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Abstract 
In past decades awareness of transgender issues and acceptance of transgender individuals has grown, 

but today transgender youth is still at risk for mental health problems and bullying. This lagging 

acceptance implies a need for effective ways to increase tolerance. Through inner dialogue between 

different voices, individuals can gain new perspectives on others. We investigated whether tolerance 

towards transgender youth can be increased through awareness or inner dialogue. We also 

investigated working ingredients of inner dialogue for increasing tolerance. We conducted an online 

randomised controlled trial with control, awareness, and inner dialogue conditions and a pre-posttest 

design among youth aged 16 to 25 (n = 156). The T-KAB questionnaire measured the level of 

tolerance before and after each condition. We compared difference scores of tolerance increase 

between conditions using a one-way ANOVA. In addition, we scored the inner dialogues on presence 

of reflection, personal engagement, and alliance and explored the relationship of these dialogue 

characteristics to tolerance increase using non-parametric tests. Results indicated a significant 

difference between groups. A post hoc analysis revealed that awareness explained an increase in 

tolerance. Inner dialogue also appears to increase tolerance, but the effect is not significant. 

Additional analyses of the inner dialogue condition revealed a significant difference between groups 

for personal engagement, but not for alliance and reflection. Results indicate that awareness matters 

for tolerance, that there is potential for inner dialogue, and that friendship is important for a positive 

outcome of dialogue. Future research should focus on the design and characteristics of inner dialogue 

to further examine its potential. 
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An Inclusive Mindset Towards Transgender Youth Through Inner Dialogue 

In the past decades activists have worked hard to raise awareness for the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 

Transgender (LGBT) community and awareness has led to increased acceptance of the LGBT 

community (Kyte-Bryant & Leese, 2016). However, there is still intolerance towards the LGBT 

community in society (Harper & Schneider, 2003; Kyte-Bryant & Leese, 2016; Nadal, 2019). For 

example, it is estimated that 20 percent of Dutch people disapprove of gender ambivalence (Kuyper, 

2012). Although little is known about acceptance of transgender identity among youth, a focus-group 

study with transgender youth aged 12 to 18 found that transgender youth experience all forms of 

bullying, ignoring, and physical attacks (Thio et al., 2015). More importantly, within the LGBT 

community, inclusion of transgender individuals greatly varies among LGB members and many 

members oppose inclusion of transgender individuals (Stone, 2009). Also, although the ‘T’ is often 

included in the literature, many studies focus on LGB experiences and neglect the experience of 

transgender youth in schools (Griffin & Ouellett, 2003). Although visibility of the trans community 

has increased, it is often portrayed as bleak and individual variety in trans identities is disregarded 

(Compton & Bridges, 2016). This indicates lagging inclusivity of transness in society at large as well 

as within the LGBT community.  

 

Tolerance for transness is important because at present, transgender youth is still at higher risk for 

various negative factors such as violence victimization, substance use, suicide risk, sexual risk, and 

victimization in schools compared to their cisgender peers whose gender identity matches their sex 

assigned at birth (Baams, 2018; Crothers et al., 2017; Fish et al., 2020; Myers et al., 2020; Tankersley 

et al., 2021). Transgender youth are at higher risk of suicidal thoughts, suicide attempts, victimization 

by peers, and elevated levels of unexcused absences from school (Robinson & Espelage, 2011). 

Common risk factors for transgender youth’s negative mental health variables are physical and verbal 

abuse, exposure to discrimination, social isolation, poor peer relations, low self-esteem, weight 

dissatisfaction, and age (Tankersley et al., 2021). Transgender youth are also much more likely to be 

victimized and to feel unsafe in schools than their cisgender peers (Hong & Espelage, 2012; Kuyper, 

2017). Further, transphobia can affect cisgender friends of transgender youth by association (Formby, 

2015). Today, more than a quarter of gender non-conforming youth suffer from suicidal ideation and 

behaviours resulting from stigmatisation and bullying (Surace, et al., 2021). Above all, some risks 

have not declined over time, such as the risk for non-suicidal self-harm (Liu et al., 2019). These 

concerning facts imply a need to investigate how social inclusivity and acceptance towards 

transgender youth can be fostered.  

 

Schools may be important sites to foster tolerance, since peer support and school support are often 

related to well-being of transgender youth (Durwood et al, 2021). An important positive factor for 

LGBT student well-being is acceptance and open-mindedness of peers (Higa et al., 2014). Also, civic 
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education, such as teaching tolerance for LGBT youth, can increase wellbeing and school attendance 

of LGBT youth (McClain, 2020). In the Netherlands, schools are obliged to promote a safe school 

environment (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap [OCW], 2015). However, 

interventions in Dutch schools are often limited to one class and focus on sexual diversity, despite the 

wider obligation to stimulate a respectful attitude towards diversity in society (Dankmeier, 2017). 

Hence, it is both necessary and obliged for schools to find ways to provide a safe climate and increase 

acceptance in schools.  

In this research we focus on youth in secondary and tertiary schools, as adolescence offers a 

window of opportunity to foster tolerance. Adolescence is an important period for identity formation 

(Arnett, 2000). Age has been related to different levels of perspective taking (Selman, 1975). For 

example, some research on tolerance towards diversity among children and adolescents found that 

children aged 15 to 16 started developing cognitive maturity. This maturity provides opportunities to 

understand and challenge intolerant belief systems (Witenberg, 2007). Interventions therefore may 

focus on this age group.  

