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Abstract. The present research examined the hypothesis that heterosexual men’s motivation to differentiate their
ingroup from gay men moderates the link between egalitarianism and sexual prejudice. In two experiments conducted
in Switzerland (N = 74) and Ecuador (N = 104), we assessed heterosexual men’s endorsement of egalitarian values and
experimentally manipulated scientific evidence supporting or refuting the existence of biological differences between

heterosexual and gay men (the biological theory). The main dependent variable was attitude towards homosexuality.
As predicted, the interaction between egalitarianism and the biological theory was significant in both experiments,
£(67) = 3.18, p = .002, np? = .13, and #(100) = 2.26, p = .026, np? = .04, respectively. Egalitarianism increased positive atti-
tudes towards homosexuality only when science supported the existence of biological differences between hetero-
sexual and gay men. We discuss the relevance of this finding to intergroup relations.
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People in Western societies increasingly endorse egali-
tarian values (Davidov, Schmidt, & Schwartz, 2008),
yet prejudice towards specific social groups (such as
sexual minorities) still prevails (Crandall, Eshleman, &
O’Brien, 2002). This apparent paradox suggests that
some groups fall outside the sphere into which egali-
tarian values are applied, and that prejudice towards
these groups may therefore seem tolerable or even jus-
tified. In the present research we addressed this issue
by focusing on heterosexual men’s motivation to dis-
tinguish their ingroup from that of gay men. More
specifically we investigated whether such ingroup
distinctiveness motive moderates the link between
endorsement of egalitarian values and positive atti-
tudes towards homosexuality.

Egalitarianism and intergroup prejudice

Values are general beliefs that are central to the self-
concept, and that influence the way individuals con-
strue and evaluate situations by informing them about
the desirability of various goals and behaviors (Feather,
2005; Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 1992). Accordingly, egali-
tarian values inform individuals that everybody, inde-
pendently of their group membership, should be treated
equally, and that prejudice, group-based inequalities,
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and discrimination are unacceptable. Research has
consistently shown that the extent to which people
endorse egalitarian values (i.e., egalitarianism) is
related to more tolerant and less prejudiced attitudes
towards social minorities (e.g., Biernat & Vescio, 1996;
Feather & McKee, 2008). However, egalitarian people
do not always display non-prejudiced attitudes, and
the level of prejudice they display is also sensitive to
the social context. For example, the link between egali-
tarianism and non-prejudiced attitudes appears to
be weakened in competitive intergroup contexts (e.g.,
Bahns & Crandall, 2013; Biernat & Vescio, 1996), because
prejudice towards social minorities that threaten the
ingroup’s power and status appears to be justified
(e.g., Crandall & Eshleman, 2003).

The present research was designed to examine the
hypothesis that the link between egalitarianism and
non-prejudiced attitudes is not straightforward. In fact,
we argue that equality is a double-edged sword. On
the one hand, and as noted above, it would be logical
to assume that valuing intergroup equality would result
in more tolerant and less prejudiced intergroup atti-
tudes. On the other hand, equality ultimately restricts
intergroup differentiation and may therefore threaten
ingroup distinctiveness needs (Jetten & Spears, 2003:
Tajfel & Turner, 1986). As a consequence, and some-
what paradoxically, we contend that endorsing egal-
itarian values will not contribute to reducing prejudice
in people who are strongly motivated to maintain
intergroup differences.

Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) pro-
vides the basis for this hypothesis. This theory assumes
that individuals derive their self-concept and self-esteem
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from their perceived membership in relevant social
groups. Thus, individuals are motivated to belong to
groups that provide them with distinct and positive
social identities, and to positively differentiate their
ingroup from relevant outgroups when the ingroup’s
distinctiveness is threatened. This reactive distinctive-
ness process is moderated by both dispositional and
situational factors: reactive distinctiveness is a more
common response among people who largely derive
their self-concept from their group membership, and
in contexts that activate (rather than fulfill) the distinc-
tiveness need. Indeed, past research has consistently
shown that perceived ingroup-outgroup similarity can
threaten ingroup distinctiveness which, in turn, increases
intergroup differentiation efforts (in particular among
highly identified group members; Jetten & Spears, 2003;
see also Brewer, 1991).

