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Abstract

Identification with multiple, seemingly incompatible identities has been linked to poor
psychological wellbeing outcomes, including shame and guilt. However, the outcome of
internalized sexual prejudice (ISP) has received scant attention in identity conflict literature.
The current study investigated the identity-conflict management strategy of identity
integration as a protective factor against ISP in men who identify as both gay and religious.
Additionally, this study explored the role of religious comfort and religious conflict in ISP,
and whether gay-religious identity integration acts as a moderating variable for these
relationships. The results of an online survey of 178 gay Australian men (Mage = 29.32 years,
SD = 10.46) were analyzed using a hierarchical multiple linear regression analysis. As
predicted, greater gay-religious identity integration predicted lower levels of ISP.
Unexpectedly, religious comfort was positively related to ISP, and religious conflict was
unrelated to ISP. Gay-religious identity integration was found to moderate these effects,
demonstrating the protective influence of identity integration and multiple group membership
against negative psychological outcomes in religious gay men. This study challenges the
assumption that religious and sexual minority identities are dichotomous, emphasizes the
benefits of multiple group membership, and may offer a foundation for further inquiry into

the influence of gay-religious identity integration.
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The Protective Role of Identity Integration Against Internalized Sexual Prejudice for
Religious Gay Men

Social Identity Theory posits that the membership with multiple social groups affords
benefits that foster greater psychological and physical health (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This is
argued to be the result of in-group membership providing individuals with a sense of
belonging to their social world, thereby inducing feelings of comfort, meaning, and purpose,
which are known to be critical factors of psychological wellbeing (McLeod, 2008;
Greenaway et al., 2015; Hinton et al., 2021). This additive effect — known as the social cure —
has a documented range of protective outcomes. For example, numerous studies have
demonstrated that the identification with multiple social groups is related to increased
resilience, coping, and wellbeing, as well as reduced depression, anxiety, and psychological
distress (e.g., Norris et al., 2008 Worrell et al., 2021). However, the positivity associated with
multiple group memberships is contingent on the perception held about these social groups.
Specifically, social relationships that ‘cure’ are those that are neither conflicting or perceived
as burdening, but are based on mutual support (Jetten et al., 2012) and are perceived as
beneficial, central to one’s self concept, and compatible with each other (Iyer et al., 2009).

One combination of social group-based identities that are traditionally perceived as
incompatible are religious and sexual minority identities (including gay, lesbian, and bisexual
identities). Several religious ideologies vehemently condemn any deviation from
heterosexuality, characterizing same-sex sexual acts as unholy, immoral, and sinful
(Pietkiewicz & Kolodziejczyk-Shrzypek, 2016). Research unequivocally demonstrates that
these beliefs can be internalized by sexual minorities, resulting in internalized sexual
prejudice (ISP; formally referred to as internalized homophobia, see Herek, 2004) and thus
higher rates of depression, self-harm, and demoralization (Herek, 1998). ISP is defined as the

process in which negative societal attitudes and beliefs about homosexuality are re-directed



by sexual minority individuals toward themselves (Meyer, 2003). Although also experienced
by non-religious sexual minorities, sexual minorities raised in a religious environment are
argued to be at an increased risk for ISP and its resulting outcomes (Gibbs & Goldbach,
2015). The major aim of this research is to explore the relationships between religious
identity-relevant constructs that are risk factors or protective features against ISP for gay
men. Specifically, we examined whether greater gay-religious identity integration protects
against ISP. Additionally, we present the findings from a novel exploration into the role
religious comfort and religious conflict in ISP, and whether gay-religious identity integration
acts as a moderating variable of these relationships

Incompatible Identities: Understanding Identity Conflict and Integration

A body of literature has established the complexities of managing multiple identities.
Some identities co-exist easily, however others are perceived as incompatible and leave
individuals in a state of ‘identity conflict’ (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005). An emerging
body of research shows that the marginalized nature of sexual minority identities often
necessitates the management of multiple, often conflicting, senses of self (Stevens, 2004). In
a land-mark study by Loiacano (1989), qualitative interviews discussed the experiences of
identity conflict for Black same-sex attracted men and women in America. The participants
described the struggles of integrating their racial and sexual identities, largely because they
felt like outsiders in both their (predominantly White) sexual minority communities and their
(predominantly heterosexual) Black communities (see also Chan, 1989, 1995).

