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Romantic relationship status and internalized
homophobia in LGB individuals: a parallel
mediation model examining the roles

of gender and coming out status

Nirui Yu', Kexin Chen', Minghua Song®’, Na Zhang® and Shen Liu'"

Abstract

Background To examine the parallel mediating effects of social networking site use and self-esteem on the
internalization of homophobia among LGB individuals, with a focus on variations across gender and coming out
status.

Methods A sample of 657 homosexual and bisexual individuals (mean age: 22.81+6.15 years) was recruited through
online social media platforms. This study examined romantic relationship status, coming out status, and the use of
social networking sites. It also assessed internalized homophobia using the Internalized Homophobia Scale (IHS),
social network site engagement with the Social Network Site Intensity Scale (SNSIS), and self-esteem using the Self-
Esteem Scale (SES). SPSS PROCESS was used to examine the parallel mediation model, while Amos was employed to
analyze the moderated mediation model.

Results The social networking site use and self-esteem serve as parallel mediators in the relationship between
romantic relationship status and the internalized homophobia. The mediating effect accounted for 23.75% and
21.88% of the total effect, respectively. Gender acts as a mediator in the pathways involving social networking site use
and self-esteem, while coming out status mediates each component of these pathways. The romantic relationship
status of LGB individuals is linked to internalized homophobia. Social networking site use and self-esteem act as
parallel mediators in their relationship, while gender and coming out status playing a moderating role.

Conclusions This study sheds light on the intricate factors influencing internalized homophobia among LGB
individuals, emphasizing the mediating roles of social networking site usage and self-esteem, along with the
moderating effects of gender and coming out status. The findings underscore the importance of fostering inclusive
environments that support self-expression and reduce discrimination against LGB individuals. Furthermore, this
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vulnerable population.

study suggests directions for future research, including the use of longitudinal designs, the detailed categorization
of romantic relationship statuses, and deeper exploration of psychological and behavioral differences across various
LGB identities. By addressing these limitations, future studies can offer a more nuanced understanding of internalized
homophobia and contribute to the development of effective intervention and prevention strategies for this

Keywords LGB, Internalized homophobia, Romantic relationship status, Social networking site use, Self-esteem

Introduction

LGB individuals, as part of the sexual minority group,
include homosexuals (lesbians and gay men) and bisexu-
als [1]. LGB individuals often experience stress related to
their sexual orientation due to discrimination, prejudice,
and stigmatization of sexual minority groups in society.
They generally have poorer mental and sexual health
compared to heterosexual individuals and engage in
problematic behaviors more frequently [2]. The minority
stress model suggests that individuals in sexual minor-
ity groups experience significant stress as a result of the
stigma attached to their sexual orientation. This stress
motivates sexual minorities to adapt to challenging
environments, thereby playing a crucial role in shaping
differences in their mental health outcomes [3]. Internal-
ized homophobia, the process by which individuals in
the LGBTQ +community internalize negative attitudes
towards their sexual orientation as part of their self-con-
cept, represents a significant source of stress within sex-
ual minority groups [4]. This is evidenced by low levels
of sexual identity acceptance [5]. The negative emotions
and behaviors stemming from internalized homopho-
bia can have harmful effects on the mental and physical
well-being of LGB individuals. It is recognized as a key
factor that can trigger a variety of problematic behaviors
[6]. Researches indicate that individuals with elevated
levels of internalized homophobia are at a heightened
risk for depression, suicidal ideation, substance abuse,
and other related concerns [3, 7]. Additionally, they often
exhibit reduced levels of subjective well-being, sense of
life meaning, and overall life satisfaction, which are con-
sidered essential positive psychological resources [5].
Therefore, it is imperative to investigate the mechanisms
underlying the formation of internalized homophobia in
LGB individuals and to discover effective strategies to
mitigate its deleterious effects.

Romantic relationships play a vital role in individual
health and are widely regarded as the most impactful
social relationship for overall health across the lifespan
[8]. The romantic relationship status of LGB individu-
als is reflected in whether they have a stable same-sex
partner. For LGB individuals, same-sex partners can
offer emotional support and companionship. Positive
romantic experiences can help reduce stress and allevi-
ate psychological distress among sexual minority groups
[9]. Nevertheless, entering into romantic relationships

with same-sex partners may expose individuals to their
sexual orientation, potentially subjecting them to new
social pressures and discrimination that can have adverse
effects on mental health [10]. This can also exacerbate
internalized homophobia. LGB individuals with same-sex
partners frequently encounter relationship stigmatization
[11] and societal discrimination against same-sex roman-
tic relationships [12—13]. This not only affects their men-
tal health but is also strongly linked to depression and
behavioral problems [12]. Studies indicate that entering
into romantic relationships can worsen smoking behav-
ior in LGB individuals and elevate drug use in bisexual
individuals [14]. Hence, romantic relationship status of
LGB individuals may have adverse effects on their mental
health and potentially exacerbate internalized homopho-
bia [14—15]. Building on this, this study sets forth hypoth-
esis H;: Individuals in romantic relationships will report
significantly higher levels of internalized homophobia
than those not in relationships.

