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Abstract
Introduction  Studies examining why heteronormative beliefs shape the coming out process of sexual minority men are still 
scarce. This study aimed to examine whether heteronormative beliefs result in more internalized homonegativity and more 
sexual identity stigma. We also compared socio-cultural contexts—Portugal and Turkey—with distinct social policies toward 
sexual minority people. Lastly, we explored the correlates of coming out to friends and family members.
Methods  A cross-sectional study with 562 sexual minority men (93.4% cisgender; Mage = 26.69, SD = 9.59) from Portugal 
and Turkey was conducted between March and July 2019.
Results  Heteronormative beliefs were associated with increased internalized homonegativity and, in turn, with increased 
sexual identity stigma (identity stigma and social discomfort). This mediation was moderated by country, such that conditional 
direct effects were stronger among Turkish sexual minority men. Conditional indirect effects, however, were stronger among 
Portuguese sexual minority men. Furthermore, less internalized homonegativity and less social discomfort were associated 
with coming out to friends and family members in different ways.
Conclusions  This study contributed to the understanding of sexual identity development and acceptance among sexual 
minority men in two distinct socio-cultural contexts. Findings showed that the internalization of heteronormative beliefs 
was associated with identity stigma and highlighted the role of socialization in these processes.
Policy Implications  For people working with sexual minority men from diverse socio-cultural contexts, our findings can 
offer new insights on how to offer the best help in the coming out process of these sexual minority men.
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Introduction

The process of sexual identity development in sexual minor-
ity people (e.g., gay, lesbian, bisexual, pansexual) is com-
plex and entails the experience of cognitive incongruence 
between expected heterosexuality and the experience of 
same-sex sexual and romantic feelings (Cass, 1979). This 
process is often associated with poorer psychological and 
physical outcomes, such that people who struggle with their 
sexual identity are at higher risk of developing depressive 
symptoms later on (Everett, 2015). When people are able to 

resolve such incongruity, they are more likely to accept their 
sexual identity and—to some extent—disclose it to others 
(D’Augelli, 1994; Manning, 2015; Rosario et al., 2001).

The coming out process can have several psychologi-
cal benefits, including increased self-esteem and sense of 
belonging, decreased minority stress and psychological dis-
tress, and better overall mental health (e.g., Bybee et al., 
2009; Meyer, 2013; Morris, 2001; Rosario et al., 2001). 
However, it can also be associated with negative psycho-
logical and physical outcomes, especially when people 
experience negative reactions or lack of support from their 
close social network (e.g., Goldbach et al., 2014; Ryan et al., 
2015). For example, Legate et al. (2011) showed that sexual 
minority people were less open about their sexual identity 
and experienced more anger and less self-esteem in contexts 
with low autonomy support (e.g., religious community), 
when compared to contexts with high autonomy support 
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(e.g., friends). There is also evidence that sexual minority 
people who go through the coming out process in heteronor-
mative socio-cultural contexts experience greater isolation, 
stigmatization, and violence (Martin & Hetrick, 1988). For 
example, Wagner et al. (2013) found that sexual minority 
men who experienced social hostility (e.g., verbal harass-
ment) were less comfortable with their identity, and more 
likely to develop coping mechanisms (e.g., social avoidance) 
to limit their exposure to stigma. Arguably, sexual minor-
ity people in heteronormative societies integrate negative 
societal views about sexuality as part of their sexual iden-
tity (Berg et al., 2016) and experience greater internalized 
homonegativity (Herek, 2004). In turn, internalized homon-
egativity emphasizes negative evaluations and stereotypes 
about gender. For example, López-Sáez et al. (2020) found 
that gay men who expressed greater discomfort with their 
sexuality also reported greater ambivalent sexism. Equally 
important, internalized homonegativity has been construed 
as a proximal stressor associated with poorer psychological 
health and well-being (e.g., Meyer, 2013). Hence, in this 
study, we examined if heteronormative beliefs—resulting 
from socially imposed heteronormativity—were associ-
ated with sexual identity stigma in sexual minority men 
and if this association was explained by their internalized 
homonegativity. We also explored the extent to which these 
variables were associated with the disclosure of sexual iden-
tity to friends and family. To have a more comprehensive 
understanding of these phenomena, we compared two socio-
cultural contexts—Portugal and Turkey—that have distinct 
social and legal perspectives on same-sex relationships (e.g., 
Carrol & Mendos, 2017; Costa, 2021), different levels of 
internalized homophobia (Berg et al., 2013) and different 
attitudes toward homosexuality and same-sex relationships 
(Costa et al., 2018; O’Neil & Çarkoğlu, 2020; Pew Research 
Center, 2020).

Heteronormativity and the Coming Out 
Process

Heteronormativity refers to a political, social, philosophical, 
and economic regime that imposes specific gender roles, 
sexual behaviors, and sexual orientation (e.g., through laws, 
religion, education, family) to conform with heterosexual-
ity, and with how men and women should behave (Habarth, 
2015; Kitzinger, 2005; Nielsen et al., 2000). This norm 
conveys the notion that heterosexuality is superior to other 
sexual identities (Eguchi, 2009; Elia, 2003; Habarth, 2015), 
rendering sexual minority people at risk for stigmatization 
and violence. Indeed, these people report being victims of 
physical and verbal harassment, property crime, and employ-
ment or housing discrimination (e.g., Drydakis, 2015; 
Herek, 2009; Swank et al., 2013). For example, heterosexual 

people are less likely to recommend gay-sounding men for 
typically masculine job positions (e.g., leadership; Fasoli 
et al., 2017). These people are also stigmatized by political 
structures. For example, Arreola et al. (2015) found higher 
levels of sexual identity stigma in countries that criminalize 
same-sex behaviors. In this sense, heteronormativity influ-
ences and justifies the assumptions of homonegativity.

