“How are LGBT+ people perceived
in British society and can peoples’
perceptions be improved?”
Susan Ryall

Why Did I Choose This Topic
I have decided to base my research document on the
LGBT+ community because I have been part of it for years
and I have lots of friends who are part of it as well. I am
bisexual and non-binary. I have experienced the type of
discrimination that happens every single day all over the
country, and indeed all over the world.
Thousands upon thousands of people are ignorant, hateful
or dismissive of the community because they have been
brought up a certain way, they follow a certain religion or
they simply just aren’t educated enough. More needs to
be done in society to accept and support the community
and represent all of the members in media, advertising,
Film, TV, etc. I believe several design solutions could be
implemented into society to try and educate people about,
normalize and support the community in all its forms.
The aim of this research document is to find out about
other members of the LGBT+ community, their identities
and how people treat them. This information will be
gathered using several research methods, such as
interviews, semiotics
and surveys. I will also
look online and on social
media to find articles on
LGBT+ rights and issues,
and this will aid me further
in my investigation. I hope
to gather both qualitative
and quantitative research
as this will be most
beneficial in providing
answers to the question,
and will further help to
draw a conclusion about
what needs to be done.
https://unsplash.com/photos/VxKUQY3tLNs

Introduction
People who identify somewhere outside the cisheterosexual norm have been around for centuries. Even
as long ago as ancient Israel, during the times when the
Bible was written, people were condemned and often killed
for engaging in romantic and sexual relationships with
people of the same gender. The practice is even shunned
in the Bible itself. As long as there has been LGBT+
people, there has been people who hate on them.
Although the number of people who disagree with such
practice has dramatically decreased throughout the ages,
to the point where laws have been passed to protect
members of the community and punish those who don’t
support them, there are still a staggering number of people
who harbour ignorance, homophobia and transphobia
even today. This document will endeavour to shed light
on just how LGBT+ people are viewed in modern British
society, how society has moved on from the ways of the
past, and how it hasn’t.
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Semiotics
Semiotics has been used in the LGBT+ community
for a very long time. The symbols, colours and flags
represent the community and its factions and bring people
together. However, sometimes the community receives
discrimination based on these symbols as well.
The most famous symbol known for the LGBT+ community
and the one that is commonly used as an umbrella for all
identities is the rainbow. In 1978 a gay man designed the
first version of the rainbow flag. The design was slightly
altered over time due to production issues, officially
established in 1994 as the symbol for LGBT+ pride, and
eventually became the flag instantly recognisable today
(Gonzalez, 2019).
LGBT+ people and allies all over the world use the
rainbow to represent their inclusion of and support of the
community, and it invokes a sense of pride within the
community. But the rainbow has received its fair share
of criticism over the years, especially when clashing with
other sensitive events.
For example, in 2019, outrage sparked on social media
when sometime around remembrance day, a rainbow
coloured poppy was listed on eBay. The intention of the
seller was to remember all the LGBT+ soldiers who fought
in the war, those who couldn’t come out because of the
times and those killed on the battlefield. However, a vastly
negative reception was received on Twitter and Facebook,
with comments like “Let the people who fought for their
country have that one day to themselves, do not even try
to make it about sexuality.” (@abigailjames Twitter, 2019)
Members of the LGBT+ community fought back, claiming
that the flag was meant to commemorate Alan Turing, a
gay man whose achievements paved the way for success
in the Second World War, but the hate kept coming.
(PinkNews - Gay news, reviews and comment from the
world’s most read lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans news
service, 2019).

