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Abstract

Background Research within the Italian context on the determinants of attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women is rela-
tively poor compared with the large number of investigations carried out in other countries. Our goal is to examine Italians’
attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women, as well as the factors that encourage these perspectives. We are interested in
whether socio-demographic characteristics such as gender, age, education level, and religiosity predict negative attitudes
toward gay men and lesbian women. Another goal is to examine affectivity and sexism’s role in predicting attitudes toward
homosexuality.

Methods The study was conducted online with 1328 Italian heterosexual participants (women, 67.3%; men, 32.7%) ranging
in age from 18 to 78 (women: M =23.9, SD=5.2; men: M=26, SD=8.9).

Results The results show that men, older people, more religious people, sexists, and those who had higher negative affectiv-
ity were more predisposed to having negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women.

Conclusions The results are discussed, while considering their practical implications for prevention and education programs
focused on reducing discrimination against lesbian and gay people in Italian society today.

Keywords Attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women - Sexism - Positive and negative affect - Gender - Age - Education

level

Introduction

Attitudes toward homosexuality have undergone a worldwide
positive change in the past few decades (Roberts, 2019),
and this change has occurred within Italian society as well,
which has become more open about lesbian women and
gay men (LG people). Such attitudes have changed from
perceiving gay men and lesbian women as “intrinsically
disordered” individuals who need to be healed (Lingiardi
et al., 2005), to supporting gay men and lesbian women as
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being free to “‘come out of the closet” and become actively
involved in society. However, discrimination based on sexual
orientation is quite common today at both the social and
institutional levels (e.g., a lack of civil rights, disapproval
of same-sex parenting, and overt homonegative attitudes),
exerting a strong, negative impact on individual health and
society (Baiocco et al., 2019; Rolle et al., 2020; Santona &
Tognasso, 2018).

Thus, it is necessary to continue researching factors
that predict negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbian
women; designing interventions, such as education
programs, that aim to diminish such negative attitudes;
and promoting this change. Furthermore, it is important to
evaluate these factors in the specific sociocultural context
in which they are active (Donaldson et al., 2017). In recent
years, the number of published studies on these topics has
been increasing within the Italian context, but the need for
more research remains (Lingiardi et al., 2005; Prati et al.,
2011; Santona & Tognasso, 2018; Salvati et al., 2019;
Scandurra et al., 2020). In the USA and Australia, more
studies have been conducted than in other countries, so a
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new study from Italy would contribute to this research area.
The importance of conducting studies in different countries
has been confirmed by De Witte et al. (2019), who found
significant differences between European countries regarding
perspectives toward homosexuality—even among teachers
and pupils, which should be two categories of individuals
with more access to education and training, when compared
with the general population.

Furthermore, even though considerable extant research
has examined socio-demographic variables’ (gender,
education, age, sexism, and religious orientation) impact
on attitudes toward gay and lesbian people, the role of
affective states concerning sexual orientation has not been
investigated significantly. The present study aims to fill this
gap to shed light on the association between affective states
concerning sexual orientation and homonegative attitudes.

Gender, Age, Education Level, and Attitudes Toward
Homosexuality

Many extant studies have found significant effects from
gender on attitudes toward homosexuality. For example,
men display more negative attitudes than women (Herek
and Gonzalez-Rivera, 2006; Lingiardi et al., 2005; Ratcliff
et al., 2006; Scandurra et al., 2020). Recently, Donaldson
et al. (2017) confirmed that “gender played a key role in
the likelihood of adopting pro-homosexuality attitudes”
(p- 106). Moreover, attitudes toward gay men appear to be
more negative than those toward gay women (De Witte et al.,
2019; Herek, 2002). This difference is particularly evident
in males’ attitudes toward gay men; i.e., males have fewer
negative attitudes toward lesbian women. Females’ attitudes
do not significantly differ according to gender, as they view
gay men and lesbian women the same way (Donaldson et al.
2017; ). One possible reason may be that society emphasizes
the value of heterosexuality in the context of masculinity
also in terms of intimate relations (Roll¢ et al., 2018), or
the ageing period (Gerino et al., 2018), and gender roles
(Caldarera et al., 2019). Petersen and Hyde (2010) found that
men, compared with women, conform more to gender-role
attitudes, which are linked to attitudes toward gay men and
lesbian women. Also, homonegativity today remains related
to the perception of threatened masculinity (Konopka et al.,
2019).

Regarding age, cross-sectional studies, both in our nation
(Italy) and in the international context (Baiocco et al., 2020
, 2013; Herek, 2002; Steffens and Wagner, 2004), have
demonstrated that negative attitudes toward homosexuality
are stronger in older people. A few longitudinal studies
have been conducted to gain a deeper understanding of this
relationship. Patrick et al. (2013) tested many variables,
including age, as predictors of attitude change across a time-
span of 2 years. When examining factors that could lead

to a negative change in positive attitudes across time, they
found that “the younger cohort was more likely to retain
their tolerant viewpoint toward homosexual behavior” (p.
618). The authors argued that this resilience in tolerance
among the young indicated a “generational acceptance
of homosexuality as a valid and normal type of sexual
association” (p. 618).

