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Applying the Investment Model and theory of minority stress to cohabiting gay men, this study used an online
survey (N = 232) to investigate contributions of relationship satisfaction, quality of aternatives, investment
Size, vicarious shame, and internalized homophobia to predict relationship commitment level. Findings
indicated satisfaction, investment size, vicarious shame, and internalized homophobiasignificantly contributed
to the prediction of relationship commitment. Internalized homophobia functioned as a suppressor variable in
the relationship between vicarious shame and commitment level. Implications for therapy are discussed.
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Although minority stress theory (Meyer, 2007; Meyer & Dean,
1998) has contextualized the impact of socia strain on gay men’s
relationships, including relationship quality (Frost & Meyer,
2009), intimacy (Frederick, 1995), attachment (Zakalik & Wei,
2006), and social support (Rostosky, Riggle, Gray, & Hatton,
2007), there is a paucity of research integrating minority stress
theory with investigations that predict gay men's relationship
commitment. A broader analysis of features of minority stress
affecting gay men’'s coupling longevity is vital to counseling
practice that can address the unique needs of gay men in intimate
relationships. By determining factors contributing to increased or
decreased relationship commitment levels in gay men, more stra-
tegic interventions may become available to counsel ors promoting
relationship strengthening or addressing negative conditions dele-
terious to gay men’s relationship health. Further information on
contributing factors to gay men’s relationship commitment level
may be particularly useful to gay couples pursuing and/or partic-
ipating in long-term relationships who request counselor guidance
to improve or sustain their ongoing bonds.

In contrast to the limited research on minority stress and rela-
tionship commitment in gay men, one much researched model of
relationship longevity is the Investment Model of relationship
interdependence (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998). According to
the model, relational interdependency emerges as an additive func-
tion of wanting to persist in one’s relationship or feeling satisfied,
needing to persist because on€e's investments are high, and having
no choice but to persist because aternatives to one's relationship
are poor (Rusbult et al., 1998). Rusbult, Coolsen, Kirchner, and
Clarke (2006) explain that commitment level is defined as the
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“intent to persist in a relationship, including long-term orientation
toward the involvement as well as feelings of psychological at-
tachment to it” (p. 618). Salient to relationship commitment,
satisfaction level is defined by the model as the degree to which an
individual experiences positive affect as a result of relational
involvement, and includes fulfilling needs for companionship,
intimacy, sexuality, security, and belonging. Quality of alterna-
tives, a second feature of the model, refers to the perceived
desirability of available alternatives, including but not restricted to
sexual and romantic aternatives to one’s primary relationship.
Findly, investment size is a third component of the model and
describes the significance and magnitude of resources attached to
a relationship, including time and effort spent to sustain a rela-
tionship, emotional investiture through intimacy, mutual friends,
personal identity as coupled, children, and mutual economic in-
vestments. The practical utility of the Investment Model of inter-
dependence is defined by its ability to predict those who will end
their relationships. As such, the model alows for a determination
of features contributing to relational dissolution and definition of
areas reflecting relationship problems (Baucom, Epstein, & Stan-
tion, 2006; Rusbult, Coolsen, Kirchner, & Clarke, 2006). Its the-
oretical significance lies in its capacity to explain how some will
remain relationally committed in spite of suffering significant and
ongoing relational dissatisfaction (Kurdek, 1992; Rusbult et al.,
2006).

The model has proved successful in predicting gay men's rela
tionship commitment level as investigated by Duffy and Rusbult
(1986). Their classic study found significant multiple correlations
between commitment and satisfaction, quality of alternatives, and
investment (R = .82) for gay men in relationships. However,
Duffy and Rusbult’s study was limited by investigating gay men’s
relationship commitment across various levels of relationship se-
riousness, and consisted of a sample of 25 gay men in relationships
who resided in Kentucky. As such, results may have been con-
founded by undifferentiated relational categories given potential
differences in commitment as a function of relationship status
(e.g., Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2010). On the other hand,
multiple studies have demonstrated that higher commitment level
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correlates with increased satisfaction, increased investment, and
lower quality of alternatives across sexual minority and heterosex-
ua populations, relationship duration, and types of relationships,
including those dating, married, and cohabiting (Bui, Peplau, &
Hill, 1996; Davis, 2000; Impett, Beals, & Peplau, 2001-2002; Le
& Agnew, 2003; McCabe, 2006; Rusbult, Johnson, & Morrow,
1986; Rusbult et al., 1998; Sprecher, 2002). Using average z scores
weighted by sample size and then reconverted to R?, Le and
Agnew’s (2003) meta-analysis of the Investment Model across
numerous studies, including heterosexuals and nonheterosexuals,
concluded that satisfaction, aternatives, and investment each
uniquely contributed to the prediction of commitment, explaining
61% (R = .78) of the variance, as well as successfully explaining
22% (R = .47) of the variance of relationship breakup asafunction
of commitment level.

