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Internalized Homonegativity and the Challenges of Having 
Same-Sex Desires in the Lebanese Context: A Study 
Examining Risk and Protective Factors
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Department of Psychology, American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon

ABSTRACT
Internalized homonegativity (IH) has received increased attention 
in the literature on sexual minorities. Nevertheless, there is a lack of 
research on IH in conservative Arab cultures like Lebanon. The 
present study aimed to cover this gap by exploring risk and pro
tective factors of IH in Lebanese sexual minorities. A hierarchical 
multiple regression (N = 210) revealed that religiosity, parental 
rejection (actual or anticipated), and legal discrimination were sig
nificant risk factors of IH, while sense of belonging to the LGBT 
community was a strong protective factor. Although self- 
compassion did not emerge as a predictor, it had interesting inter
actions on the bivariate level. Results, limitations, clinical implica
tions, and recommendations for future research and policy making 
are discussed.
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Introduction: Overview of homosexuality in Lebanon

Little is known about the lives and experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual 
(LGB) individuals in the Middle East and Arab countries (Wagner et al., 2013), 
where homosexuality is still treated as a taboo, a sin, and an unnatural practice 
(Mccormick, 2006; Moussawi, 2008). Surprisingly, this has not always been the 
case. Middle Eastern cultures were more tolerant of non-heterosexual emotions 
and behaviors, depicted in the rich historical literature on homoerotic idealiza
tion in Arab, Turkish, and Persian literature (Abdulhadi, 2010; Smith, 2012). 
Samar Habib (2007) revealed, through analyzing medieval texts and literature, 
that female emotional and sexual attractions did not only exist in Middle Eastern 
and Islamic cultures, but were also normalized and recognized without the 
current transgressive attitudes. This tolerance in Arab cultures existed until 
the 13th century, after which attitudes toward same-sex attractions became 
increasingly negative and derogative (Habib, 2007; Smith, 2012).

Lebanon is a unique case because it is one of the few Arab countries that has 
been experiencing a growing visibility of the LGB community (Mccormick, 2006), 
depicted in the presence of NGOs advocating for gay rights and publicly known 
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LGBTQI+ pubs and nightclubs (Wagner et al., 2013). Beirut, the capital of 
Lebanon, has gained the reputation of being a refuge for the LGBT community 
in the Arab world (Dehghan, 2018; Meuse, 2017). Additionally, in 2013, the 
Lebanese Psychological Association and the Lebanese Psychiatric Association 
announced that homosexuality is not a disorder, and as such should not be treated 
(Kerbage, 2014a, 2014b). A recent study also revealed favorable attitudes and 
behaviors among health-care providers, especially among mental health providers, 
toward LGBT+ patients (Naal, Abboud, Harfoush, & Mahmoud, 2019). 
Furthermore, a few court rulings in the Lebanese civil and military courts marked 
what could be the beginning of a positive shift in attitudes in Lebanon. In 2009, 
Judge Mounir Sleiman stated that same-sex relations between consented adults are 
not a crime and should not be punished (Benoist, 2014). In 2014, Judge Naji Al- 
Dahdah did not penalize a transgendered woman charged for having “unnatural” 
sex with men. Instead, he stated that gender should not be solely based on sex 
identification, but also on how the person perceives him/herself (Benoist, 2014). In 
2019, Tribunal Judge Peter Germanos dismissed charges against four soldiers for 
committing “unnatural sex” and did not issue arrest warrants (Assaf, 2019).

Despite Lebanon’s reputation as being more liberal and accepting of homo
sexuality than other Arab countries, only 6% of the Lebanese population showed 
acceptance of homosexuality (“The Arab world in seven charts,” 2019). 
Homosexuality is still criminalized in the Lebanese legal system (Human Rights 
Watch, 2013) and sexual minorities are denied equal civil rights and protection 
against discrimination. Additionally, it is argued that the “gay-friendly” attitudes 
are limited to Beirut and do not represent other cities in Lebanon (Wagner et al., 
2013). Incidents of harassment, discrimination, and even violence are common 
among many LGB individuals in Lebanon and are often unreported to authorities 
not only because there is no law to protect sexual minorities, but also because they 
themselves would be criminalized instead (Meem, 2009; Murdock, 2011; Proud 
Lebanon, 2017).

Defining sexual orientation in the Middle East

In the West, sexual orientation has been defined by three components: sexual 
attraction, emotional attraction, and self-identification (Savin-Williams, 2006). 
Most of the research on LGB individuals have operationalized sexual orientation 
using mainly the component of self-identification (Savin-Williams, 2006). This 
approach excludes individuals involved in same-sex behaviors or who have same- 
sex emotional attractions, but who do not label themselves as such. Defining 
sexual orientation is especially critical in Middle Eastern and Islamic cultures, 
where the gay identity differs from the one that has emerged in the West (Habib, 
2007; Smith, 2012). For example, Smith (2012) explained that two men engaging 
in sexual acts would both be considered homosexual in the West, whereas in 
Middle Eastern cultures, the label would apply based on the gender position 

76 S. MICHLI AND F. E. JAMIL



presumed during the sexual act. This reflects the emphasis Middle Eastern 
societies place on the masculine and feminine roles, and the low tolerance of 
any breach of those roles (Smith, 2012). Additionally, Khaled El-Rouayheb, 
a historian on sexuality in the Arab-Islamic region, argued that passionate love 
toward another from the same-sex is not what is forbidden in Islamic laws, rather, 
it is the “act of sodomy” (Chahine, 2008). Furthermore, the negative cultural 
attitudes are reflected in the stigmatizing and offensive Arabic words used to 
describe same-sex experiences, and in the lack of neutral words, with the exception 
of “Mithliyin,” (roughly defined as “sameness”). Even this word is not commonly 
used in the Lebanese dialiect and does not capture a person’s internal experience 
(Meem, 2009). Consistently, there is an absence of a framework that defines the 
modern gay identity in Lebanon and the Arab world (Mccormick, 2006; 
Moussawi, 2008). Therefore, it comes as no surprise that several studies 
(Mccormick, 2006; Moussawi, 2008; Wagner et al., 2013) revealed uncertainty in 
how Lebanese gay and bisexual men expressed and described their sexual 
orientation.