The rainbow poppy discourse just goes to show that some
people are happy to support LGBT+ people when they
feel like it, but they can’t accept that LGBT+ people and
their identities exist in every walk of life, every time, every
place, and they deserve to be treated with respect.
Another issue that sparked recently on social media, which
concerns specifically trans and non-binary members of
the community, was when people campaigned to have the
“venus symbols” (a symbol commonly used to represent
women) taken off the packaging of Always sanitary pads.
In June 2019, a young trans boy wrote to Always to ask
them to take the symbol off their pad packets, outlining
that not only women use period related products, and trans
men and non-binary people should feel comfortable and
valid whilst on their period. Always agreed and released a
statement that they would be changing the packaging.
As soon as the articles were released about Always’
decision, social media was a frenzy of hate and discourse
about the subject. A substantial amount of the negative
messages came from women, who claimed ‘Removing the
female symbol from sanitary towel packaging is basically
denying the existence of women.’ (Bindel J, 2019, cited in
Daily mail, 2019), amongst other hateful and transphobic
comments. A huge number of women even planned
to boycott the brand and use other brands of sanitary
products. (Daily Mail, 2019)
This outrage upset a great many trans and non-binary
people, who just want to be accepted in all forms of life
and instead were shunned and discriminated against over
such a minor issue, which just might have made some
people happier on their period.

Survey Findings
I conducted a survey in hopes that more could be found
out about the opinions of LGBT+ people and how they are
viewed in society. It was sent out to Facebook, Twitter and
a few groups on both platforms which I thought could provide some interesting information. The survey consisted of
questions about how people identify, if they are out or not,
and how people reacted. The survey also questioned the
respondents about any discrimination they had faced related to their sexuality or gender, whether they thought they
were represented in media or in society in general, and
what they thought needed to be done so their sexuality or
gender was more accepted. (Ryall, 2020)
This resulted in a lot of useful information which can be
analysed. The first question was how people identified.
Respondents were very varied and the survey received
a good mix of genders and sexualities across the board.
However, it has to be noted that over half of the respondents identified as non-binary, because the survey was
broadcast to many different places, one being a non-binary
support group on Facebook. This should not prove detrimental to the research as the questions are varied and
give insights to a lot of different issues.
The survey received 48 responses in total. This will give
lots of varied sources of information about the topic and
hopefully provide varied opinions about some of the questions asked.
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When asked how their “coming out” was received, around
80% said that they were supported. This came as a
surprise because the stories portrayed about LGBT+
people coming out usually are very negative, and the
media tends to latch onto the negative stories, so these
are the ones we usually see. However, 44% of my
respondents said that the people they came out to didn’t
understand their sexuality or gender, and 24% said that
they weren’t believed. (Ryall, 2020) This may show a lack
of education or understanding of some, if not all, genders
and sexualities. Humans very often fear change and things
they don’t understand, therefore they shun it as a way to
not deal with it personally.
I wanted to learn how many of the respondents had
experienced discrimination of any kind related to their
sexuality/gender. 78% of the respondents answered
that they had experienced discrimination on some level,
from just catcalling and disbelief of their identity, to
physical abuse and slurs being thrown at them. This is
a staggering majority, which was not expected. Most of
the discrimination and abuse seems to have decreased
in severity, with most of the respondents saying that their
abuse was low-level and didn’t threaten their physical
health or endanger them, but it doesn’t seem to have
decreased by amount. (Ryall, 2020) It would seem a
considerable amount of people are still homophobic, but
they are afraid to voice their opinion because it’s not an
acceptable view to have nowadays.
When asked if the respondents feel LGBT+ people of all
types are represented in the media, the responses were
quite varied. Some said that they feel gay, bi and lesbian
people are represented well, but trans and non-binary
people don’t get the same inclusion in popular media. One
person said “Also a lot of times lgbtq people are the butt of
a joke, or the villain or made to be stupid.” (anon, 2020).
This is very important information, as it’s easy to see how
LGBT+ people would feel if their only representation is
something negative, or made out to be the comedy relief
of the media in question. This basically tells the community
that they’re either bad people, or they don’t deserve to be
taken seriously.