With the advancement of the Internet, social network-
ing sites have emerged as a crucial platform for inter-
personal communication and interaction [16]. LGB
individuals utilize same-sex social networking sites, such
as Blued and Grindr to acquire self-relevant knowledge,
cultivate social circles, and shape their identities [17],
as well as to seek romantic partners [18]. Nonetheless,
the utilization of same-sex social networking sites also
heightens the chances of LGB individuals contracting
sexually transmitted infections [19] and perpetuates soci-
etal exclusion towards sexual minorities, as well as ste-
reotypical perceptions of individuals who utilize dating
apps [19-20]. Discrimination and stigmatization against
sexual minority groups can also be disseminated through
these networks, intensifying the pressure on sexual
minority individuals and fueling the worsening of inter-
nalized homophobia [21-23]. Moreover, LGB individuals
are more inclined to seek support from same-sex part-
ners or sexual minority communities when they encoun-
ter sexual minority stress [14]. To some degree, same-sex
romantic relationships foster group cohesion and social
support within LGB individuals [24], offering a feeling of
connection and emotional satisfaction [25]. Studies have
indicated that romantic relationships can enhance group
cohesion [24], thereby increasing the frequency of social
networking site use [26]. Building on this, this study
sets forth hypothesis H,: Social networking site use will
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mediate the relationship between romantic relationship
status and internalized homophobia.

Self-esteem, regarded as a fundamental component
of the personality structure, encompasses an individu-
al’s emotional perception of their self-worth and abili-
ties [27]. Self-esteem serves as a crucial intervention
point for improving the psychological well-being of the
LGBTQ + community, showing a significant negative cor-
relation with internalized homophobia and serving as a
safeguard for the mental state and overall well-being of
LGBTQ individuals when confronted with unfavorable
external assessments [5]. The sociometer theory pro-
poses that the establishment and preservation of self-
esteem are greatly influenced by positive feedback from
the external environment, including social acceptance
and favorable evaluations within intimate relationships
[28]. This suggests that the romantic relationship status
of LGB individuals plays a significant role in shaping their
self-esteem. Studies have indicated that negative roman-
tic relationships and dating encounters can result in psy-
chological distress, including symptoms of anxiety and
depression [29-30]. The incidence of dating violence in
same-sex romantic relationships is relatively high [31],
posing significant health risks including lowered self-
esteem, heightened anxiety, and increased susceptibility
to depression. Additionally, such violence can contribute
to heightened vulnerability to sexually transmitted infec-
tions and an increased likelihood of substance abuse [20].
Furthermore, LGB individuals who encounter shame
and discrimination in romantic relationships often face
heightened levels of unfair treatment, which can detri-
mentally affect their self-esteem [32-33] and exacerbate
internalized homophobia. Building on this, this study
proposes hypothesis Hj;: Romantic relationships will
influence internalized homophobia through the mediat-
ing effect of self-esteem, with self-esteem and social net-
working site use jointly acting as parallel mediators in
this process.