Internalized homonegativity

Minority stress was defined by Brook (1981) as the stress associated with 
belonging to an inferior social category. Meyer (1995, 2003) expanded Brook’s 
work to include sexual minorities. According to Meyer (1995, 2003), sexual 
minorities are exposed to various forms of stressors, which he grouped under 
distal and proximal stressors. Distal stressors are objective stressors that occur 
independently of the individual’s perception of them, and include prejudice- 
inspired events (e.g. victimization, discrimination . . . etc.). Proximal stressors are 
subjective and depend on the person’s appraisal of the situation and are unique 
to sexual minorities. They include: concealing sexual orientation, expectation of 
rejection and discrimination, and internalized homonegativity (Meyer, 1995, 
2003).

Among the most researched proximal stressors is Internalized Homonegativity 
(IH) (Williamson, 2000). IH refers to the process by which a sexual minority 
person internalizes the society’s negative myths, beliefs, and attitudes toward 
same-sex attractions, and directs them toward themselves and similar others 
(Barnes & Meyer, 2012). IH is considered a strong barrier to mental health and 
psychological well-being (Szymanski, Chung, & Balsam, 2001) and has detrimen
tal effects on the physical and mental health of sexual minority individuals 
(Newcomb & Mustanski, 2010). Several studies found that IH was linked to low 
self-esteem (Peterson & Gerrity, 2006), depression (Davidson et al., 2017), anxiety 
(Parker, Lõhmus, Mangine, & Rüütel, 2016), alcohol abuse and dependence 
(Amadio, 2006; Barbra 2003; Cabaj, 2000), suicide (Grossman, D’Augelli, & 
O’Connell, 2002), and tendency to seek conversion therapy (Shidlo & 
Schroeder, 2002).
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Predictors of internalized homonegativity

Although IH became a mainstay in the research on LGB individuals, research 
focused mainly on understanding the effects of IH on the lives of LGB 
individuals, whereas few tried to understand the concept itself; what predicts 
and explains it (Berg, Ross, Weatherburn, & Schmidt, 2013; Russell & Bohan, 
2006). Therefore, the aim of this study was to understand IH in the Lebanese 
context by exploring (1) risk factors, including: intrinsic religiosity, parental 
rejection, legal discrimination, and (2) protective factors, including: sense of 
belonging to the LGB community and self-compassion. All these variables, 
except for self-compassion, have been theoretically linked to IH in the litera
ture (Szymanski & Chung, 2002) and are fundamental in the Lebanese culture.

Risk factors

Religiosity

Even though religion serves as a source of support and has positive effects on 
physical and mental health within the general population (Chatters et al., 2008; 
Dahl & Galliher, 2010; Smith, McCullough, & Poll, 2003), there are mixed results 
on its role in the lives of sexual minorities (Barnes & Meyer, 2012; Walker & 
Longmire-Avital, 2013). Some studies demonstrated that religiosity has a serious 
negative impact on the well-being of LGB individuals (Lease, Horne, & 
Noffsinger-Frazier, 2005; Mahaffy, 1996; Schuck & Liddle, 2001; Whicker, de 
St. Aubin, & Skerven, 2017). Homophobic environments promoted by most 
religious institutions cause many homosexual individuals to live with two 
competing selves: the religious self and the homosexual self (Sherry, Adelman, 
Whilde, & Quick, 2010). Sherry et al. (2010) further found that higher religious 
conservatism predicted higher levels of shame, guilt, and IH.

In contrast, other studies found that religiosity can be a protective factor for 
LGB individuals (Dahl & Galliher, 2010; Longo, Walls, & Wisneski, 2013; 
Walker & Longmire-Avital, 2013). For example, Walker and Longmire-Avital 
(2013) found in a sample of black LGB emerging adults that religiosity con
tributed to participants’ resilience and ability to deal with life’s adversities, 
especially in individuals with high levels of IH. In their sample, individuals 
with higher religious commitment were more likely to have better self-esteem, 
and less likely to engage in alcohol and marijuana use, binge drinking, and 
sexual experiences than those with lower religious commitment.

Religion is a central feature of the Lebanese political and social foundation 
(Mccormick, 2006; Moussawi, 2008) and self-identification (Harb, 2010). The 
two major religions in Lebanon, Islam and Christianity (Jawad, 2009), con
demn homosexuality (Eidhamar, 2014; Lapinski & McKirnan, 2013). 
Therefore, many religious LGB individuals in Lebanon experience a struggle 
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between these two core aspects of their identity, resulting in shame, guilt, and 
attempts at repressing their sexual desires and identity (Meem, 2009).

Religiosity was divided by Allport and Ross (1967) into intrinsic and 
extrinsic religious orientation. Intrinsic religiosity is an internal framework 
from which a person derives meaning, whereas extrinsic religiosity is more 
instrumental and is associated with social benefits like support, community, 
belongingness, and security from the religious group. The focus of this study 
was on intrinsic religiosity because many LGB individuals maintain their faith 
even without extrinsic practices and the benefits of belonging to a religious 
community (Schuck & Liddle, 2001).

Family rejection

Whereas families, like religion, are considered a major source of support in the 
lives of many heterosexual individuals, unfortunately, this is not always the case 
for LGB individuals. The families of many LGB individuals are just another 
“microcosm” of the general society, where they too, have absorbed the negative 
stigma about same-sex relationships (Bozett & Sussman, 1989). Family rejection is 
linked to depression, suicidal ideation, substance use, and unsafe sexual behaviors 
(Ryan, Huebner, Diaz, & Sanchez, 2009), and is one of the primary reasons why 
some LGB individuals participate in sexual reorientation therapy (Maccio, 2010).