Research shows that having a sexual minority identity can conflict with a range of
social group-based identities including gender (e.g., being gay and male: Koc & Vignoles,
2016, 2018), ethnicity (being a woman of color and lesbian: Parks et al., 2004), and religious
identities (e.g., gay-Christian: Anderson & Koc, 2020; gay-Muslim: Koc et al., 2021), and

sometimes multiple combinations of these identities (e.g., British Muslim South East Asian



sexual minority men; Mitha et al., 2021). In particular, the combination of religious and
sexual minority identities has a documented range of harmful health and wellbeing outcomes
(including depression and suicidal ideation, Pietkiewicz et al., 2016), and affective outcomes
(including shame and guilt, Anderson & Koc, 2020). Thus, there is an urgent need for
research exploring strategies for the management of the perceived incompatibility of
conflicting identities.

Rodriguez and Ouellette (2000) have outlined four potential strategies to reduce the
incompatibility of conflicting identities. First, individuals can reject their religious identity,
perhaps by disaffiliating from their religion (‘apostasy’), or altering their beliefs (Yip, 1999).
There are a range of consequences to this choice, including the self-exclusion from benefits
offered by religious membership (e.g., social relationships, connection to community; Buxant
& Saroglou, 2008). Second, individuals can reject their sexual identity, for example by
participating in gay conversion practices (Tozer & Hayes, 2004). This strategy can also have
damaging consequences as conversion practices are generally acknowledged to be ineffective
and lead to feelings of self-shame, unworthiness, and abandonment by God (Jones et al.,
2021). Third, individuals can compartmentalize their identities (Baumeister et al., 1985). This
involves activating identities in isolation and in accordance with the demands of the social
context (Roccas & Brewer, 2002). However, Norcliffe (1990) questions the efficacy of
compartmentalize by asserting religious identities as pervasive ‘meaning systems’ that cannot
be inactivated. Accordingly, attempting this strategy is argued to be more threatening than
protective in the management of conflicting identities. Lastly, individuals can integrate
identities into a single and coherent self-concept. This strategy has been proposed to alleviate
identity conflict by establishing a positive identification with each identity (Rodriguez &

Ouellette, 2000).



Taken together, these four strategies are relatively under-researched in the literature.
However, compared to the first three approaches, recent research suggests that identity
integration may provide the most promising psychological wellbeing outcomes (Dehlin et al.,
2015; Anderson & Koc, 2020). However, it remains unclear whether gay-religious identity
integration specifically protects against ISP. Establishing the relationship between identity
integration and ISP is the first major aim of this paper.

Internalized Sexual Prejudice and Religion

Sexual Minority Stress Theory (Meyer, 1995, 2003) posits that merely having a social
minority identity exposes the individual to a range of stressors not experienced by their
heterosexual counterparts, including issues with identity formation, coming out processes,
and living with experiences of stigma and prejudice. Minority stress effects are commonly
used to explain the health and wellbeing disparity between heterosexual and sexual minority
groups (e.g., an increased likelihood of mood, anxiety, and substance disorders for sexual
minorities; Cochran & Mays, 2000). One of the most insidious outcomes of minority stress is
ISP. Meyer and Dean (1998) have argued that ISP is particularly problematic since, although
it stems from prejudicial social beliefs, it can come to be self-reinforcing and persist without
the experience of external discrimination.

One established risk factor for ISP is religion. A recent systematic review of the
relationship between religion and ISP revealed that 36 out of 38 studies found religion to be a
risk factor for ISP. This result was found across multiple religious denominations,
operationalizations of religiosity (e.g., negative religious coping, intrinsic religiosity), and
sexualities (BLINDED FOR REVIEW). However, while much rhetoric alludes to religion
being incompatible with sexual minority identities, religion has also been shown to protect
against ISP (e.g., membership with a sexuality-affirming faith is related to reduced ISP;

Lease et al., 2005). The diverse impact of religion is highlighted by Ream and Savin-