Research indicates that among sexual minorities,
females tend to experience lower levels of depression
within romantic relationships [34]; however, the influ-
ence of romantic relationship status on gender differ-
ences is not statistically significant [25]. In traditional
Chinese beliefs, men are often seen as carrying the pri-
mary responsibility for “continuing the family line;” with
society placing stricter behavioral expectations on them
[35]. Li and Zhao [36] noted that male homosexuals,
compared to females, often encounter more negative
public attitudes. Consequently, women in sexual minor-
ity groups generally possess a stronger self-identification
with their sexual identity and orientation than men [37]
and tend to face less societal discrimination and lower
levels of internalized homophobia [38]. Additionally,
specific behavioral patterns among male homosexuals
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may contribute to an increased risk of HIV transmission
[26]. Society tends to associate men’s use of same-sex
social networking sites more readily with casual behav-
ior, potentially leading to notable gender differences
among LGB individuals in their social networking sites
usage. Sexual minorities often face societal condemna-
tion for expressing gender preferences and behaviors that
do not align with their biological sex [39], leaving them
susceptible to the pressures of gender stereotypes. Don-
nelly and Twenge [40] found that men tend to experience
stronger negative emotions and a decline in self-esteem
when confronted with the pressures of gender stereotype.
Research also suggests that when individuals defy gender
role expectations, men are more likely than women to
experience heightened anxiety and reduced self-esteem
[41]. Building on this, this study proposes hypothesis H,:
The effect of romantic relationship status on internalized
homophobia will be moderated by gender, with same-
sex social networking site use and self-esteem serving
as mediating factors in this relationship. “Coming out”
refers to the process by which sexual minorities openly
disclose their sexual orientation. Despite societal prog-
ress, negative attitudes and biases towards sexual minori-
ties persist, prompting many LGB individuals to choose
to conceal their identities to avoid rejection and dis-
crimination [42]. Concealing one’s sexual orientation not
only hampers identification and communication within
the sexual minority community [43] but also obstructs
the formation of intimate relationships. This conceal-
ment subjects LGB individuals to dual pressures from
both within and outside the community [44], ultimately
depleting their psychological resources [45]. Additionally,
concealing one’s identity can result in psychological sup-
pression and the harmful impact of stigmatizing beliefs
[46], further exacerbating internalized homophobia [9].
Research has shown that LGB individuals who have not
come out experience poorer mental and physical health
when confronted with stigmatizing experiences [46].
Coming out can foster community integration among
sexual minority groups, strengthen a sense of belonging
and social support [47], and encourage LGB individuals
to engage with same-sex social networking sites more
openly. Although coming out can expose individuals to
increased discrimination and stigma [48], it also plays
a crucial role in strengthening identity among sexual
minority groups, enhancing self-esteem, and support-
ing overall psychological well-being [47]. Research indi-
cates that, compared to individuals who conceal their
sexual orientation, lesbian women who are open about
their identity report lower level of anxiety and higher
self-esteem [49]. Building on this, this study proposes
hypothesis Hj: The effect of romantic relationship sta-
tus on internalized homophobia, mediated by same-sex
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social networking site use and self-esteem, will be mod-
erated by an individual’s coming out status.

In conclusion, this study centers on LGB individuals
to explore how varying romantic relationship statuses
impact levels of internalized homophobia through the
parallel mediating effects of social networking site usage
and self-esteem. Additionally, it examines the moder-
ating roles of gender and coming out status, aiming to
offer empirical insights and inform intervention strate-
gies to address mental health challenges within the LGB
community.

Methods

Participants

The sample size estimation was conducted using the for-
mula N=Z%x[P(1-P)]/E* [50], where N represents the
sample size, Z is the statistical value, E denotes the mar-
gin of error, and P is the probability value. For this study,
we set Z=1.96 (corresponding to a 95% confidence level),
E=5%, and P=80%, based on prior research indicating
that approximately 80% of individuals in the LGBT com-
munity engage with same-sex social media platforms
[38]. Consequently, the required sample size for this
study was calculated to be 246 participants.

We utilized online recruitment of lesbian, gay, and
bisexual individuals through various platforms, includ-
ing Grindr, Blued, LGBTQ QQ groups, REDnote, and
TikTok. To ensure a diverse and representative sample,
targeted strategies were implemented beyond just list-
ing platforms. Invitations were worded inclusively and
explicitly invited participants from different age groups,
ethnic backgrounds, and geographic locations. Specific
efforts were made to reach subgroups that are often
underrepresented in LGBT research, such as individuals
from rural areas or those identifying with multiple mar-
ginalized identities. These invitations emphasized the
importance of diversity in the study and encouraged par-
ticipation from a broad range of individuals. In addition,
participants must be aged 14 or older and self-identify
as homosexual or bisexual [51-52]. A total of 657 valid
questionnaires were collected, yielding a response rate of
88.90%. The sample includes 309 males and 348 females;
233 individuals with a stable partner and 424 without;
495 homosexuals and 162 bisexuals. Educational levels
are distributed as follows: 194 participants with a col-
lege education or below, 385 undergraduates, and 78 with
postgraduate education or above. The average age of par-
ticipants is 22.81 £6.15 years.

Ethical considerations were central to the recruitment
process. This study was approved by the Ethics Commit-
tee of Anhui Agricultural University, in accordance with
the ethical principles outlined in the Declaration of Hel-
sinki. Participants were fully informed about the study’s
purpose, procedures, and their right to withdraw at any
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time without consequence. The invitation and consent
forms were carefully crafted to ensure clarity and trans-
parency, and were provided in multiple languages to
accommodate participants from diverse linguistic back-
grounds. All participants provided written informed
consent prior to participation. Efforts were made to
reduce potential biases inherent in online recruitment
by ensuring the platforms used were accessible to indi-
viduals from various socio-economic backgrounds and
not limited to a specific subgroup within the LGBT com-
munity. Data privacy and informed consent were handled
in strict accordance with ethical guidelines. Participants
were assured that all data would be anonymized and
stored securely, with access to the data limited to the
research team. Encrypted databases were used, and best
practices for data handling were followed. Given the sen-
sitive nature of the study, participants were also informed
about the availability of mental health resources should
they require support during or after participation.

