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Gendered Trajectories to Tolerance: Men’s and Women’s 
Changing Attitudes toward Homosexuality in Japan, 1981– 
2019
Rei Naka, MSc

Department of Social Policy, London School of Economics and Political Science, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Gender and sexuality are context-specific constructions. Yet, 
among the increasing volume of quantitative studies on chan-
ging attitudes toward homosexuality, scholars have failed to 
understand the role of gender in shaping attitudinal change. 
This study sheds light on the hitherto overlooked aspect of 
gender in analyzing changing attitudes toward homosexuality 
in a non-Western context. Drawing on Japanese data from the 
World Values Survey, I use a linear decomposition technique to 
estimate relative contributions of cohort replacement and intra-
cohort change effects on overall change and examine the dif-
ference in changes between men and women. The results show 
clear gendered patterns in attitudinal change over the past four 
decades. Including the Japanese case in the literature allows for 
theoretical arguments on how persistent patriarchy and deeply 
embedded heteronormative practices perpetuate hegemonic 
masculinity and associated homophobia. Although the recent 
rapid liberalization of attitudes among men might shine a light 
on the emergence of inclusive masculinity, I argue that hege-
monic masculinity is still at play, especially among older gen-
erations. Future research may address whether changing 
attitudes can be a catalyst for social change or merely 
a vestige of hegemonic masculinity that legitimizes a more 
subtle form of homophobia in the contemporary era.
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intracohort change; cohort 
replacement; masculinity; 
gender; social change; Japan

Introduction

Tolerance toward homosexuality is often viewed as an indication of pro-
gressive social change. The topic has thus received increasing scholarly 
attention from sociologists and public opinion researchers in recent years 
(see Adamczyk & Liao, 2019). Numerous scholars have documented attitu-
dinal change using large-scale social surveys across regions, such as the 
General Social Survey (Loftus, 2001; Treas, 2002; Twenge, Carter, & 
Campbell, 2015) and the European Social Survey (Hooghe & Meeusen, 
2013; van den Akker, van der Ploeg, & Scheepers, 2013). Despite this 
increase in quantitative studies on the topic, two things are missing. First, 
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there is a dearth of research on non-Western contexts (Adamczyk & Cheng, 
2015; Cheng, Wu, & Adamczyk, 2016). Second, few studies have considered 
the context of gender as a backdrop to their empirical work. These two issues 
are intertwined and matter synchronously as gender and sexuality are inter-
related, context-specific constructions and changing attitudes toward homo-
sexuality should thus be understood differently across countries and regions. 
The growing body of scholarship on Western contexts thus far lacks trans-
ferability to non-Western contexts. Furthermore, this means that scholars 
have yet failed to fully understand how gender matters in changing attitudes 
toward homosexuality over time. Accordingly, the lack of a non-Western, 
gender perspective as an analytical lens presents a significant limitation in 
the literature.

This study sheds light on the role of gender in changing attitudes toward 
homosexuality in a non-Western context. I add to the literature by demon-
strating the gendered patterns of attitudinal change in the Japanese context. 
While some studies have examined attitudes toward homosexuality in East 
Asia as part of an effort to decentralize the Western gaze in the literature, some 
focus on East Asia as a whole (Adamczyk & Cheng, 2015) or specifically on 
Taiwan (Cheng et al., 2016), and very little attention has been given to Japan. 
While I have documented trends in Japanese attitudes toward homosexuality 
elsewhere (Naka, 2021), here I focus on explaining the role of gender in 
shaping the way attitudes change. In so doing, I draw on data that documents 
the recent transformation of men’s and women’s attitudes toward homosexu-
ality and illuminate how gender plays a role in shaping attitudinal change, with 
theoretical implications for broader social change pertaining to sexuality in 
contemporary Japan.

The Japanese case is useful for addressing the lack of transferability in 
the literature on Western contexts and understanding how gender matters 
in relation to changing attitudes toward homosexuality. Although Japan is 
broadly comparable to Western societies in terms of economic develop-
ment and democracy (e.g., the level of national economic affluence and 
universal suffrage granted to all Japanese citizens), since its modernization 
the country has been characterized by persistent patriarchy that manifests 
in the fundamental institution of the state and is codified in archaic family 
law (Germer, Mackie, & Wöhr, 2017; Titus, 1980; Wakakuwa, Paskowitz, & 
Paskowitz, 2001), which is maintained in everyday heteronormative prac-
tice among the present-day Japanese families (Tanaka, 2012; White, 2018). 
Using the Japanese case thus enables me to analyze the gendered patterns 
of attitudinal change that may be shaped by the traditional yet enduring 
gender norms to which Japanese men and women are expected to comply, 
without conflating economic and political confounders that might also play 
a role in changing attitudes.
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In analyzing the gendered patterns of changing attitudes toward homo-
sexuality in Japan, I make three distinct contributions to the literature. First, 
I point to the importance of outlining the country-specific context of gender in 
the case study country as a backdrop to empirical work. This helps to motivate 
and make sense of the quantitative findings through a gender lens, theoreti-
cally linking attitudinal change to larger social change pertaining to sexuality 
among the public. Numerous studies on both Western and non-Western 
contexts (Adamczyk & Cheng, 2015; Cheng et al., 2016; Hooghe & Meeusen, 
2013; Loftus, 2001; Treas, 2002; Twenge et al., 2015; van den Akker et al., 2013) 
and even some rare studies on Japan (e.g., Kamano, 2017) have pointed to the 
role of gender in shaping attitudes, showing that men have less tolerant 
attitudes toward homosexuality than their female counterparts. Yet less is 
known about the role of gender in changing attitudes over time and how 
they might be linked to the country-specific context of gender as a construct.