Although the Investment Model has demonstrated general va-
lidity, its application to gay men requires further investigation
specific to relationship status. The current study focused on gay
men in cohabiting relationships and their commitment level. Ad-
ditionally, itisunclear if constructs related to minority stress might
offer further contributions to the Investment Model’ s prediction of
commitment. Two such features of potential importance are inter-
nalized homophobia and vicarious shame.

Gay Men's Relationships, Internalized Homophobia,
and Vicarious Shame

Internalized homophobia (IH), defined as the internalization of
negative social attitudes about homosexuality by sexual minorities
(Weinberg, 1972) is considered a major component of sexual
minority stress negatively influencing gay men in intimate rela-
tionships. Described as insidiously self-perpetuating (Malyon,
1982; Meyer & Dean, 1998), the impact of IH on relationships
includes a “lack of entitlement to give and receive love, resulting
inirrationa effortsto undermine the relationship; and projection of
the devalued self-image to the partner who is then made the
scapegoat” (Friedman, 1991, p. 488). Both theory (Cabaj, 1988;
McWhirtier & Mattison, 1984; Ossana, 2000) and research (Cole-
man, Rossner, & Strapko, 1992; Frost & Meyer, 2009; Meyer &
Dean, 1998; Ross & Rosser, 1996; Szymanski, Kashubeck-West,
& Miller, 2008) specific to gay men in relationships have identi-
fied IH as adversely affecting coupling dynamics. For example,
research has found that gay men with higher IH report greater
problems with their partners, appear less likely to be involved in
intimate attachments (Meyer & Dean, 1998), experience more
sexual guilt (Rowen & Malcolm, 2002), suffer reduced relation-
ship quality (Mohr & Fassinger, 2006; Shidlo, 1994), and express
decreased relationship satisfaction (Bradley, 2008; for review, see
Szymanski, Kashubeck-West, & Miller, 2008). Although research
on IH and reduced relationship quality in gay men (Frost & Meyer,
2009), or similar negative internalizations like internalized racism
and negative relationship functioning in minority heterosexuals
(Kelly & Floyd, 2006) may inform predictions of the negative
impact of internalized homophobia on gay men’s relationships,
specific study of how internalized homophobia may influence
relationship commitment in cohabiting gay men is currently un-
available as contextualized by the Investment Model. IH may
negatively affect gay men's commitment levels through cultural
internalization of reduced expectations of relational longevity for

gay men in relationships, feeling unworthy of love, or being
uncomfortable in intimate relationships (Greenan & Tunnell,
2003). Alternatively, IH may increase commitment in cohabiting
gay men as a function of generalized perceptions of reduced
quality of relationship aternatives; if al gay men have been
negatively judged, expectations for alternative relationships may
be equally negative or even less appealing relative to one's current
relationship.

In addition to questions concerning the influence of IH on
cohabiting gay men’s commitment, internalized homophobia may
be only one manifestation of abroader category of shame reactions
troubling male dyads (Friedman, 1991; Greenan & Tunnell, 2003;
Kaufman & Raphael, 1996). Shame is understood as a socia
emotion comprised of afamily of negative feelings, ranging from
mild embarrassment to severe humiliation (Tomkins, 1987) related
to appraisals of wrong-doing and self-blame (Tangney, Burggraf,
& Wagner, 1995). In shame, the self is perceived as exposed,
flawed, or defective, leading to a desire to escape or hide (e.g.,
Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1992). Shame often manifests
in sexual minorities as a consequence of the minority stressors of
societal derision, prejudicia events, physical threat, and/or psy-
chological meanings attached to a stigmatized identity (Meyer,
1995, 2003). Shame has been found to correlate to IH across
sexual minorities (Greene & Britton, 2012) and in gay men (Allen
& Oleson, 1999; Brown & Trevethan, 2010), as well as having
been found associated with avoidant and anxious relational attach-
ment styles in gay men (Brown & Trevethan, 2010) and hetero-
sexuals (Lopez et a., 1997).