Even though egalitarianism is expected to increase
concerns about intergroup equality and intergroup
similarity, we contend here that the endorsement of
egalitarian values can also threaten ingroup distinc-
tiveness needs, and therefore activate such a reactive
distinctiveness process. This general process should
appear specifically when dispositional or situational
factors activate strong distinctiveness needs. Research
on intergroup relations provides indirect support for
this hypothesis. Indeed, scholars have consistently
shown that the categorization process often leads to
prejudice and that de-emphasizing intergroup cate-
gorization (i.e., claiming that all individuals are equal,
no matter the group they belong to) can reduce prej-
udice (e.g., Gaertner, Mann, Murrell, & Dovidio, 1989).
However, intergroup categorization also accomplishes
important identity functions (Tajfel & Turner, 1986),
and resolving social conflicts without dismantling
group boundaries and identities is often a more suc-
cessful strategy (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; Wolsko, Park,
Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2000). As social equality implies
an increased perception of similarity between all indi-
viduals and groups (like a colorblind ideology), this
research suggests that egalitarianism can be paradoxi-
cally linked to intergroup differentiation efforts and to
increased prejudice.

Research on the negative effects of equality in the case
of groups from which people want to distance them-
selves provides additional support for this hypothesis.
For example, nationals with negative attitudes towards
immigrants consider nationality to come with some priv-
ileges and obligations that differentiate nationals from
immigrants (e.g., Mugny, Sanchez-Mazas, Roux, & Pérez,
1991). Accordingly, individuals with moderate anti-
outgroup attitudes polarize their negative attitudes when
they are forced to treat the ingroup and the outgroup
equally, as compared to when they can treat these groups
unequally (Sanchez-Mazas, Roux, & Mugny, 1994).

More relevant for the present purpose, individuals
with a high propensity to feel ingroup distinctive-
ness threat strive to maintain intergroup differences,
particularly when primed with egalitarian norms
(Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014; Gabarrot, Falomir-
Pichastor, & Mugny, 2009). Again, this research
suggests that either egalitarian people or people in
egalitarian normative contexts may consider the equal
treatment of groups from which they want to differ-
entiate as a threat. Under such circumstances, their
egalitarian values should no longer predict (or predict
to a lesser extent) a positive attitude towards these
outgroups.

Nevertheless, egalitarianism should not necessarily
be considered as a systematic threat to ingroup dis-
tinctiveness. It should only constitute a threat to
ingroup distinctiveness among people who are dispo-
sitionally or situationally motivated to maintain or
restore clear-cut intergroup boundaries. As a conse-
quence, among these people, egalitarianism should
lead to reduced prejudice only if ingroup distinctive-
ness needs are satisfied by other means. The present
studies tested this hypothesis with respect to sexual
prejudice among heterosexual men, as research has
shown that heterosexual men are particularly motivated
to psychologically differentiate themselves from gay
men. Accordingly, heterosexual men’s attitudes towards
homosexuality provide an ideal context to test our
main hypothesis.