Second, I distinguish between the two different sources of attitudinal change: 
cohort replacement and intracohort change (Ryder, 1965). This differentiation is 
central to examining attitudinal change over time because both effects yield 
different implications for possible patterns of social change that the case study 
country might be experiencing. I pay particular attention to intracohort change 
effects because increasing tolerance toward homosexuality occurs mainly because 
of these effects (Andersen & Fetner, 2008; Baunach, 2011, 2012; Hart-Brinson, 
2018; Treas, 2002). Although cohort replacement effects are positive (i.e., more 
people have approving attitudes), the direction of overall change may be negative 
if intracohort change effects are negative and the effect size is larger than that of 
cohort replacement. A change in attitudes driven primarily by cohort replacement 
will result in gradual change merely as a result of demographic dynamics, with 
change concentrated among more recent birth cohorts. Change that results 
mainly from intracohort change occurs more quickly, with the potential to trans-
form attitudes over short periods and among a broader segment of the population.

Third, by using this analytical approach to centralize the gender perspective 
while decentralizing the Western gaze in my work, I illuminate how changing 
attitudes toward homosexuality are gendered, arguing that gender is integral to 
understanding attitudes toward homosexuality. In addition, I discuss theoretical 
implications in light of how micro-level attitudinal change can be linked to 
macro-level social change that may be emerging within the case study country.

Theorizing gender and attitudes in Japan

Gendered institutions and deeply embedded practices

Gender and sexuality are both context-specific constructions. In Japan, I point 
to the roles of Tenno-sei (the Emperor System) and the koseki (the family 
register system) in constructing the hegemonic notions of masculinity and 
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femininity, which perpetuate the patriarchal and heteronormative climate 
among the Japanese public. In postwar Japan, the former Tenno-sei was 
reconstructed as Shocho Tenno-sei, the Symbol Emperor System (Titus, 
1980). Article 1, Chapter 1 of the Constitution of Japan states that the 
Emperor of Japan is codified as the symbol of the state and the unity of the 
people. This patriarchal system developed following the enactment of the 
Imperial House Law in 1889 in the Meiji Era (Germer et al., 2017; 
Wakakuwa et al., 2001). While Japan experienced rapid subsequent moder-
nization, the system did not allow women to become Emperor of Japan. This 
masculinization of power facilitated the construction of hegemonic notions of 
masculinity and femininity in Japanese society, whereby the system bestows 
power and privilege exclusively to men over women. This gendered power 
relation has been perceived throughout Japanese society since then and has 
served either explicitly or implicitly as the legitimization of the patriarchal 
ruling structure.

The persistent patriarchy in contemporary Japan has been maintained, 
rather than dismantled, through the koseki, the Japanese family register sys-
tem, which is determined by the Civil Code and the Koseki Law (Tanaka, 2012; 
White, 2018). What is surprising about this system is that not only are 
heterosexual couples required by law to choose a family surname from either 
partner, but that also in reality 96% of households in Japan adopt the male 
surname as the family name (Ministry of Health, Labour & Welfare, 2017). 
Although many people have begun to question this practice (Tanaka, 2012), 
a male-dominant structure still persists within Japanese homes. The hegemo-
nic notions of masculinity and femininity form heteronormative underpin-
nings of such gendered practice. Masculinity in Japan is deeply associated with 
the gender role expectation that men are responsible for paid work as the 
breadwinner to nurture dependent family members so they can get by on 
a single income (Roberson & Suzuki, 2003). At the same time, women are 
expected to stay at home and take responsibility for domestic unpaid work 
(Nagase & Brinton, 2017; Tsutsui, 2016; Ueno, 2021). Although this persistent 
gender division of paid and unpaid work can be found in other parts of the 
world (Bittman, England, Sayer, Folbre, & Matheson, 2003; Legerski & 
Cornwall, 2010; Rao, 2020), Japan is unique in that such embedded gender 
division is enshrined within the law and rather than being dismantled is 
upheld by Japanese heterosexual families in everyday practice.