Materials

Romantic relationship status survey

Following Li et al. [53], this study assesses participants’
romantic relationship status with the question, “Do you
have a stable romantic partner or sexual companion?”
Participants are asked to indicate whether they currently
have a stable romantic partner or sexual companion by
marking 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no”

Internalized Homophobia Scale (IHS)

The scale used in this study was developed by Herek et
al. [54] and revised by Li et al. [5]. It consists of 8 items
rated on a 5-point scale, with higher scores indicating a
greater level of internalized homophobia. For the pur-
poses of this study, the term “male homosexuality” was
adjusted to “homosexuality” to ensure inclusivity. The
scale demonstrated good internal consistency reliability
in this study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82.

Social Network Site Intensity Scale (SNSIS)

The scale used in this study was originally developed by
Elison et al. [55] and later revised by Niu et al. [56]. It
includes 8 items: the first two items assess the number of
friends on same-sex social networking sites and the daily
usage time on these platforms among LGB individuals.
The remaining six items evaluate the emotional con-
nection to and integration of these sites into the lives of
LGB individuals. Items are rated on a 5-point scale, with
higher scores indicating more intensive social network-
ing site usage. For this study, “social networking sites”
was modified to “same-sex social networking sites” The
scale’s internal consistency reliability in this study is 0.87.
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Self-Esteem Scale (SES)

The scale employed in this study was developed by
Rosenberg [57] and later revised by Tian [58]. It com-
prises 10 items rated on a 4-point scale, with higher
scores reflecting higher levels of self-esteem. In this
study, the scale demonstrated an internal consistency
reliability of 0.84.

Coming out status survey

Following Li and Zhao [36]’s definition of “coming out,
which entails openly disclosing one’s sexual orienta-
tion to at least one family member, colleague, classmate,
supervisor, or teacher, this study uses the question “Have
you ever disclosed your sexual orientation to others?” to
assess participants’ coming out status. Participants are
asked to indicate whether they have disclosed their sex-
ual orientation by marking 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no”

Data processing

In this study, participants were instructed in the ques-
tionnaire to respond based on their actual circumstances,
with all items marked as mandatory to ensure consis-
tency and accuracy in the data collection process. Fol-
lowing data standardization, the researchers employed
Model 4 in SPSS PROCESS 4.1, developed by Hayes
[59], to test parallel mediation models. Model 4 is com-
monly used for examining direct and indirect effects in
mediation analysis, especially when investigating the
relationships between independent variables, media-
tors, and dependent variables. This model was chosen
due to its robustness in handling simple mediation path-
ways and its ability to estimate standard errors and con-
fidence intervals using bootstrapping techniques, which
strengthens the reliability of the results in small to mod-
erate sample sizes.

For the analysis of moderated mediation models, Amos
24.0 was utilized, which is well-suited for structural equa-
tion modeling (SEM). Amos allows for more complex
models and can explicitly account for latent variables,
making it an ideal tool for exploring how moderation
impacts the mediation process. The use of Amos also

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis
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facilitated testing of model fit indices (e.g., CFI, RMSEA),
ensuring the adequacy of the proposed model structure.

An exploratory factor analysis (EFA) without rotation
was conducted using the Harman single-factor test on
the measured items, as recommended by Tang and Wen
[60]. This technique helps identify potential common
method bias by examining the factor structure of the
data. The results indicated that the first factor accounted
for 27.34% of the variance, which is below the commonly
accepted threshold of 40%. This suggests that common
method bias is not a significant concern in this study and
that the data is likely free from this particular source of
distortion.

Furthermore, a bootstrap analysis was performed to
assess the stability and robustness of the indirect effects
in the mediation models. Bootstrap methods are particu-
larly valuable in overcoming the limitations of traditional
statistical tests, such as the assumption of normality, by
generating empirical distributions of estimates through
resampling. This technique enhances the validity of the
results, especially in complex models with multiple medi-
ators or moderators. The bootstrap procedure used in
this study involved 5,000 resamples to ensure sufficient
accuracy in estimating the confidence intervals of the
indirect effects.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis

The descriptive statistics and correlation analysis for each
variable are shown in Table 1. The results reveal signifi-
cant positive correlations between romantic relationship
status and social networking site use, as well as between
romantic relationship status and internalized homopho-
bia, alongside a significant negative correlation between
romantic relationship status and self-esteem. Further-
more, social networking site use is significantly positively
correlated with internalized homophobia and negatively
correlated with self-esteem, while internalized homopho-
bia show a significant negative correlation with self-
esteem. These findings indicate that the data in this study
are appropriate for further analysis.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Gender _— _—

2. Sexual orientation —_— —_— 0.03 —_—

3. Educational background S S -0.19” 0.04 S

4. Coming out S — 030" -0.02 -0.04 —

5. Romantic relationship status S S -027" 001 007 -0.15"

6. Internalized homophobia 240 -059" 0.08 011" -039" 028" —

7. Social networking site use 3.10 0.03 001 -0.03 -0.14" 0.09" 023" —

8. Self-esteem 276 0.13" -009" 013" 016" -0.15" -028" -0.14" —

Note: Male =0, Female = 1; Homosexual = 1, Bisexual = 2; College education or below =1, Undergraduate =2, Postgraduate or above =3; Out =1, Closed =0. "p < 0.05,