Masculinity and ingroup distinctiveness

Gender differences appear to be one of the strongest
and most reliable predictors of sexual prejudice: com-
pared with heterosexual women, heterosexual men
show more negative attitudes towards homosexuality,
particularly towards gay men (e.g., Whitley, 2001).
Men’s sexual prejudice is often explained in terms of
gender socialization processes that traditionally con-
vey the notion that masculinity is defined as being in
opposition to femininity and to homosexuality (such
oppositions do not seem to be as strong regarding
the definition of femininity; e.g., Bem, 1993; Herek,
1986). Consequently, sexual prejudice would allow het-
erosexual men to affirm their masculinity by showing
that they are neither feminine nor gay. This conten-
tion is supported by research showing that men’s
sexual prejudice is related to greater endorsement of
the antifemininity norm of masculinity, which repre-
sents the belief that men should avoid stereotypically
feminine behaviors (e.g., Keiller, 2010). Furthermore,
men’s sexual prejudice is directed against feminine
(rather than masculine) gays as a reactive response
to specific threats to their own masculinity (Glick,
Gangl, Gibb, Klumpner, & Weinberg, 2007).
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Another consequence of gender socialization pro-
cesses is that heterosexual men are particularly moti-
vated to psychologically distance themselves from gay
men (Theodore & Basow, 2000). Indeed, heterosexual
men who are concerned about being misclassified as
gay feel a degree of discomfort that is alleviated
when they publicly claim their heterosexuality (Bosson,
Prewitt-Freilino, & Taylor, 2005). Words such as ‘fag’
and ‘queer’ are often perceived as the worst insults that
can be directed at heterosexual men (Burn, 2000), and
male heterosexuals frequently distance themselves
from gay men after being exposed to homophobic
labels (Carnaghi, Maass, & Fasoli, 2011). Correlational
research also suggests that sexual prejudice is related
to men’s perception of dissimilarity between themselves
and gay men (Herek, 1986; Talley & Bettencourt, 2008).
Moreover, the links between sexual prejudice and
the endorsement of traditional gender roles on the one
hand (Falomir-Pichastor, Martinez, & Paterna, 2010),
and between sexual prejudice and gender self-esteem
on the other (Falomir-Pichastor & Mugny, 2009), are
stronger for men who perceive greater dissimilar-
ities between themselves and gay men.

Finally, research also showed that heterosexual men
are motivated to psychologically distance themselves
from gay men at the group level (i.e., intergroup differ-
entiation), notably through increased beliefs in biolog-
ical differences between gay and heterosexual men.
Indeed, men’s sexual prejudice is related to an increased
perception of biological differences between hetero-
sexual men and gay men, specifically under egalitarian
norms (Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014). A similar
effect has been reported for heterosexual men with
narrow prototypes for masculinity that exclude gay
men (Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014). In line with
these findings, heterosexual men tend to perceive more
similarities between themselves and gay men (and to
display less sexual prejudice) when they are provided
with scientific evidence supporting the existence of
biological differences between heterosexual and gay
men (Falomir-Pichastor & Mugny, 2009). Whereas
past research showed that beliefs in the biological
basis of sexual orientation are related to less prejudice
because they increase the perception that homosexu-
ality is beyond individual control and responsibility
(e.g., Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2008; Hegarty, 2002),
these findings might suggest that the biological theory
of sexuality also accomplishes the defensive function
of maintaining clear-cut intergroup boundaries.

The present research

According to this body of research, masculinity is
intrinsically defined as based on heterosexuality and
in opposition to femininity and, in order to maintain
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a distinctive gender identity, heterosexual men appear
to be particularly motivated to differentiate their
ingroup from gay men. Therefore, we hypothesized
that egalitarianism might pose a threat to hetero-
sexual men’s motivation to distinguish from homo-
sexuals, and that egalitarianism will be related to
reduced sexual prejudice only if heterosexual men’s
ingroup distinctiveness needs are satisfied by other
means (through, for example, a perception of biolog-
ical differences at the intergroup level).

We tested this hypothesis via two studies. In both
studies we initially assessed the importance that het-
erosexual men attribute to social equality in general
and then experimentally manipulated the existence of
biological differences (or similarities) between hetero-
sexual and gay men. Study 1 included a control condi-
tion in which no information about the biological
determinism of sexuality was provided to the partici-
pants. We postulated that egalitarianism would pre-
dict positive attitudes towards homosexuality in the
biologically different condition (i.e., when ingroup
distinctiveness is granted), but not in the biologically
similar condition (i.e., when ingroup distinctiveness
is threatened) or in the control condition (as biolog-
ical similarity can be considered a default percep-
tion; Falomir-Pichastor & Mugny, 2009). Given that
past research often related biological determinism to
immutability beliefs rather than distinctiveness beliefs
(Haslam & Levy, 2006; Hegarty, 2002), Study 2 included
a measure of perceived control over sexual orienta-
tion in order to rule out the possibility that the biological
differences induction moderates the effect of egalitari-
anism on sexual prejudice because of the increased per-
ception that sexual orientation is not under individual
control.