Twenge et al. (2015), in a longitudinal US study,
separately analyzed the effects from time period, generation,
and age on tolerance toward different groups, including gay
men and lesbian women, and found an increase in tolerance
over time “cause(d) by a combination of time period and
generational effects, suggesting that the increase in tolerance
is a broad cultural trend.” (p. 393). Thus, although embedded
in complex relations, age generally has been found to be
associated with attitudes toward lesbian women and gay men.

Higher education levels were found to be associated with
freer moral values (Lubbers et al., 2009), with such results
interpreted in relation to those with higher education levels
being more open to new ideas and having more opportunities
to develop cognitive abilities (Ohlander et al., 2005)—and,
consequently, more opportunities to share principles (and
meanings) of equality (Van de Meerendonk & Scheepers,
2004).

Religiosity and Attitudes Toward Homosexuality

Heterosexual people with strong religious beliefs were found
to show fewer positive attitudes toward LG people (Finlay
& Walther, 2003; Schulte & Battle, 2004; Olson et al.,
2006; Scandurra et al., 2020; Sheldon et al., 2008; Vincent
et al., 2011). More specifically, Longo et al. (2013) outlined
how religiosity can impact attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors
beyond the reach of religious tradition, after describing the
difference between the two constructs:

Religiosity is the devoutness or importance of religion
in one’s life (e.g., Craven, 2004; Regnerus et al.,
1997), whereas religious tradition represents the
categorization of religious beliefs into major families
that share a core belief system and history (e.g.,
Christian, Buddhist, etc.) (p. 274).

As mentioned by Longo et al. (2013), Hicks and Lee
(2006) found that religiosity significantly predicts public
attitudes toward gay and lesbian people, with less religious
people showing more positive attitudes. Religiosity’s role
also was highlighted in studies focusing on protective factors
for LGB adolescents’ psychological well-being (Nielson,
2017), in which a more supportive climate in religious
families is associated with lower health risk behavior
(Hatzenbuehler et al., 2012).

Moreover, a recent study (Piumatti, 2017) confirmed
a model in which “religiosity and both mediators [male
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role endorsement and homosexual stereotyping] positively
explained anti-homosexual attitudes” (p. 1961).

Sexism, Affective States, and Attitudes Toward
Homosexuality

The perception of behaviors that do not conform to gender
and gender roles may influence negative attitudes toward
LG people (Deaux & Lewis, 1984; Kite & Deaux, 1987;
Whitley, 2001; Doyle et al., 2015). Glick and Fiske (1996)
highlighted how sexism is a particular and multidimensional
form of prejudice toward women because it is marked by
ambivalence. For this reason, the authors introduced
the construct of ambivalent sexism. These attitudes are
subjectively positive in the tone of feeling (for the person
who perceives it) and also tend to provoke behaviors
typically categorized as prosocial (e.g., helpful) or seeking
intimacy. The problematic element resides in the reference
to reductive stereotypes and the male gender’s supposed
dominance over the female.

Regarding the link between sexism and discriminatory
attitudes toward LG people, some feminist authors
(Wittig, 1992) identified a link between heterosexism
and gender oppression: The consequent prejudice of a
heterosexist nature also creates a bias against LG people,
leading to a marked favoritism for heterosexuals (Jung
& Smith, 1993).