Lebanon is predominantly a collective culture that emphasizes family ties 
and promotes interdependence and group affiliation (Taher, Kazarian, & 
Martin, 2008), while often repressing independent agency (Taher et al., 2008). 
In the absence of public sectors in Lebanon, the family plays the central role in 
providing various forms of support (Meem, 2009). The family is often involved 
in one’s daily life and major decisions (Wagner et al., 2013), and is also affected 
by the decisions of the individual. The individual person in a Lebanese family is 
a representative of the whole family, and his/her actions become historically 
attached to the reputation of all family members (Mccormick, 2006). As such, 
people in collective cultures tend to have interdependent self-construals, in 
which the self is defined through group membership and important relation
ships (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Consistently, Harb (2010) found that 
Lebanese young adults identified themselves primarily through their families.

Identifying as homosexual in Lebanese families can thus be deeply distres
sing and dangerous. Many LGB individuals are exposed to physical and 
emotional abuse, ostracism, denial of inheritance, house arrest, forced mar
riages (especially for women), and honor killing (Meem, 2009). Moussawi 
(2008) found in his study that fear of family abandonment was cited by 
Lebanese gay men as the central constraint to being a homosexual. Similarly, 
Lebanese gay men in Wagner et al.’s study (2013) were more likely to come out 
to their friends than to their families out of fear of being rejected.
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Legal discrimination

The lives of many LGB individuals are characterized by prejudice, discrimina
tion, and victimization on individual and institutional levels (Kelleher, 2009). 
Institutional discrimination ranges from constraining the opportunities and 
resources available to LGB individuals to criminalizing homosexuality 
(Mireshghi & Matsumoto, 2008). These restrictions affect not only the way 
LGB individuals feel and experience their sexual orientation, but also their 
mental and physical well-being.

For example, Hatzenbuehler, McLaughlin, Keyes, and Hasin (2010) long
itudinal study revealed that the prevalence of generalized anxiety disorder, 
alcohol use disorders, and mood disorders increased significantly across time 
in LGB individuals living in discriminating states compared to those living in 
non-discriminating states. Additionally, Berg et al. (2013) found higher levels 
of IH in participants living in states with both institutional discrimination and 
negative communal attitudes compared to homosexual individuals living in 
gay-friendly societies.

In Lebanon, homosexuality is still treated as a crime under the code 534, which 
states that “any sexual intercourse contrary to the order of nature is punishable by 
up to one year in prison” (Human Rights Watch, 2013, p. 5). While homosexuality 
was never explicitly mentioned in the code, the vagueness of the law has justified 
the persecution of LGB individuals (Human Rights Watch, 2013). Members of the 
LGBTQI+ community can be arrested by the police simply based on their 
appearance or gender non-conformity, even in the absence of any sexual act. 
Following arrest, they are subjected to interrogation, anal tests, blackmailing, and 
physical abuse (Helem & AFFE, 2015; Human Rights Watch, 2013; Proud 
Lebanon, 2017). It is also common for Lebanese authorities to shut down 
LGBTQI+ meeting areas and events, the most recent was canceling the Beirut 
Pride event in 2018 (“Beirut pride cancelled,” 2018). Additionally, in 2018, the 
Lebanese government voted against an international bill calling for respecting 
sexual minority rights (Khalife, 2018).

Protective factors

Most studies on LGB individuals have focused on the difficulties associated with 
belonging to a sexual minority group (Riggle, Whitman, Olson, Rostosky, & 
Strong, 2008; Savin-Williams, 2008), depicting them as passive victims instead of 
resilient agents with their own complex cognitive, behavioral, and emotional 
coping strategies (Kwon, 2013; Mustanski, Newcomb, & Garofalo, 2011; Savin- 
Williams, 2008). Therefore, it becomes increasingly important to adopt 
a positive psychology approach to understanding LGB individuals’ experiences 
(Kwon, 2013; Mustanski et al., 2011; Savin-Williams, 2008).
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Sense of belonging to LGB community

Sense of belonging to the LGBTQI+ community is defined as “the experience of 
personal involvement and integration within a system or environment to the 
extent that a person feels they play a special role in that system or environment”. 
McLaren, Gibbs, & Watts, 2013, p. 2). Many studies revealed that sense of 
belonging to the LGB community is linked to lower rates of depression 
(McLaren, 2009; McLaren et al., 2013; McLaren, Jude, & McLachlan, 2008; 
Zea, Reisen, & Poppen, 1999) and IH (Grey et al., 2013; Mayfield, 2001; Ross 
& Rosser, 1996), and higher self-esteem (Zea et al., 1999). Interestingly, IH was 
also found to be positively associated with depression through less connection 
and support from LGBTQI+ community and groups (Davidson et al., 2017). 
Nevertheless, the role of the LGBTQI+ community belonging is not as obvious 
in the Lebanese culture. Moussawi (2008) found that while some Lebanese gay 
and bisexual men experienced the LGBTQI+ community as a source of support, 
others preferred to distance themselves from it or felt alienated by it. As such, the 
perceived belongingness toward the LGBTQI+ community and the impact of 
that belongingness remains unclear in Lebanese society.