Masculinity and homonegativity, femininity and solidarity

Understanding the construction of hegemonic masculinity (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005) is central to making sense of how gender shapes atti-
tudes toward homosexuality. Masculinity is constructed through disapproval 
of homosexuality (Carrigan, Connell, & Lee, 1985; Connell, 1992; Embrick, 
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Walther, & Wickens, 2007; Plummer, 1999). As numerous studies have docu-
mented, men tend to show gender and sexual prejudice more than women 
(Herek, 2002; Kite & Whitley, 1996; Nagoshi et al., 2008; Norton & Herek, 
2013), and much evidence, both qualitative and quantitative, has been pro-
vided to understand the relationship between masculinity and homophobia 
(Davies, 2004; Diefendorf & Bridges, 2020; Harbaugh & Lindsey, 2015; Pleck, 
Sonenstein, & Ku, 1994; Stark, 1991; Whitley, 2001). As such, male gender 
socialization can coincide with homonegativity because being a man in Japan 
means marrying and having full control over a financially dependent woman 
(i.e., wife) and children, all of whom are supported by his income. Men are 
expected to take full responsibility for the livelihood of their families as 
breadwinners, husbands, and fathers (Esping-Andersen, 1997; Gottfried, 
2000; Lee, Tufiş, & Alwin, 2010; Schoppa, 2010). While such a hegemonic 
notion of masculinity has been dismantled even among men (Anderson, 2002, 
2005, 2009; Anderson & McCormack, 2018), which is in the Japanese context 
evidenced by increased male engagement in unpaid domestic work, I argue 
that attitudinal change has been slow among men because some evidence also 
suggests that the traditional notion of manhood is still considered imperative 
among Japanese men (Hidaka, 2010; Roberson, 2005; Roberson & Suzuki, 
2003). Within such a normative climate, gay men in Japan are considered both 
immature and inferior to heterosexual men (Carrigan et al., 1985), and are 
thus excluded from being considered men in the traditional sense because they 
do not marry and form and take responsibility for a family.

The association between femininity and attitudes toward homosexuality 
can be a little more complex. Being a woman in Japan means being 
expected to become a good wife who caters to her husband, their children, 
and the parents-in-law (Ezawa, 2016; Lee, 2010; Nemoto, 2008). Although 
the gender division between paid and unpaid work has been dismantled in 
Japan in recent decades (Long & Harris, 2000; Tsuya, Bumpass, Choe, & 
Rindfuss, 2006) and female labor force participation has increased 
(Brinton, 1989; Ueno, 1989), women are still expected to take on and 
are actually taking more responsibility for unpaid domestic work (Nagase 
& Brinton, 2017; Tsutsui, 2016; Ueno, 2021). Women who internalize 
such gender role expectations may hold negative attitudes toward homo-
sexuality because both lesbians and gay men are deviant from this pre-
scribed gender norm (Britton, 1990). However, I posit that the pace of 
attitudinal change has been faster among women because in Japan women 
and non-heterosexual people may experience a common socialization 
process as minority groups who have been pushed to the margins of the 
heterosexual, male-dominated society (McLelland, 1999; Tormos, 2017). 
In this regard, I speculate that a sense of femininity in Japan may be 
associated with a sense of solidarity with non-heterosexual women and 
men who suffer from the persistent patriarchy and heteronormative 
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assumptions underlying many facets of Japanese society. Such a sense of 
solidarity may be embodied as women’s voices for gender equality and 
minority rights (Chun, Lipsitz, & Shin, 2013; Eto, 2005; Gelb & Estevez- 
Abe, 1998), which can act as a driver for social change.

Data and methods

Data

I use seven waves of the World Values Survey (WVS) (Inglehart et al., 2020), 
which includes substantive sample sizes and the earliest and latest Japanese 
national probability data. Stratified random probability sampling was used 
from Wave 1 (survey year 1981) to Wave 3 (1995). Quota sampling by age 
groups and gender was used in Waves 4 (2000) and 5 (2005), and a combination 
of random probability sampling and quota sampling was used in Waves 6 (2010) 
and 7 (2019). The realized sample sizes were as follows: n = 1,204 (Wave 1), 
n = 1,011 (Wave 2), n = 1,054 (Wave 3), n = 1,362 (Wave 4), n = 1,096 (Wave 5), 
n = 2,443 (Wave 6), and n = 1,353 (Wave 7). This resulted in a total sample size 
of N = 9,523. The Japanese implementation bodies of the WVS were Doshisha 
University and the Dentsu Institute. For this study, a cumulative dataset of these 
seven waves was sourced from the official WVS website.

Using the latest data and documenting change between 2010 and 2019 is 
empirically and theoretically illuminating because doing so can shed light on 
the recent changes in many facets of Japanese society facing lesbians and gay 
men. Since 2015, an increasing number of Japanese municipalities have begun 
to issue same-sex partnership certificates to their residents locally, although 
this is not legally bounded. As I documented elsewhere (Naka, 2020), through-
out the 2010s Japanese media framing of homosexuality has largely focused on 
legal rights; namely same-sex marriage, while during the 1980s and 1990s there 
was a more acute focus on HIV/AIDS. These tangible changes in Japanese 
politics and media might help transform Japanese public opinion on homo-
sexuality. Although it is not the intention of this study to directly test the 
relationship between these changes and shifting public opinion about homo-
sexuality, it is worthwhile examining this particular period to narrow the 
empirical gap in the literature on changing attitudes toward homosexuality 
(e.g., Naka, 2021) as well as to draw theoretical implications for wider social 
change pertaining to sexuality in contemporary Japan.