Finally, we should specify that these studies were
conducted in Ecuador and Switzerland. Past research
on masculinity affirmation and sexual prejudice used
samples from North American and European coun-
tries and, to our knowledge, no previous study exam-
ined reactive distinctiveness processes across different
countries. Thus, this procedure offered an opportunity
to determine whether the processes under study vary
across samples from two different countries. Despite
that masculinity is socially constructed, and that the
meaning attached to it can vary across cultures and
historical contexts (Herek, 1986), there are also reasons
to think that the construction of masculinity as hetero-
sexual is quite common at least across European and
American societies. Furthermore, masculinity scores as
assessed in terms of traditional views of gender roles
are relatively high both in Switzerland and Ecuador
(Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010). Therefore, we
assumed that men’s motivation to psychologically
distance themselves from gay men can be found in
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both Ecuador and Switzerland samples, and we expected
to find a similar pattern of findings in the two studies.

Method
Participants and procedure

Participants were recruited on the campuses of
a Swiss University (Study 1, 85 men) and of an
Ecuadorian University (Study 2, 139 men). The final
samples included 74 participants (Study 1; age:
M =23.93, SD = 5.97) and 104 participants (Study 2;
age: M = 20.10, SD = 1.78) selected on the basis of
their self-reported heterosexuality (see below). Unless
otherwise indicated, responses were provided on
7-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (‘not at all’
or ‘absolutely disagree’) to 7 (‘absolutely’ or ‘absolutely
agree’). Participation was voluntary and anonymous.
After they had completed the questionnaire, partici-
pants were thanked and debriefed. More concretely,
participants were informed about the goal and methods
of the research and about the existing evidence on
potential biological differences between heterosexual
and homosexual men, and were finally sensitized to
the difficulty of unequivocally claiming that sexual
orientation is biologically determined.

Materials
Endorsement of egalitarian values

Participants” degree of egalitarianism was assessed in
Study 1 with a single question focusing on discrimina-
tion against social minorities (‘How important is it for
you not to discriminate against social minorities?’; M = 6.58,
SD =0.91) and, in Study 2, with 3 items focusing on the
importance of equality in general (‘Equality between all
individuals is fundamental in my personal relationships’,
‘Not discriminating is a very important principle to me’,
and ‘Creating a society that functions well is mainly depen-
dent on treating all individuals according to the principle of
equality’; a = .79, M = 5.87, SD = 1.22). Note that these
measures relate to intergroup equality in general rather
than to a specific (sexual) minority group.

Biological theory of sexuality

The perception of intergroup differences at the biolog-
ical level was manipulated as in Falomir-Pichastor and
Mugny (2009, Study 5). Participants were presented
with purported findings of scientific research com-
paring gay and heterosexual men in terms of genetic
structure, mother’s androgen rate during pregnancy,
and physiology (i.e., the weight of the part of the hypo-
thalamus responsible for sexual orientation). In the
biologically different condition, the results stressed the
existence of clear biological differences between gay

men and heterosexual men, and indicated that male
homosexuality is biologically determined. In the bio-
logically similar condition, the results emphasized
the lack of scientific evidence for any biological dif-
ference between gay men and heterosexual men, and
indicated that male homosexuality is not biologically
determined. In addition, Study 1 included a control
condition in which the participants were not given
any information about the biological basis of sexual
orientation.