Besides considering age, interventions must be LGBT-sensitive (Cultuur- en 

Ontspanningscentrum [COC], 2013). Although some important strategies are LGBT-sensitive, they 

often do not focus on changing the school climate but instead focus on an individual level (Russell & 

McGuire, 2008). Four current strategies at schools have been identified: Adapting school policies to 

explicitly include gender identities, teacher interference in harassment, availability of safe spaces, and 

access to LGBT related information and resources (Russell & McGuire, 2008). Some examples are 

classes about homosexuality, adaptations of language, safe spaces with organisations, and counselling 

for the victim. However, although school curricula have given more space for non-heteronormative 

sexual orientation, transness is treated as unimportant within schools (McQueen, 2006). In addition, 

the focus in these interventions is prevention of bullying behaviours, reduction of bullying behaviours, 

and supporting victims, rather than challenging the underlying gender-normative social norms. 

Current interventions therefore seem to overlook intolerant beliefs and propagate gender normativity 

(Formby, 2015; Payne & Smith, 2013). Instead, interventions should move beyond an approach of 

victims and bullies towards changing the school culture and social norms (Formby, 2015; Martino et 

al., 2020; Payne & Smith, 2013).  

 

Factors that May Increase Tolerance 

There are many different definitions of tolerance, but a widely accepted one is “a moral value 

involving acceptance of others different from us as long as no harm occurs to others” (Witenberg, 

2019). However, tolerance often functions merely as a barrier against discrimination as it prevents 

individuals from acting on negative attitudes. Therefore, tolerance itself is not sufficient to reduce 

discrimination (Verkuyten et al., 2020).  
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Three important factors contribute to reducing discrimination and increasing acceptance, 

namely: Perspective taking and empathy, stimulating confrontation and awareness, and flexible 

thinking through counter-stereotypes (Kennisplatform Integratie & Samenleving, 2020). Thus, it is 

necessary to explore mechanisms which can stimulate these factors.  

 

Inter-Group Contact as a Central Factor 

The contact hypothesis suggests that prejudice towards minority groups can be reduced through 

contact between individuals of different social groups under appropriate circumstances (Allport et al., 

1954). Although contact theory was originally devised for racial and ethnic encounters, it can be 

extended to other groups (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Intergroup contact has been positively related to 

acceptance of LGBT adolescents (Collier et al., 2012). For example, interpersonal contact with a 

transgender speaker panel can reduce stigma and prejudice such as transphobia (Walch et al., 2015). 

Moreover, prejudice reduction in the contact situation is transferable to members of the group who 

were initially not involved in that situation (Pettigrew, 2009). Contact may therefore be a central 

factor to reduce prejudice, to become aware of transgender issues, and to become more understanding 

towards transgender individuals.  

However, there are some concerns with in-person inter-group contact. First, ingroup-outgroup 

interactions may produce negative emotions such as anxiety and stress for the outgroup individual 

(MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015). A threshold of positive interactions must be achieved to lower 

intergroup bias, however, negative emotions of the outgroup member are likely to decrease only after 

this threshold (MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015). This exposes an already vulnerable group of 

transgender youth to negative emotions to achieve prejudice reduction. Second, the scarcity of youth 

who identify as transgender hinders facilitation of inter-group contact between cisgender and 

transgender youth. It is estimated that in US high schools about 1.8% of students identify as 

transgender (Johns et al., 2019). Depending the definition of transgender, numbers vary in the 

Netherlands. About 3.9% of Dutch citizens does not identify with their sex assigned at birth (Felten & 

Boote, 2015). A study in the Netherlands with participants aged 15 to 71 shows that 5.7% of men and 

4.0% of the women in the Netherlands do not feel unequivocally male or female (Kuyper, 2012). 

Hence, it is worth to explore feasible ways in which tolerance can be increased without negative 

effects on members of the outgroup.  

 

Fostering Tolerance Through Awareness 

Exposure to personal experiences from members of the transgender community may foster awareness 

of marginalisation. Sharing personal stories which counter the dominant social perspective may raise 

awareness to LGBT issues and foster understanding (Wagaman et al., 2018). For example, multiple 

trans women shared their personal experiences with marginalisation in online videos which generated 

support and understanding among the viewers (Jackson et al., 2018). A possible tool to foster 
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tolerance, without physical inter-group contact, is therefore to expose youth to videos where 

problematic experiences of transgender individuals are shared.  

However, there is little research on the effectiveness of videos on increasing tolerance 

towards transgender youth and findings are ambiguous. Queer theory driven inclusivity video-training 

can increase tolerance towards LGBT persons, although a significant effect was observed only for 

bisexual individuals (Johansen, 2021). Also, media portrayals of transgender individuals in television 

storylines may decrease negative attitudes of conservative viewers (Gillig et al., 2018). In contrast, 

videos based on LGBT activism can decrease pro-LGBT attitudes, possibly due to over-exposure to 

LGBT rights and equality arguments in mass media (Deese & Dawson, 2013). When videos show 

personal stories rather than activism or aim to educate the audience, they seem to generate support 

from the audience. It may therefore be worth exploring whether videos that foster awareness of issues 

which transgender youth face can foster tolerance.  