Williams (2005) in their assertion: “religion function[s] as a source of resiliency as well as a
source of risk” (p. 32). In this paper, we explored the function of religion in the life of
religious gay men, with a particular focus on understanding the experience of being
simultaneously gay and religious through degrees of religious comfort and conflict.
Religious comfort and religious conflict are dual constructs that characterize how an
individual uses religion to navigate and appraise experiences. These constructs can be
conceptualized as religious individual differences measures, and despite empirical evidence
that they are sometimes negatively related to each other, theoretically they are independent
from each other (Page et al., 2013). Individuals who are high in levels of religious comfort
would typically use their trust in God and their religion as a source of strength, meaning, and
purpose as they navigate their social world (Kelley & Chan, 2012). Religious comfort is best
demonstrated in times of hardship, especially grief, as many people turn to divine entities for
a level of consolation that is unattainable in the physical world (Pargment, 1997). For sexual
minorities, religion can be used as a source of consolation when facing societal
discrimination to seek answers for the meaning of existence and faith (Tan, 2005). In
contrast, individuals who are high in levels of religious conflict would typically experience
incompatibility between one’s religious beliefs and other self-concepts, resulting in feelings
of religious discontent and the questioning of God’s virtuousness (Chan & Rhodes, 2013).
Religious conflict can arise when religious scripture focuses an individual’s attention
on their sinfulness and the prospect of God’s punishment (e.g., sex before marriage, Exline
2002). For sexual minorities, this can involve the exposure to anti-gay biblical passages (e.g.,
Leviticus 18:22 denouncing same-sex sexual relations as an “abomination”) that invalidate
and demoralize their sexuality when coming out (Schuck & Liddle, 2001). For example, a

qualitative study by Johnston and Jenkins (2004) found negative messages about



homosexuality that stem from organized religions to be the most repressive force in the
coming out process.

Although some studies have established the protective influence of religion for sexual
minorities (e.g., Lease et al., 2005), the majority of recent scholarship emphasizes the
incongruous link between the two identities. However, outcomes relating to the perception of
self (i.e., ISP) have yet to be investigated. Establishing the relationship between religious
comfort and religious conflict with ISP is the second major aim of this paper. Exploring the
role of identity integration in moderating these relationships is the final aim.

The Current Study

Previously, Anderson and Koc (2020) found that gay-religious identity integration
attenuated feelings of identity-based guilt and shame in religious gay men. Here, we extend
this research by exploring the relationships between gay-religious identity integration and
ISP. Additionally, this study aimed to establish the relationship between experiences of
religion during the coming out process, namely religious comfort and religious conflict, and
ISP, and whether identity integration acts as a moderator for these relationships. To explore
these aims, a survey assessing the experiences of currently or formerly religious gay men was
conducted. In this survey, we focused on a series of identity- and religious-relevant variables
and how they related to ISP. Based on previous evidence, we formulated the following

hypotheses:

o HI1: The integration protection hypothesis - based on the evidence that that identity
integration protects against guilt and shame (Anderson & Koc, 2020), we investigated
whether the protection effect extends to ISP. Specifically, we hypothesize that gay-
religious identity integration will be negatively related to levels of ISP.

o H2: The religious comfort and conflict hypothesis — based on the evidence that sexual

minorities turn to religion as a source of comfort when facing societal discrimination



(Tan, 2005), we hypothesize that the (retrospectively accounted for) experience of
religious comfort at the time of coming out will be negatively correlated with ISP
(H2a). In contrast, based on the evidence that the coming out process is deleteriously
affected by the communication of anti-gay messages in religious settings (Johnston &
Jenkins, 2004), we hypothesize that the (retrospectively accounted for) experience of
religious conflict at the time of coming out will be positively correlated with ISP
(H2b).

e H3: The moderation hypothesis - Lastly, based on the evidence that identity
integration allows access to the benefits of both identities (Jetten et al. 2012), we
hypothesize that the integration of gay and religious identities will moderate the
proposed associations between religious comfort and ISP (H3a) and religious conflict
and ISP (H3Db). Specifically, as we are testing the protective role of identity
integration, these associations should only be present at low levels of identity
integration (and there should be no association between religious comfort or conflict
and ISP at high levels of identity integration).

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited through an online crowdsourcing platform (Prolific™),
which advertised for religious or previously religious gay Australian men. This online
platform is designed specifically to recruit participants for social science surveys and
experiments (Palan & Schitter, 2018), which allowed us to target participants based on their
sexual identity and nationality or geographic location. Participation was incentivized with
AUDS$2 (Ethics approval: HREC-2020-79EAP). In total, 220 participants completed the
online survey, however 42 were excluded (20 for having never been religious, 11 for failing

attention checks, 6 for not consenting, 4 for not identifying as male, and one for not



identifying as attracted to men). The final sample comprised of 178 gay Australian men (Mage
=29.32 years, SD = 10.46, range: 18 - 63).! An a priori power analysis indicated that a
sample size of 114 would be required to achieve statistical power for a hierarchical multiple
regression analysis (HMRA) with 3 predictors (powered at .80, alpha = .05, /2 = .10), which
suggests that the study has sufficient power (i.e., n = 178 > 114). The demographic data are

presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Demographic data for sexual orientation and religious variables (N = 178)
Variables N %