Heteronormativity shapes not only the identity and behav-
iors of heterosexual people but also how sexual minority 
people construe their sexual identity and coming out. Indeed, 
the coming out process can be influenced by a myriad of val-
ues, including societal norms and public policies, and more 
particularly individual values and religious beliefs (Mohr & 
Fassinger, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2010). For example, Gough 
(2007) showed that gay male athletes were more likely to 
embrace typically masculine behaviors to avoid disclos-
ing their sexual identity because they feared the negative 
consequences of coming out in a typically hypermasculine 
context. Similarly, Gottschalk and Newton (2009) found that 
sexual minority people living in conservative rural contexts 
were less likely to disclose their sexual orientation, to avoid 
stigmatization and prejudice. In contrast, Toomey et al. 
(2012) found that sexual minority students perceived more 
safety when their schools engaged in policies to reduce het-
eronormativity. Similarly, Bauermeister et al. (2010) found 
that sexual minority people were more comfortable with 
exploring their sexual identity in contexts that supported 
non-conforming sexual identities.

Theoretical models focusing on the coming out pro-
cess define self-acceptance as the process whereby people 
embrace their non-heterosexual identity as part of the self 
(e.g., Bilodeau & Renn, 2005; Fassinger & Miller, 1997), 
and disclosure as the process whereby people openly share 
their sexual identity with others (e.g., Collins & Miller, 
1994; Mohr & Fassinger, 2003). Both processes are inter-
related, albeit not simultaneous, and can mutually influence 
each other (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996). Studies typically 
examine if and why heteronormativity acts as an external 
force (e.g., heteronormative contexts) in the coming out pro-
cess. We focused instead on the psychological internaliza-
tion of social heteronormativity (Crocker et al., 1998).

Heteronormativity Beliefs and Internalized 
Homonegativity

People are continuously exposed through institutions (e.g., 
school, family, religion) to heterosexist beliefs (e.g., Jackson, 
2006; Nielsen et al., 2000; Seidman, 2009). This likely results 
in internalized homonegativity, that is, negative attitudes and 
stigmatization of others solely based on their sexual identity 
(Habarth, 2015; Herek, 2000; T. G. Morrison et al., 1999). To 
sexual minority people, internalized homonegativity conflicts 
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with the self-acceptance and disclosure of their sexual iden-
tity. According to the minority stress model (Meyer, 1995, 
2013), internalized homonegativity can be associated with 
poorer mental outcomes, such as negative feelings toward 
one’s sexual identity and discrimination of non-heterosexual 
people (Herek, 2004), anxiety and depression (Lorenzi et al., 
2015), and social anxiety (Lingiardi et al., 2012). These cor-
relates were found to be cross-culturally robust (Sattler & 
Lemke, 2019). For example, Feinstein et al. (2012) found 
that sexual minority people who were stigmatized by others 
and their society reported more social anxiety and depressive 
symptoms. This occurred, at least in part, because sexual 
minority people had more internalized homonegativity, and 
therefore felt worse about themselves and their sexual iden-
tity. Internalized homonegativity was also one of the reasons 
why sexual identity discrimination is related to less subjec-
tive well-being (Conlin et al., 2019; Walch et al., 2016). This 
can have implications for physical health, such that people 
with more internalized homonegativity were more likely to 
have been diagnosed with sexually transmitted infections and 
to report substance abuse (Andrinopoulos et al., 2015; Berg 
et al., 2015), and are likely to perceive more stress one year 
later (Tatum & Ross, 2020). Internalized homonegativity can 
also shape interpersonal experiences. For example, people 
with more internalized homonegativity have exaggerated 
gender role performances (Eguchi, 2009) and engage in typi-
cally masculine behaviors (Herek et al., 2007), arguably to 
avoid being discriminated against by others. As such, sexual 
minority men with more heteronormative beliefs should have 
more internalized homonegativity, and in turn, report more 
sexual identity stigma. More broadly, these variables should 
also be associated with the likelihood of having disclosed 
one’s sexual identity to friends and family (e.g., Camacho 
et al., 2020).

Socio‑cultural Differences in the Experiences 
of Sexual Minority Men

Research has shown higher levels of internalized homon-
egativity in more conservative socio-cultural contexts and 
lower levels of sexual identity stigma in more inclusive 
socio-cultural contexts (e.g., Brown et al., 2016; Herek 
et al., 2015; Riggle et al., 2017; Tran et al., 2018). Hence, a 
more comprehensive understating of sexual identity stigma 
and coming out of sexual minority men should examine 
socio-cultural differences, particularly in contexts typically 
underrepresented in the literature. Our research was focused 
on two countries—Portugal and Turkey—that have differ-
ent approaches to the sexual minority community. Portugal 
has inclusive social policies and laws for sexual minority 
people, such that the Portuguese legal framework has laws 
against discrimination based on sexual identity since 2005, 

recognized same-sex unions in 2001, legalized same-sex 
marriage in 2010, and allows same-sex couples to adopt 
since 2016 (Carrol & Mendos, 2017; Costa, 2021). Despite 
not criminalizing same-sex behaviors, Turkey does not have 
socially inclusive policies or protection laws against sexual 
identity discrimination and does not recognize same-sex 
marriage (Carrol & Mendos, 2017; Engin, 2015). The way 
with which heteronormative beliefs are conveyed in both 
countries is also different. In Portugal, the disapproval of 
current inclusive policies mainly comes from opposing far-
rights political parties and members of the Catholic Church 
(Brandão & Machado, 2012; Oliveira et al., 2013), although 
some degree of sexual discrimination is still observed in 
society. For example, results from the Eurobarometer on 
Discrimination (European Commission, 2019) showed that 
71% of Portuguese people consider sexual identity discrimi-
nation to be a common practice in their country, but 78% 
would be comfortable with having a sexual minority person 
as a coworker and 50% would be comfortable with having 
their children be in a same-sex romantic relationship. In 
another study, Costa et al. (2018) found that most Portu-
guese people were supportive or extremely supportive of 
same-sex marriage (78%) and parenting (68%). Contrasting 
with these findings, results from the Public Perceptions of 
Gender Roles Survey in Turkey (O’Neil & Çarkoğlu, 2020) 
showed that 77% of Turkish people considered same-sex 
relationships to be against the social norm and 55% con-
sidered that sexual minority people should not have access 
to equal rights. In another study, results showed that only 
25% of Turkish people believe that homosexuality should 
be accepted by society, contrasting with an average of 87% 
reported by some Western European counties (Pew Research 
Center, 2020). Unsurprisingly, then, research has shown that 
sexual minority Turkish people tend to engage in different 
identity concealment strategies to avoid being discriminated 
against (Bakacak & Ōktem, 2014; Ikizer et al., 2018).