Self-compassion

Self-compassion refers to the ability to relate to oneself with kindness, care, and 
open-heartedness in the face of negative life experiences and personal faults and 
failures (Neff, Kirkpatrick, & Rude, 2007). Literature on self-compassion revealed 
its positive effects on mental health and life satisfaction (Barnard & Curry, 2011; 
Neely, Schallert, Mohammed, Roberts, & Chen, 2009; Neff, 2003, 2011; Neff et al., 
2007; Raes, 2010). It also plays a positive role in LGB individuals’ lives as well, with 
enhanced subjective well-being, self-esteem, life satisfaction, and outness (Beard, 
Eames, & Withers, 2016; Crews & Crawford, 2015; Jennings & Tan, 2014; Matos, 
Carvalho, Cunha, Galhardo, & Sepodes, 2017; Toplu-Demirtaş, Kemer, Pope, & 
Moe, 2018). Nevertheless, to our knowledge, there are no published studies on the 
relationship between self-compassion and IH. Self-compassion can be especially 
relevant to IH in that having a non-judgmental and caring attitude toward oneself 
could protect sexual minority individuals from internalizing society’s negative 
messages. Consistently, a participant from Riggle et al.’s (2008) qualitative study 
stated “Being gay encourages one to really search within for self-understanding 
and acceptance. Since society is largely not very supportive of gays or gay 
rights, a gay person needs to find inner sources of strength and 
confidence” (p. 213).
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Method

Participants

Only participants who are Lebanese, above 18 years of age and experience 
emotional and/or sexual same-sex desires met inclusion criteria for the study. 
Non-Lebanese and transgender/transsexual individuals were excluded from this 
study because they experience unique internal and sociopolitical challenges in 
the Lebanese culture that are beyond the scope of this research.

We originally attained a sample of 366 participants, but the final sample size 
retained for the final analysis was 210 participants (135 males, and 75 females). 
Most participants identified as gay (55.7%) and lesbian (12.9%), followed by 
queer (6.2%), straight (6.2%), and questioning (2.9%). Some participants 
described their sexual orientation in a dimensional rather than a categorical 
way (e.g., “gay with a mild attraction toward women”). Additionally, the 
participants’ age ranged between 18 and 51 years old (M = 25.49, SD = 5.41).

Participants in our sample were well educated; 48.6% with a graduate 
degree, 35.7% with an undergraduate degree, and 10% with a postgraduate 
degree. Most participants’ (60.3%) parents did not know about their same-sex 
desires, whereas 39.7% did. As for religious affiliation, the highest percentage 
of participants identified as atheists (21%) and Christian Maronites (19.5%), 
followed by agnostic (15.2%), Muslim Sunni (10%), Muslim Shi’a (8.1%), and 
Druze (7.1%). Christian Catholic and Christian Orthodox were less repre
sented in our sample (5.7% each), and 6.7% chose other. Our sample differs 
from the distribution of religious sects in Lebanon. According to a recent 
report on Lebanese demographics, 57.7% of the population are Muslim (28.7% 
are Sunni, 28.4% are Shiaa) and 36.2% are Christians (Maronite Catholics are 
the largest Christian group), and 5.2% of the population are Druze (“Lebanon 
demographics profile,” 2019). However, it is important to note that these 
numbers rely on the civil registry based on the inheritance of religion from 
the father, and do not consider personal affiliations. Additionally, a recent 
survey revealed that since 2013, the number of Arab individuals, especially 
under 30 years, who do identify as “not religious” has been on the rise, 
including those residing in Lebanon (“The Arab world in seven charts” 
2019). Moreover, religion demographics in our sample are consistent with 
the literature on the LGBTQ+, which argues that incongruencies between 
sexual and religious identities can lead individuals to question, redefine, or 
abandon their religious identity (Wood & Conley, 2014).

Procedure

This study received the approval of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the 
American University of Beirut. Three recruitment methods were used: (1) 
snowball sampling, (2) contacting non-governmental organizations such as 
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Proud Lebanon and The Gender and Sexuality Resource Center at the Arab 
Foundation for Freedoms and Equality, who made the link visible via their 
main webpages, Facebook pages, and mailing list, and (3) posting on the 
Lebanese LGBT Media Monitor, an active online page related to LGBTQI+ 
individuals in Lebanon. This method was used to increase the chances of 
recruiting participants who cannot be reached by the first two methods. All 
scales where translated and back-translated to Arabic using the following 
procedure: first, the scales were translated by a clinical psychologist with 
fluency in Arabic and English and who is also a member of the LGBTQI+ 
community in Lebanon. The scales were then back translated by another 
independent Lebanese member of the LGBTQ+ community with fluency in 
Arabic and English. Direct feedback on all the Arabic translated scales was 
then obtained from an Arabic language teacher as he compared them to the 
English scales. Scales were then presented in the pilot study before data 
collection started.

Measures

Demographics questionnaire

The demographics questionnaire included questions about age, biological 
sex, level of education, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, and sexual 
identity disclosure to parents. Based on the literature review on Arab sexual 
identity above, and to remain culturally sensitive, we measured sexual 
orientation using two questions while carefully selecting sensitive Arabic 
words, given that most Arabic words that refer to homosexuality are dero
gatory. The first, “Have you ever experienced emotional and/or sexual 
desires towards another person from the same sex?” was used as an inclusion 
criterion. The second question asked participants to either endorse a label 
for their sexual orientation or to write a description that best reflects it for 
them.

Internalized homonegativity

The Internalized Homonegativity Inventory (IHNI; Mayfield, 2001) measures 
IH in gay men. It consists of 23 items that are rated on a 6-point Likert scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). IHNI includes 3 
subscales: Personal homonegativity, Gay affirmation, and Morality. The 
alpha for the full IHNI was.91 (Mayfield, 2001). The Cronbach’s alpha for 
this scale was .94 in the present study. Items for this scale were adapted to 
include the experiences of lesbian and bisexual men and women and to remain 
culturally sensitive.
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Religiosity

Religiosity was measured using 8 items from the Religiosity Scale from Rebeiz 
and Harb’s (2010) study, which is ideal in cultures that contain Muslims and 
Christians. Items are rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
agree) to 7 (strongly disagree). This scale has been validated on a student 
sample of Iraqis (Fischer, Harb, Al-Sarrafe, & Nashabe, 2008) and Lebanese 
nationals (Harb, 2010) and has high internal consistency, with Cronbach’s 
alpha of .93. The Cronbach’s alpha in the present study was .92.