Self-Identified Sexual Orientation

Gay or bisexual 173 97%
“Mostly straight” 2 1%
“Bicurious” 1 0.6%
“demisexual to pansexual” 1 0.6%
Pansexual 1 0.6%
Religious Status
Religious at some point 178 100%
No longer religious 119 67%
Currently religious 38 21%
“Unsure” 21 12%
Religious affiliation
Christianity 74 42%
Catholicism (including Roman Catholicism) 44 25%
Agnostic/Atheist/no religion 22 12%
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 4 2%
Jehovah’s Witness 3 2%
Islam 1 0.6%
Hinduism 1 .6%
“Undecided” 1 .6%

!, Participants were given the option to identify their sexuality as “gay (or bisexual)” or to provide an in-text
description of their sexual orientation. For parsimony, this group will be referred to as “gay men”.



Measures
Internalized Sexual Prejudice Scale

The Internalized Sexual Prejudice Scale (ISPS; Ciafonni et al., 2020) was used to
measure the degree to which negative societal attitudes and beliefs about homosexuality have
been internalized. The scale is comprised of 15-items (e.g., ‘I sometimes resent my sexual
orientation’), and participants endorsed each item on a 7-point Likert-like scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores reflect greater ISP. This measure
yielded adequate estimates of internal consistency in this sample (a0 = .90).
Religious Comfort and Conflict Scales

Two sub-scales from the Spiritual and Sexual Identities Questionnaire (RSSIQ; Page
et al., 2013) were used to measure retrospective accounts of the religious beliefs and
experiences of gay men during the period in which they were coming out to themselves. The
6- item comfort scale assesses one’s sense of belonging to a religious community (e.g., ‘I
used my religious activities to comfort and reassure myself while I was coming out to
myself’) and the 5-item conflict scale assess perceived or actual alienation from God or one’s
religious community (e.g., ‘After I came out to myself, I felt rejected or betrayed by my
religion’). Participants endorsed each of the 11 items on five-point Likert-type scales from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores reflect greater use of religion as a
source of comfort or greater experience of conflict when coming out, respectively. This

measure yielded adequate estimates of internal consistency for both the Comfort (o0 = .95)

and Conflict (o = .84) subscales in this sample.
Gay-Religious Identity Integration Scale

We adapted Huynh’s (2009) Bicultural Identity Integration Scale to measure the
unification of gay and religious identities. Koc and Vignoles (2016) adapted the original scale

to include 16 items that measure individual differences in the belief that gay and male



identities could co-exist in harmony. In the current study, we reconceptualized the scale
further with two group-based identity categories, gay and religious, and adapted 14 of the
items accordingly (e.g., ‘I find it easy to reconcile my gay and religious identities’).
Participants endorsed each item on five-point Likert scales from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree), with higher scores indicating higher levels of gay-religious identity
integration. This measure yielded adequate estimates of internal consistency in this sample (o
= .85). These (adapted) items are available by contacting the corresponding author.
Procedure

Consenting participants were redirected to the website hosting the survey

(http://www.qualtrics.com/). Before completing the questionnaire, participants provided non-

identifying demographic information including their age, gender, sexual orientation, and
religion. Participants who did not identify as male or as either “gay (or bisexual)” were
excluded prior to the beginning of the survey using attention checks. The survey then
consisted of a randomized sequence of the measures described above. Upon completion,
participants were thanked for their involvement, debriefed, and awarded compensation.
Data Analysis

IBM statistics version 25 was used to analyze data. To determine preliminary
evidence for HI and H2, bivariate, Pearson product-moment correlations between continuous
variables were performed. For multivariate analyses, we examined data using a HMRA based
on the ordinary least squares method, with ISP as the dependent variable. To test H1, Gay-
religious identity integration (II) was entered into Step 1 of the model. To test H2, religious
comfort and religious conflict were entered into Step 2. H3 was examined by moderation

analyses using PROCESS (Hayes, 2007), with 5,000 bootstrap samples.



