive norm were more
accepting of transgender individuals using restrooms aligning with their gender identity

compared to those in the unsupportive norm condition.

Furthermore, the narrative perpetuated by anti-trans media, rooted in the unfounded
apprehension of gender minority individuals entering restrooms with the alleged purpose of
harming women and children (Schilt & Westbrook, 2015), contributes significantly to

intolerance.

Possessing multiple minority identities is also a factor in mediating access to spaces on
campus (Seelman, 2014). This finding aligns with the expectations of the structural social
work theory that posits that institutions tend to function in ways that reproduce oppression
and domination of marginalized groups (Mullay, 2007). Thus, gender minority individuals
with an additional minority identity are at a greater risk of being denied access to gendered

spaces (Seelman, 2014).

It is noteworthy that studies examining the disparities between the level of acceptance of
transgender women and men in gendered spaces in universities demonstrate that trans women
are less accepted than trans men (White & Jenkins, 2017). This can be attributed to the
perceived disruption or violation of the masculine ideal posed by trans women or to an
essentialist view of masculinity. Conversely, trans men may experience higher acceptance
due to the flexible view of femininity (Smiler & Gelman, 2008). White and Jenkin's (2017)
study also discovered that trans women who did not conform to the societal standards of
femininity were more likely to be discriminated against compared to traditionally feminine-

appearing trans women.
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Mental Health Implications

The National Institute on Minority Health and Health Disparities, (2018) identified the
LGBTQ+ community as one of the health-disparate groups. Meyer's (2003), minority stress
model offers a compelling framework to conceptualize these disparities. It asserts that
LGBTQ+ individuals face challenges unique to their marginalized status in addition to
general life stressors. These additional stressors are ingrained within sociocultural and

political structures (e.g. policies), making them complex and chronic.

Socialization plays an important role in the internalization of cultural values, attitudes,
and beliefs about various social groups (Allport, 1954), in this case, those regarding
heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals (Szymanski et al., 2008). Members of the dominant
group often harbour negative attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes about the minority group, on
the contrary, individuals from the minority group might target themselves or others in the
community with these negative valuations, intensifying psychological distress (Allport,

1954).

University students face a multitude of stressors that influence their mental health
(Mortier et al., 2018). The prevalence of anxiety, depression, and suicidality rates among
college students are on the rise (Eisenberg et al., 2013). Ketchen et al. (2015) note that new
experiences, relationships, and living situations are central to an individual's time in college.
This period is also marked by greater exploration of racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual
identities (Syed & Azmitia, 2009), causing stress that impacts mental health (Woodford et al.,
2014). It is thus reasonable to note that the period of college makes one vulnerable to a host

of mental health challenges (Liu et al., 2019).

Literature pertaining to access and use of mental health services by students, particularly

minority students, is deficient (Mayer et al., 2008). However, the available research suggests
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that sexual minority students appear to use mental health services more compared to their

heterosexual peers (Kerr et al., 2013; Oswalt & Wyatt, 2011).

Sexual and gender minority students are more likely to have mental health problems in
comparison to their heterosexual counterparts (Liu et al., 2019; Woodford et al., 2014).
Furthermore, studies show that SGM students also have higher rates of suicidality. In a study
conducted by Liu et al., (2019), more than half of the bisexual students who participated
reported suicidal ideation and self-harm. A quarter of them also reported having made a
suicide attempt in the past. Israel and Mohr (2004) proposes that this could be due to the
negative attitudes towards bisexuality held by heterosexuals and homosexuals alike, causing
them greater stress in navigating different social groups. This was supported by Kerr,
Santurri, and Peters (2013) comparative analysis of mental health between lesbian, bisexual,
and heterosexual women enrolled in undergraduate college programs. They found that
bisexual students were subject to more harassment for being out of the closet and that many
students wrongly believed bisexuals to be "confused” or "unable to make up their minds"
regarding their sexual orientation. Overall, the findings suggested that being open about
bisexuality results in additional harassment owing to the misinformation surrounding this

orientation.

Carmel and Erickson-Schroth's, (2016) literature review also suggested an overall theme
of an elevated risk for depression, substance use disorders, self-injury, and suicidal
ideation/attempts in transgender and gender non-conforming individuals. Evidence for this
also comes from the study conducted by Liu et al., (2019). In their study, Liu et al., (2019)
found that more than half of the respondents who identified as transgender reported suicidal
ideation and/or suicide attempts. They speculated that these elevated rates could partly be
attributed to transgender students facing stigma from both- cishet students and LGB peers.

Psychological factors such as the anticipation of rejection might also cause feelings of
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worthlessness in gender minority students, making them susceptible to mental health

challenges (Bouman et al., 2017).

A study conducted by Woodford et al., (2014) investigated the role of personal and
ambient hostility, incivility, and heterosexist harassment on minority stress, anxiety, and
depression in sexual minority students enrolled in universities. The findings depicted
increased odds of sexual minority students reporting personal hostility, incivility, and
heterosexist harassment in comparison to heterosexual students. In addition to this, sexual
minority students also reported witnessing incivility more often than their heterosexual peers

(62% vs. 58%). However, this difference was not statistically significant.

Conclusion

The prevalence of heteronormativity and cisnormativity in educational institutes is
deeply entrenched and finds manifestation in many ways, giving rise to prejudice and
discrimination targeting sexual and gender minority students and faculty alike. The neglect of
SGM content in the curricula, restrictions on gender minority individuals accessing university
spaces, and outright homophobia and transphobia exemplify the systemic biases of
heteronormativity and cisnormativity. Addressing these issues requires a deliberate effort in
dismantling heteronormative and cisnormative biases and necessitates the creation of an

inclusive educational environment that celebrates diversity and equity.
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