Legal discrimination

Seven items were developed for this study to measure participants’ experi
ences with the Lebanese legal and institutional discrimination. Participants 
rated their answers using yes or no. Items in this scale loaded on three 
factors which we labeled: “Personal arrest,” “Others arrest,” and “Vigilance,” 
yet we excluded the factors “Others arrest” and “Personal Arrest” from the 
analyses. The reason is that only a few participants reported being arrested 
for their sexual orientation, and most participants were familiar with others 
being arrested because of their sexual orientation. This made the answers on 
these two scales extremely skewed (ceiling effect). Therefore, only 
“Vigilance” was entered as an independent variable in the regression 
model. Vigilance was measured using three items (e.g. Do you feel the 
need to change the way you look in public out of fear of being arrested 
because of your sexual orientation?). It refers to the extent to which a person 
feels restrained and worried about being arrested for homosexuality. The 
subscale’s Cronbach’s alpha was .72.

Parental rejection

Actual or anticipated parental rejection was measured by adapting items from 
the Perceived Parental Reactions Scale (PPRS; Willoughby, Malik, & Lindahl, 
2006). The PPRS contains 32 items that measure perceptions of actual parental 
response to sexual orientation, specifying the parent to whom the participant 
already came out to. Focusing on the actual experiences of parental rejection 
limits our understanding of many LGB individuals, especially in conservative 
cultures that make coming out painful and dangerous. The PPRS is based on 
a unique population that may be more socially advantaged, allowing indivi
duals to be more open about their sexual orientation. Therefore, we adapted 
the PPRS items to include anticipated parental reactions. The instructions 
specified the parent closest to the participant, because he/she is probably the 
one to whom the participant would come out to. The screening question was 
presented in the demographics as parental knowledge. If the participant’s 
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parent knew about his/her same-sex desires, the original PPRS was presented, 
if not, the adapted PPRS scale was presented.

Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). According to the authors of the PPRS scale, 
the scale has good internal consistency and reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha 
of .97, and a good test-retest reliability, ranging between .95—.97 (Willoughby 
et al., 2006). In our study, the Cronbach’s alphas for the actual parental 
rejection scale, anticipated parental rejection scale, and the combined actual 
and anticipated parental rejection scale were: .95, .96 and .94 respectively.

Belonging to the LGB community

Belonging to LGB community was measured using an adapted version of the 
Connection with the Lesbian Community subscale, obtained from the Lesbian 
Internalized Homophobia scale (Szymanski & Chung, 2001). The 13 items 
were modified to include the experiences of gay and bisexual men. Participants 
rated their answers on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 
7 (strongly disagree). According to Szymanski and Chung (2001), this subscale 
had high reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha of .87. In the present study, the 
Cronbach’s alpha was .89.

Self-compassion

Self-compassion was measured using the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS; Neff, 
2003). SCS contains 26 items rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(almost never) to 5 (almost always). It is composed of six dimensions: Self- 
Kindness, Self-Judgment, Common Humanity, Isolation, Mindfulness, and 
Over-identification. Research indicated that SCS had good internal consis
tency with Cronbach’s alpha = .92, and a good test-retest reliability (r = .93) 
over a 3-week interval (Barnard & Curry, 2011; Neff, 2003, 2005). The scale 
displayed a Cronbach’s alpha of .93 in the present study.

Pilot testing and validation

Given the sensitivity of the research questions, it was important to assess the 
sensitivity and applicability of the scales. Therefore, a pilot study was con
ducted on a small sample of Lebanese participants. Participants were asked 
to share their thoughts and feelings about the questions in the comments 
section at the end. Among participants’ suggestions were adding more 
options on sexual orientation and changing the order of scales presentation. 
For example, the legal discrimination scale was presented after demo
graphics and was followed by IHNI. This order of filling the questionnaires 
was, reportedly, emotionally difficult for some people. Therefore, we 
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changed the order of the questionnaires by putting the legal questionnaire 
after religiosity. Additionally, participants had difficulty understanding item 
6 in IHNI “I see my same-sex desires as a gift,” especially in Arabic. 
Therefore, the item was changed to “I see my same-sex desires as something 
positive.”

Lastly, some participants felt judged by the questions which made them 
defensive and hesitant to continue the survey. Some even refused to continue 
the survey. Therefore, the following message was added in the introductory 
page of the survey “Items in this study in no way reflect the researchers’ 
attitudes towards same-sex desires.” Additionally, a warning statement about 
the sensitivity of the questions was added in the informed consent as well as 
referral sources to local NGOs that provide free psychotherapy and legal 
services as needed.

Data analysis

Data analyses were carried using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, 
2015). First, an exploratory factor analysis with principal components extrac
tion was carried on SCS and IHNI to examine their factor loading in the 
Lebanese context. We also conducted an exploratory factor analysis on the 
legal discrimination scale to understand the underlying structure and relation
ships among the items.

Second, the correlations between the independent variables and the 
dependent variable and among the independent variables were explored. 
Pearson’s correlation was used among variables that did not violate the 
assumption of normality, and a Spearman’s rho correlation was conducted 
among variables in which one or both variables violated the assumption of 
normality.

Third, a hierarchical multiple regression was used to investigate whether IH 
could be predicted by: religiosity, parental rejection (actual or anticipated), 
legal discrimination, self-compassion, and sense of belonging to LGB com
munity. Age, gender, educational level, and parents’ knowledge were con
trolled for.