Results

Data Screening

A Missing Value Analysis revealed that no variables exceeded Tabachnick and
Fidell’s (2007) recommended threshold of 5% missing data, so no additional inspections
were performed. Pairwise deletion was used to maximize available data for analyses. No
potential outliers were identified (i.e., all z-scores: -3.29 <z > 3.29 [Field, 2013]), and visual
inspections of histograms, scatterplots, and P-P plots revealed no violations of linearity,
normality, or homoscedasticity for ISP and gay-religious identity integration. Religious
comfort was positively skewed and was corrected using logarithmic transformations, (skew =
042, skewrogio = -0.04, SEg.w = 0.18). Religious conflict was negatively skewed and was
similarly corrected using logarithmic transformations (skew = -.049, skewrogio = -0.13, SEsew
=0.18).
Descriptive Findings and Correlation Analyses

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation findings are presented in Table 2. On
average, the sample reported low levels of ISP and religious comfort, and high levels of
religious conflict and gay-religious identity integration. In support of H1 and the protective
capacity of identity integration, there was a negative association between identity integration
and ISP. Against predictions of H2, there was a weak positive association between religious
comfort and ISP, and a non-significant association between religious conflict and ISP.
Multivariate Analyses
Assumption testing
Prior to analyses, the remaining assumptions for a HMRA were checked. Mahalanobis’
distance (d = 13.63) did not exceeded the critical value x*(3) = 16.27, p < .001, and Cooks
distance fell within acceptable range (0.10 < 1.00), which suggests the absence of

multivariate outliers. The mean centered leverage value was less than the critical value (.08),



Table 2.

Descriptive statistics and correlations for continuous variables (N = 178).

Variable (Measure) M(SD) 1 2 3 4 t

1. ISP 2.77(1.07)  (.90) -15.60**
2. Religious Comfort 2.20(1.12)  .16* (.95) -9.89%*
3. Religious Conflict 3.53(1.08) .01  -27¥* (.84) 6.38%*

4. 11 3.96 ((79) -20*%*  35%*% - 62%*% (85) 16.22**

Note. **p <.01, *p <.05. Il = Gay-religious identity integration. The descriptive statistics are based on
the non-transformed data, for ease of interpretation, but the correlation analyses are based on the
transformed variables for the religious comfort and religious conflict variables. Cronbach’s o
coefficients are presented in parentheses.

and the collinearity statistics (i.e., Tolerance and VIF) of all variables were within accepted
limits, indicating no evidence of multicollinearity. The data also satisfied the assumption of
independent errors (Durbin-Watson value = 2.12), homoscedasticity, and normality of
errors.?
Hypothesis testing

The findings of the two-step HMRA are presented in Table 3. Identity integration was
entered in the first stage of the regression, and this negative predictor accounted for a
significant 4.1% of the variance in ISP (Cohen’s /2 = 0.043). In Step 2, religious conflict and
religious comfort scores were added, significantly accounting for a further 4.5% of variance.
Overall, this combination of variables accounted for 8.5% of the variance in ISP (Cohen’s f?
=0.093). In this final model, identity integration and religious comfort were unique negative

predictors of ISP (negative and positive predictors, respectively.

2 Assumption tests were analysed based on a combination of step 1 and step 2 of the HMRA.



Table 3.

Hierarchical regression analysis predicting internalized sexual prejudice (N = 177).

Model 1 Model 2
Variables B SEB p t p B SE p t p
=27 A0 =20 -2.74%* 2-0 -.46 A3 =35  -3.64%%  -.26
R Comfort 18 08 .19 2.42* 18
R Conflict -.13 09 -13 -1.38 10
7.53% 5.36%*
df 1 3
dferror 176 174
R2 04%%* 09**
R2change - 05%*

Constants: Step 1 =3.82 (SE = .40); Step 2 =4.62 (SE = .74).
Notes. *p <.05. **p <.001. Significant findings are presented in boldface.

Moderation analyses

Moderation analyses were conducted to test H3. To explore these effects, simple
slopes were examined at low (M — 1SD), moderate (M), and high (M + 1SD) levels of identity
integration. Appropriate variables were centered to avoid issues with collinearity.
Religious Comfort and Internalized Sexual Prejudice

Figure 1 depicts the significant, moderating effect of identity integration on the
relationship between religious comfort and ISP, F(3,174) = 6.34, p < .001, R>= .10. The
positive relationship was most influential when identity integration levels were low (b = .36
SE, = .11, p=.001) compared to moderate (b = .22, SE; = .08, p = .005). When identity
integration levels were high, the relationship did not exist (b = .07, SE; = .09, p = .415).

Taken together, this provides evidence that identity integration is protective against ISP



(supporting H1) and, counter-intuitively, that having high levels of religious comfort is a risk

factor for ISP (albeit only at moderate or low levels of integration).

Figure 1
Moderating Effects of ldentity Integration on the Relationship Between Religious Comfort

and Internalized Sexual Prejudice.

= Low integration

— — - Moderate integration

4.5 4
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Internalised Sexual Prejudice
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Religious Comfort

Note. Significant slopes are in black.