Overview and Hypotheses

Most studies focus on the consequences of socially imposed 
heteronormativity on the mental health of sexual minor-
ity people (Herek et al., 2007; Meyer, 1995, 2013). Yet, 
research examining the role of the heteronormative 
beliefs—internalized through socialization—on the com-
ing out process of sexual minority men is still scarce. We 
focused on this sample because previous research sug-
gested that men tend to be more affected by heteronormative 
beliefs than women. For example, Eguchi (2009) showed 
that gay men tend to be more pressured to conform to mas-
culine heteronormative roles, which arguably explains 
why they tend to engage in typically masculine behaviors 
in more conservative contexts. Moreover, sexual minority 
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men also tend to report high levels of sexual identity stigma 
(Lingiardi et al., 2012). We also extended the literature by 
comparing two distinct and underrepresented socio-cultural 
contexts—Portugal and Turkey—that differ in heteronor-
mative beliefs and social policies toward sexual minorities 
(Carrol & Mendos, 2017).

The coming out process results from a balance between 
heteronormative beliefs and sexual identity (Fassinger & 
Miller, 1997; Habarth, 2015). Hence, sexual minority men 
with more heteronormative beliefs should report more sexual 
identity stigma—more identity stigma and more social dis-
comfort with their sexual identity (Hypothesis 1). The con-
stant exposure to heteronormative values conveyed by soci-
ety (Nielsen et al., 2000; Seidman, 2009) results in negative 
views and prejudice toward sexual minority people (Habarth, 
2015; Herek, 2000; T. G. Morrison et al., 1999), which con-
flicts with a sexual minority identity and likely results in 
stigmatization. Based on this reasoning, we expected heter-
onormative beliefs to be positively associated with internal-
ized homonegativity (Hypothesis 2). However, heteronorma-
tive beliefs and internalized homonegativity differ between 
socio-cultural contexts (Brown et al., 2016; Riggle et al., 
2017; Tran et al., 2018), such that Portugal has more inclu-
sive social policies and laws than Turkey (e.g., Costa, 2021; 
European Commission, 2019; O’Neil & Çarkoğlu, 2020). As 
such, we expected heteronormative beliefs to have stronger 
positive associations with identity stigma (Hypothesis 3) 
and internalized homonegativity (Hypothesis 4) among 
Turkish (vs. Portuguese) sexual minority men. Lastly, we 
expected internalized homonegativity to explain the asso-
ciation between heteronormative beliefs and sexual identity 
stigma, particularly among Turkish (vs. Portuguese) sexual 
minority men (Hypothesis 5). The hypothesized moderated 
mediation model is depicted in Fig. 1.

Lastly, there is a dearth of research examining the cor-
relates of coming out among Portuguese and Turkish sexual 
minority men. As such, we explored the extent to which 
heteronormative beliefs, internalized homonegativity, and 
sexual identity stigma were associated with the likelihood 
of having disclosed one’s sexual orientation to friends and 
family. Given their role in the coming out process, we con-
trolled for age, sexual orientation, relationship status, politi-
cal orientation, and religiosity in all analyses (e.g., Barnes & 

Meyer, 2012; Crawford & Pilanski, 2014; Dyar et al., 2019; 
Hooghe et al., 2010; M. A. Morrison & Morrison, 2003; 
Pacilli et al., 2011; Pistella et al., 2016; Rosario et al., 2001; 
Ross et al., 2018; Taggart et al., 2019).

Method

Participants

A total of 952 people assessed the survey and 337 aban-
doned before survey completion. From the eligible sam-
ple, we removed participants who identified themselves as 
women or transgender women (n = 22), and those with miss-
ing values in all of our main measures (n = 31). The final 
sample included 562 sexual minority men (93.4% cisgender) 
with ages ranging from 18 to 67 (M = 26.69, SD = 9.59). All 
participants indicated to be sexually and/or romantically 
attracted to other men, most identified themselves as gay 
(76.2%), were single (61.9%), had center-left or left political 
orientations (68.5%), and never attended religious services 
(50.3%). Country comparisons further showed that Portu-
guese sexual minority men were more likely to be older, to 
identify themselves as gay, to be dating or to have a domestic 
partnership, to have center-right or center-left political ori-
entations, and to attend religious services on special occa-
sions, whereas Turkish minority men were more likely to 
be younger, to identify with other sexual orientations (e.g., 
pansexual, asexual, queer), to be single, to have a left politi-
cal orientation, and to never attend religious services, all 
ps < .050 (see Table 1 for details).

Measures

Heteronormative Beliefs  We used the Normative Behavior 
subscale of the Heteronormative Attitudes and Beliefs Scale 
(Habarth, 2015). Participants were asked to indicate the 
extent with which they agree or disagree (1 = Strongly disa-
gree to 7 = Strongly agree) with eight items, assessing typi-
cal gender role expectations in relationships (e.g., “Things 
go better in intimate relationships if people act according to 
what is traditionally expected of their gender”). We com-
puted a single index by averaging responses across all items 
(Portugal: α = .62, Turkey: α = .72), with higher scores  
indicating more heteronormative beliefs.