In the literature (Whitley, 1987; Black et al., 1998;
Davies, 2004; Sakalli, 2002; Madureira, 2007; Capezza,
2007; Rees-Turyn et al., 2008; Wilkinson, 2008; Brambilla
et al., 2011a, 2011b; Doyle et al., 2015; Ioverno et al.,
2018; Salvati et al., 2018, 2019), a significant correlation
between sexism—in its hostile and benevolent forms—
and discriminatory attitudes toward the LG population has
emerged. Traditional gender roles are related to the increased
assumption of sexist opinions (Glick & Fiske, 1996) and
sexual prejudice (Sakalli, 2002; Capezza, 2007). The results
from a study done by Whitley (2001) confirmed that the
main predictors of anti-homosexual attitudes were the
beliefs connected to traditional sexism, adherence to male
role norms, and benevolent sexism. In a study conducted
in Turkey by Sakalli (2002), only a weak correlation
between benevolent sexism and discriminatory attitudes
toward LG people was found, while a strong relationship
between the latter and hostile sexism emerged. It also was
found, in line with the literature, that men showed higher
scores on sexism, particularly in the hostile component,
and more negative attitudes toward homosexuality than
women, while there were no significant gender differences
concerning benevolent sexism. In research by Sakalli-Ugurlu
and Ugurlu (2016), the benevolent attitude, both for men
and women, leads to rejection of those who do not comply
with cultural prescriptions, violating gender differentiation
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and heterosexuality. Another finding from this study is that
women who reported higher scores on the hostility scale
demonstrated more negative attitudes toward gay men,
while men’s hostile beliefs were not associated with an
aversion to homosexuality. In Italy, as underlined by Salvati
et al. (2019), stereotypical gender roles seem to be “more
prominent than in other Western regions” (p. 463), with the
ideology linked to traditional gender roles “closely related
to the concepts of machismo and sexism” (p. 463).
Generally, individuals with high negative affective states
concentrate on the negative aspects of themselves, of
others, and of the world (Watson & Pennebaker, 1989).
As Serafini et al. (2016) noted, positive affect could be
defined as the extent to which a person has an experience
of alert in a pleasant direction. Conversely, according to
the authors, negative affect refers to a state of subjective
distress with unpleasant feelings. In the literature on the
relationship between affective states and attitudes toward
gay men and lesbian people, the number of studies is
very poor, and scant research exists on the topic of the
relationship between mood and openness to diversity and
stigmatized behaviors (Manucia et al., 1984; Mahaffey
et al., 2005; Morrison et al., 2018). More specifically,
the area of cognitive components of attitudes has been
covered more widely in studies related to discrimination
against LG people, while the area of emotional reaction
to a stimulus that may be subject to prejudice remains
little explored. In fact, in research on attitudes toward
homosexuality, the emotional dimension is viewed as
central, but as far as we know, few studies have examined
this aspect significantly and deepened its connection
to prejudice. Despite affective responses emerging as
stronger predictors of prejudice and discrimination, most
research in the field of homonegativity has focused on
the cognitive component, with minimal attention paid to
affect’s role in understanding anti-gay men/lesbian women
bias (Mahaffey et al., 2005; Morrison et al., 2018). We
believe that this literature gap could be bridged through
studies that deepen and expand the knowledge available
on the subject. The framework within which the present
study was planned—with the intention of filling this gap—
connects sexual prejudice and emotional states. In line
with Herek and McLemore (2013), sexual prejudice, as
an attitude, is based on the information that individuals
derive from their affective responses. It is most likely
to occur when individuals experience negative affective
states (Bless et al., 1996). Shaffer and Augustine (2003)
and Parrott et al. (2006) confirmed the existence of
a relationship between sexual prejudice and negative
affectivity. Therefore, it is reasonable to hypothesize that
the predominance of negative affective states would entail
more unfavorable attitudes toward gay men and lesbian
people. To better establish this framework, one source of
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information about attitudes and affect is the literature on
intergroup attitudes (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Parker
Tapias et al., 2007; Ray & Parkhill, 2020). In this field,
we can find models that conceptualize attitudes, including
three components: cognitive, affective, and behavioral
(Breckler, 1984; Esses & Dovidio, 2002). The cognitive
component refers to “specific thoughts or beliefs about
the attitude object, the affective component involves
feelings and emotions associated with the attitude object,
and the behavioral component reflects associations with
the person’s past or intended action toward the attitude
object” (Esses & Dovidio, 2002, p. 1202). Affect
contributes to intergroup attitudes (Eagly et al., 1994;
Jussim et al., 1995; Esses & Dovidio, 2002; Taylor, 2007),
and, as stated by Morrison et al. (2018), “The affective
component of social bias refers to the emotions evoked
by members of a target group” (p. 5). Previously, Cottrell
and Neuberg (2005) reported evidence that supported
the notion that outgroups could activate specific threats,
such as contamination or harm, and that these threats
are associated with distinct emotions. Outgroups may
elicit emotion by activating either a form of judgment
relating to a basic appraisal theme or a socio-moral
theme (Parker Tapias et al., 2007). Studies about anti-gay
attitudes and affect, e.g., the one by Parker Tapias et al.
(2007), stressed the association between a gay prime and
negative feelings (e.g., disgust, anger, fear). In the study
cited above in particular, the close relationship between
disgust sensitivity and anti-gay attitudes emerged, and
a relationship between anger and prejudice toward gay
men was revealed. What emerges from the analysis of the
literature is how emotions that have negative connotations
are associated with discriminatory attitudes (risk factor),
while positive emotions’ role in reacting to an LG matrix
stimulus (protective factor) is less clear. Consequently,
one of the objectives of the present study is to deepen
the association between positive and negative emotional
reactions and unfavorable or prejudicial attitudes toward
the LG population.

