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In recent years, there has been a global shift in attitudes toward
homosexuality, particularly among younger generations, who
often serve as drivers of cultural change. This study aims to
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examine the effects of homosexual representation on Netflix on
the attitudes of Pakistani youth toward homosexuality, framed
within the context of Parasocial Interaction Theory. A
guantitative research design is employed, surveying 200
Netflix users aged 18 to 26 through purposive sampling. The
sample consists of an equal number of male and female
participants, selected from the media and mass communication
departments of four universities listed in the QS World

University Rankings, with 50 respondents from each
institution. The collected survey data is analyzed using SPSS,
applying correlation and regression tests to determine
relationships between variables. The findings indicate a
statistically significant relationship between exposure to
homosexual representation on Netflix and changing
perceptions among Pakistani youth, emphasizing the influential
role of streaming platforms in shaping social attitudes.
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1. Introduction

Video Streaming Services (VSS) provide way for large audience to watch movies, websites,
documentaries, and digital TV from the convenience of their homes and offer an opportunity
to explore innovative and authentic storytelling from a wide range of backgrounds. VSS
platforms have also emerged as a space for showcasing narratives from the sexual minority
community, featuring characters and subplots that authentically represent this community
(Vincent, 2021; Zerebecki et al., 2021).

The past decade has witnessed a growing trend in the inclusion of homosexual characters
across various video streaming platforms. Change can be seen in the society’s acceptance
values, according to scholars (Mishra, 2021; Thomson, 2021), as people have positive
opinions towards diverse sexual orientations and identities.

Most of the video streaming sites focused on theirs social, political, educational and moral
messages. On the other hand, in the past few years, there has been a significant shift in VSS
activities since the focus has centered on the psyche of homosexual individuals along with the
social factors that impact overall experiences. Concentration on homosexuality and airing it
on different channels create diverse and inclusive representation in an individual mind and
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provides creative freedom and equality to individuals (Manukriti et al., 2022; Zerebecki et al.,
2021).
Townsend and Deerwate (2022), however, noted in their recent GLAAD survey findings that
Netflix is presenting more homosexual content, specifically in non-stereotypical roles,
compared to other video streaming platforms. By depicting homosexual individuals and
promoting diversity in its programs, Netflix has gained significant recognition. It is suggested
that this could lead to homogenization and is likely to influence traditional prime-time
television programming (Smith et al., 2023; Creager, 2019).
Research conducted by Prithivi in 2019 revealed compelling evidence, indicating that
Netflix's portrayal of homosexuality has a profoundly positive impact on the younger
generation. This study sheds light on the influential role media platforms, such as Netflix,
play in shaping societal perceptions and attitudes towards homosexual individuals. In
Pakistan, homosexual acts are criminalized under Section 377 of the Penal Code. Convictions
under this section can result in imprisonment ranging from two years to life, as well as fines
(Admin, 2025). Additionally, under Shariah law in Pakistan, punishments may include
whipping or death by stoning. (The Offence of Zina (Enforcement of Hudood) Ordinance,
1979a; Batool and Malik, 2024)
Considering Pakistan's socio-cultural and religious context, where homosexuality is
stigmatized and even penalized, and not even acceptable to discuss in public, it is important
to understand the media's effect on cognitive and attitudinal shifts. Therefore, this study aims:
e To examine the influence of Netflix’s homosexual representation on the attitude and
perception of Pakistani youth regarding homosexuality.

Hypothesis:
The study hypothesis is:

H;: The more Pakistani youth watch homosexual characters in Netflix’s content, the
more favorable their attitude will be towards homosexuality.

2. Literature Review

Research conducted by Adair (2022) showed that binge-watching of diverse TV shows on
Netflix has significantly increased, further contributing to addictive behavior in individuals.
Netflix's user interface is designed in such a way that it automatically plays episodes. A
person watching has only about fifteen seconds to decide whether to continue to the next
episode or not. Additionally, people watch Netflix TV shows and follow them because this
activity has become part of the trends. Individuals in society experience FOMO (fear of
missing out), which impacts their decisions while watching Netflix. As a result, they often
continue watching series episode after episode, significantly increasing viewer time
(Townsend & Deerwater, 2022).

According to Brako and Oduro (2022), 73% of survey participants among younger
demographics favor binge-watching shows. The findings suggest that Netflix's strategic
approach is effective, as it fosters user loyalty and significantly increases audience
engagement. Binge-watching is benefiting Netflix by supporting its goal of creating a habit-
forming user experience, which leads to more customers and contributes to customer
retention and satisfaction (Castro et al., 2019).