 

Fostering Tolerance Through Inner Dialogue 

Another possible mechanism to reduce prejudice and foster tolerance may be the self and inner 

dialogue. The self is central to perspective taking and perspective taking is important for self-

development (McHugh & Stewart, 2012). According to the Dialogical Self Theory (DST), inner 

dialogue between conflicting voices (I-positions) may lead to new perspectives (Hermans, 2018; 

Hermans et al., 2017; Meijer & Hermans, 2017). For example, as a reader you may experience I as a 

learner who cannot stop reading about DST due to your curiosity and I as a colleague who needs to 

take a break and socialise with colleagues. When these I-positions interact, they may come to an 

understanding that your curious and social I-positions may coexist (e.g., if you take a break and 

socialize by sharing what you learned about DST).  

Furthermore, the self operates as an internal mini-society which is analogous to the external 

macro-society (Hermans, 2014). Interactions between internal voices may represent interactions 

within society at large. For example, you can individually discuss DST further after the break, in an 

inner dialogue between I as myself  and I as my colleague, as you can imagine the perspective of your 

colleague. If inner dialogue can lead to new perspectives and if internal and external societies are 

analogous to each other, it is worth investigating whether inner dialogue can increase tolerance 

towards transgender youth. For instance, by increasing tolerance towards internal conflicting I-

positions related to transgender youth which represent conflicting positions in society at large. 

The self could indeed be central to the reduction of prejudice, by activation of different levels 

of inclusiveness through inner dialogue (Imperato & Mancini, 2021). Some research suggests that 

people can become more tolerant towards others (refugees) through dialogue between tolerant and 

intolerant voices within themselves (Markopoulou, 2021). However, there is currently little further 

support for these findings and research into the effects of inner dialogue on tolerance towards 
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transgender minorities is missing. Therefore, it is necessary to research whether similar effects can be 

found for tolerance towards transgender youth. 

 

Conditions for Positive Change Through Inner Dialogue 

Dialogue itself does not necessarily lead to positive outcomes (Stückelberger, 2009). Dialogue can 

positively influence the listener’s opinion about the LGBT community if the speaker expresses their 

positive opinion about the community, is a peer, is liked by the audience and is relatable for the 

audience (Felten et al., 2015). On the other hand, expression of negative opinions about the LGBT 

community may negatively influence the listener’s opinion and reinforce normalisation of these 

opinions (Felten et al., 2015).  

Similarly, the contact hypothesis assumes that there are conditions for a positive outcome of 

inter-group contact. Allport listed four conditions which need to be met to decrease negative 

stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination: 1) Both groups should have equal status within a 

situation, 2) overall the groups must have common goals, 3) they must work together to obtain these 

goals without competition and 4) there should be support from authorities to establish a norm of 

acceptance (Pettigrew, 1998). Pettigrew later added a fifth condition of 5) friendship potential 

(Pettigrew, 1998).  

 Dialogue can take various shapes, such as intergroup dialogue or generative dialogue. Both 

intergroup dialogue and generative dialogue include aspects which are aligned with the above 

conditions. Intergroup dialogue includes appreciating differences, engaging the self by sharing 

personal experiences, critical reflection and alliance building (Dessel & Rogge, 2008; Nagda et al., 

2012; Zúñiga & Nagda, 2001). Generative dialogue includes mutual respect and trust, personal 

engagement and commitment, suspending judgement, and reflective questioning (Petta et al., 2019). 

Therefore, dialogues which include aspects of intergroup dialogue and generative dialogue are likely 

to promote a positive outcome.  

Among these dialogue aspects, one can identify three common characteristics: Personal 

engagement, alliance, and reflection. Personal engagement occurs when individuals express 

themselves cognitively and emotionally in their role as a friend, whereas personal disengagement 

occurs when individuals decouple themselves from this role (Khan, 1990). Alliance is a unified effort 

involving two or more individuals to achieve common goals with respect to a particular issue 

(Gudergan, 2007). In relation to the LGBT community, an ally supports the rights of LGBT people 

(Thornton et al., 2019). This can range from an active ally to a potential ally who recognizes LGBT 

rights but does not act on it (Baker, 2004). Reflection is the process of engaging the self in attentive, 

critical, exploratory and iterative inter-actions with one’s thoughts and actions, and their underlying 

conceptual frame, with a view to changing them and with a view on the change itself (Nguyen et al., 

2014). Since these aspects are common in both intergroup and generative dialogue, which are likely to 
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promote a positive outcome, it is worth exploring whether personal engagement, alliance, and 

reflection are related to tolerance increase.  

 

In this study, the following questions are investigated; Can inner dialogue increase tolerance towards 

transgender youth? Is this effect equal to, or perhaps even larger, than the effect of awareness 

through watching a video? and Are dialogue characteristics personal engagement, alliance and 

reflection related to increased tolerance towards transgender youth? It is hypothesised that inner 

dialogue can increase tolerance, that inner dialogue instigates more tolerance than raising awareness 

by watching a video, and that positive dialogue characteristics contribute to tolerance increase.  

