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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

The present research investigated whether enhanced perceptions of moral purity drive the effects of intergroup cross-group
friendships on the intentions to interact with homosexuals. Highschool students (N = 639) reported their direct and extended
cross-group friendships with homosexuals as well as their beliefs
regarding the moral character of the sexual minority. Participants
further reported their desire to interact with homosexuals in the
future. Results showed that both face-to-face encounters and
extended contact with homosexuals increased their perceived
moral purity, which in turn fostered more positive behavioral
intentions. Results further revealed the specific role of moral
purity in this sense, as differential perceptions along other
moral domains (autonomy and community) had no mediation
effects on behavioral tendencies toward homosexuals. The
importance of these findings for improving intergroup relations
is discussed, together with the importance of integrating research
on intergroup contact and morality.
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homosexuals; indirect
contact; intergroup contact;
intergroup relations;
morality; moral purity;
prejudice

Prejudice toward homosexuals (i.e., sexual prejudice) endures throughout
society although its expression is often publicly condemned (Herek, 2007;
Herek & McLemore, 2013). Opinion surveys have revealed that a substantial
number of U.S. and European citizens feel hostility toward sexual minorities
(Eurobarometer, 2008; Wilcox & Norrander, 2002), and the media has reported
that anti-homosexual hate crimes worldwide are alarmingly high (Herek, 2007).
A good deal of work has shown that such a hostility toward gay men and lesbians
involves the notion of moral contamination and moral impurity (Cottrell,
Richards, & Nichols, 2010; Dasgupta, DeSteno, Williams, & Hunsinger, 2009;
Herek, 2000; Madon, 1997). Indeed, gay men and lesbians are perceived as
violating values about “appropriate” sexual behavior and as a threat to traditional religious and family values (Brambilla & Butz, 2013; Herek & McLemore,
2013; Vescio & Biernat, 2003). This perceived threat to moral purity evokes
disgust and behavioral reactions aimed at reducing the spread of the ostensible
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contaminant (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom, 2012; Inbar,
Pizarro, Knobe, & Bloom, 2009). In line with these findings, it has also been
shown that imagining an interaction with a gay man increases the need for
physical cleaning to wash away the impurity (Golec de Zavala, Waldzus, &
Cypryanska, 2014).
Although a large body of research has shown that threats to moral purity
foster sexual prejudice, research has almost neglected to investigate the ways
that might reduce the perception of moral impurity ascribed to homosexuals.
In a similar vein, no prior work has investigated whether enhancing the
perception of the moral purity of homosexuals might reduce prejudice and
hostility toward them. The present research sought thus to address these
gaps, by investigating whether friendships with homosexuals, both direct and
extended, might positively affect perceptions of moral purity ascribed to gay
men and lesbians, leading in turn to more positive behavioral intentions
toward them.
Direct and extended intergroup contact
Intergroup contact theory is one of the most powerful approaches for reducing
prejudice. According to the contact hypothesis, face-to-face encounters between
members of opposing groups may lead to more harmonious intergroup relations,
if they are characterized by optimal conditions: equal status, cooperation, common
goals, and institutional support (Allport, 1954). Over the past 60 years, a good deal
of work has supported the contact hypothesis across a variety of settings and social
groups also in absence of Allport’s optimal conditions (Hodson & Hewstone, 2013;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2011). However, direct, face-to-face contact is not always
easy to achieve because of practical and organizational reasons. For instance,
heterosexual individuals may not personally know any homosexual person.
Addressing this limitation of direct contact strategies, recent research has
provided evidence that direct contact is not necessary to achieve positive effects
on intergroup relations. Indeed, the mere knowledge that an ingroup member has
a close relationship with an outgroup member can reduce prejudice (i.e., extended