Internalized Homonegativity  We used the Modern Homon-
egativity Scale (Morrison & Morrison, 2003) to assess mod-
ern prejudice toward sexual minority people. Participants 
were asked to indicate the extent to which they agree or disa-
gree (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree) with 12  Fig. 1   Hypothesized moderated mediation model
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items (e.g., “Many gay men use their sexual orientation so 
that they can obtain special privileges”). One item was mod-
ified to fit other socio-cultural contexts (i.e., we rephrased 
“Canadians’ tax dollars…” to “Taxes…”). We computed a 
single index by averaging responses across all items (Por-
tugal: α = .89, Turkey: α = .80), with higher scores indicat- 
ing more internalized homonegativity.

Sexual Identity Stigma  We used two subscales of the Meas-
ure of Internalized Sexual Stigma for Gay Men (Lingiardi 
et al., 2012) to assess negative attitudes sexual minority  
men hold about their sexual orientation. The Identity stigma 
subscale (five items; Portugal: α = .74, Turkey: α = .79) 
assesses negative self-attitudes sexual minority men have 
about their sexuality and the internalization of sexual stigma 
as part of the identity (e.g., “Sometimes I think that if I were 
heterosexual, I could be happier”). The Social discomfort 
subscale (seven items; Portugal: α = .86, Turkey: α = .84) 
assesses the fear of public identification as a sexual minority 
man in social contexts and the fear of disclosure in social 
spheres (e.g., “I am careful of what I wear and what I say 
to avoid showing my homosexuality”). Participants were 
asked to what extent they agree or disagree with each item 
on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly 
agree). We computed indexes for each subscale by averag-
ing responses, with higher scores indicating more identity 
stigma and more social discomfort.

Political Orientation and Religiosity  We used two single-
item measures to assess political orientation and religiosity  
(Morrison & Morrison, 2003). Participants were asked to  
indicate their political orientation (e.g., 1 = Right, 2 = Center- 
right, 3 = Center, 4 = Center-left, 5 = Left) and the frequency 
with which they attend to religious services (1 = Never, 
2 = On special occasions, 3 = Now and then, 4 = Usually).

Procedure

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee at Iscte-
Instituto Universitário de Lisboa (ref.: 11/2019) before data 
collection. An online survey hosted on Qualtrics was avail-
able in Portuguese, Turkish, and English, between March 
and July 2019. The study protocol was the same in both 
countries and participants could select the language best 
suited to them. To recruit participants, we advertised the 
study in LGBTI + oriented Facebook groups and in gay 
dating apps (e.g., Grindr), used Instagram ads, and asked 
LGBTI + NGOs from both countries to share the survey in 
their social media and among their members.

Before starting, people were told that they would be taking  
part in a study examining their ideas on sexual orientation, 
gender roles, and relational behaviors. To participate, peo-
ple had to be Portuguese or Turkish (or at least live in those 

countries), to have 18 years or older, to identify themselves as  
men, and to be sexually/romantically attracted to other men. 
Lastly, they were informed that participation was anonymous 
and voluntary, that participants had the right to skip or omit 
any questions or abandon the survey at any time. After pro-
viding written informed consent (clicking in the yes option), 
participants were asked to provide demographic information 
(e.g., nationality, country of residence, age, sex assigned at 
birth, gender identity, sexual orientation, relationship sta-
tus) and to indicate if they came out to friends (No/Yes) and 
family members (No/Yes). This was followed by the main 
measures. Throughout the survey, participants were free to  
skip or omit their answers, i.e., they were reminded of any 
missed questions in the survey but allowed to continue. Upon  
completion, participants were informed that the study aimed 
to understand the role of heteronormative beliefs on self-
accepting and disclosing one’s sexual orientation, and pro-
vided contact information of the main researcher. The mean 
completion time for the survey was 17 min.

Data Analysis

We first present overall descriptive statistics in our main 
measures, compared both countries using t tests, and overall 
correlations between the measures. We then test our theo-
retical model. We expected heteronormative beliefs to be 
positively associated with sexual identity stigma (Hypoth-
esis 1) and with internalized homonegativity (Hypothesis 
2). We also expected both associations to be moderated 
by country, such that heteronormative beliefs should have 
stronger associations with sexual identity stigma (Hypoth-
esis 3) and internalized homonegativity (Hypothesis 4) for  
Turkish (vs. Portuguese) sexual minority men. Lastly, we 
expected internalized homonegativity to mediate the asso-
ciation between heteronormative beliefs and identity stigma, 
especially among Turkish (vs. Portuguese) sexual minority  
men (Hypothesis 5). We computed two 10,000 bootstrapped  
moderated mediation models using PROCESS 3.4 for SPSS  
(Model 8; Hayes, 2017). In both models, heteronormative  
beliefs were the predictor (X), internalized homonegativity  
was the mediator (M), and country (− 1 = Portugal; + 1 = Tur-
key) was the moderator (W). Variables that defined products 
were mean-centered before the analyses. Identity stigma (Y1)  
and social discomfort (Y2) were the different outcomes. In 
both analyses, age, sexual orientation, relationship status, 
political orientation, and religiosity were entered as covari-
ates (see also Table 1). Lastly, we explored the correlates 
of coming out to friends and family (− 1 = No; + 1 = Yes) 
by computing two binary logistic regressions. Country, age, 
sexual orientation, relationship status, political orientation, 
and religiosity were entered in Step 1, and heteronormative 
beliefs, internalized homonegativity, identity stigma, and 
social discomfort were entered in Step 2.
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Results

Preliminary Analysis

As shown in Table 2, Turkish (vs. Portuguese) sexual minority  
men reported more heteronormative beliefs, p < .001, more 

homonegativity, p < .001, more identity stigma, p < .001, and 
more social discomfort, p < .001. We also found significant 
positive correlations between all measures, all ps < .001. 
For example, sexual minority men with more heteronorma-
tive beliefs also reported more internalized homonegativity, 
more identity stigma, and more social discomfort.