We will investigate this with a randomised experiment where we compare tolerance increase 

in groups which are exposed to either personal story sharing in videos (awareness) or to inner 

dialogue. In the latter group we will investigate the relationship between dialogue characteristics and 

tolerance increase.   
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Method 

Participants  

To ensure ethical conduct towards participants, this project was first approved by the ethics committee 

of the Psychology department of the University of Utrecht. Next, participants were informed that 

participation was voluntary and anonymous before the study and consented by indicating ‘I consent, 

begin the study’ before participating. Participants younger than 16 years could not access the 

experiment as the necessary parental consent could not be obtained. They were directed to the end of 

the experiment upon indicating their age. Furthermore, there was partial disclosure about the aim at 

the beginning of the study and at the end of the study we provided full disclosure in the debriefing. 

Also, in the debriefing we referred to free mental health support lines for further support and 

participants received ten suggestions for self-acceptance to encourage their well-being.    

The sample consisted of 156 late adolescents, aged 16 to 25. Sampling was done by 

dissemination of a link to the online experiment via the personal, academic, and professional network 

of the researchers. Members of organisations connected to the target group distributed the experiment 

within their organisation, we thus used a combination of convenience sampling and snowball 

sampling. For an overview of distributions, please see Appendix 1.  

To find a medium effect of 25% at the significance level of p = .05, a total sample size of 159 

was required, with 53 participants in each condition. The total sample size roughly satisfied these 

requirements (n = 156), however, the sample size in the inner dialogue condition did not (n = 34).  

 

Measures 

The Transgender Knowledge, Attitudes, and Beliefs (T-KAB) Scale was used to measure tolerance 

before and after the manipulation (see Appendix 2). The T-KAB is a reliable tool with strong internal 

consistency (α = .97) (Clark & Hughto, 2019). Participants indicated to what extent they strongly 

disagree (1) or strongly agree (5) with 22 statements about transgender individuals on a five-point 

Likert scale. Compared to the original T-KAB, we included an answer option ‘neither agree nor 

disagree’ (3) in the present study. We checked the internal consistency of the T-KAB before and after 

the manipulation after this change and this showed high internal consistency (α = 0.93 and α = 0.94 

respectively). To distract participants from memorising their responses to the T-KAB on the pretest, 

we showed participants an image of furniture and asked them to memorize it and later to indicate 

which furniture they had seen. 

The T-KAB consisted of three subscales, however, we used the total score. To compute a total 

score of tolerance, we inverted scores on items 1 until 8, 13 and 14, and 16 until 20 and summed up 

the score on all items. The difference score between tolerance before and after the manipulation 

resulted in the dependent variable tolerance increase.  
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For the independent variable condition, we divided participants into a control, awareness, and inner 

dialogue group. In the control group participants watched a short (one minute) video which was 

unrelated to transgender issues, namely a video about a laughing fox. In the awareness condition 

participants watched a six-minute TEDx video by a transgender male young adult in which he shares 

personal experiences related to his transness. In the inner dialogue group participants wrote two 

dialogues. In the first dialogue participants practiced with the format and were primed for a 

(self)supporting attitude, by remembering an upsetting moment in their youth and comforting their 

younger self. In the next exercise participants were asked to imagine the first contact with their best 

friend who recently started gender transitioning and to write a dialogue between them.  

 

We measured the secondary measurements of the inner dialogue condition personal engagement, 

alliance and reflection by labelling and scoring dialogues. We expected that participants either 

showed personal engagement (1) or personal disengagement (0) in the dialogues. Alliance was 

measured as achieved in the dialogue (2), not achieved but there was a potential to achieve it (1), or it 

was not achieved and there was no potential (0). Reflection was measured as either present (1) or 

absent (0). Two researchers scored the dialogues independently (see Appendix 3). The overall inter-

rater reliability (the sum of the scores for personal engagement, alliance and reflection) was fair (κ = 

0.32, p < .01). Inter-rater reliability was substantial for personal engagement (κ = 0.65, p < .01), fair 

for alliance (κ = 0.63, p = .11), and moderate for reflection (κ = 0.53, p < .01) (McHugh, 2012). We 

concluded that the inter-rater reliability was sufficient. Therefore, and due to time constraints, we did 

not adjust differences in scores. Instead, we used the scores of Rater 1 for the analysis.  

 

Procedure 

Participants were informed of the study topic, anonymity, voluntary participation, and indicated their 

consent. After submitting demographic information participants were presented with the T-KAB and 

the memorisation task. Participants were then randomly assigned to one of three conditions (control, 

awareness, or inner dialogue) and were not aware in which condition they were placed. After the 

manipulation participants were presented again with the T-KAB. After this they were debriefed. All 

questions were in English. In the inner dialogue condition participants could submit their dialogues in 

Dutch or German as well, we translated these to English.   

Before analysing data, we checked for missing data (i.e., missing responses to the pre and/or 

posttest) and the inclusion criterion of age (i.e., 16-25). We then computed a difference score for 

tolerance increase by subtracting the pretest score of tolerance from the posttest score. We labelled 

groups according to the condition, with 1 for the control condition, 2 for awareness, and 3 for inner 

dialogue.  