Dependent variables

In order to check our experimental inductions, one
item assessed participants” endorsement of the biolog-
ical theory of sexuality (‘Male homosexuality is biologi-
cally determined’; Study 1: M = 2.58, SD = 1.35; Study 2:
M =3.47,5D = 2.09). Positive attitudes towards homo-
sexuality (our main dependent variable) were assessed
using Falomir-Pichastor and Mugny’s (2009) 25-item
scale. Items included ‘Homosexuality is contrary to family
values’ (reversed score), ‘I feel empathy for homosexuals’,
‘Homosexual couples should have the right to adopt children’,
or ‘I would not mind sharing an apartment with a homo-
sexual’. Scores were averaged to form a measure of
attitude towards homosexuality on which higher scores
indicated more positive attitudes (Study 1: M = 4.46,
SD =0.78, a. = .89; Study 2: M = 3.48, SD = 0.99, a. = .90).
Overall, egalitarianism was not correlated with atti-
tude towards homosexuality (Study 1: r = .06, p = .60;
Study 2: r = .16, p = .11). In Study 2, two items addi-
tionally assessed participants’ perception that sexual
orientation is under individual control: ‘Homosexual
men voluntarily decide their sexual orientation’, and
‘Homosexual men are responsible for their sexual orienta-
tion’ (r = .44, p < .001; M = 5.17, SD = 1.45). Attitude
towards homosexuality was not correlated with the
perception that sexual orientation is under individual
control (r = -11, p = .24).

Demographics

Finally, participants answered several demographic
questions, including three questions about their sexual
orientation. They were asked to define themselves as
either “heterosexual’, ‘bisexual’, or ‘homosexual’, to
indicate whether they have had sexual intercourse
with a person of the same sex (‘yes’ vs. ‘no’), and
whether they ever felt attracted to people of the same
sex (on a scale ranging from 1 = never, to 7 = frequently).
Participants were only included in the study if they
defined themselves as heterosexuals, reported that
they had not previously had sexual relationships with
same-sex partners, and scored below the middle point
of the scale in the attraction question (see Falomir &
Mugny, 2009).
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Results
Study 1

Given that this study included a control condition, we
calculated two orthogonal contrasts. The first contrast
compared the biologically different condition (-2) to
the biologically similar (+1) and control (+1) condi-
tions, whereas the second contrast compared these
latter two conditions (0, -1, +1, respectively). We
regressed the dependent variables on participants’
endorsement of egalitarianism (standardized scores),
the two contrasts, and the two interactions between
egalitarianism and each contrast.

Manipulation check

One participant did not respond to the manipulation
check item. Overall, the statistical model explained a
significant part of the variance, R? = .16, F(5, 66) = 2.51,
p = .038. Results showed that the first contrast was
significant, #(66) = 2.35, p = .021, with belief in the
biological theory being stronger in participants in the
biologically different condition (M = 3.05, SD = 1.21)
than in the biologically similar (M = 2.22, SD = 1.25)
and control (M =2.30, SD = 1.59) conditions. The sec-
ond contrast, (66) = 0.50, p = .61, and the main effect
of norm endorsement, t(66) = 1.46, p = .14, were not
significant. The interaction including the second con-
trast was not significant, (66) = 1.23, p = .22, but the
interaction including the first contrast was, £(66) = 2.29,
p = .025. For high egalitarians (+15SD), endorsement
of the biological theory was higher in the biologically dif-
ferent condition (M = 3.31) than it was in the biologi-
cally similar (M = 1.96) and control conditions (M = 1.50),
t(66) = 3.38, p = .001. This contrast was not significant
for low egalitarians (-1SD), £(66) = 0.20, p = .83. Given
that this interaction effect was not reproduced in Study
2 we do not discuss it further here.

Positive attitude towards homosexuality

Overall, the statistical model explained a significant
proportion of the variance, R?= .21, F(5, 67) = 3.72,
p = .005. The regression analysis showed that only the
first contrast by egalitarianism interaction effect was
significant, #(67) = 3.18, p = .002,n,% = .13 (see Figure 1).!
Slope analyses showed that egalitarianism increased

In order to provide a direct comparison between the two experi-
mental conditions, as in Study 2, a similar regression analysis was
computed using two different contrasts. The first contrast opposed the
control condition (coded as +2) and the two experimental conditions
(both coded as -1), and the second contrast opposed the biologically
different and biologically similar conditions (coded as — 1 and +1,
respectively; the control condition was coded as 0). This analysis
only revealed a significant interaction effect between egalitarianism
and the second contrast, £(67) = 3.78, p < .001, npz =.17.
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positive attitudes towards homosexuality in the bio-
logically different condition (B = .45), t(67) = 3.32,
p = .001, but not in the control and biologically similar
conditions (B = -.19), t(67) = 1.28, p = .20. Moreover,
the first contrast was not significant for low egalitar-
ians (-1SD), t(67) = 1.47, p = .14, but was significant
for high egalitarians (+1SD), t(67) = 3.46, p = .001, with
attitudes being more positive in the biologically dif-
ferent condition than in the biologically similar and
control conditions.