Aims

As noted above, affective states (Bishop, 2015; Parrot
& Peterson, 2008), religiosity, sexism, and personal
characteristics (e.g., gender, education level, and age) are
associated with attitudes toward homosexuality (Warringer
et al., 2013; Nielson, 2017). Moreover, such attitudes
change across different cultures (Kite et al., 2018), and
the Italian context still ends up being a traditional one in
which religion is particularly important compared with
other Western countries (Yerkes et al., 2018). Therefore,
in line with the empirical research mentioned above,

our study intended to test the association of gender and
religiosity with attitudes toward gay men and lesbian
people in an Italian sample, along with the factors that
encourage these attitudes. Specifically, the present study
had the following aims:

- to test differences as a function of gender and religiosity
in attitudes toward LG people, affective states elicited by LG
themes, and sexism.

- to examine whether religious orientation, affective states,
and sexism significantly impacted negative attitudes toward
homosexuality incrementally beyond the effects from demo-
graphic factors.

Methods
Procedure

Between July 2014 and December 2016, we conducted a
national survey.

A questionnaire was created in a web survey system so
that it could be completed online. Several.

Sampling strategies were used in the present study,
including snowball, convenience, and respondent-focused
sampling, with most participants contacted using online
surveys. Of these, 1328 heterosexual individuals completed
the survey and were included in final analyses.

Completion of the questionnaire was voluntary and
anonymous, and participants were informed that responses
would be reserved and that they should not attempt to look at
others’ answers or discuss responses while the questionnaire
was being administered. They had the right not to answer
any questions that distressed them, but were told that they
should try to answer the questions honestly.

The study protocol was in accordance with the national
research committee’s ethical standards and was approved by
the University of Torino’s Bioethics Committee in 2014. In
mid-2016, the project was expanded to include research on
same-sex parenting attitudes. The same committee approved
integration of the projects.

Participants

The sample comprised 1328 Italian participants—=894
women (67.3%) and 434 men (32.7%)—who all self-
identified as heterosexuals. Participants’ ages ranged from 18
to 78 (women: M=23.9, SD=5.2; men: M =26, SD=8.9).

As for the women’s education levels, 59% of the
participants held a high school diploma, 36% held a
university degree, and 5% held a PhD. As for men’s
education levels, 64% of the participants held a high school
diploma, 32% completed a university degree, and 4% held a
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Table 1 Demographic and socioeconomic sample’s characteristics

Variable Number (%)
Gender Males 434 (32.7%)
Females 894 (67.3%)
Educational level High school 841 (63.3%)
University degree 469 (35.3%)
PhD 18 (1.4%)

PhD. Table 1 reports on the sample’s gender and education
characteristics.

All participants were Italians living in Italy who did not
receive any incentives for participating in the study.

Measures

Demographic information: A demographic questionnaire
was administered to participants to collect information on
gender, age, education level, marital status, and employment
status.

Religious Orientation

Religiosity was measured by asking participants, “Do you
consider yourself as belonging to a religious denomination?
(I =yes, 0=no). Altogether, 46% (n=608) of the
participants indicated having no religious affiliations, while
the other 54% (n="720) had religious affiliations. Altogether,
62% of female participants and 39% of male participants had
no religious affiliations.

We then measured, using one item, whether or not
participants practiced their religion: “Do you practice your
religion?” (2=yes, 1 =no, 0=no religion). Altogether, 25%
of the participants (n=336) indicated that they practiced
their religion and 29% do not practice their religion (n=384),
with 18% of females and 13% of males claiming to practice
their religion and 25% of females and 26% of males stating
that they have a religious affiliation, but do not practice
their religion. There was no significant relationship between
gender and religious involvement (y>=4.56, p=0.03).

Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men Scale

The ATLG scale (Herek, 1988) comprises 20 items, 10 to
assess attitudes toward gay men (ATG) and 10 to assess
attitudes toward lesbian women (ATL). The items linked
to approval of male homosexuality and lesbianism were
assessed through a five-point, Likert-type scale (from
1 =strongly agree to 5 =strongly disagree). Sample items
include “Lesbians are sick” and “I think male homosexuals
are disgusting.” A higher total score indicates negative
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attitudes toward homosexuality, whereas lower scores
indicate positive attitudes (Herek & McLemore, 2011). In
the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of reliability was
a=0.77 for the ATG, a=0.75 for the ATL, and a=0.86 for
total score (ATLG).

Positive and Negative Affective States

The Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) is
a 20-item self-report instrument that measures positive
and negative affect (Watson et. al 1988; Italian version by
Terracciano et al., 2003). It is the most frequently used
instrument to assess positive affect (PA) and negative affect
(NA) in terms of affect intensity (level) (Nicolas et al.,
2014). The PA subscale indicates the level of excited and
determined pleasurable engagement, or the extent to which
a person feels enthusiastic and active. The NA subscale
indicates a general aspect of subjective distress and
disagreeable engagement that includes aversive affects such
as nervousness, fear, shame, and guilt. Each of the items is
evaluated on a scale from 1 (“very slightly or not at all”’) to
5 (“extremely”).

The Italian version of the scale offers solid psychometric
properties and notable cross-cultural convergence. In the
present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of reliability for the PA
was a=0.87 and for the NA, a=0.85.