To determine whether there were differences in tolerance increase between the three 

conditions, we analysed results with a one-way ANOVA using IBM SPSS 27.0. To check which 
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groups differed, we used a post-hoc analysis using Fisher's Least Significant Difference (LSD) for 

pairwise comparisons of the three groups. To determine the statistical power, we used the program 

G*Power 3.1.9.7.  

To check whether there was a relation between tolerance increase and dialogue 

characteristics, we made groups based on scores for personal engagement (0 or 1), alliance (0, 1 or 2), 

and reflection (0 or 1). We used a Mann-Whitney test to check differences in tolerance increase for 

groups where personal engagement and reflection was present or absent, as there were two groups (0 

and 1). For alliance we used a Kruskal-Wallis test as there were three groups (0, 1, and 2). 
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Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

We distributed the online experiment via multiple channels in the period of April 11, 2022 until June 

1, 2022. In the second week of data collection the experiment was inaccessible for multiple days due 

to a cyber-attack. This may have resulted in a lower response rate. Of the 297 participants who 

completed the online experiment, 28 (9.4%) participants were excluded because they did not meet the 

criterion for age. An additional 113 participants failed to complete part of the pre- and/or posttest 

which resulted in a final total of 156 participants. Sixty-six participants (n = 66, 42.3%) were in the 

control condition, 56 participants were in the awareness condition (n = 56, 35.9%) and 34 participants 

were in the inner dialogue condition (n = 34, 21.8%).  

To check whether the assumptions for the one-way ANOVA were met, we first checked for 

outliers in the pre- and posttest scores using a box plot. Although we observed several outliers, the 

scores were probable for the measure of tolerance and therefore they were included in the analysis. 

We then visually inspected histograms and Q-Q plots in each condition and in the total sample, which 

confirmed that tolerance increase scores were normally distributed. Due to the difference in sample 

sizes in each condition, we checked for homogeneity using Levene’s Test. The variance was equal in 

all conditions (F(2,153) = 1.89, p = .16). We therefore concluded that all assumptions were met.   

 

Demographic Characteristics 

Frequency tables gave insight into demographic data of the sample (Table 1). Of 156 participants, 

most participants were 22 or 23 years old (25.0% and 26.9%), identified as cis-female or cis-male 

(44.9% and 49.4%), and had a Dutch nationality (57.7%). Most participants were non-religious 

(64.1%), attended university (86.6%) and previously felt part of a minority group (44.2%). Most 

participants had a close relation to someone who identifies as transgender, such as a family member, 

friend, or romantic partner and/or identified as transgender themselves (36.5%). Some participants did 

not have a close relation but were familiar with a transgender public figure (23.7%). Some 

participants were not familiar with any individual who identifies as transgender (20.5%).  

 
Table 1 
Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants at Baseline 

Baseline characteristic Control Awareness Inner Dialogue Full sample 

  n % n % n % n % 

Gender         

  Female 30 45.5 23 41.1 17 50.0 70 44.9 

  Male 35 53.0 29 51.8 13 38.2 77 49.4 

  Non-binary - - 3 5.4 3 8.8 6 3.8 

  Self-describe - - 1 1.8 1 2.9 2 1.3 
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  Prefer not to say 1 1.5 - - - - 1 0.6 

Age                 

  16  - -  2   3.6  1 2.9 3   1.9 

  17  - - 1   1.8  2 5.9 3   1.9 

  18  1 1.5  3   5.4  - -  4  2.6 

  19  1 1.5  -  -  1  2.9  2 1.3 

  20 4 6.1 5 8.9 1 2.9 10 6.4 

  21 9 13.6 6 10.7 2 17.6 21 13.5 

  22 16 24.2 15 26.8 8 23.5 39 25.0 

  23 21 31.8 13 23.2 8 23.5 42 26.9 

  24 8 12.1 4 7.1 5 14.7 17 10.9 

  25 6 9.1 7 12.5 2 5.9 15 9.6 

Nationality         

  Dutch 34 51.5 36 64.3 20 58.8 90 57.7 

  German 11 16.7 7 12.5 6 17.6 24 15.4 

  Other 21 31.8 13 23.2 8 23.5 42 26.9 

Religion            

  Christian 11 16.7  7 12.5 6 17.6 15.4 

  Islamic 3 4.5  7 12.5 3 8.8 8.3 

  Buddhist 2 3.0  - - - - 1.3 

  Jewish 1 1.5  - - - - 0.6 

  Humanist 1 1.5  1 1.8 1 2.9 1.9 

  Non-religious 40 60.6  37 66.1 23 67.6 64.1 

  Other 6 9.1  2 3.6 - - 5.1 

  Prefer not to say 2 3.0  2 3.6 1 2.9 3.2 

Highest educational 
     

                

  Secondary – Vocational (VMBO)  1  1.5  3  5.4  3  8.8  7  4.5 

  Secondary – Academic (VWO) 1 1.5 1 1.8 2 5.9 4 2.7 

  Tertiary – Vocational (MBO) 2  3.0  2  3.6  1  2.9 5 3.4  

  Tertiary – Applied (HBO) 1 1.5 - - 3 8.8 4 2.7 

  University Level (WO)  56  84.8  48  85.7  25  73.5 129   86.6 

  Other 5 7.6 2 3.6 - - 7 4.5 

Transgender Familiarity                 

 Close relation  23  6 21  37.5   2  4  57 36.5  

  Public figure  14  16  12 21.4  3  6  37 23.7  
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  Acquaintance  14  60  8  14.3  40  80 27 17.3 

  No relation  15  18  12  21.4  5  10  32 20.5 

  Other  - -   3 5.4  0  0  3 1.9 

Previous feeling minoritya  26  39.4  25 44.6  24   48  69 44.2 
Note. n = 156 (n = 66 for control, n = 56 for awareness, and n = 34 for inner dialogue). Participants 
were on average 22.2 years old (SD = 1.9). 
a Reflects the number and percentage of participants answering “yes” to this question. 
 