One person said that “There is representation, but I feel
like a lot of the stories come from straight people, rather
than the LGBT+ community itself.” (anon, 2020) This is
quite an interesting comment, because it would seem far
more difficult for a heterosexual to portray or comment on
the struggles of, say, a lesbian woman because they haven’t experienced any of the discrimination or hate that lesbian women do. Also, they don’t harbour the same feelings
towards that gender.
One of the respondents said that pansexual is a sexuality
that is only just starting to be represented in wider media,
but that it is done poorly and actually educates people in
the wrong way about what pansexuality is, instead of representing it properly. (anon, 2020) This again feeds into
the previous topic, and suggests the people who write
these characters are more often than not heterosexual,
therefore not as educated about what certain identities
really are.
I asked the respondents what steps they thought should
be taken in educating and normalizing LGBT+ identities and struggles in society. One said “Educating kids
in school about LGBTQ+ relationships would be a really
helpful thing to do.” Several other responses mentioned
education in school and removing the binary from school,
such as male and female lines and changing rooms. It has
been scientifically proven that educating people younger
about a topic makes them more likely to retain and believe
the information.
One respondent said we should have inclusive sex education, not just sex education for heterosexual people. That
would definitely help teach teenagers that their feelings are
normal, but also to teach LGBT+ teenagers how to have
safe sex so they don’t put themselves in danger.
Another comment received was that we shouldn’t use he/
she when describing someone we don’t know the gender
of, and instead use they. Because of course, there are far
more genders than just he/she and this expression excludes them completely.

Representation in Media
As found in my survey, another issue LGBT+ people face
in modern society is that they feel they aren’t being represented in media. This has been an issue LGBT+ people
have campaigned for years. Thousands and thousands
of films and TV shows exist and only a select few include
characters that aren’t cis or heterosexual, and sometimes
LGBT+ characters are included in the show, only to have
them killed off in later seasons, or even the same season.
It happens so much that LGBT+ fans have created a name
for the trope of killing LGBT+ characters off of TV and
Film, “Bury Your Gays”.
Lots of TV shows and films have participated in this trope,
whether they know about it or not, so much so that an
article was written in 2017 outlining just how many LGBT+
characters were killed off. At the time when the article was
written, 2017, “an alarmingly high 62 lesbian and bisexual
female characters died over the past two television seasons” (Phillips, 2017). This is a staggering statistic, especially given that “lesbian and bisexual women comprise
of less than 10 percent of the characters on TV.” (Phillips,
2017). This has upset a lot of w/w (female-attracted women) as they feel they are not only not being represented
accurately and proportionately, but when they are, it feels
like a backhanded compliment because something always
goes wrong with the LGBT+ character, such as breakups,
death and homophobia on the show.
However, some shows have been praised for accurately
portraying LGBT+ characters in a respectful, interesting
way. One of those shows, growing ever more popular
recently, is Sex Education. One of the interviewees mentioned this show, and said they thought the storyline where
“Ola” uses an app to determine her sexuality was an interesting storyline.

Sex Education is a British TV show that premiered on 11
January, 2019. It follows a teenage boy called Otis and
his high-school friends as they navigate through puberty,
sex and relationships, as well as identity and sexuality.
(Wikipedia, 2019) The show also explores rape culture and
misogyny in some storylines. There are several LGBT+
characters on the show, such as Otis’ best friend Eric, who
is black and openly gay. Others include an asexual character, two lesbian characters and a bisexual man. Reviews
for the show have praised their LGBT+ rep and many
members of the community feel they are accurately represented in the show. Also, none of the LGBT+ characters
have any tragedies or deaths in the show, it just follows
their high school lives with typical-level homophobia. This
is very progressive because it’s important to show LGBT+
people living good, healthy lives tells LGBT+ or questioning people that they can live good lives too, and that their
lives aren’t just about hate and despair.