Hefner et al. (2015) found a strong correlation between heightened exposure to a variety of
homosexual representations and improved attitudes towards individuals identified as gay or
lesbian. This suggests that Netflix shows, by consistently presenting messages about
homosexuality, help create a more positive perception of homosexual individuals in society.
Furthermore, research was conducted to evaluate adolescents' exposure to homosexual



Annals of Social Sciences and Perspective, 6(2), 2025

representation on Netflix. The study findings suggest that regularly watching content about
homosexuality increases acceptance of it, leading individuals to be more tolerant of gays and
lesbians in society. Additionally, adolescents' attitudes toward sexuality are also changing, as
they are more likely to accept it due to Netflix series and shows (Muhammad, 2022; Musa et
al., 2020).

Similarly, Opie (2019) added that continuously watching homosocial series has created
greater acceptance in an individual to support homosexual people. By portraying sexual
minorities in a positive light, media has played a significant role in normalizing their
presence in society and raising awareness about their unique challenges.

3. Theoretical Framework

Since its inception, in Horton and Wohl’s “Exploring Viewers' Experience of Parasocial
Interaction”, within the discipline of media and communication, the notion of parasocial
interaction has garnered considerable academic attention. It involves apparent face-to-face
interactions between media personas and their audience. The audience comprises mass media
users, while the personalities can involve multiple types of media figures, such as hosts,
singers, actors/actresses, dancers, digital characters (anime) and other media celebrities. Each
interaction event, whether a TV show, film, drama, podcast, commercial, or talk show
interview, influences the viewer’s perception of the character, which carries over to
subsequent parasocial episodes. While parasocial interaction is limited to individual viewing
episodes, a parasocial relationship can extend beyond a single encounter (Demirel & Yildiz,
2021; Kim & Sintas, 2021).

Similar to interpersonal relationships, how viewers perceive a media figure can influence
their feelings towards that person, affecting the nature of their parasocial relationship.
However, strong emotional connections with a character typically develop after repeated
encounters. Through these repeated interactions, viewers gain increased confidence in
attributing specific traits and characteristics to the media personality (Hartmann &
Goldhoorn, 2011; Ballantine & Martin, 2005).

Against this backdrop, the online streaming platform provides an ideal environment for the
development of parasocial relationships. Characters in movies and TV shows establish
emotional connections with viewers through their narratives, personalities, and performances.
These connections can lead to prolonged engagement with specific franchises, repeated
viewings, and active participation in fan communities. To retain the interest of people in the
sequel and spin-off, filmmakers are taking benefit from fandoms and creating merchandise of
favorite characters, as it engages viewers in the long run (Demirel & Yildiz, 2021; Kim &
Sintas, 2021).

Compared to other streaming platforms, Netflix stands out for continuously fostering
parasocial interactions. Netflix’s binge-watching culture allows individuals to watch entire
series and seasons in a short period, creating a strong emotional connection with the
characters. Netflix producers understand viewers' preferences and, based on this
understanding, design algorithms that increase the likelihood of continued viewing by
recommending series and movies tailored to individual interests.

Erickson, Cin, and Byl (2019) employed an experimental design to examine the effects of
manipulating media exposure format (binge versus non-binge) on audience engagement.
Their study specifically collected data on parasocial relationships, narrative transportation,
and favorite characters. The findings revealed a strong association between binge-watching
and elevated levels of parasocial interaction, as well as heightened narrative transportation.
Furthermore, it is captured that watching potential of the audience has changed. They not
only are more likely to get engaged with narrative media, but also its effect is increasing on
them. Company-designed strategies consciously create TV shows that focus on a variety of
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homosexual characters and narratives. Netflix shares the experience of these sexual
minorities through movies and shows, which allows them to create a parasocial connection
between these characters and viewers. However, the characters are mainly focused on Netflix
because it allows the content creators to share homosexual people's experiences in society
and what challenges they face along with it; success stories are also shared through different
narratives.

Moreover, parasocial interaction is promoted because it creates empathic behavior of
individuals towards sexual minorities, and movies are also helping homosexual people to
create personal relationships in society smoothly.

Further, from the secondary analysis, researchers investigated to what extent homosexuals get
support from heterosexual individuals. The findings of the study have been derived by
evaluating the opinion of homosexual characters on television by eliminating some of the
potential characters, which include age, gender, religiosity and interpersonal connections. The
findings provide information that heterosexual viewers are likely to support homosexuality,
although they do not have personal relationships with those individuals. It is found from the
study results that showcasing sexual minorities positively impacted the beliefs and attitudes
of heterosexual individuals (Gonta et al., 2017; Farr, 2013; Netzley, 2010).