Group Differences in Tolerance Increase 

The average tolerance increase was larger in the awareness condition (M = 2.79, SD = 4.63) than in 

the inner dialogue condition (M = 2.18, SD = 4.41) and larger in both manipulations than in the 

control condition (M = 0.77, SD = 4.08). A one-way ANOVA revealed that there was a significant 

effect of condition on tolerance increase at the p < .05 level for the three conditions [F(2, 153) = 3.40, 

p = .036] (Table 2). Post hoc comparisons using the Fisher's Least Significant Difference (LSD) test 

indicated that the mean score for the awareness condition was significantly different from the mean 

score in the control condition (M = 0.77, SD = 4.08; p = .012, 95% C.I. = [-3.58, -0.45]) (Table 3). 

However, the inner dialogue condition did not significantly differ from the control (p = .13) and 

awareness (p = .52) conditions. 

Taken together, these results suggest that the condition in which the participants were placed 

explains variance in the tolerance increase. Specifically, our results suggest that when respondents 

were exposed to a condition which stimulates awareness of transgender issues or a condition which 

stimulates inner dialogue, they respond more tolerant. However, the tolerance increase was significant 

only in the awareness condition. Inner dialogue does not appear to significantly increase tolerance. 

 

Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analyses of Variance in Tolerance Increase 

Measure Control Awareness Inner Dialogue   F(2, 153) η2 

  M SD M SD M  SD        

Tolerance Increase 0.77 4.08 2.79 4.63 2.18 4.41    3.40* .042 
*p < .005. 
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Table 3 

Result of LSD post-hoc between groups (Multiple Comparisons) 

 

(I) Condition 

(J) 

Condition 

Mean 

Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. 

Error Sig. 

95% Confidence 

Interval 

Dependent 

Variable 

Lower 

Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

 Control Awareness -2.01* 0.79 .012 -3.58 -0.45 

Tolerance 

Increase 

Inner 

Dialogue 

-1.40 0.92 .129 -3.22 0.41 

 Awareness Control 2.01* 0.79 .012 0.45 3.58 

 Inner 

Dialogue 

0.61 0.95 .521 -1.26 2.48 

 Inner 

Dialogue 

Control 1.40 0.92 .129 -.041 3.22 

 Awareness -0.61 0.95 .521 -2.48 1.26 

* The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

Analysis of Inner Dialogue 

Before analysing the inner dialogues, we removed responses of five participants because they did not 

submit a dialogue. Hence a total of 29 responses (n = 29) was included in the analysis. A Mann-

Whitney test revealed that tolerance increase was larger in the group that showed personal 

engagement, this difference was significant (U = 4.00, p = .04) but that the difference for reflection 

was not significant (U = 18.5, p = .49) (Table 4). A Kruskal-Wallis Test revealed that there was no 

significant difference between the groups for alliance (H (2) = 3.71, p = .16) (Table 5). These results 

suggest that personal engagement is related to tolerance increase in inner dialogue, whereas no 

reliable connection was found between alliance and tolerance increase, nor for reflection and tolerance 

increase.  

 

Table 4 

Summary of Differences Between Dialogue Characteristics (Mann-Whitney U Test) 

 0 (absent) 1 (present)  

Characteristic Mean rank Mean rank z-value 

Personal Engagement 3.50 15.85 -1.99* 

Reflection 14.69 19.25 -0.74 
*p < .005.    
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Table 5 

Summary of Differences Between Dialogue Characteristics (Kruskal-Wallis H Test) 

 0 (absent) 1 (potential) 2 (achieved)  

Characteristic Mean rank Mean rank Mean rank H(2) 

Alliance 9.00 14.40 20.00 0.16 
*p < .005.     
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Discussion 

In this study we investigated whether inner dialogue could increase tolerance and if so, which aspects 

of inner dialogue (personal engagement, alliance, and reflection) are related to the tolerance increase. 

In both the awareness and inner dialogue manipulations we observed an increase in tolerance, 

however the increase in tolerance was only significant in the awareness condition. Simultaneously, 

there was no significant difference between awareness and inner dialogue. These results therefore 

cannot yet confirm neither reject our hypothesis that inner dialogue could be an effective facilitator of 

tolerance. Inner dialogue seems to have potential for increasing tolerance, however, it is necessary to 

further investigate inner dialogue to explore this potential. Below we share some recommendations 

for this. In any case, awareness seems to increase tolerance. We further found that personal 

engagement is related to a positive outcome of inner dialogue (i.e., to tolerance increase). However, 

no significant connection between tolerance increase and alliance or reflection was found. These 

findings only partially support our hypothesis that three dialogue characteristics are related to a 

positive outcome of dialogue. In any case, the idea that friendship (personal engagement) is an 

important factor is supported. Below we share some possible explanations for these findings 

considering some limitations.  