Results

Preliminary analysis

Preliminary analyses were conducted prior to examining the main analyses 
(missing values, univariate and multivariate outliers, and normality). Missing 
values were not replaced to preserve the integrity of the participants’ answers 
and not distort them in any way that can be a product of replacement. In the 
regression model, we selected List-wise deletion method.
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Factor analysis

A factor analysis with principal components extraction was carried on SCS 
and on IHNI. Three factors were extracted on the IHI similar to the original 
scale. In contrast, the item loadings on the SCS did not correspond similarly to 
the six factors of the original scale, and no clear thematic patterns could be 
identified. Due to the varying factor structures and dissimilar loadings found 
in previous literature for the SCS, ranging from a two-factor structure to a six- 
factor structure (Muris, Meesters, Pierik, & de Kock, 2016; Muris, van den 
Broek, Otgaar, Oudenhoven, & Lennartz, 2018); some researchers have 
recommended against the use of six subscale scores representing the six 
factors, preferring a two-factor structure (e.g. Kumlander et al., 2018), while 
others (e.g. Cleare at al., 2018) supported the use of only one overarching self- 
compassion score. Given in our analyses we arrived at six factors but with 
dissimilar loadings, we continued with the analysis using only the SCS total 
score as recommended by Cleare et al. (2018).

Lastly, a factor analysis with principal components extraction (varimax 
rotation) was conducted on the 7 items of the legal discrimination scale 
developed for this study. Three factors were extracted based on eigenvalues 
greater than one, which we labeled: Personal Arrest, Other’s Arrest, Vigilance. 
Because each of these sub-factors seem to be different constructs, we decided 
that combining them into one scale would be confusing and instead chose to 
look at each factor independently. In the final analysis however, we only 
entered Vigilance as an independent variable in the regression model because 
a floor effect occurred with the two subscales, Personal and Other’s Arrest, 
indicating that these variables may not be relevant to this sample.

Scales’ descriptives

The means and standard deviations of the scales are presented in Table 1. The 
means were below the midpoint for IH and religiosity, indicating that, on 
average, participants in this sample endorsed low levels of IH and religiosity. 
Both the mean for the actual parental rejection and anticipated parental 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations.
N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

Age 208 18 51 25.50 5.42
Internalized Homonegativity 209 1 6 1.91 .88
Religiosity 209 1 7 3.05 1.65
Belonging to LGB Community 194 1 7 4.64 1.32
Actual PPRS 81 34 148 97.58 29.93
Anticipated PPRS 120 44 160 115.05 28.34
Parental Rejection (combined) 200 34 160 108.07 30.16
Self-Compassion 190 1 5 3.04 .78
Vigilance 190 0 3 .89 1.09
Valid N (listwise) 1
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rejection were higher than the midpoint indicating that participants in our 
sample experienced high parental rejection, be it actual or anticipated. 
However, mean for anticipated parental rejection was even higher than that 
of actual parental rejection, indicating that participants who had at least one 
parent who knew about their same-sex attractions experienced less rejection 
than participants whose parents did not know and could only anticipated their 
parents’ reaction. Finally, the mean for the self-compassion scale was equal to 
the midpoint, indicating that participants were neither high nor low on self- 
compassion.

Correlation matrix

Table 2 shows the correlation between IH and the independent variables, and 
the correlations among each of the independent variables. IH was significantly 
positively correlated with parental rejection, religiosity, and vigilance, and 
significantly negatively correlated with sense of belonging to the LGB com
munity and self-compassion.

As for the correlation among the IVs, religiosity had a significant positive 
relationship with vigilance and a significant negative relationship with sense of 
belonging to the LGB community. Parental rejection correlated significantly 
and positively with vigilance and negatively with self-compassion. Vigilance 
did not only have a significant positive correlation with parental rejection and 
religiosity, but also a significant negative correlation with self-compassion. 
Self-compassion was also significantly positively correlated with sense of 
belonging to the LGB community.

Main analysis: Hierarchical multiple regression

In the four-step hierarchical multiple regression, the control variables (age, 
gender, and parents’ knowledge) were entered in the first step. Level of education 

Table 2. Zero Order Correlation Matrix.
IH Religiosity Belonging Self-Compassion Vigilance Parents Rej

IH .29***** rs −.53*****rs −.27***** rs .33**** rs .23****rs

Religiosity .29*****rs −.17*r. .11 .16**rs −.05
Belonging −.53***** rs −.17* r .14**r −.14 .01
Self-Compassion −.27***** rs −.27***** rs .14** r −.20*****rs −0.29*****rs

Vigilance .33****rs .16**rs −.14 .20*****rs .21*****rs

Parents Rej  .23****rs −.05 −.01 −.29*****rs .21*****rs

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (one-tailed test) 
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed test) 
*** Correlation is significant at 0.01 level (two-tailed test) 
**** Correlation is significant at 0.001 level (one-tailed test) 
***** Correlation is significant at 0.001 level (two-tailed test) 
rs Spearman’s rho coefficient 
r Pearson’s coefficient
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was entered next, with Master’s degree as the reference group. Parental rejection 
(composed of actual and anticipated parental rejection) and vigilance were 
entered in the third block. Religiosity, self-compassion, and sense of belonging 
to the LGB community were added in the fourth block.

All assumptions were met except for homoscedasticity and normality. 
Therefore, we ran our regression using the bootstrapping method based on 
1000 bootstrap samples, with bias corrected and accelerated 95% confidence 
intervals. Bootstrapping is a robust method against violations of normality and 
homoscedasticity (Field, 2013). Four of the predictors (religiosity, parental 
rejection, vigilance, and sense of belonging to the LGT community) contrib
uted significantly to the prediction of IH, explaining 48.3% (adjusted R2 = .64) 
of the variance in the outcome variable, with F (3, 158) = 25.29, p < .001.

Table 3 Displays the multiple regression parameters predicting IH (R, R2, 
unstandardized bootstrapped coefficients (B), and standardized bootstrapped 
coefficients (β)). The standardized bootstrapped coefficients in the final model 
showed that religiosity, parental rejection, and vigilance emerged as significant 
positive predictors of IH after controlling for age, biological sex, level of 
education, and parental knowledge. Furthermore, sense of belonging to the 
LGB community emerged as a significant negative predictor of IH. Of the 
control variables, only parental knowledge was a significant negative predictor 
of IH in the final model. This shows that individuals whose parents did not 
know about their same-sex preferences had higher levels of IH compared to 
those whose parents knew of their child’s sexual orientation.