Study 2

We regressed the dependent variables on endorse-
ment of egalitarianism (standardized scores), the bio-
logical theory manipulation (coded -1 for biologically
different, and +1 for biologically similar), and their
interaction term.

Manipulation check

The regression analysis, R?= .09, F(3, 100) = 3.36, p = .022,
revealed a significant effect of the biological theory
manipulation, #(100) = 2.85, p = .005, with participants
believing more strongly that sexual orientation is bio-
logically determined in the biologically differences
condition (M = 4.06, SD = 1.89) than in the biological
similarities condition (M = 2.92, SD =2.13). The main
effect of egalitarianism and the interaction effects
with both independent variables were not signifi-
cant, £(100) < 1.22, p > .22.

Positive attitude toward homosexuality

The regression analysis, R?= .10, F(3, 100) = 3.52, p = .018,
revealed a marginally significant main effect of egal-
itarianism (B = .17), £(100) = 1.85, p = .067, np? = .03,
with higher egalitarian values tending to increase
positive attitudes toward homosexuality. The effect
of biological theory was not significant, (100) = 1.52,
p=.13, np2 = .02, but the predicted interaction was,
£(100) = 2.26, p = .026, np? = .04 (see Figure 1).
Egalitarianism increased positive attitudes towards
homosexuality in the biologically different condition
(B = .39), t(100) = 2.85, p = .005, but not in the biologi-
cally similar condition (B = -.04), £(100) = 0.30, p = .66.
Moreover, no significant differences were observed for
low egalitarians (-1SD), t(100) = 0.54, p = .59, but the
attitudes of high egalitarians were more positive in the
biologically different condition than in the biologically
similar condition (+1SD), #(100) = 2.68, p = .009.

Perception of individual control

Regarding the perception that sexual orientation
is under individual control, R?= .09, F(3, 100) = 3.59,
p = .016, the analysis revealed a significant main effect
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Figure 1. Predicted Values for Heterosexual Men’s Positive Attitude Toward Homosexuality as a Function of Endorsed

Egalitarianism (—/+1SD) and Biological Theory Condition.

of egalitarianism (B = .37), #(100) = 2.71, p = .008, n,> = .06,
with higher egalitarian values increasing the percep-
tion that sexual orientation is under individual control.
However, the main effect of the biological theory
manipulation, £(100) = 1.38, p = .17, and the interaction
effect, t(100) = 1.12, p = .26, were not significant. Finally,
the interaction between egalitarianism and biological
theory on attitudes toward homosexuality observed
previously remained significant when perception of
individual control was additionally introduced in the
regression analysis, £(99) = 2.11, p = .037, npz =.04.

Discussion

We conducted two studies to test the hypothesis that
perceived intergroup differences at the biological
level moderate the link between heterosexual men’s
endorsement of egalitarian values and the expression
of sexual prejudice. The results consistently showed
that endorsement of egalitarian values was related
to more positive attitudes towards homosexuality,
but specifically when science supported the existence
of biological differences between heterosexual and
gay men. Indeed, egalitarianism was no longer related
to sexual prejudice when science was thought to
refute such biological differences. The control condi-
tion included in Study 1 showed the same pattern of
findings observed in the biological similarities con-
dition, suggesting that it was the biological differences
condition that allowed the influence of egalitarian
values on attitudes rather than the biological simi-
larities condition that inhibited such a link. This result
is consistent with the fact that beliefs about biolog-
ical determinism were identical in the biologically
similar and the control conditions, as well as with the
findings reported by Falomir-Pichastor and Mugny

(2009; Study 5). Finally, we obtained comparable results
using different measures of egalitarianism and two
samples of heterosexual men recruited in two different
countries (Switzerland and Ecuador).