Measures

A question on attitudes toward homosexuality is consistently included in the 
WVS, with a measure that has not been modified and is comparable across all 
surveys. This question requires that respondents state their opinions on 
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various moral issues, including the tolerance of homosexuality. The wording 
of the question is as follows: “What do you think about each of the following 
items? Do you think that it can be always justifiable, never justifiable, or 
something in between? Please select only one number from 1 to 10 that applies 
to you.” The respondents are given the word “homosexuality” and are required 
to pick one number from a 10-point scale (ranging from 1 = Never justifiable 
to 10 = Always justifiable). The measure for gender to be used for subgroup 
analysis is dichotomous: male or female. Keeping these survey items in 
a comparable format, the WVS has collected the data on Japanese men’s and 
women’s attitudes toward homosexuality for the period 1981–2019; therefore, 
it provides the best data for the aim of this study in documenting attitudinal 
change among men and women over time.

That said, it is necessary to highlight the two major limitations of the 
WVS in the context of this study. First, while scholars have pointed to the 
importance of differentiating between male and female homosexuality (e.g., 
Herek, 1984), this item does not differentiate. Although whose homosexu-
ality matters should be considered when examining attitudes in the context 
of gender, questionnaire design without differentiation between male and 
female homosexuality is common among other large-scale social surveys. 
Second, the WVS uses the binary categorization of gender throughout the 
seven waves. In addition, the gender item does not differentiate between sex 
assigned at birth and respondents’ own gender identity at the time of the 
survey. There is no missing value for the gender item throughout the seven 
waves of the surveys, meaning that there might be a possibility that non-
binary people are forced to be identified within this binary categorization. 
However, comparability in questionnaire design is crucial to performing 
reliable survey data analysis over time; moreover, even if the survey had 
used a nonbinary categorization of gender, I speculate that a very small 
sample size of these people would not generate ample statistical power to 
perform subgroup analysis. I offer my analysis and findings with these data 
constraints in mind.

Methods

In this study, I employ the linear decomposition technique proposed by 
Firebaugh (1989, 1997) to estimate the relative contributions of cohort 
replacement and intracohort change effects on overall change. The linear 
decomposition technique is applied to repeated cross-sectional surveys 
using the unstandardized coefficients from multiple regression analysis by 
regressing attitudes toward homosexuality on year of birth and year of 
survey. This enables the decomposition of trends in attitudes between two 
time periods into changes due to cohort replacement and intracohort 
change. This is a commonly used method for examining the sources of 
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attitudinal change among various sociopolitical orientations (e.g., Danigelis, 
Hardy, & Cutler, 2007), as well as in previous studies on attitudes toward 
homosexuality (Baunach, 2011, 2012; Cheng et al., 2016; Kranjac & 
Wagmiller, 2021).

According to Firebaugh (1997), the linear decomposition technique consists 
of two steps. First, multiple regression analysis is used to estimate annual 
changes in Y within cohorts. Because linearity and parallelism are assumed in 
within-cohort slopes, annual within-cohort change can be estimated with the 
following regression equation: 

Y ¼ αþ β1Cohort þ β2Year þ ε (1) 

where Y is the dependent variable for attitudes toward homosexuality, α is the 
estimated intercept, β1 is the estimated within-cohort slope, β2 is the estimated 
cross-cohort slope, Cohort is year of birth of the respondents, and Year is the 
survey year.

The second step uses the estimated slopes in Equation (1) to estimate the 
contributions of cohort replacement effects and intracohort change effects to 
aggregate change. Because β1 estimates intracohort change per time unit (i.e., 
survey year) to estimate the total contribution of intracohort change to 
aggregate change, β2 is multiplied by the number of years from the first to 
the latest survey: 

CRE ¼ β1Δ�c (2) 

ICE ¼ β2Δ�t (3) 

where cohort replacement effects (CRE) are calculated by multiplying β1 by Δ�c 
or the difference between mean birth years in the first and last surveys 
(Equation 2). Similarly, to estimate the contribution of intracohort change 
effects (ICE), β2 is multiplied by Δ�t or the difference between the first and last 
survey years (Equation 3). 

Δ�Y ¼ β1Δ�cþ β2Δ�t þ e (4) 

e ¼ Δ�Y � β1Δ�c � β2Δ�t (5) 

Finally, as shown in Equation (4), Δ�Y (mean difference in attitude toward 
homosexuality between the two survey years) can be decomposed into CRE, 
ICE, and e or the residuals. The residuals can be obtained from Equation (5). 
The two components of change do not usually sum exactly to aggregate change; 
however, the residuals should be small because the linear–parallel assumption 
of the method might not be met when residuals are large. I apply this method to 
the whole sample and subsamples of men and women separately to examine 
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whether attitudinal change is gendered. The period of analysis will be broken 
into time periods of approximately ten years to determine whether there are 
differences in patterns of attitudinal change between periods.

Nonetheless, it should be noted that the linear decomposition technique is 
used under the assumption that there is no age effect. While it might still be 
interesting to identify the relative contributions of age, period, and cohort 
effects—especially the individual-level change and continuity of attitudes 
toward homosexuality (e.g., Ekstam, 2021, 2022)—this is not within the 
scope of this study. The subsequent data analysis is intended to investigate 
the sources that contribute to societal-level changes in attitudes toward homo-
sexuality and to demonstrate how attitudinal change has shown gendered 
patterns during the periods being surveyed.