"p<0.01,""p<0.001, the same below
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Regression equations

Overall fit indices

Regression coefficients and

significance
Outcome variables Predictor variables R R? F B 95% Cl t
Romantic relationship status 0.20 [0.03, 0.36] 238"
Sexual orientation -0.01 [-0.19,0.16] -0.16
Social networking site use Gender 0.19 0.03 470 0.20 [0.04,0.37] 238"
Educational background -0.04 [-0.16, OO9] -0.62
Coming out -040 [-0.61,-0.20] -390
Romantic relationship status -0.92 [-0.40, —0.07] 286"
Sexual orientation -0.23 [~0.40, —0.06] 261"
Self-esteem Gender 0.28 0.08 10.88 0.19 [0.03,0.36] 232
Educational background 0.26 [0.14,0.38] 420"
Coming out 030 [0.10,0.50] 299"
Romantic relationship status 0.16 [0.04, 0.28] 255
Social networking site use 0.19 [0.13, OZSJ 655"
Self-esteem -0.15 [-0.21,-0.09] -508""
Internalized homophobia Sexual orientation 0.70 048 86.89 0.17 [O 04, 0. 30] 263"
Gender -1.01 [-1.13,-0.89] -1608™
Educational background 0.04 [-0.06, 0.13] 0.80
Coming out -045 [-0.61,-0.30] 587"
Table 3 Mediating effects analysis partially mediate the relationship between romantic rela-
Effects Boot-  95%Cl Relative tionship status and internalized homophobia among LGB
strap me- individuals.
SE diation
effects Parallel mediation model of romantic relationship status
Total mediation effects 0073 0023 0029  — on internalized homophobia: testing for gender difference
Social networking site use 0,038 0018 0006 23.75% All variables in this study showed significant gender dif-
Self-esteem 0.035 0.014 0.010 21.88%

Note: The calculation method for the relative mediation effects value is the
absolute value of “mediation path effect / direct effect”

Parallel mediation analysis

After controlling for sexual orientation, gender, educa-
tion level, and coming out status, a parallel mediation
analysis was conducted using Model 4 in SPSS PROCESS
4.1, as developed by Hayes [59], to examine the parallel
mediating effects of social networking site use and self-
esteem between romantic relationship status and inter-
nalized homophobia. The results (see Table 2) indicated
that romantic relationship status significantly positively
predicted social networking site use (£=0.20, p=0.018)
and negatively predicted self-esteem (=-0.23, p =0.004).
Both romantic relationship status (8=0.16, p=0.011) and
social networking site use (8=0.19, p<0.001) were found
to significantly positively predict internalized homopho-
bia, while self-esteem significantly negatively predicted
internalized homophobia (8=-0.15, p <0.001).

The results of the bias-corrected bootstrap tests (see
Table 3) show that the 95% confidence intervals for the
mediation paths involving social networking site use and
self-esteem do not include zero, accounting for 23.75%
and 21.88% of the total effect, respectively. These findings
indicate that social networking site use and self-esteem

ferences: romantic relationship status (males >females,
p<0.001), social networking site use (males<females,
p<0.001), self-esteem (males<females, p<0.001), and
internalized homophobia (males>females, p<0.001).
Accordingly, a multi-group analysis was performed to
investigate the moderating effect of gender. Firstly, model
fit indices for the male and female samples were exam-
ined separately using the bootstrap method. The results
indicated good fit indices for both groups, supporting
cross-group comparisons (Male: x*/df=0.59, CFI=1.00,
TLI=1.01, GFI=0.99, RMSEA =0.00; Female: x*/df=0.08,
CFI=1.00, TLI=1.05, GFI=1.00, RMSEA =0.00). Based
on this, three models were specified: an unconstrained
model (M), a model with equal factor loadings (M,), and
a model with equal path coefficients (M;). The results of
the cross-group comparisons revealed significant differ-
ences between Model M, and Model M, (x*/df=28.45,
2<0.001), as well as between Model M; and Model M,
(x*/df=7.70, p<0.001), indicating significant gender dif-
ferences in the structural model. The unconstrained
estimation models for males and females are presented
in Figs. 1 and 2, respectively, illustrating the presence of
moderated mediation effects in this study.