Discussion

The current study examined the risk and protective factors of IH in a sample of 
Lebanese individuals with same-sex desires. To our knowledge, this is the first 
study to examine IH in an Arabic country with a sample inclusive of Lebanese 
sexual minority women, and to explore the relationship between IH and self- 

Table 3. Confidence intervals.
B Bias SE β Lower Upper

(Constant) 2.18 .03 .52 ? .95 .34
Age .01 .00 .01 .05 −.01 .03
Biological Sex .18 −.01 .01 .10 .02 .33
Parental Knowledge −.23 .01 .12 −.13* −.49 .04
Masters vs. high school .64 −.01 .79 −.13 −.47 2.30
Masters vs. technical −.07 .01 .32 −.01 −.57 .68
Masters vs. undergrad .01 .00 .11 .01 −.19 .23
Masters vs. postgrad −.00 .01 .21 −.00 −.42 .30
Parental Rejection .01 .00 .00 .17** .00 .01
Vigilance .11 .00 .05 .13* .00 .22
Religiosity .13 .00 .03 .25*** .07 .20
Belonging to LGB community −.27 .00 .04 −.41*** −.36 −.18
Self-compassion −.10 −.00 .07 −.09 −.23 .00

*p <.05, ** p <.01, ***p <.001
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compassion in the literature. Results from this study revealed that IH is 
predicted by higher levels of intrinsic religiosity, negative parental attitudes, 
and vigilance, and by lower levels of sense of belonging to the LGBTQ+ 
community. These findings highlight the impact of social, political, parental, 
and religious attitudes on the ways Lebanese sexual minorities perceive and 
experience their sexual orientation.

In this study, higher levels of intrinsic religiosity predicted higher levels of 
IH. Religion is central to the Lebanese societal, familial, and political structures 
(Mccormick, 2006; Moussawi, 2008), and to the formation of one’s identity 
(Harb, 2010). Therefore, the religious context can be confusing and frustrating 
for many Lebanese individuals who struggle to integrate their sexual and 
religious identities, and thus find themselves faced with the hard decision of 
choosing one over the other. Both gay and bisexual Lebanese (Wagner et al., 
2013) and Turkish participants (Bereket & Adam, 2008) regarded religion as 
one of the main factors that cause them distress, driving them to either 
abandon their religion, or else maintain their religious faith at the expense 
of their continued internal struggle. At best, some participants reported being 
able to integrate both identities by holding parts of the religion that felt true to 
them.

Furthermore, intrinsic religiosity correlated significantly and negatively 
with sense of belonging to the LGBTQI+ community, indicating that religious 
individuals in our sample were less likely to find their place in the LGB 
community. This finding could be explained in two ways: (1) religious indi
viduals may feel alienated from the LGBTQI+ community in which many 
individuals tend to lose their religious faith as they engage in the community 
(Bereket & Adam, 2008); thus, making them feel like a minority within 
a minority or (2) religious individuals may give more value to their religious 
teachings over their same sex-desires (Mccormick, 2006), and thus make 
attempts to distance themselves from the “gay lifestyle.”

Additionally, there was a positive correlation between religiosity and vigi
lance, indicating that religious LGB individuals in our sample were also more 
likely to worry about being arrested for their same-sex preferences. This can be 
explained by the fact that most religions, and especially the two main religions 
in Lebanon, condemn homosexuality and perceive it as a sin, resulting in 
feelings of guilt, shame, and a constant sense that one is doing wrong and thus 
deserves punishment. This assumption, however, needs to be further investi
gated in future research.

Parental rejection, be it actual or anticipated, emerged as a significant risk 
factor of IH in our sample. This is not surprising given the centrality of the 
family in the collective Lebanese culture (Taher et al., 2008) and in the 
Lebanese identity (Harb, 2010). This finding also gave support to local 
(Moussawi, 2008) and international studies (Feinstein, Wadsworth, Davila, 
& Goldfried, 2014; Maccio, 2010) that emphasized the role of family attitudes 
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in the well-being of LGB individuals. Most participants reported that their 
parents were not aware of their same-sex preferences and these participants 
were more likely to experience IH than participants whose parents knew. This 
is consistent with previous findings with gay and bisexual Lebanese men who 
chose not to come out to their family out of fear of abandonment and rejection 
(Moussawi, 2008; Wagner et al., 2013).

Lastly, vigilance also emerged as a significant risk factor of IH in the present 
study. This finding revealed that worrying about legal discrimination and 
being fearful of arrest alone predicted higher level of IH.

Despite the challenges experienced by Lebanese sexual minority individuals, 
and despite the ambivalence reported in the literature around Lebanese indi
viduals’ willingness to be a part of the LGB community (Moussawi, 2008), 
sense of belonging to the LGBTQI+ community emerged as a strong protective 
factor of IH, which is consistent with Western literature (LeBeau & Jellison’s, 
2009; Riggle et al., 2008; Zea et al., 1999). In the absence of tolerance from 
family, religion, and society, LGB individuals manage to create a community 
that provides an environment of acceptance, affirmation, education, and free
dom, which buffer against minority stressors (Herek, 2007).

In contrast to our expectations, self-compassion did not come out as a significant predictor of 
IH. The SCS has been under scrutiny in the literature for the varying factor structures that 
have emerged in different studies (Muris et al., 2016, 2018) which may be impacting results. 
Nevertheless, self-compassion played an interesting role at the bivariate level such that it had 
a significant negative correlation with IH, vigilance, and parental rejection, indicating that 
people with higher self-compassion were less likely to be affected by vigilance, experience IH, 
and perceive/anticipate parental rejection. These findings are consistent with other studies 
that found a negative relationship between perceived discrimination and self-compassion 
(Liao, Kashubeck-West, Weng, & Deitz, 2015), and between self-compassion and parental 
rejection (Topula-Demirtas et al., 2018). Additionally, self-compassion had a significant 
positive relationship with sense of belonging, indicating that those who were more integrated 
in the LGB community also had more self-compassion.