Although shame has been primarily investigated as an intrapsy-
chic phenomenon, shame may also be experienced interpersonally
and externally, as vicarious shame. Vicarious shame is defined by
shame reactions felt by an individual or individuals in response to
the actions of others. Although the concept of vicarious shame is
implied in psychological literature as early as James (1890) def-
inition of the social self, and continued through the notion of the
self-concept as also including others (Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nel-
son, 1991; Hermans, Kempen, & Van Loon, 1992), recent research
has explored relationships of negative actions by nations, groups,
or individuals leading to a personal sense of shame (Lickel,
Schmader, Curtis, Scarnier, & Ames, 2005). Experience of vicar-
ious shame appears particularly poignant within close or intimate
relationships, such as between parents and children (Scarnier,
2007) and for those in close proximity (e.g., Hatfield, Cacioppo, &
Rapson, 1994; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000; Miller, 1987),
wherein a shared identity and sense of responsibility for the other
exists (Bennett, Yuill, Banerjee, & Thomson, 1998; Ciadini & de
Nicholas, 1989; Tajifel & Turner, 1986; Tesser, 1988). Vicarious
shame is theorized to occur when another’s wrong-doing is ap-
praised as threatening to one's self-image (Lickel, Schmader, &
Barquissau, 2004). Just as intrapsychic shame hypothetically ac-
companies cognitions of a flawed self-exposed before an internal-
ized observing “other,” vicarious shame may result from feeling
that one's connection to a significant other’s person, behavior,
character, or qualities reveas a flawed aspect of one’'s shared
identity or signifies personal inadequacy as to object-choice. As
such, vicarious shame occurs through imagined or perceived neg-
ative socia or interpersona reactions to one's significant other,
evoking personal shame.
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Gay men in relationships may respond with vicarious shame not
only when negatively judging a partner’s behavior because of
concerns about socia approval, socia status, and image represen-
tation, but also when perceiving their relationship through the lens
of ahomophobic “other.” For example, amember of amale couple
who is perfectly receptive to the other’s gestures of affection in
gay-friendly environments may experience vicarious shame when
that same partner attempts to hold hands in an unknown or less
embracing public space because of an anticipation of another’'s
judgment. Although this example may also refer to intrapsychic
shame emerging through an unexpected felt exposure of one's
sexual minority identity status, vicarious shame is differentiated
from intrapsychic shame because it is identified with the action of
one's partner, and thereby judged as provoking a persona or
mutual vulnerability to social threat. Further, as relationships offer
a sense of shared identity (Lickel, Schmader, & Spanovic, 2007;
Tajifel, 1981) and encourage self-other integration (Aron, Aron,
Tudor, & Nelson, 1991), the experience of criticism or devaluation
directed at one’'s partner or significant other following perceived
insufficiency, inadequacy, faux pas, negatively perceived stereo-
typic behavior, or social and professional failure may create sus-
ceptibility to a personal and/or mutual sense of being flawed,
inappropriate, or of having participated in wrong-doing. Similar to
shame reactions in general (Gilbert, 1998), gay men's felt vicari-
ous shame in the company of one's partner may lead to increased
insensitivity, self-consciousness, fear of negative evaluation, social
withdrawal, increased self- and other-monitoring, socia hypervigi-
lance, anger, defensive strategies of relational disengagement, or
shame-rage communication cycles escalating into relationa dis-
cord (Lewis, 1971; Retzinger, 1991; Scheff & Retzinger, 1991). In
addition, vicarious shame may cause undue restrictions on social
expression of relationship-enhancing behavior, like public displays
of affection, and overconcern or criticalness about how one's
partner or significant other is behaving or being “seen”—all of
which may negatively impact upon relationship functioning (Fit-
ness & Fletcher, 1993; Green & Mitchell, 2002; Jones & Gallois,
1989; Major & O’'Brien, 2005; Mohr & Fassinger, 2006). Al-
though there is a dearth of research on vicarious shame and its
consequences for heterosexual or gay male coupling dynamics and
outcomes in general or information on relationship commitment
level specificaly, findings of the impact of stress on heterosexual
marriages (Bodenmann, Ledermann, & Bradbury, 2007), negative
influences of nonvalidating communication styles on heterosexual
and gay male couples’ relationship satisfaction (Croyle & Waltz,
2002; Gottman et al., 2003), and studies of negative interaction
patterns predicting unhappiness (Gottman & Krokoff, 1989; for
review, see Weiss & Heyman, 1990) or provoking reciprocal
negative affect between partners (Fincham, 1985; Fincham &
Bradbury, 1993; Gottman, 1994; Gottman & Krokoff, 1989;
Krokoff, Gottman, & Roy, 1988; Margolin & Wampold, 1981;
Weiss & Heyman, 1990) would all support hypotheses of negative
relationship outcomes as related to vicarious shame, including gay
men’'s relationship commitment. Further, suggestive support
comes from Schmader and Lickel’s (2006) study which found
minority member’s reports of vicarious shame in reaction to in-
group member’s negative stereotypic behavior was associated to
distancing responses from group members and group identity. As
such, it is suggested that vicarious shame is an important though
presently unexplored form of social strain requiring further inves-

tigation, and potentially impacting upon cohabiting gay men’'s
commitment level.