 

Limitations and Recommendations  

First, due to limitations in sampling methods, the target group is not representative for late adolescents 

in the Netherlands. Although we reached many late adolescents in their twenties who follow 

university level education, we did not reach younger adolescents who follow other types of education. 

Conversely, since the research was conducted online, participants with a wide variety of other 

demographic variables was reached. In effect, our findings cannot be generalised to a wider 

population. In the future, close cooperation with secondary and tertiary schools is necessary to 

distribute the study among Dutch youth. Youth organisations and secondary school teachers showed 

willingness to distribute the experiment, however, they were limited by time constraints and 

insufficient follow up. Therefore, cooperation should be initiated sooner and there should be sufficient 

follow-up to reach the target group.  

Second, the short timeframe between the two measures of tolerance may have provided 

limited opportunities for a change in perspectives to occur. We observed a range of completion time 

from a few minutes to half an hour among participants, which may be too short for profound changes 

to occur. Perhaps changes occurred over time after the posttest, this is known as sleeper effects 

(Kumkale & Albarracín, 2004). Additionally, many participants may have been unfamiliar with the 

inner dialogue format and may have needed time to get acquainted with it. This may have reduced the 

effect of the manipulation. This is known as practice effects (Donovan & Radoselich, 1999). It may be 

useful to investigate the role of sleeper effects and practice effects and adjust the study design 
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accordingly. For example, by repeating the inner dialogue manipulation, including multiple measures 

and including a delayed follow-up measure.  

Third, there may have been personal or practical barriers to submit a dialogue in the inner 

dialogue condition, which may have reduced the effect of inner dialogue. A retrospective conversation 

with one of the participants, after data collection was completed, revealed that the participant did not 

submit any dialogue because they expected a discrepancy between a hypothetical dialogue and their 

actual response in real life. Also, some participants submitted ‘I prefer not to do that’. This shows that 

not all participants are willing or confident enough to disclose an inner dialogue. In the future, it could 

help to understand these barriers and to adjust the design of the inner dialogue exercise accordingly, 

for example by conducting the research in a controlled setting and inviting participants to give 

feedback.  

Another possible explanation for reduced effectiveness of inner dialogue may be that in its 

current design Allport’s conditions for a positive outcome of inter-group contact (equal group status, 

common goals, cooperation to obtain common goals, and an established norm of acceptance) were not 

entirely met. As one of the participants who identifies as transgender aptly pointed out: The inner 

dialogue condition assumes that the participant is unfamiliar with the presented situation, but this 

participant is familiar with it. The (incorrect) assumption shows a tendency to view the situation from 

the dominant cisnormative perspective while disregarding views from the perspective of transgender 

youth, pointing to unequal status of these groups. This illustrates the limitation of cisnormative bias in 

the current study and shows that not all conditions were met. If these conditions are considered in 

future designs of the inner dialogue condition, perhaps a positive outcome with regards to tolerance 

increase is attainable. Additionally, close cooperation with members from the transgender community 

may help to reduce cisnormative bias.   

Another limitation may be that conflicting I-positions were insufficiently invoked, possibly 

reducing the opportunity to resolve tension and create new perspectives. In the current study we 

avoided invoking intolerant voices in the inner dialogue condition due to possible negative effects on 

participants (for example, if transgender participants speak intolerantly towards themselves). Within 

DST, however, inner dialogue can lead to new perspectives if conflicting I-positions interact and new, 

hybrid, and mixed identities have a chance to develop (Hermans et al., 2017). A positive outcome is 

realisable under the conditions that someone 1) knows which I-positions underly conflict, 2) if I-

positions exist in the absence of an entirely dominant I-position, 3) when there are open boundaries 

between positions, and 4) if someone can view the conflict from a meta-position (Meijers & Hermans, 

2017). We noticed that there was little reflection in the dialogues, namely only in two out of 29 

dialogues. Reflection and perspective taking seem closely connected (Gerace et al., 2017). It is 

possible that the lack of reflection coincides with a lack of conflicting I-positions, but we did not 

check which I-positions were invoked so we cannot be certain. In future designs, a check for I-

positions could be included to investigate presence of I-positions and their meaning. For example, the 
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Personal Positioning Repertoire can be used (Hermans, 2001). Alternative conflicting voices, other 

than (in)tolerant ones, may additionally be explored and invoked in the dialogues, such as 

independent and mutually dependent, similar and different, and open and closed ones (Young & 

McKibban, 2014).  

 

Implications and Relevance 

Despite these limitations, our findings have several implications for providing an inclusive and safe 

school environment for transgender youth. Since awareness can increase tolerance, schools may use 

similar TEDx talks in their curriculum to foster tolerance. In the meantime, the inner dialogue 

exercise should be optimised and its effects should be investigated further in close cooperation with 

schools and with the transgender community to explore the potential for its societal use. Inner 

dialogue in its current form allows youth to practice with interactions with transgender peers, without 

causing distress for transgender youth in the first phase of physical inter-group contact. However, it 

must first be confirmed that inner dialogue is effective in increasing tolerance before it can be 

implemented in interventions at schools. Our findings give insight into possible improvements and 

suggest that in future designs friendship (personal engagement) can be used as a basis for inner 

dialogue. 