Limitations

Results of this study need to be considered in light of several limitations. Given the 
difficulty of reaching individuals from stigmatized social minorities and particu
larly when sexual orientation can expose a person to danger, it is very difficult to 
obtain a representative sample through random sampling (LeBeau & Jellison, 
2009). Thus, our main recruitment methods resulted in a convenient sample.

Second, participants with high levels of IH may be underrepresented in this 
study, justifying the skewed results on the IH scale. To qualify as a participant in 
this study, the participant had to report experiencing same-sex emotional and/or 
sexual desires. Individuals with high levels of IH may be less likely to admit having 
same-sex desires, creating a sampling bias. Furthermore, the skewed results on IH, 
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parental rejection, and vigilance may have underestimated the magnitude of the 
relationship between IH and other predictor variables (Szymanski et al., 2001).

Third, regarding the sample characteristics, studies with sexual minorities from 
the general population indicated that individuals who agree to participate in 
research tend to be more socially advantaged (i.e., highly educated, males, etc.), 
less socially conservative and religious, more open about their sexual orientation, 
and more connected to the LGB community (LeBeau & Jellison, 2009), which are 
similar characteristics to our sample. This selection bias limits the generalizability 
of the results to sexual minorities of different backgrounds.

Future recommendations

Given that males and females have different sexual identity development and 
unique challenges that accompany their sexual identity status (LeBeau & 
Jeliison, 2009), we recommend that in future studies they not be treated as 
a homogenous group. For example, lesbian and bisexual women are subjected 
to double stigma: heterosexism and sexism (Szymanski, Kashubeck, & Meyer, 
2008), especially in traditional and patriarchic cultures like the Lebanese 
culture (Meem, 2009). Sexual minority men also face unique challenges in 
the Lebanese culture, such as higher rates of legal discrimination and lower 
social tolerance for breaching gender roles (Moussawi, 2008). Bisexual indivi
duals are more likely to suffer from IH (Kuyper & Fokkema, 2011) and are 
exposed to negative beliefs and stigma about bisexuality from both the LGBT 
and the general communities (Li, Dobinson, & Scheim, 2013).

Additionally, and in agreement with McLaren, Gibbs, and Watts’s (2013) 
concern, it is not clear how participants defined the “LGB community.” The 
LGBTQ+ community in Lebanon can be divided into three parts: NGOs 
concerned with sexual minorities, a group of LGBTQI+ friends, and gay- 
friendly nightclubs and pubs (Moussawi, 2008). It is not clear which of those 
three aspects served as the participants’ reference point, and whether the 
positive effect of sense of belonging on IH is attributed to all three aspects or 
to one (McLaren et al., 2013). Therefore, it is important for future researchers 
to assess for the type of LGB community. Finally, it would also be interesting 
to assess whether internet, social media, and mobile applications play a role in 
increasing sense of belonging and influencing its relationship with IH.

Clinical implications and policy making

The main concern to be addressed based on the results of this study is how to 
assist individuals with same-sex preferences in managing these challenges while 
continuing to thrive in the Lebanese culture. It is important to note that our 
sample was not recruited from a clinical setting, nevertheless, understanding the 
results can be useful in both clinical and communal settings.
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There are many misconceptions around IH, even within the LGB commu
nity. Lack of comfort with one’s sexual orientation is perceived as pathological 
and is attributed to personal characteristics instead of social factors. This may 
bias the therapist’s clinical judgment and may further exacerbate the client’s 
well-being and sense of self. Therefore, psycho-education can be useful in 
providing a rounded conceptualization, validating the client’s difficulties, 
increasing their insight into the multilayered origins of their suffering, and 
affirming and normalizing their experience. Support groups can also be helpful 
for individuals struggling with IH, especially for individuals with interdepen
dent self-construals in collective cultures who value group harmony yet lack 
support from their significant social circles.

Furthermore, according to the results of the study, integrating one’s same-sex 
desires with their religious faith is a critical conflict for Lebanese individuals. This 
is equally challenging for mental health professionals working with them, who 
find themselves caught between honoring the clients’ belief system (Harris, Cook, 
& Kashubeck-West, 2008) and confronting misconceptions. Results from this 
study suggest the importance of working differently with religious LGB indivi
duals, especially given that what serves as a protective factor for other LGB 
individuals, such as belonging to the LGB community, may not necessarily 
work for them. Psychotherapy can assist them in how best to integrate their 
religious and sexual identities. One suggestion proposed by Harris et al. (2008) 
is to encourage these individuals to “explore their own and alternative systems of 
religious beliefs, and to assist them in using their own experience as a primary 
point of reference, rather than that of the outside authorities” (p. 220). 
Consistently, Kubicek et al. (2009) found that developing an individualistic and 
a critical interpretation of the religious messages and reframing the view of God 
from being “harsh and punitive” to a “more nonjudgmental and caring God” was 
one of the ways in which participants integrated their religious and their sexual 
identities.

Additionally, results from our study revealed the important role parental 
attitudes play in how one feels about his/her same-sex desires. Clinical settings in 
Lebanon should emphasize the need for family-centered interventions whereby 
the therapist may consider providing psychoeducation on sexual identities and the 
importance of family support to the families ofsexual minority individuals 
(Bregman et al., 2013).

Finally, this study calls on activists and NGOs concerned with LGB and 
human rights to push for a change in the Lebanese legal system and to 
advocate for laws that protect sexual minorities. Legal lawyers can play 
a role in educating LGB individuals on their legal and civilian rights and 
provide them with contacts and safety measures.
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