The Short Version of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory

The short version of the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory
(ASI), a 12-item scale developed by Glick and Whitehead
(2010), is a revamp of the original 22-item ASI (Glick &
Fiske, 1996), containing the items found to have the greatest
factor loadings on benevolent sexism (BS, six items) and
hostile sexism (HS, six items). The items are shown as a
sequence of statements concerning relationships between
men and women in society (e.g., “When women lose to men
in a fair competition, they typically complain about being
discriminated against”). Participants were required to rate
their agreement with each statement using a six-point Likert
scale ranging from “0” (disagree strongly) to “5” (agree
strongly). A higher ASI score is symptomatic of a greater
endorsement of sexism.

In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha of reliability
was a=0.74 for the BS, a=0.72 for the HS, and a=0.80
for ASI total score.

Data Analyses

Data analysis was conducted with IBM SPSS Version 21.
Descriptive statistics were calculated on the assessed

variables, with mean scores and associated standard

deviations reported. For analyses of gender and religiosity
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(in terms of non-religious participants and religious
participants, including those who practice their religion
and those who do not), differences in levels of negative
attitudes toward homosexuality, affective states, and
sexism, a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
was performed. Post hoc analyses were performed wherever
appropriate.

Pearson correlation coefficients were used to assess the
association between age, gender, religiosity, positive and
negative affective states, hostile sexism, benevolent sexism,
and attitudes toward homosexuality.

After controlling for relevant demographic characteristics,
hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted
to investigate the association between participants’
religiousness, positive and negative affective states, hostile
sexism, benevolent sexism, and negative attitudes toward
homosexuality.

Results
Correlations Among Variables

A correlational analysis was conducted to examine the
relationship between negative attitudes toward homosexuality,
positive and negative affective states, hostile sexism, and
benevolent sexism among the sample of heterosexual Italian
participants. The results (Table 2) showed a significant
correlation between negative attitudes toward homosexuality,
positive and negative affective states, hostile sexism, and
benevolent sexism. In particular, the analysis showed that
negative attitudes toward homosexuality were correlated
significantly to greater negative affective states, hostile
sexism, and benevolent sexism, as well as decreased positive
affective states.

Gender and Religiosity Differences in Attitudes
Toward Homosexuality, Affective States, and Sexism

Attitudes toward homosexuality

A 2 (gender: men vs. women) X 3 (participants’ religious
orientation: non-religious participants vs. participants who
practice their religion vs. participants who do not practice
their religion) MANOVA was conducted on the ATG and
ATL subscales and total ATLG score.

A significant main effect from gender was found
(F[2,1281]=40.54; p<0.001, Wilks’ 1=0.94, partial
n*=0.06). Given the overall test’s significance, the
univariate main effects were examined. Univariate tests
for gender revealed that the ATG and ATL scores and total

Table 2 Correlations among all variables

11

10

1. Gender
2. Age

— 0.105%%%

0.702%**
—0.001
—0.030
—0.026

0.001

3. Educational level

— 0.179**

0.042

4. Religiousness

5.PA
6. NA
7.BS
8. HS

—0.038

0.071%*
—0.038
—0.053
—0.048
—0.061*
— 0.059*
— 0.064*

0.229%3**
— 0.167***
— 0.073***
— 0.256%**
—0.050

0.108**
-0.020
-0.029

0.146%**

0.131%**

0.122%%%*
0.055*

0.43 15

0.187%**

0.029
—0.009

— 0.187#%* 0.261%** 0.1917%%* 0.142%**

— 0.207%%**
— 0.218%***

0.209%**

9. ATL
10. ATG

0.246%** 0.241%** 0.573%%*

0.364%%%

0.213%**

0.017

— 0,174
— 0,132

0.241%%* 0.217%** 0.848** 0.895%**

0.346%#*

0.228%**

0.008

11. ATLG

#p < .05; p** <.01; ¥ p<.001
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Table 3 Means and standard deviations for scales by gender X religiousness groups (N=1328)

Male (N=434) Female (N=2894) Participants’ Participants’ who Participants’ who
non-religious do practice their ~ do not practice
(N=T78) religion (N=216) their religion
(N=334)
M (SD) M (SD) F 7 M(SD) M (SD M (SD) F e
ATLG
ATL 8.11 (2.97) 7.68 (2.50) 12.98*** (.01  7.36a (2.28) 8.89b (3.14) 8.21¢ (2.92) 31.94%*%% (.05
ATG 9.85 (3.96) 8.30 (2.70) 73.32%%% (.05 8.24a(2.84) 10.07b (3.84) 9.33b (3.43) 39.3*** (.06
Total score 17.83 (6.18) 15.96 (4.68) 47.49%*% (.04 15.59a (4.53) 18.69b (6.28) 17.48¢ (5.68) 43.03*** (.06
PANAS
PA 15.95 (5.44) 19.14 (6.92) 41.15%#* (0.04 18.42a(6.92) 17.41a (5.51) 17.81a (6.64) 1.5 0.00
NA 12.16 (3.80) 11.08 (2.35) 22.15 0.01 11.19a(2.58) 12.05b (4.01) 11.70b (2.87) 8.4%#%k (.02
ASI
BS 2.80 (.63) 2.72 (0.64) 7.6% 0.05 2.62a(.55) 2.89b (.59) 2.85b (.48) 14.2%%% (.03
HS 2.88 (.70) 2.52(0.67) 73.1%¥*%% 0.01  2.65a(.65) 2.79b (.66) 2.85b (0.56) 4.9%* 0.01