contact; Wright, Aron, Mclaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997; see also Dovidio, Eller,
& Hewstone, 2011). A recent review uncovering more than 90 studies revealed
that extended contact has widespread effects spanning across several outcome
variables, target groups, contexts, and age groups, thus supporting its role as an
effective strategy to reduce prejudice (Vezzali, Hewstone, Capozza, Giovannini, &
Wölfer, 2014). Notably, both direct (Fingerhut, 2012; Heinze & Horn, 2009;
Lemm, 2006; Vezzali & Giovannini, 2012; West & Hewstone, 2012) and extended
(Capozza, Falvo, Trifiletti, & Pagani, 2014; Hodson, Harry, & Mitchell, 2009;
Mereish & Poteat, in press; Sharp, Voci, & Hewstone, 2011) contact have been
shown to be effective means to improve attitudes toward homosexuals. However,
none of these prior studies on intergroup contact has tested moral purity as a
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mediator of the effects of contact with sexual minorities despite the centrality of
moral purity in shaping attitudes toward homosexuals (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005;
Dasgupta et al., 2009; Inbar et al., 2009, 2012).
Moral purity as a mediator of contact effects
Research over the past 15 years has identified several mediators of direct and
extended contact. In particular, research on direct contact has focused mostly on
affective mediators such intergroup anxiety (see Brown & Hewstone, 2005;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), whereas research on extended contact has considered
mainly cognitive mediators such as ingroup and outgroup norms (see Vezzali
et al., 2014).
More recently, it has been shown that morality has a leading role in shaping
outgroup impressions (for a review, see Brambilla & Leach, 2014). Morality is
generally conceptualized as principles concerning the distinction between right
and wrong or good and bad behavior (for a discussion, Haidt & Kesebir, 2010). In
this sense, establishing whether an outgroup member is moral is key in order to
define whether she or he poses a threat to ingroup members. This, in turn, predicts
approach and avoidance behaviors (Brambilla, Sacchi, Pagliaro, & Ellemers, 2013).
Surprisingly, despite the relevance of morality in social judgment and in
shaping outgroup attitudes, research on intergroup contact has almost completely neglected the examination of morality perceptions as a mediator of
intergroup contact. The only exception was provided by Brambilla,
Hewstone, and Colucci (2013), who examined the relationship between
Italians and immigrants from the point of view of Italian student and
nonstudent adults. Results revealed that direct contact (i.e., quantity of
contact with outgroup acquaintances and friends) increased perceptions
that immigrants endorse traits of competence, sociability, and morality.
However, only increased perceived morality—conceived as trustworthiness
and honesty—mediated the effects of contact on intentions to engage in
actions promoting immigrants’ rights.
The present research sought to extend prior work by investigating whether
moral perceptions might trigger the effects of an especially powerful form of
direct contact—direct cross-group friendships—as well as the effects of
extended cross-group friendships. Crucially, we aimed to go beyond the
notion of morality in terms of honesty and trustworthiness by taking into
account the purity aspects associated to moral character. Considering moral
purity perceptions may be especially important when examining sexual prejudice. Since prejudice toward homosexuals is based largely on moral impurity attributed to gay men and lesbians (e.g., Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005;
Dasgupta et al., 2009), it follows that reducing such perceptions may be
crucial in order to foster positive outgroup attitudes. Specifically, we aimed
to investigate whether direct and extended friendships with homosexuals
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might reduce the perception of moral impurity associated to gay men and
lesbians, leading in turn to more positive behavioral intentions toward them.
Indeed, personally knowing homosexuals (i.e., having homosexual friends),
or also knowing that ingroup friends have homosexual friends, should disconfirm negative expectations and allow individuals to understand that
homosexuals are as “morally pure” as heterosexuals. Moreover, since moral
impurity is associated with greater distance from homosexual targets (Inbar
et al., 2009, 2012), increasing purity perceptions should foster a stronger
desire of closeness (i.e., greater intentions to interact with homosexual
individuals).