Further examination of gender differences in the medi-
ation effects was conducted using the bootstrap method.
The results showed that, for males, social networking site
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Fig. 1 Parallel mediation effect of romantic relationship status on internalized homophobia (male)
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Fig. 2 Parallel mediation effect of romantic relationship status on internalized homophobia (female)

use (95% CI=[0.06, 0.24]) and self-esteem (95% CI=[0.02,
0.13]) fully mediated the relationship between romantic
relationship status and internalized homophobia. How-
ever, in the female group, this parallel mediation effect
was not significant. Following Rong’s (2009) recommen-
dations, difference value critical ratio analysis revealed
significant gender differences as follows: romantic rela-
tionship status exhibited significant gender differences
in predicting social networking site use (CR=-3.14,
p<0.01), with males (5=0.36, p=0.002) showing a sig-
nificant effect, while females (8=-0.01, p=0.790) did
not. Impact of social networking site use on internal-
ized homophobia showed significant gender differences
(CR=-7.41, p<0.001), with males (£=0.39, p<0.001)
having a significantly higher effect than females (5=-0.21,
p=0.002), though in the opposite direction. Effect of

self-esteem on internalized homophobia also displayed
significant gender differences (CR=-3.14, p<0.01), with
males (=-0.30, p<0.001) showing a significant effect,
while females (f=-0.06, p=0.07) did not. No signifi-
cant gender differences were observed in the paths from
romantic relationship status to self-esteem (CR=-0.44,
absolute value<1.96) and romantic relationship sta-
tus to internalized homophobia (CR=0.69, absolute
value <1.96).

Parallel mediation model of romantic relationship status
on internalized homophobia: testing for coming out
difference

In this study, significant differences were observed
between “out” and “closeted” LGB individuals in terms
of romantic relationship status (out < closeted, p <0.001),
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Fig. 3 Parallel mediation effect of romantic relationship status on internalized homophobia (male)
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Fig. 4 Parallel mediation effect of romantic relationship status on internalized homophobia (female)

self-esteem (out >closeted, p<0.001), and internalized
homophobia (out <closeted, p<0.001). Accordingly, a
multi-group analysis was conducted to investigate the
moderating effect of being “out”. Firstly, model fit indices
for both closeted and out LGB samples were examined
separately. The results indicated good fit indices for the
out group (x*/df=0.85, CFI=1.00, TLI=1.00, GFI=0.99,
RMSEA=0.00) and the closeted group (x*/df=0.40,
CFI=1.00, TLI=1.03, GFI=0.99, RMSEA=0.01), sup-
porting cross-group comparisons. Accordingly, as men-
tioned previously, an unconstrained model (M), a model
with equal factor loadings (M,), and a model with equal
path coefficients (M;) were specified. The cross-group
comparison results are as follows: significant differ-
ences were found between Model M; and Model M,
(x*/df=10.97, p<0.001) and between Model M; and

Model M, (x*/df=3.65, p=0.006), further confirming
structural model differences associated with being “out”.
The unconstrained estimation models for the “out” LGB
group (Fig. 3) and the closeted LGB group (Fig. 4) reveal
notable differences, verifying the moderated mediation
effects in this study.

Further examination of mediation effect differences
based on being “out” was conducted using the boot-
strap method. The results showed that, for the “out” LGB
group, social networking site use (95% CI=[0.01, 0.06])
and self-esteem (95% CI=[0.03, 0.10]) both served as
partial mediators, jointly functioning as parallel media-
tors. However, this parallel mediation effect was not sig-
nificant in the closeted LGB group, indicating that being
“out” moderates the mediation effects.
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The difference value critical ratio analysis revealed sig-
nificant differences in the impact of romantic relationship
status on self-esteem based on being “out” (CR=-1.98,
p<0.05). For “out” LGB individuals, romantic relation-
ship status significantly predicted self-esteem (5=-0.32,
p<0.001), whereas for closeted LGB individuals, this rela-
tionship was not significant (=-0.02, p =0.90). Similarly,
significant differences were observed in the impact of
romantic relationship status on internalized homophobia
based on being “out” (CR=3.00, p<0.01). For “out” LGB
individuals, romantic relationship status significantly
predicted internalized homophobia (5=0.50, p<0.001),
whereas for closeted LGB individuals, this relationship
was not significant (£=0.06, p=0.630). Additionally,
the influence of social networking site use on internal-
ized homophobia showed significant differences based
on being “out” (CR=-3.67, p<0.001). For closeted LGB
individuals, the predictive effect of social networking
site use on internalized homophobia (5=0.42, p<0.001)
was significantly stronger than for “out” LGB individu-
als (8=0.09, p=0.032). However, the predictive paths
from romantic relationship status to social networking
site use (CR=1.27, absolute value<1.96) and from self-
esteem to internalized homophobia (CR=1.00, absolute
value < 1.96) did not show significant differences based on
being “out”.