Results

Four decades of trajectories to tolerance

Japanese attitudes toward homosexuality have become much more tolerant 
over the past four decades. At the beginning of the survey in 1981, the 
mean value was 2.52, which was at the very low end of the 10-point scale. 
This indicates that Japanese attitudes toward homosexuality were generally 
negative. Furthermore, there was a slight decline observed between 1981 
and 1990, with the mean value falling to 2.45 in 1990. In the 2000s, while 
the pace of increase was slower than in the 1990s, the mean value had 
increased to 5.14 by 2010. Nevertheless, this value was only at about the 
midpoint on the scale. What is surprising is the change since 2010. Mean 
attitudes demonstrated a rapid increase from 5.14 in 2010 to 6.71 in 2019.

Figure 1 displays the trends of mean attitudes toward homosexuality by 
gender. Surprisingly, there was no significant gender difference in 1981. It was 
not until 1990 that gender differences in attitudes became evident, when 
women’s attitudes toward homosexuality showed a slight increase (from 2.46 
to 2.71), while men’s attitudes declined (from 2.58 to 2.18) rather than 
increased. The gender gap in attitudes toward homosexuality from 1990 
onward remained parallel until 2000. It was during the 2000s that the differ-
ence increased. In 2000, the mean attitude was 4.63 for women and 4.05 for 
men. However, the results suggest that by 2010 women became more tolerant 
(5.55) compared to men (4.74). It is further evident that since 2010, the gender 
gap in attitudes has started to narrow again. In 2019, the mean for women was 
7.03 and 6.31 for men. These gendered trends clearly illustrate that attitudes 
toward homosexuality in Japan have changed at different rates between men 
and women. Yet this is only a general trend based on descriptive statistics. 
There would seem to be significant period effects (i.e., intracohort change) at 
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work in the changes in attitudes toward homosexuality over the past four 
decades. At the same time, there may also have been cohort replacement 
effects behind these changes.

Cohort replacement effects arise from older cohorts with more intolerant 
views being replaced by new cohorts with more tolerant views. Thus, it is 
crucial to identify which cohorts have been replaced and which cohorts have 
been added in each year of the survey used in this analysis to discuss any 
cohort replacement effects. Table 1 displays the replaced and added cohorts in 
each survey and the mean attitudes toward homosexuality for these cohorts. 
Note that since some of the past Japanese waves of the WVS did not set 
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Figure 1. Trends in mean attitudes toward homosexuality by gender.  
Note: The means are weighted means. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Table 1. Mean attitudes of replaced and added cohorts by survey year.

Survey year
Oldest 
cohort

Newest 
cohort

Replaced 
cohorts

Added 
cohorts

Mean attitudes of 
replaced cohorts (n)

Mean attitudes of added 
cohorts (n)

1981 1897 1963 n.a n.a n.a n.a
1990 1900 1972 1897–1899 1964– 

1972
3.67 (3) 3.18 (146)

2000 1914 1982 1900–1913 1973– 
1982

1.69 (16) 6.29 (176)

2010 1930 1992 1914–1929 1983– 
1992

2.23 (69) 7.05 (221)

2019 1925 2001 n.a 1993– 
2001

n.a 8.64 (91)

Note: The means are weighted means.
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a maximum age as a condition for sampling, the intervals of the oldest cohorts 
do not match those of survey years. In the 1990 survey, the replaced cohorts 
were born between 1897 and 1899 and the added cohorts were born between 
1964 and 1972. The mean for the replaced cohorts was 3.67 (n = 3), and for the 
added cohorts 3.18 (n = 146). In this particular case, the added cohorts 
demonstrate more negative attitudes than the replaced cohorts, which is 
possibly due to a strong negative period effect during the period. In addition, 
due to a significant gap in sample size between the added and replaced cohorts, 
it is difficult to determine in which direction the cohort replacement effects 
would be.

By contrast, it is easy to anticipate positive cohort replacement effects 
between 1990 and 2000. In the 2000 survey, the replaced cohorts were born 
between 1900 and 1913 (n = 16) with mean attitudes of 1.69, while the added 
cohorts were those born between 1973 and 1982 (n = 176) with mean attitudes 
of 6.29. Thus, there should have been a positive cohort replacement effect 
between 1900 and 2000 due to a large population influx with greater tolerance 
toward homosexuality. In the 2010 survey, the replaced cohorts were born 
between 1914 and 1929, and the added cohorts were born between 1983 and 
1992. The mean for the replaced cohorts was 2.23 (n = 69), and for the added 
cohorts it was 7.05 (n = 221). Similarly, it is considered plausible to expect 
a positive cohort replacement effect between 2000 and 2010. In the 2019 
survey, it was impossible to identify the replaced cohorts because the survey 
did not set a maximum age condition for the sampled population. In fact, the 
oldest cohort in the data from the 2019 survey was older than in the data from 
the 2010 survey. The added cohorts were identified as those who were born 
between 1993 and 2001 (n = 91) with mean attitudes of 8.64. It is suggested 
that there was a positive cohort replacement effect due to a relatively large 
population influx showing greater tolerance in the latest survey. However, the 
two sources of change—intracohort change and cohort replacement effects— 
are still intertwined.