This study is to our knowledge the first one into fostering tolerance towards transgender 

youth through inner dialogue, expanding research on inner dialogue from intercultural tolerance to 

tolerance for gender minorities. Although we could not confirm effectiveness of inner dialogue in its 

current form, our findings offer insight into future directions that may contribute to our understanding 

of how inner dialogue can lead to new perspectives in the context of gender minority groups.  

 

Future Directions  

First, it is worth investigating the added benefit of inner dialogue to awareness. Since we found that 

awareness of transgender issues could increase tolerance and inner dialogue has potential, possibly 

there is a serial effect of these components. For example, youth may first become aware of 

transgender issues which then enables them to engage in inner dialogue between conflicting I-

positions. If that is indeed the case, interventions may include both components of raising awareness 

and components of inner dialogue. Future research could therefore compare the effect of awareness 

with the effect of both awareness and inner dialogue to investigate a serial effect.  

Second, although we did not find support for the importance of alliance in inner dialogue, 

research on Gay-Straight Alliances (GSAs) continues to support the formation of alliances to improve 

well-being of LGBT students (Day et al., 2020; Deming et al., 2014). The normalising effect of GSAs 

has an important positive effect on social and academic experiences of LGBT youth (McCormick et 

al., 2015). An important aspect of GSAs is the political nature, in which students actively support 

LGBT peers and show support in their behaviours (Miceli, 2013). However, amount in prejudice 
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appears to be an important predictor for engaging in ally behaviour (Fingerhut, 2011). Thus, besides 

an inclusive mindset active support seems necessary to increase well-being of transgender youth. In 

some of the dialogues we observed that there was a possibility for alliance, but participants did not 

show active support in the dialogue (i.e., score ‘1’ for alliance). In view of the importance of alliance 

in the form of active support, it is important to further explore how inner dialogue may contribute to 

prejudice reduction and specifically what motivates ally behaviour.  

It is also worth investigating the dynamic between intolerant and tolerant attitudes and 

specifically how intolerant attitudes are invoked instead of tolerance. There was a decrease in 

tolerance for some participants and reasons are unclear. It is possible that drawing attention to LGBT 

marginalization adversely causes anti-LGBT attitudes among less tolerant individuals. Visibility of 

LGBT issues and adoption of pro-LGBT rights may be viewed as a symbol of Western neoliberalism 

and may invoke resistance to LGBT rights to exert resistance to Westen neoliberalism (MacCartney, 

2018). Perhaps as a result, a dynamic exists between fostering tolerance and inclusivity on one hand 

and resistance to fostering inclusivity on the other, whereby attempts at inclusivity broaden the very 

gap they aim to narrow. In an e-mail response to the invitation to participate in the current study, 

someone criticised the LGBT inclusive policy of a university for creating “a climate where politically 

moderate students and staff are afraid to express themselves in any way or speak out against the 

indiscriminate policies imposed on them”. The participant called the inclusive policy extremist and 

critiqued that the university hoists the LGBT flag, comparing it to the Nazi German flag because it 

excludes people (cis- and heteronormative individuals). However, the LGBT flag represents pride and 

inclusivity (Sanders, 2018). This shows that the very invitation to participate in a study which draws 

attention to inclusivity, can invoke an intolerant attitude.  

Nonetheless, there is growing polarization of tolerant and intolerant individuals in the context 

of LGBT issues (Gooch, 2018). In light of the prominent risks for well-being of transgender youth it 

is important to facilitate acknowledgement of LGBT issues and acceptance of the LGBT community. 

Bearing in mind the above, we must further investigate how inclusivity can be achieved without 

invoking anti-LGBT attitudes. Perhaps the study of dialectical thinking, which is the tolerance of 

apparently contradictory or ambivalent beliefs, offers opportunities to explore this (Hui et al., 2009; 

Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). Dialectical thinkers are hypothesised to be less vulnerable to rigid 

thinking about social groups and are more open to stereotype change and intercultural adaptation 

(Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2012). Therefore, it may be valuable to explore how dialectical thinking and 

the dialogical self are related.  

Finally, we suggest distinguishing between ‘being tolerated’ and ‘being respected’. Being 

tolerated can be negative for the target of tolerance and can pose psychological risks, as it implies that 

individuals are to some extent limited in their personal freedom by benevolence and conditions of 

others (Verkuyten et al., 2020). To develop a society where positive regard for transgender youth is 

the social norm, we should focus on respecting our transgender peers rather than tolerating them in 
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future research. To foster respect, it may first be necessary to learn from experiences of transgender 

youth, to focus on their strengths and qualities and the positive change they have brought to society, 

and we may need to re-evaluate the ever-present societal norms surrounding gender and transness. For 

example, we may focus on transnormativity as a master narrative approach in future research 

(Bradford & Syed, 2019). A first step may be to challenge ourselves in what it means to be 

transgender and how transness is related to us all. As a trans male comedian once asked in a very 

intriguing exercise: “Isn’t everyone a little trans?” (Harvie, 2015).   
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