These findings contribute to at least three research
domains. First, they add to studies on the link between
ideologies and prejudice by showing that threatening
intergroup contexts moderate the link between ideolo-
gies and intergroup attitudes (e.g., Bahns & Crandall,
2013; Correll, Park, & Smith, 2008). Specifically, the
present research indicates that egalitarianism, like
other intergroup ideologies, may relate to intergroup
attitudes in different ways (Guimond, 2010). Whereas
past studies have for instance shown that conformity
to egalitarian norms only appears when ingroup privi-
leges are granted (and not when ingroup privileges are
challenged; Falomir-Pichastor, Chatard, Selimbegovic,
Konan, & Mugny, 2013), the present findings show
that a threat to ingroup distinctiveness may also
moderate the link between ideologies and prejudice
(such as the effects of egalitarian values on discrimi-
nation only appear when ingroup distinctiveness is
granted).

Second, our findings also contribute to research
on reactive responses to gender-related identity
threats. Gender theorists contend that one of the
major elements in the definition of masculinity is het-
erosexuality (Herek, 1986) and, in line with this con-
tention, research has shown that heterosexual men are
strongly motivated to avoid being misclassified as
gays (Bosson et al., 2005). Further, it appears that
this motivation is related to sexual prejudice (Herek,
1986; Talley & Bettencourt, 2008), and our findings show
how ingroup distinctiveness threats can undermine
egalitarianism’s potentially positive effect on sexual
prejudice. Although egalitarian values are expected
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to increase positive intergroup attitudes, we found
that this is not the case when heterosexual men are
led to believe they are biologically similar to gay men.
It is only when science provides evidence indicating
that heterosexuals and homosexuals are biologically
different that egalitarianism is actually related to
positive attitudes towards homosexuality. However,
very little is known about men’s awareness of these
reactive processes, and further research should investi-
gate whether and when egalitarian men are aware of
the inconsistency between their egalitarian values
and their heterosexist attitudes.

Finally, these findings are relevant to research on
the link between essentialist beliefs and intergroup
attitudes. As a matter of fact, and like other essen-
tialist beliefs, biological beliefs may worsen inter-
group relations (e.g., Keller, 2005): because they reify
categories and increase a group’s perceived entita-
tivity (Yzerbyt, Rocher, & Schadron, 1997), biolog-
ical beliefs may naturalize, justify, and even increase
existing intergroup inequalities across a wide range of
domains (Shostak, Freese, Link, & Phelan, 2009). Beliefs
in biological differences may also reduce prejudice
because they increase the perception that a stigma-
tized behavior is not under individuals” control and
responsibility (e.g., Haider-Markel & Joslyn, 2008).
Lastly, biological beliefs may also reflect or justify
pre-existing attitudes and group-based motivations
(e.g., Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014; Hegarty,
2002; Morton & Postmes, 2009).

Our results provide useful insights into the complex
link between biological beliefs and prejudice in several
ways. First, despite that biological beliefs about sexual
identity are often related to immutability beliefs (e.g.,
Haslam & Levy, 2006; Hegarty, 2002), the present find-
ings suggest that these beliefs may be consistent with
both immutability and distinctiveness beliefs (see also
Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014). Indeed, our exper-
imental induction directly framed the biological theory
of sexual identity in terms of perceived intergroup dif-
ferences. Results showed no influence of this manip-
ulation on the perception that sexual orientation is
under individual control, and this perception was not
correlated to sexual prejudice. Therefore, these find-
ings suggest that the effect of our manipulation of
the biological theory on sexual prejudice cannot be
explained in terms of increased immutability beliefs.