Roles of cohort replacement and intracohort change

Table 2 presents the results from the linear decomposition of change in 
attitudes toward homosexuality for the total sample according to each of the 
four study periods. It is evident that tolerance of homosexuality decreased 
between 1981 and 1990, primarily due to negative intracohort change effects (a 
substantive size of −0.25, which contributes 55.06% of overall effects rela-
tively). This offsets the positive cohort replacement effects (substantive size of 
0.21 contributing 44.94% of overall effects) and results in a negative overall 
change. Between 1990 and 2000, there was a dramatic liberalization of atti-
tudes toward homosexuality. Of the overall change of 1.91 points in mean 
attitudes, intracohort change comprises 1.47, contributing as much as 78.96% 
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of overall change. Cohort replacement effects are larger (0.39) than those 
during the period 1981 to 1990, supposedly because the newly added cohorts 
in the 2000 survey (born between 1973 and 1982) were a large population 
(n = 176) that demonstrated more tolerant attitudes toward homosexuality 
(mean value of 6.29) than older cohorts. However, the relative contribution to 
the overall change was limited to as little as 21.04% due to massive intracohort 
change effects during this period.

This dramatic, liberalizing trend did not last. The positive change in atti-
tudes toward homosexuality stagnated between 2000 and 2010, showing as 
little as 0.78 of overall change in mean attitudes. The cohort replacement 
effects were positive with an even larger effect size (substantive size of 0.54). 
This is primarily because of the massive influx of the new cohorts (born 
between 1983 and 1992) who demonstrated more tolerant mean attitudes as 
high as 7.05 with a larger population (n = 221). The relative contribution to 
overall change was as much as 69.54%; however, this was due to a significant 
decrease in size of intracohort change effects. Intracohort change was only 0.24 
in its substantive size, and the relative contribution to overall change was as 
little as 30.46% during this period. This drastic decline in intracohort change 
undermined the overall liberalizing trend, offsetting the relatively large con-
tribution of positive cohort replacement effects during the period.

Changes were again evident between 2010 and 2019. During this period, the 
mean change in attitudes toward homosexuality was as much as 1.57 points, 
culminating in an overall mean as high as 6.72 in the 2019 survey. This 
liberalization was primarily driven by intracohort change (substantive size of 
1.15), contributing 74.27% of total change. Relatively, cohort replacement 
effects were mitigated to 0.4 in size and 25.73% in contribution to the overall 
change. This is partly because the older cohorts remained in the 2019 survey 
while the added cohorts (born between 1993 and 2001) were a relatively small 
population (n = 91), although they demonstrated surprisingly tolerant mean 
attitudes toward homosexuality (8.64). While it was not possible to disentangle 
these effects because of data constraints, the negative attitudes of the older 

Table 2. Linear decomposition of change in attitudes toward homosexuality by period.

Period
Actual change in mean 

attitudes

Cohort replacement Intracohort change

Residual
Substantive 

size
Relative 

contribution
Substantive 

size
Relative 

contribution

1981– 
1990

−0.07 0.21 44.94% −0.25 55.06% −0.03

1990– 
2000

1.91 0.39 21.04% 1.47 78.96% 0.04

2000– 
2010

0.78 0.54 69.54% 0.24 30.46% 0.01

2010– 
2019

1.57 0.40 25.73% 1.15 74.27% 0.01

Note: Residuals are calculated by the actual change in mean attitudes—(cohort replacement + intracohort change). 
Relative contribution is the relative proportion of cohort replacement and intracohort change when the sum of 
these two effects is 100%.
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cohorts had a more limiting effect on the overall trend of increased liberal-
ization. These findings highlight the role of intracohort change in liberalizing 
attitudes toward homosexuality as being consistent with previous studies. 
Although cohort replacement also plays a role, the effects arise from natural 
demographic transition. Older cohorts will inevitably continue to be replaced 
by younger generations as new babies are born and old people die. The cohort 
replacement effects are thus likely to be positive, as long as the newer cohorts 
continue to demonstrate greater tolerance than older cohorts.

Gendered trajectories to tolerance

Table 3 reports the results from the linear decomposition of change in 
attitudes toward homosexuality for the four study periods by gender. 
Notably, between 1981 and 1990, the small negative intracohort change 
among women (−0.04) was offset by the larger positive cohort replacement 
effects (0.31), which resulted in an overall positive change in mean attitudes. 
By contrast, this offsetting was not evident among men. The cohort replace-
ment effects among men during this period were as little as 0.11 in substantive 
size, suggesting that there was less difference in male attitudes toward homo-
sexuality between the replaced cohorts and the added cohorts in the 1990 
survey.

