LGBTQ representation in TV and film, and why it matters

[image: ]
Viewers are seeing LGBTQ stories shaped by a wider push for fairer, more accurate entertainment, from television and streaming to Hollywood film. GLAAD tracks that progress, challenges harmful portrayals and works with creators behind the scenes, making representation more than a screen trend: it’s part of the cultural conversation.
Essential Takeaways
Representation is monitored: GLAAD examines LGBTQ characters and storylines across television, film and streaming.
Accuracy matters: The focus isn’t simply on numbers, but on whether portrayals feel fair, varied and responsible.
The work goes behind the camera: GLAAD advises executives, writers and producers on LGBTQ inclusion.
Progress can be uneven: More visibility doesn’t automatically mean better representation, particularly when harmful stereotypes remain.
Annual reports track change: Its television and film reports offer a regular snapshot of the industry.
Representation is about more than counting characters
A familiar face on screen can matter enormously, especially for viewers who rarely see their lives reflected in mainstream entertainment. But the picture is more complicated than a simple headcount. GLAAD’s entertainment work looks at who appears in film, television and related media, while also asking whether those portrayals are varied, accurate and meaningful.
That distinction is important. A single LGBTQ character shouldn’t have to carry an entire community on their shoulders, and representation can feel thin when stories repeat the same narrow patterns. As GLAAD’s research programme shows, visibility is only the starting point. ([4])
GLAAD’s reports give the industry a regular health check
Each year, GLAAD publishes Where We Are on TV, which examines diversity among regular characters in primetime scripted broadcast series and tracks LGBTQ characters across cable and streaming platforms. Earlier editions show how the organisation has followed the issue over time, creating a useful record of progress, setbacks and changing industry priorities. ([2], [3])
The reports are valuable because they turn a broad cultural debate into something easier to examine. Numbers can reveal whether inclusion is expanding, contracting or changing shape, although statistics alone can’t capture every nuance of a storyline. That’s where quality and context become crucial.
Film still has a responsibility problem
Television may offer more room for character development, but films have an equally powerful role in shaping public attitudes. GLAAD’s film report, formerly known as the Studio Responsibility Index, assesses major Hollywood studios according to the quantity, quality and content of LGBTQ representation in their releases.
That approach recognises a simple truth: a character can be present without being properly represented. A fleeting appearance, a punchline or a harmful stereotype may technically increase visibility, but it doesn’t necessarily create understanding. GLAAD’s wider entertainment programme therefore challenges anti-LGBTQ content as well as encouraging more inclusive storytelling. ([1], [4])
The work happens before the cameras roll
One of the most practical parts of GLAAD’s approach is its engagement with the people making the shows and films. Staff work with studio executives, producers and writers, offering script consultations and advocating for LGBTQ people at every level of production.
That behind-the-scenes input can influence the small details that make a story feel lived-in rather than tokenistic. It can affect character motivation, language, relationships and whose perspective is allowed to lead. In other words, representation isn’t only about who appears on screen; it’s also about who gets to help shape the story.
Progress is real, but it isn’t guaranteed
GLAAD has also publicly challenged periods when LGBTQ representation has declined. Reporting by Fox News on one of the organisation’s annual assessments described a particularly concerning fall in representation, underlining how quickly gains can become vulnerable when programming decisions shift. ([6])
The wider lesson is that visibility needs sustained support from broadcasters, streamers and studios. GLAAD’s past advocacy, including its “Hollywood Must Do Better” campaign, reflects the argument that entertainment can influence how audiences understand real people and real communities. ([7])
For viewers, the best sign of progress may be less about one breakout character and more about variety: different ages, identities, families, genres and points of view appearing as an ordinary part of the entertainment landscape. That’s when inclusion starts to feel less like an event and more like everyday storytelling.
Better representation begins with better choices, both on screen and behind it.
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