https://www.tvguide.com/news/behind-the-scenes-of-sex-education-season-2/

Another show that shows LGBT+ characters being portrayed in a positive light is One Day At A Time, which
“Follows three generations of the same Cuban-American
family living in the same house: a newly divorced former
military mother, her teenage daughter and tween son, and
her old-school mother.” (IMDB, 2017-2020).
The show features multiple LGBT+ characters, such as the
main teenage daughter, who’s a lesbian, and has a non-binary partner in the second season called Syd. Syd also
uses they/them pronouns. This representation is really
important because usually TV shows include LGBT+ rep
such as gay, lesbian or bisexual characters, however it is
rare to see a good, healthy representation of a non-binary
character. The show is a good representation of LGBT+
identities, and some episodes even do into detail about
harassment and homophobia that Elena (the daughter)
and Syd receive.
Other TV shows that include praised LGBT+ representation that have been aired in the UK include Gentleman
Jack, a show about two lesbians navigating around closeting and culture in in the 1800s, Sense8, a science fiction
drama that included polyamorous, gay, lesbian, and trans
characters, Euphoria, which featured a trans girl played
by a trans girl, who engages in a w/w relationship with
the main female character. All of these shows have been
praised by the LGBT+ community for having good representation of their identities.
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Interviews
I decided to conduct some interviews about LGBT+
education, specifically if LGBT+ identities or relationships
are being taught in schools.
My questions were chosen because I felt it would gain the
most qualitative information and provide the most varied
and detailed answers. I interviewed 6 people of different
ages, because I thought a varied age range would provide
the most varied answers and gain the most insightful
information.
The first question I asked my respondents was if they ever
received LGBT+ education in primary or secondary school.
None of my respondents received any kind of LGBT+
education in either school, except for one, who said that
LGBT+ members of their school did assemblies about
the topic, but the school itself did nothing to perpetuate it
(Wangiel, 2020). The fact that the school let the members
of the community put on those assemblies is promising, as
it shows the school’s acknowledgement of the community,
however the fact that the teachers did not implement any
supporting advice is still a problem.
When asked if the respondents received any relationship
advice or education about sex in school, most of them
said they did, in varying degrees. Some received sexual
education in the form of STIs, information about birth
control and contraception devices and general relationship
advice (Ryall, 2020). It begs the question – why is
relationship and sex advice only about heterosexual
people being taught in schools? Why aren’t LGBT+
people, who comprise a considerable proportion of British
people (out or not) represented and taught about their own
feelings? The lack of education in schools about LGBT+
people may be one of the reasons why many members
of the community don’t realise their true identities until
later life, and why some people are in denial about it even
today.

I also wanted to gauge peoples’ opinions on whether
they think LGBT+ education is a good idea, and whether
they think it should be implemented. When asked if they
thought LGBT+ education should be implemented in
school, all of my respondents said yes (Ryall, 2020). One
of my respondents said that a good idea might be to have
a platform to learn about LGBT+ identities on; “An example
is in sex education (TV show) season 2 Ola uses an app
to help determine her sexuality... like tools like that could
be useful to everyone” – Hart (2020). An app to educate
people about identities and the community in general
could benefit a lot of people, and would be a good idea
especially in younger generations, who use phone apps
and websites more than books. It could also be a way
to covertly educate young people about the community,
so if their parents or friends didn’t agree with their views,
they could learn without danger of discrimination on
themselves.
The fourth question asked the respondents whether they
enjoyed learning through apps or websites as a child,
and if the technology had not been available to them
at that point, what they thought of them today. One of
my respondents said that they did learn through online
and app resources, and that it gave them a sense of
independence (Hart, 2020). Another said that they loved
IT lessons, however apps were not developed until they
reached year 8 (Wangiel, 2020). When subsequently
asked if they thought they would use a LGBT+ educational
app or website if one were to be released, all of my
respondents said yes. One of the respondents said that
it would be useful to their training, as they teach about
mental health and psychotherapy (Ryall, 2020).

The interviews were very beneficial and have provided
detailed research about the level of education about
LGBT+ issues, and whether more needs to be done in
society to reinforce education about all sexualities at a
younger age. The respondents seem to think that teaching
about the community would be a good idea for schools,
and for older people as well so that they can understand
the community and support them.

pictures taken of some of my interviewees.