Religious Conflict and Internalized Sexual Prejudice

Figure 2 depicts the significant, moderating effect of identity integration on the
relationship between religious conflict and ISP, significant F(3,174) = 6.78, p < .001, R*>=
.11. The negative relationship was most influential when identity integration levels were low
(b=-.40 SE;=.12, p =.001) compared to moderate (b =-.19, SE;, = .09, p = .035. When
identity integration levels were high, the relationship did not exist (b = .02, SE;, = .10, p =

.881). This again provides evidence that identity integration is protective against ISP and,



counter-intuitively, that having low levels of religious conflict is a risk factor for ISP (albeit
only at moderate or low levels of integration).
Figure 2

Moderating Effects of Identity Integration on the Relationship Between Religious Conflict and

Internalized Sexual Prejudice

Low integration

45 — — . Moderate integration

35 4

Internalised Sexual Prejudice
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Note. Significant slopes are in black.

Discussion

This study aimed to explore the relationship between gay-religious identity integration
and ISP in a sample of Australian gay men. Additionally, we explored the role of religious
experiences, namely religious comfort and religious conflict, in explaining ISP, and examined
whether gay-religious identity integration moderates these relationships. While the
integration protection hypothesis (H1) received unequivocal support, the religious comfort
and conflict hypotheses (H2) were not supported. Specifically, at the bivariate level, religious
conflict was unrelated to ISP, and religious comfort was (conversely to our predictions)
positively correlated with ISP. Despite these unexpected bivariate relationships, the

moderation hypotheses (H3) were supported to a degree, in that identity integration was a



protective factor against ISP. Specifically, participants with high levels of identity integration
consistently had the lowest ISP scores, regardless of the bivariate relationship shared with
either religious conflict or religious comfort. Interestingly, and also against our predictions, a
negative relationship emerged between experiences of religious conflict with ISO, but only
for participants with low levels of identity integration.
Revisiting the Major Findings
Religious-Gay Identity Integration

As anticipated, identity integration was associated with lower levels of ISP. This
corroborates previous findings in suggesting that the integration of traditionally conflicting
identities is a protective factor. Now, we can add internalized sexual prejudice to the list of
factors for which there is evidence that identity integration is protective against, including
negative emotions (Anderson & Koc, 2020) and negative psychological health outcomes
(Foster et al., 2015, Rosario et al., 2006). This may be due to individuals no longer facing a
dissonance in their self-concept, and in lieu, experiencing a unified, complex, and
comprehensive view of the self that allows for both religious and gay identities (Rodriguez &
Ouellette, 2000), although this claim is speculative, and our data do not address this
possibility. Moreover, integration allows for the holding of multiple identities, providing
access to the additive protective effects posited by the social cure hypothesis (Haslam et al.,
2012; Hinton et al., 2021).
Religious Comfort and Conflict

The hypothesis that religious comfort would negatively correlate with ISP (H2a) was
not supported. Specifically, religious comfort was associated with higher levels of ISP. This
finding was unexpected as the literature broadly depicts a positive relationship between
religious comfort and beneficial psychosocial outcomes, including higher subjective

wellbeing and social connectedness (Kelley & Chan, 2012). An explanation for these results



may be that the initial experience of religious comfort when coming out affords a sense of
acceptance by the individual’s religion, which may not match how the individual will be
received by the members or leaders of their religious community. For instance, exposure to
seemingly affirming messages from religious groups may conceal underlying intentions of
encouraging suppression of same-sex attraction or change to a heterosexual identity (Jones et
al., 2021; Pietkiewicz & Kolodziejczyk-Skrzypek, 2016). Therefore, initial feelings of
comfort may endorse the continuation of religious engagement and extend an individual’s
subjection to teachings with undertones of sexual prejudice (i.e., the union of marriage being
between a man and a woman) which in turn can result in increased ISP over time. Secondly,
in taking comfort from religions when coming out, it is likely that sexual minorities already
internalize negative religious messages pertaining to their sexuality. This may include
messages such as “love the sinner, hate the sin” whereby the concept of homosexuality is
accepted, but same-sex sexual acts are not (Mak & Tsang, 2008). Upon internalization of this
message, instances of same-sex attraction and intimacy may activate the idea of ‘sinning’,
stimulating feelings of shame and the development of ISP.