In summary, we hypothesized that (a) the Investment Model
variables of satisfaction, investment, and quality of relationship
alternatives, and the minority stress variables of vicarious shame
and internalized homophobia, would make independent contribu-
tions to cohabiting gay men’s commitment level; and (b) internal-
ized homophobia and vicarious shame would be positively corre-
lated. No prior research to our knowledge is available that has
combined variables of the Investment Model with minority stres-
sors of internalized homophobia and vicarious shame to look at
their independent contributions to gay men’s relationship commit-
ment levels. Because research on relationships has been criticized
for alack of distinctions among relationship statuses (Surra, Gray,
Boettcher, Cottle, & West, 2006), the current study focused only
on gay men in cohabiting relationships.

Method

Participants

A total sample of 232 self-identified gay and bisexual men in
cohabiting same-sex relationships participated in the study, with
66% in committed and cohabiting relationships, 15% in state-
defined domestic partnerships, and 19% legally married. Approx-
imately 91% self-identified as gay men, and 8% self-identified as
bisexual, mostly gay, and 1% self-identified as bisexual, mostly
heterosexual. Ages ranged from 18 to 66 or older, with approxi-
mately 4% 18-24 year, 14% 25-31 years, 21% 32-38 years, 12%
39-44 years, 17% 45-51 years, 17% 52-58 years, 11% 59-65
years, and 5% 66 or older. Approximately 74% of the total sample
self-identified as non-Hispanic White, 9% as Latino or Hispanic,
9% as Asian American, 5% as African American or Black, 2% as
American Indian or Native American, and 1% as Hawaiian or
Other Pacific Idlander. Relationship longevity included 24% who
had been in their relationship between 4 and 7 years, about 20%
who had been together for 1-3 years, 19% who had been together
over 20 years, 15% had been together 8—11 years, 8% for 12-15
years, and 4% for less than 1 year. Approximately 52% had an
advanced degree, 29% were college graduates, 14% had some
college, and 4% had terminal high school diplomas or its equiva
lent, and less than 1% had less than a high school education. The
majority of the sample did not have children living in their house-
holds; however, of the 10% who did, 7% reported having one
child, 2% reported having three children in their households, and
1% reported two children living with them. Economically, the
sample was at the higher end of the continuum, with 31% earning
$100,000 or more, 31% earning $50,000—-$100,000 annually, 12%
earned $30,000—$39,000, 12% earned $40,000—$49,000 annually,
7% earned $20,000-$29,000, 4% earned less than $10,000 annu-
ally, and 3% earned $10,000-$19,000.

Instruments

Internalized homophobia. Internalized homophobia was
measured using the Short Internalized Homonegativity Scale
(SIHS; Currie, Cunningham, & Findlay, 2004). The SIHS is a
12-item measure of internalized homophobia based upon the Re-
actions to Homosexuality Scale (RHS, Ross & Rosser, 1996).
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Through confirmatory factor analysis, three underlying and mod-
erately correlated dimensions of public identification as gay, socia
comfort with gay men, and sexual comfort with gay men were
delineated. The SIHS provides atotal score indicative of internal-
ized homonegativity. Participants respond to the 12 items by
endorsing the degree to which they agreed to each statement on a
7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree), with high scores indicative of higher internalized
homonegativity. Cronbach’s alpha for total score was .78 in the
original factor analysis study. For the current study, total sample
a = .80.

Vicarious shame. Vicarious shame was measured through an
adaptation of the Experience of Shame Scale (ESS; Andrews,
Qian, & Valentine, 2002), as developed by the authors of the
current study. The 25-item Experience of Shame Scale is a self-
report questionnaire assessing characterological shame, behavioral
shame, and body shame, with a total score indicative of shame-
proneness. Adaptation of the ESS in the current study involved
altering questions to reflect the construct of vicarious shame by
changing the direction of the question from the self to the other.
For example, phrasing of items was changed from the origina
question’s intrapsychic orientation (Have you felt ashamed of any
of your personal habits?) to one focusing on one's partner or
significant other (Have you ever felt ashamed of any of O's
personal habits?), with the following introductory directions: “In
each statement ‘O’ refers to your partner or significant other.” An
additional item was “Have you felt ashamed of O’s manner with
others?’ Respondents answered on a 4-point scale, ranging from 1
(not at all) to 4 (very much). Total scores ranged from 25-100. In
the original validation study, total scores showed high internal
consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = .92), and test—retest reliability
was .83. Validity was demonstrated by testing for depression using
the SCL-90 (Derogatis, 1983) at Time 1 and Time 2 at an interval
of 11 weeks. Both time periods evidenced significantly moderate
correlations, as well as significantly moderately high correlation
between the Experience of Shame Scale and the Test of Self-
Conscious Affect-Shame (Tangney, Wagner, & Gramzow, 1989).
Cronbach’s apha in the present sample total scale score was .97.