Birmingham School Protests
It seems that a lot of people support LGBT+ education
being taught in schools, and indeed to everyone as
some sort of digital platform, however when it has been
proposed in the past, there has been some incredibly
negative feedback and reactions.
In May 2019, a school in Birmingham proposed to have
lessons about LGBT+ education, and hundreds of people
gathered outside the school protesting the action, holding
signs with messages written on them, blocking the road
outside the school. The protest was so extensive, with
around 300 people involved, that the children had to
be “kept inside with all the windows locked to avoid the
“intolerable” noise from protesters” (Parveen, 2019).
The protesters included an Imam, who made a speech
that things like paedophilia and masturbation would be
taught in the school. The issue was even taken to court,
the hearing being held in October, with the judge saying
the protesters had misinterpreted what exactly would be
taught in the school, and even ordered the protesters to
pay 80% of the court costs (Parveen, 2019).
This demonstration goes to show that not everyone is
ready yet for LGBT+ education to be taught in schools,
and if this is what happens in one excluded event, it
can only be imagined how people would react if it was
made part of UK school curriculum. To educate people
and especially children about LGBT+ identities and
representation, it may be needed to adopt a more covert
design solution, so that people aren’t at risk from hate and
so that people don’t put themselves in danger.

Peaceful Education
It’s so very easy to retaliate when people attack your
very nature, when they hurt you and invalidate you, and
sometimes the hardest thing is to not get angry and just
try and educate people in a peaceful manner. But one
non-binary activist manages to do so. Their name is “Rain
Dove”, and they are a model and actor. They also do a
lot of activism related to LGBT+ awareness and support.
They have, of course, received all manner of hate and
discrimination for their refusal to identify as a gender, and
instead saying they identify as “I”. But how they respond to
the comments and abuse is very admirable, and actually
works in turning peoples’ opinions around.

(image taken from @raindovemodel on Instagram)

As seen in the above photos, Rain gets attacked and
called a gay slur by a random Instagram account but
does not get angry. Instead, they respond as if the person
had just asked them respectfully. Then they open up the
conversation to the other person, asking him his pronouns.
This creates a rapport with the other user and the next
message he sends is far more respectful, and polite. He
also states his pronouns, which shows acknowledgment,
and then the conversation is positive from there.
Rain could have just as easily got angry, defensive and
fired back at the user, but the fact that they didn’t means
the user is far more educated and will now hopefully
treat other LGBT+ people with the same respect he has
learned. It also goes to show that sometimes people can
just be having a bad day and want someone to take it out
on, and if they are met with the same level of animosity it
fuels them even more, but if they are treated with kindness
they learn that kindness for themselves.

https://www.advocate.com/arts-entertainment/2015/10/19/model-rain-dove-girlor-boy-whatever-next-door

Childline LGBT Education
One of the resources already out there for children, and
adults if they want to, to learn about LGBT+ identities and
culture is a section Childline have put on their website.
The page has information about what being LGBT+
is, definitions of all of the LGBT+ identities, detailed
information about questioning and what to do if you’re
not sure and advice on bullying and discrimination and
coming out. (www.childline.org.uk, anon) This resource is
incredibly detailed, provides all the information a child who
is questioning or feels alone should need, but the resource
is not very well known. Millions of children are aware
of Childline, what they do and how they can help with a
number of different issues, but the LGBT+ part of their site
is not as well advertised and has not got the same level of
attention as the other factions.
If the LGBT+ part of the website was advertised in a better
way, and children were encouraged to use it, then maybe
children could educate themselves about what they and
their friends are going through and how to respect other
identities.

https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/for-me/

Conclusion
From conducting this research investigation, I have
learned that much more needs to be done to make LGBT+
people comfortable and accepted in British society. More
needs to be done in the education system, or a new
system needs to be put into place so that children can
learn about not just heterosexual identities and feelings,
but about all the identities so that nobody feels left out or
questioning what they should do.
Also, more representation needs to be shown in the media
not just of the more “well known” identities, but of all
identities, so that LGBT+ people feel seen on the shows
they like to watch. The bury your gays trope needs to be
buried, pun intended, and companies need to stop adding
LGBT+ rep for the sake of it, and then taking it away
again. LGBT+ stories need to come from the mouths of
LGBT+ people themselves, so there isn’t left a confusion
and lack of information about certain identities.
I have also found that education about the community
needs not only to be done, but it needs to come from a
peaceful, non-confrontational place, as learned from Rain
Dove. If we behave just as the homophobes do, progress
will not be made and instead it will fuel people who hate
even further.
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