The questions are raised on existing beliefs because of the engaging content and T.V. shows
that portrayed sympathetic behavior towards sexual minorities. Through these narratives,
questions have been raised on existing norms and society is likely to accept homosexuality.
Tolerance has become part of society when it comes to homosexuality because existing
norms are challenged, and people are adopting more acceptable behavior.

In Zhao’s (2016) study, it is derived from online survey findings that there is a correlation
between parasocial relationships and favorable attitudes toward transgenders in real-life
contexts. Findings presented a strong association between parasocial relationships and
positive attitudes towards the transgender community. Furthermore, it is concluded from
findings that parasocial relationships played a mediating role in shaping the relationship
between perceived realism of characters and attitudes toward the transgender population.

4. Research Methodology

The study data was mainly derived from the media and mass communication departments of
four universities in Lahore, which include NUML, COMSATS, Punjab University and the
University of Lahore. These universities are selected as per the educational ranking on the
most recent edition from Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) World University Ranking 2024 (Desk,
2023). The decision to focus on media and mass communication departments was motivated
by the advanced knowledge of media tactics, strategies, and effects possessed by media
students, rendering them well-equipped to investigate the influence of socially-restricted
content. Additionally, participants were carefully selected to fall within the predetermined
age range of 18 to 26 years, as determined through an exhaustive review of relevant
literature.

This study employed guantitative research method. Purposive sampling was utilized to recruit
200 Netflix users, ensuring equitable representation across universities and genders by
securing 25 male and 25 female respondents from each institution.

For data collection, a customized ordinal Likert scale questionnaire with five response points
was employed and distributed to the participants. The questionnaire consisted of 40 items
divided into three main sections: the first section collected demographic information; the
second section contained 15 items designed to assess the frequency of Netflix usage and
exposure to homosexual characters in media content; and the third section included 15 items
measuring attitudes and perceptions toward homosexuality, incorporating elements of
Parasocial Interaction Theory.
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5. Findings and Analysis

Data was analyzed using SPSS to investigate the relationships between variables. The
analysis goal is to provide a comprehensive understanding of how these variables are
interrelated.

Reliability Test

Cronbach’s alpha reliability is essential to derive the information, as it focuses on consistency
and measure instruments such as questionnaires or scales. The statistical approach focuses on
the correlation among the variables and provides insightful information regarding the
reliability of instruments.

Table 1 : Analyzing the Reliability and Consistency of Research Instruments
Reliability Statistics

Cronbach's N of
Alpha Items

.860 40

The Cronbach Alpha coefficient value must be 0.50 or more than that, as it is a standard
reliability value. The result indicates a high degree of reliability in the gathered data,
underscoring the consistency of both the research instrument and the collected data points.
Furthermore, the robust Cronbach’s Alpha value of 0.860 enhances confidence in the dataset,
facilitating additional statistical analyses such as regression and correlation, in alignment with
the research hypotheses.

Regression Test
Hi: The more Pakistani youth watch homosexual characters in Netflix’s content, the more
favourable their attitude will be towards homosexuality.

Table 2: Linear Regression Analysis of the Relationship between Homosexual
Characters and Attitude Change towards Homosexuality

Model Summary

Mod R R Adjusted R Std. Error of
el Square Square the Estimate
1 .668° 446 443 .66107
a. Predictors: (Constant), Exposure of Homosexual Characters on Netflix
ANOVA?
Model Sum of Df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square
1 Regressio 69.544 1 69.544 159.13 .000°
n 6
Residual 86.528 198 437
Total 156.072 199

a. Dependent Variable: Favorable Attitude Change Towards Homosexuality
b. Predictors: (Constant), Exposure of Homosexual Characters on Netflix

Coefficients
Model Unstandardized Standardiz t Sig.
Coefficients ed
Coefficient
S
B Std. Beta
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Error
1 (Constant) 1.262 136 9.312 .00
0
FrequencyofUsing .589 .017 .668 12.615 .00
Netflix 0