Commitment, satisfaction, investment, and quality of
alternatives. Variables of the investment model were assessed
using the Global Investment Model (GIMS; Rusbult et ., 1998),
a 37-item instrument used to assess relationship satisfaction, com-
mitment level, investment size, and quality of alternatives. The
Satisfaction Level subscale of the GIMS is a 10-item self-report
questionnaire of relationship satisfaction. Items including the fol-
lowing statements: “| feel satisfied with our relationship” and “My
relationship is much better than other relationships.” The first five
items on the scale are measured on a4-point Likert-like scale, from
0 (Don’t agree at all) to 4 (Agree completely), and the later five are
measured across a 9-point Likert-like scale, from 0 (Do not agree
at all) to 8 (Agree completely). Higher scores are indicative of
relationship satisfaction. Cronbach’s alpha for satisfaction level in
the original validation study ranged from .92 to .95. Commitment
level is a 7-item, 9-point Likert-like rating subscale of the GIMS,
including items like “1 want our relationship to last for avery long
time” and “I am committed to maintaining my relationship with
my partner.” Cronbach’s alpha for commitment level ranged from
.91 t0 .95. Investment sizeis also 10-item subscale, with itemslike
“1 have invested a great deal of time in our relationship” and “My

sense of personal identity (who | am) is linked to my partner and
our relationship.” Cronbach’s apha for investment size ranged
from .82 to .84. Quality of aternatives is 10-item subscale, with
the same scale structure. It includes items like “My needs for
intimacy (sharing personal thoughts, secrets, etc.) could be ful-
filled in alternative relationships’ and “My alternatives are attrac-
tive to me (dating another, spending time with friends or on my
own, etc.).” Cronbach’s alphafor the quality of alternatives ranged
from .82 to .88. Validity was indicated with correlations to the
Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976), the Relationship Close-
ness Inventory (Berscheid, Synder, & Omoto, 1989), the Inclusion
of the Other in the Self Scale (Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992), the
Trust Scale (Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985), the Equity in the
Relationship Scale (Walster, Walster, & Traupmann, 1978), and
the Liking and Loving Scale (Rubin, 1970) across subscales in
predicted directions. In the current study, Satisfaction Level a =
.92, Quality of Alternatives o = .85, Investment Size « = .80, and
Commitment Level o = .74.

Procedures

Following university IRB approval, a survey was conducted
between May, 2011 and February 2012. Survey participants were
recruited from Internet Web sites across the United States, as well
as through friendship networks. The recruitment statement asked
for gay and bisexual men in relationships to participate in an
anonymous online survey study with specific reference to study of
gay and bisexual men’s relationships.

The informed consent statement notified potential participants
that they were free to skip any question that made them feel
uncomfortable, that the researchers were available to answer any
questions regarding the survey, and information on mental health
resources would be made available upon request. Participants were
assured of anonymity. They were also offered enrollment in a
random raffle drawing at the conclusion of the study to win one of
10 $10 gift cards, or one $50 gift card, as a token of the research-
ers appreciation for their participation.

Participants completed an online questionnaire that included
scales to assess relationship satisfaction, quality of alternatives,
investment size, commitment level, and internalized homophobia,
and vicarious shame. The questionnaire also asked for information
pertaining to demographic variables, including sexual orientation
identity, racial/ethnic identity, age, education, income, current
relationship status, and length of current relationship. Descriptive,
correlational anayses and percentage of missing data per variable are
presented. The expectation/maximum (EM) procedure in IBM SPSS
20 was used to test the null hypothesis that missing data were
randomly occurring. In addition to descriptive and correlational anal-
yses with the datarset corrected for missing vaues, multiple hierar-
chical linear regressions were conducted to determine the amount of
variance contributed by variables, using the forward method. Predic-
tion of commitment was conducted with predictor variables of rela-
tionship satisfaction, qudity of aternatives, investment size, internal-
ized homophobia, and vicarious shame.

Results

Means, standard deviations, intercorrelations, and percentage of
missing data for all variables assessed in this study are shown in
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Table 1
Descriptive Satistics for Continuous Measures Used in the Sudy (N = 232)

Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Vicarious shame —
2. 1H .36™ —
3. Satisfaction -.30™ .09 —
4, Commitment —.32" .02 AT —
5. Investment -7 -.12" 37 427 —
6. Alternatives 26" —.06 —.24" —.18" —.28"" —
X 34.45 —4.26 53.54 40.38 53.29 35.15
SD 12.37 11.39 10.01 6.39 8.83 12.22
% Missing 24.6% 13.8% 8.2% 12.1% 13.8% 13.8%
“p < .05. one-tailed. " p < .01