Table 1   Demographic information

Different letters (a, b) in the Group comparisons columns indicate group differences with Bonferroni correction, ps ≤ .050
* p ≤ .050; **p ≤ .010; ***p ≤ .001

Country comparisons

Overall (n = 562) Portugal (n = 344) Turkey (n = 218) χ2 V

Gender identity 1.80 .06
Cisgender 93.4% 94.5% 91.7%
Gender fluid or non-conformist 5.7% 4.7% 7.3%
Transgender men 0.9% 0.9% 0.9%

Sexual orientation 7.89** .12
Gay 76.2% 79.1%a 71.6%b
Bisexual 17.3% 16.6% 18.3%
Other (e.g., pansexual, asexual, queer) 6.6% 4.4%b 10.1%a
Relationship status 16.54*** .17
Single 61.9% 55.5%b 72.0%a
Dating 29.4% 33.7%a 22.5%b
Domestic partnership 6.0% 7.8%a 3.2%b
Married 2.7% 2.9% 2.3%

Political orientation 27.63*** .24
Right 6.3% 6.8% 5.7%
Center-right 7.0% 9.1%a 3.6%b
Center 18.2% 20.6% 14.5%
Center-left 29.4% 33.4%b 23.3%
Left 39.1% 30.1%b 52.8%a

Attendance to religious services 18.65*** .19
Never 50.3% 43.6%b 61.3%a
On special occasions 30.7% 36.6%a 21.1%b
Now and then 12.9% 12.8% 13.1%
Usually 6.1% 7.0% 4.5%

M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) t d
Age 26.69 (9.59) 28.23a (10.41) 24.30b (7.58) 4.76*** .41

Table 2   Descriptive statistics and overall correlations

Different letters (a, b) denote significant differences between Portuguese and Turkish men, all ps < .006
* p ≤ .050; **p ≤ .010; ***p ≤ .001

Country comparisons Correlations

Overall, M (SD) Portugal, M (SD) Turkey, M (SD) 1 2 3
1. Heteronormative beliefs 2.13 (0.90) 1.89b (0.70) 2.50a (1.03) -
2. Internalized homonegativity 2.75 (1.18) 2.54b 1.18) 3.08a (1.10) .50*** -
3. Identity stigma 2.65 (1.52) 2.21b (1.22) 3.35a (1.69) .37*** .31*** -
4. Social discomfort 3.04 (1.51) 2.65b (1.37) 3.66a (1.52) .47*** .43*** .65***
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Main Analysis

Results of the moderated mediation models are summarized 
in Table 3. As expected, heteronormative beliefs were posi-
tively associated with identity stigma, p < .001, and social 
discomfort, p < .001 (Hypothesis 1). However, the expected 
interaction with country was only observed in Model B, 
p = .034 (Hypothesis 3), such that the positive association 
between heteronormative beliefs and social discomfort was 
significant for Turkish sexual minority men, p < .001, but 
not for Portuguese sexual minority men, p = .074 (Fig. 2).

Results also showed the expected positive association 
between heteronormative beliefs and internalized homon-
egativity, p < .001 (Hypothesis 2). Although this interac-
tion was moderated by country, p = .002 (Hypothesis 4),  
we found significant associations for Turkish, p < .001,  
and Portuguese men, p < .001 (Fig. 3). On a closer inspec- 
tion of the associations in each country, contrast analyses 
showed that Portuguese sexual minority men with less 
heteronormative beliefs (− 1 SD) reported less internal-
ized homonegativity than Turkish sexual minority men, 
t(463) = 4.56, p < .001, whereas no differences emerged 

Table 3   Results of the 
moderated mediation model

Country: -1 = Portugal, + 1 = Turkey
b unstandardized regression coefficient, SE standard error, Cov covariate
* p ≤ .050; **p ≤ .010; ***p ≤ .001

Model A Model B

Internalized homon-
egativity (M)

Identity stigma (Y1) Social discomfort 
(Y2)

(Model 8) b SE b SE B SE

Heteronormative beliefs (X) 0.65*** .08 0.35*** .08 0.35*** .09
Internalized homonegativity (M) - - 0.19** .06 0.32*** .06
Country (W) 0.31** .12 0.74*** .15 0.62*** .15
X × W  − 0.38** .12 0.17 .14 0.32* .15
Portuguese sexual minority men 0.80*** .11 0.29** .10 0.22 .12
Turkish sexual minority men 0.42*** .08 0.45*** .12 0.54*** .10
Age (Cov) 0.00 .01  − 0.01 .01 0.01 .01
Sexual orientation (Cov) 0.19* .09 0.37** .12 0.24* .11
Relationship status (Cov) 0.12 .07  − 0.39*** .08  − .27*** .07
Political orientation (Cov)  − 0.21*** .05 0.05 .06  − 0.02 .06
Religiosity (Cov) 0.09 .06 0.19* .08 0.16* .08

Fig. 2   Heteronormative beliefs 
and social discomfort for 
Portuguese and Turkish sexual 
minority men
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among Portuguese and Turkish men with more heteronor-
mative beliefs (+ 1 SD), t < 1.

Lastly, results showed that internalized homonegativity  
was positively associated with identity stigma, p = .004, 
and social discomfort, p < .001. As expected (Hypothesis 
5), conditional direct effects were stronger for Turkish sex-
ual minority men. However, indexes of moderated media-
tion showed stronger indirect effects for Portuguese sexual 
minority men (see Table 4).