What is more interesting is the relatively large negative intracohort change 
effects (−0.49) contributing as much as 67.84% of overall negative change 
during the period. This finding suggests that there have been period effects 
that negatively affect men more compared with women during the period 1981 
to 1990. Between 1990 and 2000, the pattern of attitudinal change was demon-
strated to be fairly consistent between men and women. The cohort replace-
ment effects for women were 0.42 and those for men were 0.34, demonstrating 
mostly equal substantive sizes. Similarly, the intracohort change effects for 
women were 1.49 and for men 1.48. Although the sizes of the effects were 

Table 3. Linear decomposition of attitudes toward homosexuality by period and gender.

Period Gender
Actual change in 
mean attitudes

Cohort replacement Intracohort change

Residual
Substantive 

size
Relative 

contribution
Substantive 

size
Relative 

contribution

1981– 
1990

Women 0.25 0.31 88.36% −0.04 11.64% −0.02
Men −0.40 0.11 32.16% −0.49 67.84% −0.02

1990– 
2000

Women 1.92 0.42 22.05% 1.49 77.95% 0.01
Men 1.88 0.34 18.53% 1.48 81.47% 0.06

2000– 
2010

Women 0.92 0.52 60.77% 0.33 39.23% 0.07
Men 0.68 0.55 73.79% 0.19 26.12% −0.06

2010– 
2019

Women 1.48 0.49 33.41% 0.98 66.59% 0.01
Men 1.58 0.30 19.00% 1.27 81.00% 0.01

Note: Residuals are calculated by the actual change in mean attitudes—(cohort replacement + intracohort change). 
Relative contribution is the relative proportion of cohort replacement and intracohort change when the sum of 
these two effects is 100%.
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slightly larger among women than their male counterparts, there was almost 
no substantive difference in size and relative contribution of both effects on 
overall change during the period.

Between 2000 and 2010, gender differences in the patterns of attitudinal 
change became obvious. The cohort replacement effects for women and men 
were 0.52 and 0.55 respectively, and there was no difference in the substantive 
size, while the difference in intracohort change effects was more evident. The 
intracohort change effects were 0.33 for women and 0.19 for men, nearly half 
that of women in terms of size. Hence, the gender difference in overall change 
in mean attitudes between 2000 and 2010 was mostly due to the difference in 
intracohort change effects. Although the stagnating trend of liberalization was 
common between women and men during this period, the stagnation in 
attitudinal change was more evident among men compared with women. 
This finding suggests that there have been period effects that negatively affect 
the liberalization of attitudes toward homosexuality, affecting men more 
significantly compared with women for the period 2000 to 2010.

Attitudes toward homosexuality among the Japanese public have again 
shown a dramatic liberalization between 2010 and 2019. The cohort replace-
ment effects were 0.49 among women and 0.3 among men. This is arguably 
because, among the added cohorts who were born between 1993 and 2001 in 
the 2019 survey, women are more tolerant of homosexuality than their male 
counterparts, suggesting that women who were born from 1993 onward in 
particular are at the forefront of social change, increasingly tolerant of homo-
sexuality among young generations in Japan. One notable finding here in terms 
of gender difference is that the intracohort change effects among men (1.27) are 
larger than for women (0.98), contributing as much as 81% of overall change, 
limited to 66.59% among women. This appears similar but is actually different 
from the period 1990 to 2000, when the Japanese public experienced a massive 
liberalization of attitudes toward homosexuality and intracohort change effects 
were relatively larger among women than men. This result suggests that the 
period effects have had a more positive impact on male attitudes than those of 
women. Yet attitudes toward homosexuality may have reached a point of 
saturation among women, since women became significantly more liberal in 
their attitudes at a faster pace than men. The relatively larger individual change 
effects among men in recent years might simply reflect the fact that the liberal-
ization of attitudes toward homosexuality among men has occurred later than 
for women.

Discussion and conclusions

In this article, I demonstrate how changing attitudes toward homosexuality 
have developed in gendered patterns over the past four decades in Japan. In 
addition, I offer explanations for how these patterns are shaped by the context- 
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specific construction of gender, which is underpinned by the persistent patri-
archy and deeply embedded everyday practices among heterosexual families 
and in society more generally.

Bringing the case of Japan with a gender perspective into the literature offers 
three insights into our knowledge of attitudes toward homosexuality. First, 
including the Japanese case in the literature sheds light on the usefulness of 
deeper, country-specific contextualization of gender as a construct to offer 
explanations for the mechanism operating behind numbers. Attitudes toward 
homosexuality in Japan have liberalized extensively over the past four decades. 
The results from linear decomposition show that intracohort change effects 
are the primary driver of the liberalization of attitudes toward homosexuality, 
while the cohort replacement effects consistently play a role in liberalizing 
attitudes throughout the periods under analysis. These results largely replicate 
the findings of previous studies conducted in Western contexts (Andersen & 
Fetner, 2008; Baunach, 2011, 2012; Hart-Brinson, 2018; Kranjac & Wagmiller, 
2021; Treas, 2002). Uniting these findings with the wealth of scholarship 
illuminating the stickiness of gender norms across societies (e.g., Rao, 2020), 
the gendered patterns of attitudinal change that I call gendered trajectories to 
tolerance might transfer to other contexts beyond the Japanese case. In this 
article, I theoretically explain how gender is central to shaping the patterns of 
changing attitudes toward homosexuality beyond just empirically document-
ing the patterns of changing attitudes. Yet it should also be noted that the 
evidence from Japan suggests that the mechanisms to be explained might be 
different according to the country-specific context where research is situated, 
even though the overall patterns of changing attitudes might appear consistent 
across countries, rather than the external validity of the previous findings 
confirmed in the Japanese case.