Discussion

This study identified a significant positive correlation
between romantic relationship status and internalized
homophobia among LGB individuals, providing support
for hypothesis H;. The results suggest that LGB individu-
als with a committed partner or sexual companion tend
to exhibit higher levels of internalized homophobia. This
finding diverges from previous research [24], potentially
due to the broader sample in this study, which included
both lesbian and bisexual populations. The findings
suggest that LGB individuals with committed partners
often encounter heightened social discrimination, pres-
sure, and stigmatization of same-sex relationships [11],
which can lead to increased levels of minority stress and
internalized homophobia [9]. Compared to heterosexual
individuals, LGB individuals may experience higher lev-
els of depression and anxiety within same-sex relation-
ships [30], suggesting that romantic relationships may
not effectively alleviate mental health challenges. Instead,
they may amplify negative emotions, further intensifying
internalized homophobia.

Research findings reveal that the romantic relation-
ship status partially mediates internalized homopho-
bia through the use of same-sex social networking sites,
supporting hypothesis H,. This suggests that social
networking sites play a crucial role between roman-
tic involvement and internalized homophobia: for
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individuals with a committed partner or sexual compan-
ion, reducing the use of same-sex social media platforms
may help alleviate internalized homophobia. The rise of
the internet has transformed same-sex social networking
sites into spaces where sexual minorities can exchange
information, engage in self-exploration, and construct
their identities [17], while also offering LGB individuals
a platform for seeking intimate relationships [61]. Engag-
ing with same-sex social networking sites can enhance
self-identity [62] but may also increase vulnerability to
stigmatization [63]. For sexual minority groups, excessive
group identification can heighten feelings of exclusion
and stigmatization [64], potentially intensifying internal-
ized homophobia [65]. While forming intimate relation-
ships within the LGB community can strengthen a sense
of identity and belonging [24-25], it may also increase
vulnerability to sexual minority stress [63].

Research indicates that romantic relationship status
partially mediates internalized homophobia through
self-esteem, with self-esteem and the use of same-sex
social networking sites jointly serving as parallel media-
tors, thereby supporting hypothesis H;. This finding
aligns with previous studies [24, 28]. Individuals with
low self-esteem, being more sensitive to external judg-
ments, are more likely to internalize societal biases and
evaluations into their self-concept, thereby intensifying
their level of internalized homophobia [54]. According
to the sociometer theory, the formation of self-esteem is
closely tied to positive evaluations stemming from social
acceptance and intimate relationships [66]. However,
LGB individuals are more prone to experience dating vio-
lence in romantic relationships [31] and often perceive
greater relationship stigmatization [11], which can lead
to reduced self-esteem. This suggests that remaining sin-
gle may help LGB individuals avoid the societal stigma-
tization associated with same-sex relationships, thereby
potentially reducing internalized homophobia.

This study found that gender significantly moder-
ates the predictive effects of romantic relationship sta-
tus on social networking site usage, the effects of social
networking site usage on internalized homophobia, and
the effects of self-esteem on internalized homophobia,
supporting hypothesis H,. Specifically, the positive pre-
dictive effect of romantic relationship status on same-
sex social networking site usage is more pronounced in
males, whereas in females, the predictive direction is
opposite and less defined. This may be attributed to the
stricter societal expectations placed on male homosexu-
als [36]. Male homosexuals and bisexual individuals face
a heightened risk of marginalization [22], which may
increase their desire for partner recognition and seek-
ing validation, often sought through same-sex social
networking sites [67]. Positive same-sex relationships
can offer emotional support for LGB individuals [25],
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foster group cohesion [24], and encourage increased
use of same-sex social networking sites. Furthermore,
among men, higher intensity of same-sex social network-
ing site usage is associated with deeper levels of internal-
ized homophobia, whereas for women, this relationship
is reversed. Male homosexual and bisexual individu-
als face higher risks of infectious diseases and are more
often labeled as “promiscuous” [19, 26]. Combined with
a greater susceptibility to derogatory language within the
community [68], these factors contribute to elevated lev-
els of internalized homophobia. Lastly, the negative pre-
dictive effect of self-esteem on internalized homophobia
is more pronounced in males, suggesting that when male
homosexuals experience greater pressure, the protective
effect of positive mental health resources becomes more
significant [25]. This underscores the differences in pub-
lic attitudes toward LGB individuals of different genders
in traditional societies.