Coming Out to Friends and Family

Considering the overall sample, results showed that most 
participants made their coming out to friends (87.3%), and 
this was particularly evident among Portuguese (91.3% 
vs. Turkish: 81.0%) sexual minority men, χ2 (1) = 11.62, 
p = .001, V = .15. In contrast, only about half of the overall 
sample disclosed their sexual orientation to family members 
(51.7%). Again, such disclosure was more likely among Por-
tuguese (65.1% vs. Turkish: 30.7%) sexual minority men, χ2 
(1) = 61.54, p < 0.001, V = .34.

Results of the logistic regressions are summarized in 
Table 5. Disclosing one’s sexual orientation to friends was 
more likely among younger sexual minority men, p = .001, 
those identifying as gay, p < .001, those with less internal-
ized homonegativity, p = .026, and those with less social 
discomfort, p < .001. Disclosing one’s sexual orientation  
to family members, on the other hand, was more likely 
among Portuguese men, p < .001, those identifying as gay, 
p = .032, those in a relationship, p = 0.010, and those with 
less social discomfort, p < .001.

Discussion

Building upon the Stress Minority Model (Meyer, 2013), 
we examined if socially imposed heteronormative beliefs 
were associated with minority identity (i.e., sexual identity  
stigma), because sexual minority men experience more proxi- 
mal minority stress processes (i.e., internalized homonegativ- 
ity). The study also accounted for socio-cultural contextual 
differences, by examining if this process differed between 

Fig. 3   Heteronormative beliefs 
and internalized homonegativ-
ity for Portuguese and Turkish 
sexual minority men

Table 4   Conditional direct 
effects, indirect effects, and 
index of moderated mediation

b unstandardized regression coefficient, SE standard error, CI confidence interval

Model A: Identity stigma Model B: Social discomfort

b SE 95% CI b SE 95% CI

Conditional direct effect
Portuguese men 0.29 .10 [0.096; 0.477] 0.22 .12 [− 0.022; 0.465]
Turkish men 0.45 .12 [0.213; 0.690] 0.54 .10 [0.339; 0.739]
Index of moderated mediation  − 0.07 .03 [− 0.141; − 0.016]  − 0.12 .04 [− 0.216; − 0.040]
Indirect effect
Portuguese men 0.15 .05 [0.050; 0.257] 0.25 .06 [0.149; 0.369]
Turkish men 0.08 .03 [0.025; 0.139] 0.13 .03 [0.073; 0.203]
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Portuguese and Turkish sexual minority men. Lastly, the 
study examined the correlates of having disclosed one’s 
sexual orientation to friends and family. Results generally  
supported our hypotheses, such that heteronormative beliefs 
were associated with more identity stigma and more social 
discomfort, and internalized homonegativity explained these  
associations. As heteronormative values regulate gender roles  
(Habarth, 2015; Jackson, 2006; Kitzinger, 2005; López-Sáez  
et al., 2020; Nielsen et al., 2000; Seidman, 2009), the inter- 
nalization of such norms implies the stigmatization of non- 
conforming sexual identities and the development of negative  
attitudes toward people from sexual minorities (Herek, 2004).  
Faced with internalized homonegativity, sexual minority 
men have more difficulties in sexual identity development 
and experience more identity stigma and social discomfort.

These experiences should be particularly evident in socio-
cultural contexts in which heteronormativity is endorsed and, 
consequently, internalized homonegativity is reinforced (for a 
discussion, see Herek et al., 2015). And yet, our results showed 
that Portuguese and Turkish sexual minority men have dif-
ferent coming out experiences. Portuguese (vs. Turkish) men 
reported less heteronormative beliefs, internalized homonega-
tivity, identity stigma, and social discomfort. This is aligned 
with past evidence showing that contexts with more support-
ive and inclusive policies—like the Portuguese context—can 
help sexual minority people develop their sexual identity (e.g., 
Bauermeister et al., 2010; Toomey et al., 2012), which can 
benefit the coming out process. We also found that heteronor-
mative beliefs were associated with more identity stigma in 
both countries—albeit stronger among Turkish sexual minority 

men—and only with more social discomfort among Turkish 
sexual minority men. This resulted in stronger direct effects in 
this sample. These findings may be explained by the fact that 
identity stigma is a predisposition to consider sexual identity 
stigma as part of society’s values (Lingiardi et al., 2012). To the 
extent that Portuguese and Turkish minority men acknowledge 
the existence of sexual identity stigma in their socio-cultural 
contexts (European Commission, 2019; O’Neil & Çarkoğlu, 
2020), it is not surprising that socially imposed heteronorma-
tive beliefs shape the stigma sexual minority men experience 
with their own sexual identity. However, because Portuguese 
sexual minority men also acknowledge they would accept hav-
ing a sexual minority person in their immediate social net-
work (European Commission, 2019) and are more accepting 
of same-sex marriage and parenting (Costa et al., 2018), sexual 
minority men in this socio-cultural context may be more com-
fortable with expressing their sexual identity in social contexts, 
and less restrained by heteronormative social impositions. The 
opposing reasoning would be applied to the Turkish context 
(e.g., O’Neil & Çarkoğlu, 2020; Pew Research Center, 2020), 
which could explain why Turkish sexual minority men tend to 
conceal their sexual identity (Bakacak & Ōktem, 2014; Ikizer 
et al., 2018). Our results also showed country differences in the 
association between heteronormative beliefs and internalized 
homonegativity. Against our expectations, we found a stronger 
(rather than weaker) association in the Portuguese sample. A 
closer inspection of the slopes, however, showed that Portu-
guese sexual minority men who endorsed less heteronormative 
beliefs also had significantly less internalized homonegativity, 
whereas that was not the case with Turkish sexual minority 

Table 5   Logistic regression on the likelihood of having disclosed one’s sexual orientation to friends and family members