The hypothesis that ISP would positively correlate with accounts of religious conflict
(H2b) was also not supported. In contradiction to previous findings (e.g., Gibbs & Goldbach,
2015), religious conflict and ISP were found to be unrelated. These results may be explained
by experiences of religious conflict motivating a reappraisal of religious beliefs, participation,
or connection after coming out. Specifically, individuals may apply religious coping
strategies to reduce the perceived incompatibility between their beliefs and sexual identity
(Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010; Schuck & Liddle, 2001), such as a reduction in religious
involvement (Barret & Barzan, 1996), the joining of alternative, more affirmative religious
groups (Thumma, 1991), and reappraising God with benevolent human qualities (i.e., loving,

caring). In applying these coping strategies, sexual minorities are reported to feel more



accepted by their faith (Jaspal & Cinnirella, 2010), which may reduce the influence of
religious conflict on ISP.

Another potential explanation is that sexual minorities have sought alternative
hermeneutics of biblical texts after experiencing conflict when coming out. This allows
individuals to develop a more personal connection with their religion, perhaps using fewer
literal interpretations of scripture (Pietkiewicz & Kolodziejczyk-Skrzypek, 2016). In
particular, sexual minorities may adopt Quest-like religious orientations, as this approach
considers religious beliefs as flexible and adaptable (Tozer & Hayes, 2004). Quest is defined
as a “search for truth” whereby individuals challenge their religious beliefs and anticipate
them to evolve over time. Quest has been found to be negatively related to prejudicial or
intolerant attitudes and directly related to positive attitudes towards sexual minorities
(McFarland, 1989). Moreover, Konik and Stewart (2004) found sexual minorities who are
forced to analyze their identity in a variety of social milieus reported higher levels of identity
achievement (i.e., feeling satisfied in the commitment to an identity after questioning it).
Therefore, the exploration of various religious interpretations due to religious conflict may
help sexual minorities find endorsement within their religious beliefs, diminishing the impact
of initial experiences of religious conflict on ISP.

Interaction Effects

Identity integration significantly moderated the relationships between religious
comfort and ISP (H3a) and religious conflict and ISP (H3b), thus supporting the moderation
hypothesis. At higher degrees of identity integration, levels of ISP remained low, irrespective
of the degree of religious conflict and comfort. This indicates that the effects of one’s
religious experience, whether conflicting or comforting, can be attenuated by greater identity
integration. In addition, the harmful relationship between experiences of religious comfort

and ISP disappeared at high levels of identity integration, This presents substantial evidence



for the value of assimilating supposedly incompatible identities to protect against identity
conflict, which in turn has the potential to protect against damaging mental health outcomes
(Scroggs et al., 2018), and the social advantages of belonging to multiple groups (McLeod,
2008). Interestingly, the unexpected protective relationship between experiences of religious
conflict and /ess ISP emerged for participants with low levels of integration. This finding
contradicts assumptions (and evidence, Anderson et al., 2020; Herek, 2004) in the literature
that a negative - or at least complicated - coming out process is linked to poorer outcomes for
sexual minority individuals. Indeed, these findings suggest the opposite. Although
speculative, it’s plausible that complicated experiences when coming out (such as
experiences of religious conflict) mean the individual engages with a wider range or more
effective coping strategies, which subsequently are protective against longer-term ISP.
Although this is an interesting possibility, it remains an untested hypothesis.
Limitations and Future Directions

This study had multiple limitations. First, participants were asked if they identify as
“gay (or bisexual)” and were not provided the option to specify. These participants were
consequently clustered into a single group. Albeit this ensured the exclusion of heterosexual
participants, it disallowed the investigation into the distinct experiences of gay and bisexual
participants. Second, it was problematic that any bisexual men in the sample, in addition to
the participants who identified as bicurious, pansexual, demisexual or “mostly straight” were
asked to respond to ISP items that specifically targeted gay individuals (e.g., “gay men are
overly promiscuous”). These issues impact the internal validity of the study. Third, the largest
religious group was Christianity, followed by Catholicism, and the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. Therefore, the findings of this study may have limited generalizability for
gay men who identify with other religions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam, due to

the dissimilarity between the belief systems. Fourth, we asked people to describe their



relationship with religion (past and present) with an open-ended question, which provided us
with complex data that did not allow us to easily code (and thus we were unable to report
portions of the sample that were currently vs previously religious). Finally, this study was
conducted online, with participants recruited through a crowdsourcing platform. Thus, this
study might be impacted by the standard suite of sampling bias associated with this method
(see Zhang et al., 2017 for a discussion of measurement invariance and data collection mode
effects), and the generalizability of these findings should be considered.