Means followed by the same letter at the same row are not significantly different (p <0.05) according to the pairwise ¢ test with Bonferroni cor-

rection

ATL attitudes toward lesbians, attitudes toward homosexual men, PA positive affect, NA negative affect, BS sexism benevolent, HS sexism

benevolent
*p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001

ATLG score were significantly higher for males than for
females (Table 3).

A significant main effect from religiosity was obtained
(F[4,2562]=21.01; p<0.001, Wilks’ 1=0.93, partial
7*=0.03).

Univariate tests for religiosity showed that the ATG
and ATL scores and total ATLG score were significantly
different among religious groups.

Post hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD showed that the ATG
and ATL mean scores and total ATLG score of non-religious
participants were significantly lower than those of religious
participants who practice their religion and those who don’t.

Also, the mean ATL and total ATGL scores of the
religious participants who practice their religion were
significantly higher than the mean scores of the religious
participants who do not practice their religion (Table 3).

Finally, no interaction effects were obtained (F[4,
2562]=2.05, p=0.09, Wilks’ 1=0.99, 7>=0.003).

Affective States

A 2 (gender: men vs. women) X 3 (participants’ religious
orientation: non-religious participants vs. participants who
practice their religion vs. participants who do not practice
their religion) MANOVA was conducted on the PA and NA
scores for PANAS.

A significant main effect from gender was found
(F[2,1321]=59.91; p<0.001, Wilks’ 1=0.92, partial
77 =0.08). Given the overall test’s significance, the univariate
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main effects were examined. Univariate tests for gender
revealed that females obtained a significantly higher PA score
and a significantly lower NA score than males (Table 3).

A significant main effect from religiosity was obtained
(F[4,2642] =6.45; p<0.001, Wilks’ 1=0.98, partial
7n*=0.01). Given the overall test’s significance, the
univariate main effects were examined. Univariate tests
for religiosity revealed that the NA score was significantly
different among groups.

Post hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD showed that
the mean NA scores of non-religious participants were
significantly lower than the mean scores of religious
participants, both those who practice their religion and
those who do not. No interaction effects were found (F[4,
2562]=1.04, p=0.39, Wilks’ 1=0.99, 5*>=0.002).

Sexism

A 2 (gender: men vs. women) X (participants’ religiosity:
non-religious participants vs. participants who practice
their religion vs. participants who do not practice their
religion) MANOVA was conducted on the BS and HS
scores for ASI.

A significant main effect from gender was found
(F[2,1321]1=50.33; p<0.001, Wilks’ 1=0.92, partial
7>=0.08). Given the overall test’s significance, the univariate
main effects were examined. Univariate tests for gender
revealed that males registered significantly higher BS and HS
scores than females (Table 3).
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A significant main effect also was found for religiosity
(F[4,1321]1=13.27; p<0.001, Wilks’ 1=0.96, partial
112=0.O3]. Given the overall test’s significance, the univariate
main effects were examined. Univariate tests for religiosity
revealed that BS and HS scores were significantly different
among groups (non-religious vs. religious who practice and
religious who do not).

Post hoc analyses using Tukey’s HSD showed that
non-religious participants’ BS and HS mean scores were
significantly lower than the mean scores of religious participants
who practice their religion and religious participants who do not
practice their religion.

No interaction effects were found (F[4, 2562]=1.37, p=0.24,
Wilks” 1=0.99, =0.002).

Incremental Prediction of Negative Attitudes
Toward Homosexuality by Demographic Variables,
Religiosity, Affective States, and Sexism

A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was performed to
discern whether religiosity, affective states, and sexism exerted
a significant incremental impact on negative attitudes toward
homosexuality in ways that extend beyond demographic
variables’ effects.

In Step 1, demographic variables were entered (gender,
age, and education level). In Step 2, religiosity, the two
affective states’ variables, and the two sexism variables were
entered.