Second, the evidence from Japan tells us that even though the status quo of 
gendered structures—the fundamental institutions, state norms, laws, and every-
day family practices—remain largely unchanged, attitudes may be demonstrated 
as more tolerant by the findings of surveys. While some may argue that the 
observed tolerance on surveys is partly because of the nature of survey methodol-
ogy that is often subject to social desirability bias, recent waves of the WVS take 
the form of a self-administered questionnaire, which is less likely to yield biased 
responses than interviewer-administered questionnaires (Kreuter, Presser, & 
Tourangeau, 2008). Theoretically rather than methodologically, I argue that the 
findings point to the importance of differentiating de jure and de facto tolerance 
to think about attitudes toward homosexuality. Although de facto tolerance—the 
popular lore and public opinion that apparently approve of homosexuality— 
might exist, Japan has lacked any form of de jure tolerance to date, such as anti- 
discrimination laws and legal rights for non-heterosexual couples to marry. In the 
Japanese context, particularly where the country is often contextualized as 
a “tolerant state” that has been criticized by scholars studying Japanese sexuality 
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(Kazama, 2020; Khor & Kamano, 2021), it is worthwhile for future research to 
investigate what the de facto tolerance on surveys really means and how it might 
offer explanations for the absence of de jure tolerance.

Third, and most importantly, studying attitudes toward homosexuality with 
a gender lens in the Japanese context reveals that men’s attitudes are key in 
progressing and regressing social change related to sexuality, and the con-
tinuity of hegemonic masculinity may be downplaying the potential of 
women’s attitudes as a catalyst for social change. The negative intracohort 
change effects between 1981 and 1990, which were more explicit among men 
than women, were most arguably due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic in the late 
1980s and HIV/AIDS-related stigmatization of homosexuality during that 
period (Herek & Capitano, 1999). What led to this argument is the fact that 
there was no statistically significant gender difference in attitudes toward 
homosexuality at the time of the survey in 1981. This is consistent with what 
has been discussed in previous studies (Andersen & Fetner, 2008; Treas, 2002). 
Because the fear of HIV/AIDS was more strongly perceived by men (Waldner, 
Sikka, & Baig, 1999), the negative and larger intracohort change effects among 
men provide convincing, yet indirect, evidence to support my argument. 
Although there has been a fluctuation of relative contributions of cohort 
replacement and intracohort change between men and women as documented 
in this study, the overall change in attitudes toward homosexuality since 1990 
has continued to demonstrate a parallel upward trend for both men and 
women arguably due to decoupling of HIV/AIDS and (male) homosexuality.

As such, the relatively larger positive intracohort change effects among men 
between 2010 and 2019 deserve particular attention. The increasing tolerance 
among men might be seen to be dismantling hegemonic masculinity in Japan. 
However, this positive outlook is inconclusive as the results also point to the 
fact that while women’s attitudes have changed significantly, men’s have not 
changed all that much, shining a light on the enduring hegemonic masculinity 
and associated homonegativity still at play, especially among older genera-
tions. One important piece of this puzzle might be the inclusive masculinity 
theory (Anderson, 2002, 2005, 2009; Anderson & McCormack, 2018) that 
points to the tension between heterosexual men’s more gay-friendly behaviors 
and “homohysteria” that is defined as the fear of being perceived as gay 
because this theory “connects men’s gendered behaviors with the social 
trend of decreasing homophobia, explaining variance between cultures and 
generations” (Anderson & McCormack, 2018, p. 548).

In light of these theoretical arguments, I acknowledge the limitations of this 
study. First, while I keep my gender focus throughout the study, gender is only 
one aspect of the wider issue. The recent rapid liberalization of attitudes 
among men and women in Japan might be partly due to the changing political 
landscape pertaining to gay rights (Redman, 2018), or increasing media 
representation of homosexuality during this period (Ayoub & Garretson, 
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2016). Yet the findings from this study do not present ample evidence to 
support the arguments on the causes of attitudinal change. Here I keep my 
focus on drawing a gendered theory of attitudinal changes rather than listing 
speculations about what is behind these changes.

Second, this study draws solely on data from repeated cross-sectional surveys. 
Here I reiterate that the analysis in this study was intended to investigate the two 
sources that contribute to societal-level changes in attitudes toward homosexu-
ality. There might be age and cohort effects entwined within cohort replacement 
effects as well as age and period effects entwined within intracohort change 
effects. In this regard, longitudinal data is useful to address this identification 
problem (Ekstam, 2021, 2022). Yet no such data on attitudes toward homo-
sexuality in Japan is currently available. More importantly, it is worthwhile for 
future research to explore whether changing attitudes toward homosexuality 
will be a catalyst for social change or merely a vestige of hegemonic masculinity 
that legitimates more subtle homophobia in the contemporary era.
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