a. Dependent Variable: Favorable Attitude Change towards Homosexuality
The regression analysis conducted in this research reveals a substantial influence, as
evidenced by an R-square value of 0.446. This value signifies that 44.6% of the variations in
the dependent variable, namely the favorable attitude change towards homosexuality, can be
attributed to the independent variable specifically, the exposure of homosexual characters on
Netflix. Interpreting the results of the ANOVA stemming from the regression test, the
significance value (sig) is 0.000, which is less than the commonly accepted threshold of 0.05.
To elaborate further, the sig value is assessed within the confines of a 95% confidence
interval. Given that the confidence interval in this study is set at 95%, the sig value is
scrutinized based on a significance level of 0.05. Consequently, the hypothesis is affirmed.
Moreover, the F-value, surpassing the critical threshold of 2.5, stands at 159.136,
underscoring the impact among research variables. As hypothesized, the coefficient table aids
in constructing a regression equation, facilitating the researcher in delineating the
relationships between the study variables. The formulated regression equation for the
hypothesis is presented below.
Y (Dependent Variable) = mx (Independent Variable) + b
Y (Favorable Attitude Change towards Homosexuality) = mx (Exposure of Homosexual
Characters on Netflix) + b
Y (Favorable Attitude Change towards Homosexuality) = mx (0.589) + 1.262

Correlation Test

Coefficient correlations explain the strength of linear relationships among two variables,
including the coefficient values of x and y. When the coefficient is above 0, it means there is
a positive relationship, and when it is below 0, there is a negative one. The p-value associated
with the correlation coefficient helps to understand how strongly the variables are linked. In
this research, the focus is on analyzing the connection between two specific variables:
individuals' favorable attitude changes towards homosexuality and their exposure to
homosexual characters on Netflix. Study analysis reveals a Pearson correlation value of
0.668, suggesting a strong relationship between these variables. Moreover, this relationship is
statistically significant, as evidenced by a p-value of 0.000.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

Netflix has emerged in the past few years and the subject and activities of the platform are
notable. It is expected that Netflix’s transformation will continue, and it is likely to impact
the broader aspect of the entertainment landscape. The efficacy of Netflix's marketing
strategies has contributed substantially to enhancing the perceived value of its product and
actors.

Notably, Netflix has embraced a strategy of inclusivity and diversity in its content, thereby
featuring programs tailored to and inclusive of homosexual demographics. The extant
scholarly literature surveyed for this study further elucidates the pivotal role of Netflix in
fostering acceptance among sexual minorities through its audience-targeted content. In
Pakistan, however, homosexuality is deemed sinful and criminalized, yet Netflix emerges as
a prominent video streaming platform widely utilized by the Pakistani youth. Although a
dearth of research exists regarding the influence of this content specifically on youth within
the country.
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Existing literature largely centres on Western societies, which highlights a gap in culturally
contextualized research in this field. The study, therefore, investigated the influence of
Netflix homosexual representation on the attitudes of Pakistani youth towards homosexuality,
where sexual minorities are often met with resistance.

Within this backdrop, empirical research demonstrates a positive correlation among research
variables. The survey results indicate that portrayal of gay and lesbian individuals in Netflix
content stimulates students' inclination toward supportiveness and acceptance of same-gender
relationships.

The parasocial interaction theory aligns with the research findings that elucidate how
individuals develop one-sided relationships with media characters or fabricated personalities.
From this standpoint, the portrayal of homosexual individuals in Netflix shows foster the
development of parasocial relationships between viewers and these characters.

Although these connections are asymmetrical, individuals who dedicate more time to
watching Netflix shows featuring homosexual characters tend to cultivate a stronger sense of
intimacy and connection with them as time progresses.

The synthesis of survey data showed that while some individuals remain unaffected by
exposure to homosexual content in terms of complete acceptance, others recognize the impact
of such content in shaping their perspectives. These individuals express a desire for
harmonious coexistence between sexual minorities and heterosexual individuals

Moreover, the study revealed that when viewers are exposed to gay and lesbian portrayals on
Netflix, they are more likely to engage in discussions about homosexuality. Increased social
media engagement with celebrities after viewing series in which they appear suggests that
forming parasocial bonds with gay or lesbian characters significantly affects viewers'
attitudes toward homosexuality.

Additionally, the survey findings demonstrate that the feeling of connectedness translates in
increased acceptance and support for same-gender partnerships among those who observe it.

Recommendations

e Future researchers should delve deeper into the long-term effects of exposure to homosexual
representation in media, particularly on beliefs and behaviors beyond the immediate scope of
this study. Longitudinal studies could provide valuable insights into the lasting impact of such
portrayals.

e It would be beneficial for future studies to explore the effects of homosexual representation
from diverse cultural, social, and religious contexts within Pakistan. This could help in
understanding how different backgrounds influence responses to such media portrayals.

e Conducting comparative analysis between different platforms could shed light on the
unique influence of Netflix and similar streaming services in shaping attitudes
towards homosexuality.

e Researchers should aim for more inclusive sampling methods to ensure a broader
representation of demographics, including age groups beyond youth and participants
from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds.
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