As can be seen in Table 4, demographic variables
significantly predicted negative attitudes toward homosexuality,
explaining 4.7% of the variance. Age, gender, and education
level were significant predictors; those who were younger,
females, and those with higher education levels were less
likely to show negative attitudes toward homosexuality than
older people, males, and those with lower education levels.
Religiosity, affective states, and sexism were introduced in

Step 2 and explained a relatively large amount of variance
in negative attitudes toward homosexuality. The gender and
education characteristics no longer were significant predictors
of negative attitudes toward homosexuality when affective
states and sexism were included in the prediction model.
Religiosity was a strong predictor of negative attitudes toward
homosexuality. Also, higher negative affective state scores and
lower positive affective state scores indicated stronger negative
attitudes toward homosexuality. Both hostile and benevolent
sexism contributed, independently and positively, to negative
attitudes toward homosexuality. Hostile sexism was the stronger
of these two predictors.

Both hostile and benevolent sexism contributed,
independently and positively, to negative attitudes toward
homosexuality. Hostile sexism was the stronger of these two
predictors.

The proportion of variance accounted for by the full model
was 27% (F[8, 1327]=62.07; p<0.001).

Discussion

This study’s purpose was to gain knowledge about the
factors that can encourage negative attitudes toward
gay men and lesbian people, using a sample of Italian
heterosexual individuals. One of the paper’s aims was to
discover whether Italian people of different genders and
religiosity reported different attitudes toward gay men and
lesbian women. In line with the literature, heterosexual
men in the study showed higher levels of negative attitudes
toward homosexuality than heterosexual women (Donaldson
et al., 2017; Lingiardi et al., 2005; Ratcliff et al., 2006;
Scandurra et al., 2020). A possible explanation for this
difference may be that the Italian culture still stresses the
importance of rejecting men who contravene social norms
that affirm one’s masculinity. Lesbian women and gay men

Table 4 Hierarchical multiple

. . Step 1 Step 2
regression rpodels predicting i Vi
negative attitude toward
homosexuality Gender (1 =Males; 2 =Females) — 1.68%* -033

Age 0.11%* 0.07*
Educational level (1 =High school; 2 =University degree 3 =PhD) — 1.31%* —0.52
Religious orientation (0 =participants’ non-religious; 1 =participants who do 1.10%*
not practice their religion; 2 = participants’ who do practice their religion)

Positive affective states — 1.19%*
Negative affective state 0.56%*
Sexism hostile 1.31%%*
Sexism benevolent 0.60%*
R 0.047%* 0.27%%
Adjusted R? 0.044%* 0.27%*
AR? 0.23%:*

p <.01; **p <.001
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are perceived as violating traditional gender-specific
norms, which may lead, in this mindset, to homosexuality
being viewed as a threat to masculinity, as we noted in the
introduction (Konopka et al., 2019).

Our results also confirmed significant differences in
attitudes toward gay men and lesbian people (Ng et al.,
2015) as a function religiosity. Non-religious participants
consistently reported lower levels of negative attitudes
compared with religious participants, regardless of whether
they practice or do not practice their religion. In addition,
religious participants who practice their religion showed
higher levels of negative attitudes on the ATL and ATLG
scales compared with religious participants who do not
practice their religion. In other words, the present findings
support the hypothesis that both religiosity and religious
practices are associated with different levels in attitudes
toward lesbian women and gay men. This corresponds
with extant research (e.g., Herek & Capitanio, 1995, 1996;
Scandurra et al., 2020) in demonstrating religiosity’s role in
influencing ethical issues, which is particularly significant
within the Italian context. As suggested in the literature, in
Italy, religious attendance has declined over time (Vezzoni
& Biolcati-Rinaldi, 2015), and if such a decline continues,
it could lead to shifts not only toward greater acceptance of
civil rights for lesbian women and gay men but also toward
changes in beliefs regarding the morality of homosexuality.
Future studies are needed to investigate such a shift.

Interesting results were elicited on gender differences
on the levels of emotional reaction to LG stimuli. In
particular, female participants registered average scores
on the scale that detects the highest positive affective
state compared with males. This could indicate a greater
disposition among women toward reacting positively to
making contact with lesbian and gay content. On the other
hand, no gender differences were found regarding negative
emotional activation levels. In line with previous results in
the literature, men demonstrated higher levels of benevolent
and hostile sexism than women.

The exploration of the influence of gender, age, education
level, religiosity, affective states, and sexism variables on
participants’ attitudes toward homosexuality in the present
study indicated that hostile sexism is the best predictor
of negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women,
followed by religiosity, benevolent sexism, age, negative
affective states, and education level. Regarding gender
and education, we found that while they were significant
in Step 1 of the hierarchical regression, they lost statistical
significance in Step 2, when sexism and affective states
were entered as predictors. This finding may indicate a
potential interactional effect between demographic variables
and sexism and affective states in their relationship with
attitudes toward gay men and lesbian people (Sakalli-
Ugurlu & Ugurlu, 2016). In Step 2 of the regression, age
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remained significant, but with a very low impact, confirming
the stronger effect that sexism and affective states exert on
attitudes toward homosexuality compared with demographic
variables. Regarding the predictors of attitudes toward LG
people, both the emotional component and sexism are
significant. Specifically, the positive affective state seems
to lead to less-discriminatory attitudes, while the negative
affective attitude, hostile and benevolent sexism, leads to
more-discriminatory attitudes regardless of gender and
religious attitude.