Table 1. Missing data ranged from a low of 8.2% (relationship
satisfaction) to a high of 24.6% (vicarious shame) across variables
(see Table 1). Missing data was treated through expectations/
maximization, or EM agorithm. EM is a maximum likelihood
procedure addressing the relationships between missing data and
unknown parameters of the data model. EM was preceded by first
testing the null hypotheses that missing data were randomly dis-
tributed by employing Little sMCAR test. Little' SMCAR test was
nonsignificant (x* = 47.18, df = 70, p = .98) suggesting missing
data were randomly occurring and were unrelated to any variables
under study. As such, EM was used to replace missing data.
Bivariate analyses indicated that vicarious shame and internalized
homophobia were positively correlated (r = .36, p < .01), and
vicarious shame was negatively related to satisfaction (r = —.30,
p < .01), commitment (r = —.32, p < .01), and investment
(r = —.17, p < .01), and positively related to quality of alterna-
tives (r = .26, p < .01). In contrast, IH was only negatively
correlated to the Investment Model variable of investment size
(r = —.12, p < .05). Correlations between commitment and
satisfaction (r = .47, p < .01), investment (r = .42, p < .01), and
quality of aternatives (r = —.18, p < 01) were also noted (see
Table 1).

Hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to predict com-
mitment level, using the forward method, with the F-to-enter
criterion value set at F = 3.00. The forward method of regression
maximizes the greatest increase in R? per predictor variable. When
the F ratio for the R? increased due to the addition of variables was
below F = 3.00, no further variables were added to the equation
model. This process resulted in the following order of entry: at
Step 1, relationship satisfaction, at Step 2, investment size, at Step
3, vicarious shame, and at Step 4, internalized homophobia. Qual-
ity of alternatives did not enter into the equation. With four of the
five candidate predictors included in the model, the overall regres-
sion was statistically significant, R = .58, R> = .34, adjusted R? =
.33, F(4, 227) = 29.39, p < .001. Approximately one third of the
variance in commitment level scores was accounted for by the
regression equation.

To determine the statistical significance of contributions for
each predictor, the F ratio for R? increment was assessed for
individual variables in the step when first loaded into the analysis.
At Step 1, relationship satisfaction produced an R? increment of
219, F(1, 230) = 64.61, p < .001. At Step 2, investment size
produced an increment in R? of .070, F(1, 229) = 46.58, p < .001.
At Step 3, vicarious shame produced an increment of R? of .028,

F(1, 228) = 3532, p < .001. Finaly, at Step 4, internalized
homophobia produced an R? increment of .024, F(1, 227) = 29.39,
p < .001. Except for vicarious shame, all of the slope predictors
had positive signs (see Table 2).

Internalized homophobia functioned as a suppressor variable. A
suppressor variable is one which increases the predictive validity
of avariable (or set of variables) through its additive inclusion in
a regression equation, in spite of an absence of bivariate correla-
tion between it and the dependent variable. Also known as a
classical suppressor (Horst, 1941), or a negative confounding
variable (Breslow & Day, 1980), the suppression effect is present
when the effect of one variable isto suppress or alter the apparent
relationship between another independent variable and the depen-
dent variable. Only when the suppressor is controlled for is the
actual relationship evidenced (Warner, 2013). Asrecommended by
the formula defined by Sobel (1986), in the current study the
mediated effect of the suppressor IH, 83 = .030, with a standard
error = .027, represented upper and lower 95% confidence inter-
vals for the mediated effect of .06 and .01, respectively. As the

Table 2
Predictors of Commitment (N = 232)
B R
Step 1
Constant 24.43
Satisfaction 0.29 0.47*
Step 2
Constant 17.16
Satisfaction 0.23 0.36""
Investment 0.21 0.29""
Step3
Constant 22.65
Satisfaction 0.20 0.31*
Investment 0.20 0.27"
Vicarious Shame —0.10 -0.18"
Step 4
Constant 23.93 Zero-order  Semi-partial
Correlation  Correlation
Satisfaction 0.19 0.31" A7 .32
Investment 0.21 0.29"" 42 31
Vicarious Shame —0.13 —-0.24" -.32 -.25
IH 0.10 0.17* .02 .19
AR? — .07 .03 .02
*p< .05 *p<.0L **p< .00L
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confidence interval did not include O, this range verified that the
suppressor effect was greater than that which would have been
expected by chance alone (MacKinnon, Krull, & Lockwood,
2000). The addition of internalized homophobia to the analysis
unsuppressed the underlining pattern wherein vicarious shame was
fully related to commitment level by extinguishing components of
vicarious shame associated with negative socialization about being
gay. Examination of semipartial and zero-order correlations of-
fered further evidence of a suppression effect. The semipartia
correlation removes shared variance for each variable. The IH
semipartial correlation was positive because the part of IH that was
positively related to commitment was what was | eft over when that
part of IH that is not related to commitment was removed. The
removed part (taken through residualizing IH) was masking the
relationship between IH and commitment. As such, the model
suggested the importance of assessing internalized homophobia
when investigating commitment level, and determining relation-
ships among vicarious shame, internalized homophobia, and com-
mitment levels for gay men in intimate cohabiting relationships.
Vicarious shame with IH increased the negative prediction of
commitment, perhaps by increasing blame of the other without the
constraint of self-examination for one’'s own negative responsivity
associated with internalized homophobia.