Country: − 1 = Portugal, + 1 = Turkey
SE standard error, OR odds ratio, CI confidence interval
* p ≤ .050; **p ≤ .010; ***p ≤ .001

Coming out to friends Coming out to family members

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

Wald OR [95%CI] Wald OR [95% CI] Wald OR [95% CI] Wald OR [95% CI]

Country 15.00*** 0.27 [0.136; 0.520] 0.85 0.67 [0.280; 1.582] 50.95*** 0.20 [0.125; 0.307] 14.85*** 0.36 [0.212; 0.603]
Age 23.06*** 0.93 [0.902; 0.958] 10.25*** 0.94 [0.906; 0.977] 0.10 1.00 [0.981; 1.027] 1.92 1.02 [0.992; 1.046]
Sexual orientation 25.64*** 0.31 [0.200; 0.491] 12.68*** 0.31 [0.206; 0.633] 11.37*** 0.51 [0.349; 0.757] 4.60* 0.64 [0.424; 0.962
Relationship status 3.62 1.55 [0.987; 2.430] 1.18 1.35 [0.785; 2.321] 10.91*** 1.70 [1.241; 2.332] 6.64** 1.58 [1.115; 2.229]
Political orientation 9.92** 1.48 [1.159; 1.884] 2.86 1.30 [0.959; 1.756] 1.47 1.12 [0.932; 1.351] 0.03 0.98 [0.794; 1.212]
Religiosity 1.83 0.80 [0.571; 1.109] 0.02 1.03 [0.685; 1.541] 3.92* 0.78 [0.611; 0.998] 0.34 0.92 [0.700; 1.213]
Heteronormative 

beliefs
- - 0.62 1.20 [0.759; 1.906] - - 0.81 1.17 [0.831; 1.650]

Internalized 
homonegativity

- - 4.94* 0.67 [0.472; 0.954] - - 3.03 0.81 [0.652; 1.026]

Identity stigma - - 0.18 1.07 [0.795; 1.426] - - 1.86 0.86 [0.701; 1.066]
Social discomfort - - 27.67*** 0.40 [0.286; 0.564] - - 26.21*** 0.58 [0.468; 0.712]
Nagelkerke R2 0.26 0.48 0.26 0.40
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men. In contrast, sexual minority men who endorsed more het-
eronormative beliefs also had significantly more internalized 
homonegativity, regardless of their socio-cultural context. As 
a consequence of these findings, indirect effects were stronger 
among Portuguese sexual minority men. A possible explana-
tion for the steeper slope in the Portuguese sample could be 
taken from Oliveira et al. (2013). The authors suggested that 
Portuguese political strategies for sexual minority inclusion 
continue to be influenced by historical events and discourses 
that sustain strong heteronormative values (e.g., the persistence 
of Catholic morality, the Estado Novo regime). The authors 
also argued that heteronormativity values are still embedded 
in inclusive policies, because sexual minority inclusion is still  
somewhat dependent on how heteronormatively sexual minor-
ity people behave. For example, heteronormativity values regu-
late gender roles and sexual behavior by imposing the idea  
that sexual minority people are accepted insofar they comply 
with family-oriented values (Seidman, 2005). Aligned with this  
argument, Rodrigues et al. (2018) found no evidence of stig-
matization when different-sex and same-sex romantic partners 
were in a committed monogamous relationship. In their analy-
sis of the Portuguese context, Oliveira et al. (2013) further 
argued that some sexual minority groups and sexual minority 
people embraced this compliance idea to increase visibility, 
ensure safety, decrease discrimination and promote inclusive 
policies. The internalization of this dichotomy as part of the 
heteronormative beliefs system may explain who sexual minor-
ity people have internalized homonegativity toward others who 
do not comply with societal values, fit in society, or need to 
constantly draw attention to their sexual identity (Morrison  
& Morrison, 2003).

Examining the correlates of the coming out process, our 
results also showed clear country differences. We found that 
Portuguese and Turkish sexual minority men were likely to 
have disclosed their sexual orientation to friends—but even 
more so in the Portuguese sample. However, Portuguese 
sexual minority men were more likely to have disclosed 
their sexual orientation to family members, whereas only 
one third of the Turkish sexual minority men were likely to 
have done so. Again, these results reflect the socio-cultural 
differences between Portugal and Turkey, and how these dif-
ferences shape the likelihood of coming out to close others. 
Our exploratory results further showed that identifying as a 
sexual minority and being more socially comfortable with 
one’s sexual identity increased the likelihood of making 
one’s coming out to friends and family (see also Rosario 
et al., 2006). There were also specific correlates of coming 
out, such that being younger and having less internalized 
homonegativity were associated with coming out to friends, 
whereas having a romantic relationship was associated with 
coming out to family members. These findings suggest 
that coming out is experienced differently depending on 
the source of social support. To the extent that friends are 

often a source of emotional support and identification during 
identity development (e.g., Barry et al., 2016; Helsen et al., 
2000; Rodrigues et al., 2017), a similar process might also 
occur in the development of sexual identity (e.g., Elizur & 
Ziv, 2001; Maguen et al., 2002). In this sense, younger sex-
ual minority men might be more comfortable with disclosing 
their sexual identity to friends with whom they share a sense 
of belonging. In contrast, sexual minority men may be more 
comfortable disclosing their sexual identity to family mem-
bers when they have emotional support from an intimate 
romantic partner (e.g., Martos et al., 2015; Pistella et al., 
2016; Rodrigues, Huic, et al., 2019; Rodrigues, Lopes, et al., 
2019; Rodrigues, Lopes, et al., 2019).