This study found that being “out of the closet” signifi-
cantly moderates the effects of romantic relationship
status on internalized homophobia, the effects of roman-
tic relationship status on self-esteem, and the predictive
effects of social networking site usage on internalized
homophobia, supporting hypothesis H;. Specifically, the
positive predictive effect of romantic relationship status
on internalized homophobia is more pronounced in LGB
individuals who are out, whereas this effect is less evident
for those who are not out. Out individuals typically pos-
sess a stronger sense of group and sexual identity [47],
which can make them more vulnerable to the effects of
negative stigmatization [63], thereby increasing internal-
ized homophobia. Additionally, the negative predictive
effect of romantic relationship status on self-esteem is
more pronounced in out individuals. This may stem from
the fact that coming out and forming relationships with
same-sex partners encourage LGB individuals to inte-
grate into the community, share stigmatized experiences,
and heighten awareness of social injustices, which can, in
turn, reduce self-esteem [32]. Furthermore, the positive
predictive effect of social media activity on internalized
homophobia is stronger for individuals who are not out
than for those who are. Individuals who are not out often
experience pressure and psychological burdens related to
the prospect of coming out when using online resources,
which can intensify their internalized homophobia [47].
While coming out may introduce additional pressures,
out individuals typically have more positive psychological
resources to cope with rejection and to form clearer self-
concepts [69]. In contrast, concealing one’s sexual orien-
tation can foster feelings of self-rejection and discomfort,
thereby increasing internalized homophobia [70].

The main theoretical contributions of this study are
as follows: First, this study not only identified roman-
tic relationship status as an influencing factor but also
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highlighted the mediating roles of social networking site
usage and self-esteem, offering a fresh perspective on the
mechanisms underlying internalized homophobia. Sec-
ond, the study explored the moderating effects of gender
and coming out status within this framework, deepening
our understanding of the complex formation of internal-
ized homophobia within the LGB community. In terms
of practical implications, this study provides valuable
guidance for addressing and preventing psychological
challenges among LGB individuals. To foster an inclusive
environment, schools, families, society, and online com-
munities must strive to create greater equality for LGB
individuals, reduce discrimination and stigmatization,
and promote opportunities for openly expressing sexual
orientation. By enhancing self-esteem and mental health
support, these measures can help mitigate internalized
homophobia. This is especially pertinent for men, who,
influenced by traditional Chinese values and Confucian
culture, face heightened expectations around “carrying
on the family line” This societal pressure makes male
LGB individuals particularly vulnerable to internalizing
negative societal attitudes, leading to adverse psychologi-
cal effects. To combat this, society should work to reduce
the spread of negative information about LGB individu-
als online and support efforts to bolster their self-esteem.
Furthermore, the societal environment places unique
pressures on LGB individuals, where romantic relation-
ships and coming out can sometimes intensify internal-
ized homophobia. This highlights the importance of
cultivating an accepting environment that encourages
LGB individuals to express themselves freely, while offer-
ing social support and respect to help reduce internalized
homophobia.

This study has several limitations that should be con-
sidered when interpreting the findings. First, the use of a
cross-sectional research design limits the ability to draw
causal inferences about the relationships between vari-
ables. Although the associations identified in this study
provide valuable insights, they do not establish direction-
ality. Future studies could employ longitudinal designs to
more accurately examine how these relationships evolve
over time and the developmental dynamics of internal-
ized homophobia within different contexts. Second, this
study did not differentiate between various romantic rela-
tionship statuses (e.g., heterosexual relationship, same-
sex relationship, dating, cohabitation, marriage), which
may have distinct effects on internalized homophobia.
Future research could address this limitation by cat-
egorizing relationship statuses more precisely, allowing
for a deeper understanding of how different relation-
ship types impact internalized homophobia among LGB
individuals. Additionally, the study did not consider
the role of different LGB subgroups in the relationship
between romantic relationship status and internalized
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homophobia. It would be valuable to explore psycho-
logical and behavioral differences among individuals with
varying sexual orientations (e.g., gay, lesbian, bisexual)
and gender role preferences within the LGB community.
Such differentiation could yield more nuanced insights
into how internalized homophobia manifests differently
across subgroups. Further, the implications of these find-
ings for interventions to reduce internalized homophobia
should be addressed. Given that romantic relationships
and self-esteem play crucial roles in shaping internalized
homophobia, interventions could focus on enhancing
self-esteem and promoting supportive romantic rela-
tionships within the LGB community. It would also be
beneficial to develop programs that specifically target
individuals experiencing internalized homophobia due to
social media exposure or societal rejection. Finally, future
research should incorporate qualitative approaches, such
as in-depth interviews, to explore the lived experiences
of participants. This would provide richer insights into
the psychological mechanisms underlying internalized
homophobia and help refine intervention strategies tai-
lored to the diverse needs of LGB individuals.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study sheds light on the intricate fac-
tors influencing internalized homophobia among LGB
individuals, emphasizing the mediating roles of social
networking site usage and self-esteem, along with the
moderating effects of gender and coming out status. The
findings underscore the importance of fostering inclusive
environments that support self-expression and reduce
discrimination against LGB individuals. Furthermore,
this study suggests directions for future research, includ-
ing the use of longitudinal designs, the detailed catego-
rization of romantic relationship statuses, and deeper
exploration of psychological and behavioral differences
across various LGB identities. By addressing these limi-
tations, future studies can offer a more nuanced under-
standing of internalized homophobia and contribute to
the development of effective intervention and prevention
strategies for this vulnerable population.
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