Discussion

This study contributed to current knowledge of gay men in
cohabiting relationships through prediction of relationship com-
mitment levels. Prediction of commitment level was assessed by
the combined influences of minority stress (internalized homopho-
bia, vicarious shame) and Investment Model variables (relation-
ship satisfaction, investment, and quality of alternatives). The first
goal of the study was to determine whether these minority stressors
uniquely contributed to the prediction of gay men’s relationship
commitment along with contributions of the Investment model
variables of interdependency (Rusbult, 1980, 1983). The second
goa of the study was to test whether there was an association
between internalized homophobia and vicarious shame as features
of minority stress in gay men in cohabiting relationships.

In terms of the first goal, as predicted, minority stress variables
of vicarious shame and internalized homophobia uniquely contrib-
uted to cohabiting gay men’s commitment levels along with fea-
tures of the Investment Model. Further it was found that that the
minority stressor of internalized homophobia impacted cohabiting
gay men's commitment level through contributing features of
vicarious shame. Relationships among variables suggested a
broader perspective for understanding and counseling gay men in
cohabiting relationships with regard to commitment level. Satis-
faction and investment, as asserted by the Investment Model, were
primary contributors to cohabiting gay men’s relationship com-
mitment. However, in contrast to other research on the Investment
Model across relationship subgroups, perceived quality of alterna-
tives did not contribute to cohabiting gay men’s relationship com-
mitment level. In contrast, vicarious shame was a significant
feature negatively contributing to cohabiting gay men’s relation-
ship commitment. Interpretation of this result suggested that co-
habiting gay men’s relationship commitment level is more sa
liently influenced by vicarious shame and other characteristics that
are internal to the relationship, rather than concerns about the

quality of alternatives existing outside of one’s primary relation-
ship.

Further study is required to clarify the nonsignificant finding of
quality of aternatives and commitment for cohabiting gay men. It
may be that this is a finding specific to cohabiting gay men,
whereas gay men in martial relationships or who are dating expe-
rience quality of alternativesto be an important contributor to their
relationship commitment level. Alternatively, it is possible that
monogamous, nonmonogamous, and self-reported monogamous
gay male couples in which one or both partners engage in extrare-
lational sex, moderates the effect of quality of aternatives on
relationship commitment in cohabiting gay men (LaSala, 2004).
Continued investigation of differences and characteristics within
gay men in relationships, as well as differences across sexua
minorities and heterosexual relational status is recommended to
further assess both Investment Model and minority stressor vari-
ables as predictors of relationship commitment.

In reference to the second goal of this study, vicarious shame
was moderately and positively correlated with internalized ho-
mophobia. Although both were negatively associated with invest-
ment size, vicarious shame alone was negatively correlated with
relationship satisfaction and commitment, and positively associ-
ated with increased perceived quality of alternatives to one's
primary relationship. In contrast to other studies demonstrating the
negative impact of internalized homophobia on gay men’s rela
tionship longevity, satisfaction, or quality (Meyer & Dean, 1998;
Ross & Rosser, 1996), current results suggested a less overarching
influence of internalized homophobia specific to relationship vari-
ablesfor cohabiting gay men as compared with studies drawn from
the genera gay male community. As such, results provide an
expanded conceptualization of minority stress features negatively
affecting cohabiting gay men's relationship outcomes beyond
those of internalized homophobia by evidencing vicarious shame's
deleterious influence on cohabiting gay men'’s relationship dynam-
ics. In conjunction with prior research findings in the literature,
results may suggest possible differences in internalized homopho-
bia as a function of relationship status, perhaps as a function of
reduced expression of internalized homophobia in those more
capable of establishing cohabiting relationships. An assessment of
difference in IH across gay men's relational statuses requires
further investigation.

The current study has important implications for mental health
providers offering individual and couples counseling for gay men
in cohabiting relationships. Both evaluation of internalized ho-
mophobia and vicarious shame should be explored concomitantly,
in addition to issues of satisfaction and investment when making
an assessment of cohabiting gay couples or treating individual
cohabiting gay men with relational concerns. Because articulation
of vicarious shame may in itself be shame-inducing, its exploration
must proceed with therapeutic sensitivity. Exploration of vicarious
shame by therapists might begin with an initial questioning about
negative reactions to a partner’s behavior, rather than immediate
discussion of a partner’s character. Gay men’s unacknowledged
vicarious shame felt in response to perceived transgressions or
devalued differences of their significant other may result in being
at greater risk for destructive coupling dynamics. Thus, therapist
attention to vicarious shame may help to bring emotional aware-
ness of vicarious shame into consciousness. Bypassed vicarious
shame may disrupt acceptance or forgiveness of the other’s limi-
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tations, errors, transgressions, manner, or characteristics. Disen-
gagement or blaming sparked by vicarious shame may require
assisting gay male clients to perceive how they are employing
defensive responses to attenuate shame affect. Once defenses are
understood, a greater appreciation of vicarious shame’'s socia
origins and of the influences of minority stress on identity, self-
esteem, and relationships may become available (Kaufman &
Raphael, 1996).