Limitations and Future Research

We must acknowledge some limitations to our study. First, 
our study does not allow us to establish causality between 
our variables. Nonetheless, it seems more likely that heter-
onormative beliefs become internalized through socializa- 
tion and causes sexual minority people to develop homon- 
egativity, rather than the other way around. Still, future 
research should seek to develop cross-cultural longitudinal 
studies to understand if heteronormative beliefs indeed pre-
dict the coming out process in different socio-cultural con-
texts and whether these temporal effects are explained by 
the levels of internalized homonegativity. Second, we did 
not measure relevant variables that could further moderate 
our findings or have implications for interpersonal processes. 
For example, internalized homonegativity has been associ-
ated with identity concealment (Gonçalves et al., 2020), dis-
satisfaction with sex life (Berg et al., 2015), less quality in 
romantic relationships (Doyle & Molix, 2015; Rostosky & 
Riggle, 2017), and less emotional intimacy with the roman- 
tic partner (Šević et al., 2016; Thies et al., 2016). To the 
extent that romantic partners, friends, and parents are impor-
tant sources of emotional support to sexual minority people 
(e.g., Bauermeister et al., 2010; Doty et al., 2010; Friedman 
& Morgan, 2009; Rodrigues, Huic, et al., 2019; Rodrigues, 
Lopes, et al., 2019; Rothman et al., 2012; Whitton et al., 
2018), future research should examine if such sources of  
support moderate some of our findings and their implica-
tions for interpersonal relationships and individual well-
being. Future research should also seek to further understand 
the coming out process by using more detailed measures  
of coming out (e.g., breadth and depth of disclose in the  
social network) and the engagement in strategies to conceal 
one’s sexual identity from others, and include other relevant 
measures to assess prejudice and discrimination (e.g., poly-
morphous prejudice; Lopes et al., 2017).

Lastly, our sample was recruited from Portuguese and 
Turkish LGBTI + organizations, internet ads in social media, 
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groups on the internet and dating apps targeting gay men, 
and flyers in gay venues. This particular strategy of recruit-
ment has some limitations in itself, and may limit the gen-
eralizability of our findings to sexual minority men that are 
less involved with the LGBTI + community, or less knowl-
edgeable about LGBTI + culture. Although we acknowledge 
the difficulties to collect data with reserved (e.g., closeted) 
sexual minority men, researchers should seek to collect data 
from these men to have a broader understanding of how 
internalized socio-cultural values shape the socialization, 
identity development, and coming out (or lack thereof) of 
these men.

Social and Policy Implications

Our study contributes to the existing knowledge about sexual 
identity. Some models of sexual identity development (e.g., 
Cass, 1979; Fassinger & Miller, 1997) suggest that sexual 
minority people experience a phase of identity confusion, 
defined by the feelings of being different, sexual identity 
confusion, anxiety, and fear. Our findings suggest that this 
phase could be fostered by the contradiction between one’s 
feelings and socially imposed heteronormativity. As identity 
confusion is the result of sexual minority people feeling they 
are different because they do not share a heterosexual iden-
tity, having non-heterosexuality as a socially valid identity 
would likely reduce the emotional turmoil of accepting one’s 
sexual identity. Therefore, to decrease or end the struggles 
of sexual minority people during their coming out process, 
heteronormative beliefs imposed by socio-cultural tradi-
tions and social institutions (e.g., family, education, neigh-
borhood, religion) should be openly discussed and revised 
by educators, support providers, opinion leaders, and poli-
cymakers to promote sexual diversity in society and more 
inclusive policies against discrimination, and consequently 
promote psychological health and well-being (see also 
Pachankis et al., 2015, 2020; Pachankis & Bränström, 2019).

Our findings can also be relevant to gay affirmative ther-
apy and LGBTI + activism, by offering a new view on how 
to understand the difficulties sexual minority men experi-
ence with self-hate, internalized homonegativity, and lack  
of connectedness with the LGBTI + community. According 
to Meyer (1995, 2013), sexual minority people can expe-
rience decreased levels of minority stress when they get 
actively involved with LGBTI + communities because these 
people stop evaluating themselves in comparison to mem-
bers of the dominant heteronormative culture. Nonetheless, 
even after sexual minority people assumed their sexual iden-
tity, many of them still struggle with internalized homon-
egativity. Therefore, and based on our findings, to success-
fully tackle the issues that compromise the development 
of sexual identity and the coming out of men, it is crucial 

to deconstruct the heteronormative beliefs they have inter-
nalized. This is consistent with the reasoning of D’Augelli 
(1994), suggesting that sexual minority people must become 
aware and demystify internalized stereotypical preconcep-
tions about non-heterosexuals in the development of their 
sexual identity. This is crucial to reduce the importance of 
heteronormative beliefs to the internalization of homonega-
tivity and sexual identity stigma and to destigmatize their 
feelings, experiences, and behaviors. For example, different 
support groups (e.g., ONGs, associations, online forums) 
could strive to develop evidence-based awareness campaigns 
and interventions targeted not only at LGBTI + people of 
different ages but also at members of close networks (e.g., 
friends, family) outside the LGBTI + community. Indeed, 
perceived social support from close networks and identi-
fication with the LGBTI + community are positively asso-
ciated with sexual identity acceptance and psychological 
well-being (e.g., Brandon-Friedman & Kim, 2016; Snapp 
et al., 2015). These efforts would help people challenge 
their heteronormative beliefs, and question their views 
about gender identity, sexual behavior, sexual orientation, 
and consequently promote inclusion and acceptance. For 
sexual minority people, it would also help them accept and 
be comfortable with their sexual identity, therefore aiding in 
the coming out process and promote well-being. Lastly, the 
particular ways heteronormative beliefs are conveyed in dif-
ferent socio-cultural contexts must also be considered. Based 
on our findings, campaigns and interventions would likely be 
more beneficial in hostile environments (e.g., Turkey; Engin, 
2015), even though specific needs must also be considered 
even in more inclusive environments (e.g., older gay men in 
Portugal; Ribeiro-Gonçalves et al., 2021).
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