Second, past research has also shown that distinc-
tiveness beliefs are in general related to prejudice
towards homosexuality and gay men (Haslam & Levy,
2006; Hegarty, 2002). However, our studies show
that the relationship between beliefs in intergroup
biological differences and sexual prejudice can vary
as a function of individual and contextual factors.
As a matter of fact, the present research showed a
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beneficial effect of distinctiveness beliefs, such as
some people found it easier to apply their egalitarian
values to biologically dissimilar gay men rather than
to biologically similar ones. This finding is consis-
tent with an alternative understanding of biological
and distinctiveness beliefs, according to which they may
also accomplish a boundary reinforcement (defensive)
function when discrete and clear-cut intergroup dif-
ferences are needed (Falomir-Pichastor & Hegarty, 2014;
Falomir-Pichastor & Mugny, 2009; see also Haslam &
Levy, 2006). In this respect, they should not only be
considered as beliefs that contribute to reducing sexual
prejudice per se, but also as beliefs that offer the possi-
bility of satisfying important intergroup differentiation
needs, thereby increasing the influence of egalitarian
values on intergroup attitudes. Further research is
needed to examine which factors moderate the spe-
cific functions that biological beliefs accomplish for
different people in different contexts, and how these
functions determine the way these beliefs relate to
intergroup attitudes.

Despite the relevance of the present findings, the
studies described also present a number of limitations
that should be addressed in future research. First, it
is difficult to assess reactive distinctiveness pro-
cesses directly, because people may be unaware of
distinctiveness motives or may be motivated to hide
them. To illustrate their existence, we used a quasi-
experimental approach in which we manipulated the
perception of intergroup differences, whilst depen-
dent measures did not include a measure of our par-
ticipant’s intrinsic distinctiveness motive. Thus, our
results still provide only indirect support for the conten-
tion according to which such distinctiveness motives
are initially high and satisfied by our manipulation.
Therefore, further research using alternative methods is
needed to provide a more cogent test of this hypothesis.
For instance, future studies should examine whether
the predicted pattern of findings varies as a function of
population gender (heterosexual men versus hetero-
sexual women), target group (gays versus lesbians),
or individual differences in the extent to which men
endorse masculinity norms or are easily threatened
by intergroup similarity. Further research is also wel-
come to examine the specificity of egalitarian values
as compared to other values, be they related in general
to positive (e.g., tolerance) or negative (e.g., power or
security) intergroup attitudes.

Another potential limitation regards the role of the
pre-existing beliefs about sexual orientation’s bio-
logical bases. Indeed, perceived biological similarity
between heterosexual and gay men was high in the
control condition, and similar to that observed in the
biological similarity condition (Study 1). This result
may challenge our understanding of the predicted
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pattern of findings at least in two ways. First, we
cannot definitely affirm that the predicted reactive dis-
tinctiveness is, as we assumed, related to the very def-
inition of masculinity (i.e., as opposed to femininity
and homosexuality), rather than to men’s strong per-
ception of intergroup similarity. Second, one could also
argue that the present results could result from the
greater discrepancy between participants’ pre-existing
beliefs (i.e., the perception of biological intergroup
similarities) and the biological differences condition,
as compared to the biological similarities condition. As
a consequence, strong egalitarians would have reduced
their prejudice in the condition in which the manipula-
tion challenged their existing knowledge of homosex-
uality. Future research is needed in order to disentangle
these alternative explanations.

Finally, the results of these two studies gain in
validity due to the fact that the observed pattern of
findings is consistent across two different countries.
Indeed, even if past research has shown that culture
influences both self-enhancement motives and prej-
udice expression (e.g., Markus & Kitayama, 1991),
we have shown here that the investigated reactive
distinctiveness process does not vary across two
samples of university students from Switzerland and
Ecuador. Furthermore, this consistent pattern of find-
ings was observed despite differences between these
two samples on participants’ level of sexual preju-
dice and perceived biological determinism, thereby
providing additional support to the idea that the exam-
ined process is consistent across these two countries.
That said, cultural variations in these reactive dis-
tinctiveness processes might be observed, for instance,
in comparison with countries in which masculinity
is not so strongly tied to heterosexuality, or even in
countries in which masculinity is not so much of an
important part of men’s self-concept. Further research
is needed in this respect.
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