Considering this study’s endorsement for the protective capacity of identity
integration in religious gay men, future investigations could continue to explore individual
factors relating to identity integration. For instance, this study could be replicated with the
option for participants to specify their sexual orientation as either gay or bisexual. This would
allow for an investigation into the differences in ISP experienced by religious gay and
bisexual men. Research in this area is critical as bisexuals are reported to have markedly
poorer mental health than their gay, lesbian, or heterosexual counterparts, for causes that are
largely unknown (Taylor, 2018). A replicating study would reveal whether differences in ISP
as a result of religious experiences are contributing to this disparity. Moreover, it would
establish whether identity integration influences the ISP of gay and bisexual men in
dissimilar ways.

Further research could also explore the differences in identity integration between
genders. Research suggests considerable gender differences in sexual minority religious
experiences (e.g. religion being protective for male but not female sexual minorities; Rosario
et al., 2006). So far, the experiences of identity integration are assumed to be equal for male
and female participants (Dahl & Galliher, 2009). However, additional research is required to
reaffirm this finding as well as understand the experiences of sexual minorities who do not

identify with binary labels (e.g., non-binary, genderfluid, transgender, gender diverse, etc),



since this demographic group are known to have particularly tenuous relationships with
religion (Campbell et al., 2019).

Future research could also explore the strategies that have been found to supplement
identity integration. According to Pietkiewicz and Kolodziejczyk-Skrzypek (2016), reducing
religious involvement, adopting alternate scriptural interpretations, joining of more
affirmative religious groups, having a sense of completeness and self-acceptance (i.e. viewing
their sexuality as a purposeful decision by God), and amassing a broader knowledge of
religious scripture, are argued to function both independently and simultaneously with each
other. Therefore, extended analyses could identify the circumstances in which sexual
minorities utilize these strategies, which strategies are most effective when used in
conjunction, and the personal factors that drive the adoption of each strategy to best achieve
gay-religious identity integration. Finally, in this paper we have used identity integration as a
moderator variable, but it is equally plausible that it might be an outcome variable, or a
predictor variable. Indeed, it is worth highlighting that all the variables included in this paper
could be theoretically related to each other in other ways than those used in this paper (e.g.,
ISP could theoretically predict experiences of sexual conflict, etc.). The exact nature of
identity integration is a debate yet to be resolved by the literature, and warrants continued
attention.

Implications

These results have important implications. In particular, the knowledge that
supposedly conflicting identities can effectively coexist may provide comfort for sexual
minorities who are coming out and attempting to harmonize the two identities, as well as for
gay men who wish to establish or manage a religious identity. These findings demonstrate

that identity integration is not only achievable, but advantageous to psychosocial wellbeing,



and therefore may reduce the pressure to adopt potentially damaging coping strategies, such
as identity rejection or compartmentalization.

Secondly, this study holds important theoretical implications. Specifically, these
findings emphasize the utility of identity integration as an effective identity management
strategy, thereby contributing to the evidence that the integration of supposedly incompatible
identities can successfully protect against the harmful psychological wellbeing outcomes
associated with identity conflict (Scroggs et al., 2018). Moreover, these findings highlight the
benefit of multiple group membership as posited by the social cure hypothesis (Jetten et al.,
2012) and contribute to the growing body of evidence that denounces identity-rejecting
strategies (e.g., conversion therapies) by indicating that they have the potential to exacerbate
the negative outcomes related to religious and sexual identity conflict (see Jones et al., 2021).
Concluding Remarks

To assert homosexuality as a viable and acceptable identity, sexual minorities must
negotiate societal norms concerning relationships, intimacy, and behaviour in a heterosexist
culture (Koc, 2021; Lewis et al., 2003). The literature tells us that the intrapsychic conflict
between same-sex attraction and traditional religious doctrines puts sexual minorities at a
heightened risk for negative outcomes (Anderson et al., 2020; Herek, 2004). However, this
study suggests the opposite, and argues that experiences of religious conflict are unrelated to
ISP, perhaps through an engagement in coping strategies that minimize the internalization of
prejudicial attitudes in the long term. Additionally, religious comfort was demonstrated to
exacerbate ISP. This was rationalized by religious comfort enabling a maintenance of
religious commitment and therefore an extended exposure to, and internalization of
prejudicial teachings. Gay-religious identity integration was found to moderate these effects,
suggesting that greater identity integration is related to lower ISP, regardless of the degree of

religious comfort and conflict. This has been interpreted as evidence for the protective benefit



of identity integration and belonging to multiple, positively perceived groups against the

damaging psychosocial outcomes of identity conflict.
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