To illustrate the importance of uncovering dynamics of vicari-
ous shame when counseling gay men, we present the following
example. A gay male partner who is fully accepting of his sexual
orientation identity may experience vicarious shame when observ-
ing his partner’s non-normative gender behavior, to which he
initialy responds with “joking,” but later, silence and hostility.
Because he feels ashamed of his reaction, which he understands to
be related to internalized homophobia, he feels unable to articulate
how he is reacting to his partner’s behavior, and fears offending
him. His partner, reacting to cues of disapproval and shame from
his significant other, becomes increasingly self-consciousness.
This may stimulate interpersonal withdrawal, causing feelings of
mutual rejection. Without resolution, defensiveness and criticism
may intensify, along with increasingly rigid self-other differenti-
ation. Partners may no longer feel safe, close, or desired. Without
consideration of vicarious shame's negative effects on gay male
dyads, efforts to promote a return to intimacy may be stymied.
Through counselor labeling of affect, normalization of feelings and
behavior, recognition, understanding, and reparation, counselors
may facilitate an open discussion of the role of vicarious shame
impacting their gay male client’s relationships.

Limitations of the current study include problems of studying
relationships through individual participants, unknown participa-
tion by both members of a partnership, and self-report question-
naire, rather than by behavioral indices. Because no instrumenta-
tion was available measuring vicarious shame, further validity
testing of application of the Experience of Shame Scale to vicar-
ious shame is necessary across populations. As a correlation study,
current results require further longitudinal exploration. Additional
limitations of this study include convenience sampling. As find-
ings are drawn from a racially restricted, well-educated, and eco-
nomically advantaged gay male sample, results may have been
indeterminately biased. Evidence of internalized homophobia as a
suppressor variable on the relationship between vicarious shame
and commitment level requires further testing and verification.
Other variables may predict commitment in gay men in relation-
ships. Variables like children living at home, age, years together,
ethnicity, sexual orientation subgroups, socioeconomic status, sex-
ual satisfaction, monogamy, internalized homophobia specific to
coupling in same-sex romantic relationships, social support, dis-
crimination, and other forms of minority stress are further recom-
mended as important variables for future study, particularly within
a longitudinal framework. Finally, further study of vicarious
shame is required to determine if it is specific to gay men in
cohabiting relationships or exists across the spectrum of gender
identities, relationship status, and sexual orientations.

In conclusion, the present study offers further confirmation of
the minority stress model by demonstrating relationships among
commitment in cohabiting gay men, internalized homophobia and
vicarious shame, as well as partially verifying the Investment
Model of relationship interdependence for gay men’s relationship

commitment as described by variables of satisfaction and invest-
ment. Identification and treatment of vicarious shame was dis-
cussed as vital to the well-being of gay men in cohabiting rela-
tionships. It is recommended that counselors may increase their
ability to discern the unique needs of gay men in relationships by
considering the role of minority stress through both vicarious
shame and internalized homophobia on gay male coupling dynam-
ics.
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Correction to Edley and Wetherell (2014)

In the article “Roles, Roots, and Rifts: A Rejoinder to Mahalik, Silverstein, and Hammond” by
Nigel Edley and Margaret Wetherell (Psychology of Men & Masculinity, 2014, Vol. 15, No. 4, pp.
375-376. http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0038008), there were two pronoun errors. The second to last
paragraph should have read, “Elsewhere in her commentary, Hammond suggests that a mixed-
methods approach might allow researchers to keep simultaneous track of how men operate at both
amacro and micro level. In doing so, she seemsto imply that quantitative studies might prove useful
in revealing how “men think about masculinities on average” (p. 373; emphasis added). But what
does that actually mean? In one of our featured studies (Wetherell & Edley, 1999) we noted that
some subject positions appeared to be more popular than others. We found that, within our data set,
it was more usua for men to distance themselves from the discourses of hegemonic masculinity.
Such patterns may be common-place—even typical perhaps—but is that the same as average?
Would a quantitative approach involve spending hours with a stopwatch, trying to clock the amount
of time men spend occupying the positions of heroic, complicit, and rebellious masculinities? How
would it deal with those occasions when men invoke one form of discourse as a contrast or
counterpoint? As we showed in our origina article, we are not disinterested in the notion of Mr.
Average. The differenceis that, for discursive psychologists, it always exists as a construct—either
in the hands of the social scientist or those of the ordinary, everyday speaker.”
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