These results confirmed that individuals who are more
sexist were more likely to have negative attitudes toward
homosexuality because they strongly accept traditional
gender roles and believe that legitimate sexual and emotional
relationships only can exist between males and females.
Also, it is interesting to note that negative attitudes toward
gay men and lesbian women are influenced by low positive
affective states and high negative emotions. In particular,
the predominance of negative affective states leads to higher
levels of negative attitudes toward gay men and lesbian
people. Instead, people with positive affective states are
more inclined to have positive attitudes toward gay men
and lesbian people. Considering that the present study’s
results are lacking on affective states’ impact on reticence
to diversity, future research should consider continuing
to examine whether affectivity impacts attitudes toward
homosexuality. In the hierarchical regression model
presented here, the results relative to the PA, whose influence
on attitudes is more marked than that relative to negative
affectivity, help clarify how a positive emotional reaction
to an LG stimulus can play the role of a protective factor
against discriminatory attitudes toward a target population.
The emotional reaction’s negative component retains its
role as a risk factor, as does sexism. Regarding the latter,
the greatest burden is found on hostile sexism, although
benevolent sexism is not exempt from manifesting an
effect. This complexity regarding risk and protection factors
certainly needs further investigation, but also highlights how
important it is to give primary importance to the emotional
dimension in preventing discrimination, e.g., by means of
specific education interventions (Bartos et al., 2014). What
has been stressed so far could be integrated effectively with
the theory of enlargement and the construction of positive
emotions (Fredrickson, 2004). This approach suggests that
positive emotions can help broaden awareness and encourage
changes in thoughts and actions toward greater acceptance
and flexibility.

Future Directions
Future research should investigate and pay closer attention to

the combined effects from socio-demographic characteristics
due to important practical implications and the need for
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prevention education programs to focus on appropriate
target groups. In addition, considering that the present
study’s results are lacking on the affective state’s impact
on reticence to diversity, future research should consider
continuing to examine whether and how affectivity impacts
attitudes toward homosexuality.

Limitations

Some limitations in the present study should be noted. First,
our results were acquired through a correlational design on
a convenience sample, thereby requiring greater caution
in generalizing. Also, this limitation does not allow for a
causal interpretation of our results. Only future longitudinal
research can offer a response to the issue of causal relations’
direction.

Regarding each participant’s relationship to religion, we
measured religiosity but did not address various religious
identities. Also, the accuracy of self-reported religiosity
may be improved by using validated measures of religiosity
orientation. These issues could be examined further in future
studies.

In addition, an assessment of affective states, sexism, and
attitudes toward homosexuality based on self-reports may
show probable biases. Other assessment instruments and
informants should be adopted in future studies to reduce
shared variance.

Another limitation in the present study was the uneven
gender distribution (67.3% of the participants were women).
Future studies should use similar or matched samples of men
and women to minimize sample bias.

Clinical and Social Implications

Despite the limitations, the present study’s findings still
provide precious information concerning predictors of the
intention to behave in a certain way toward gay men and
lesbian women.

We have provided a principal examination of the role of
various types of socio-demographic characteristics, beliefs,
and emotions, and we have confirmed that gender, age,
education, religiosity, sexism, and affectivity are all significant
predictors of attitudes toward gay men and lesbian women.

Of course, our research could not fully address all
possible predictors of these attitudes. Future studies
should focus on testing the role of additional variables
(e.g., political orientation, direct and indirect contact with
lesbian women and gay men, different traits, and beliefs) that
have been shown to be significant elements of attitudes, or
important moderating and mediating variables.

It is important to develop preventive education programs
in Italy associated with clearly formulated organizational
(i.e., at school or university) policy on zero tolerance

toward unequal treatment, bullying, and negative conduct
against lesbian women and gay men. Only in this way can a
constructive organizational or educational environment be
achieved, and a feedback loop that reduces negative attitudes’
frequency can be put into place (Birkett et al., 2009). Our
results show that these education programs should be
directed toward individuals who are more religious and more
sexist, as well as males, those who are less educated, and
the elderly. These programs should include occasions for
constructive contact with gay men and lesbian women, as
numerous studies have demonstrated that more contact with
gay men and lesbian women offers a motivational framework
in which heterosexuals can increase their knowledge and
become psychologically reinforced to change their behaviors
and attitudes (Herek, 2007).

We hope that this research will inspire Italian academics
to focus on understanding individuals’ attitudes toward
homosexuality. Increased psychological research could
help decrease preconceptions of and discrimination against
gay men and lesbian women, their relationships, and their
groups.
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