The present research
Complementing and extending prior work that has investigated the effects of
intergroup contact on attitudes toward homosexuals with adult populations
(e.g., Hodson et al., 2009; West & Hewstone, 2012), we considered a highschool teen sample. Indeed, it has been shown that harassment and bullying
of homosexual adolescents perpetrated by their heterosexual peers worldwide
is widespread (for a discussion, see Herek & McLemore, 2013). Against this
background, high schools seem an appropriate context for testing our predictions. Indeed, fostering the desire to know homosexual individuals in high
school should contribute to limiting the phenomenon of bullying and should
increase among homosexuals the perception of being accepted.
It is important to note that purity is a key component of morality, but the
notion of morality is much broader and comprises different aspects. Indeed,
research on moral cognition has shown that morality involves autonomy,
community, and divinity/purity concerns (Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, &
Park, 1997; see also Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009; Haidt, Koller, & Dias,
1993; Rozin, Lowery, Imada, & Haidt, 1999). Moral autonomy refers to
fairness and care: in this sense, an individual is moral if she or he does not
harm others and respects the rights and freedoms of other individuals
(Cushman, Young, & Hauser, 2006; Turiel, Hildebrandt, & Wainryb, 1991).
Morality also involves community concerns, essentially referring to loyalty,
patriotism, and self-sacrifice for the group (Guerra & Giner-Sorolla, 2010).
Finally, morality involves notion of purity and spirituality. An individual is
moral when she or he respects the sacredness of God and does not engage in
behaviors that might contaminate his or her spiritual identity (Rozin, Haidt,
& McCauley, 2000). While a good deal of work has shown that all these
aspects are relevant to define the moral domain (see Haidt & Kesebir, 2010),
it has been revealed that homosexuality makes particularly salient the purity
concerns (Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Cottrell et al., 2010; Dasgupta et al.,
2009; Herek, 2000; Madon, 1997; Vescio & Biernat, 2003).
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Thus to provide a severe test for our hypotheses, we considered the three
components of morality, that is, moral purity, autonomy, and community
(Shweder et al., 1997). We expected that enhanced perceptions of moral purity
would mediate the effects of direct and extended cross-group friendships on
reduced sexual prejudice (i.e., stronger intentions to engage in contact with
homosexuals). Moreover, given the relevance of this aspect of morality in shaping
attitudes toward homosexuals (e.g., Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005), we predicted that
the other moral domains should have a less relevant mediational role.

Method
Participants and procedure

Participants were 639 students (52% males) from seven high schools located in
northern Italy. Mean age was 17.27 years (SD = 1.20). Participants were administered a questionnaire during classes, after which they were thanked and fully
debriefed.

Questionnaire
Direct cross-group friendships
Five items were used (see Turner, Hewstone, & Voci, 2007; Turner, Hewstone,
Voci, & Vonofakou, 2008; Vezzali, Saguy, Andrighetto, Capozza, & Giovannini,
2016; see also Lolliot et al., 2015): “Do you have homosexuals friends?”; “How
many homosexual friends do you have?”; “How many homosexual friends do you
have at school?”; “How many homosexual friends do you have in the neighborhood?”; and “How many homosexual friends do you spend time with in your free
time?” The 5-step scale ranged from 1 (none) to 5 (a lot) for the first item. For the
remaining items the 5-step degrees were 1 = none; 2 = 1 or 2; 3 = 3 or 4; 4 = 5 or 6;
5 = more than 6. Items were combined in a single index of direct cross-group
friendships (α = .80).
Extended cross-group friendships
Extended cross-group friendships were assessed with five items (see Christ et al.,
2010; Dhont & Van Hiel, 2011; Tam, Hewstone, Kenworthy, & Cairns, 2009,
Study 2; see also Lolliot et al., 2015): “Do you have heterosexual friends who have
homosexuals friends?”; “How many of your heterosexual friends have homosexual
friends?”; “How many of your heterosexual friends at school have homosexual
friends?”; “How many of your heterosexual friends in the neighborhood have
homosexual friends?”; and “How many of your heterosexual friends you spend
time with in your free time have homosexual friends?” The 5-step scale was
anchored by 1 (none) and 5 (a lot) for the first item. For the other four items
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the 5-step scale ranged from 1 = none to 5 = more than 6; the other degrees were
2 = 1 or 2; 3 = 3 or 4; 4 = 5 or 6 (α = .90).
Autonomy, community, and purity characteristics
Participants rated homosexuals on traits related to moral autonomy (i.e., sincere,
fair; r = .81, p < .001), moral community (i.e., respectful, altruistic; r = .73,
p < .001), and moral purity (i.e., pure, spiritual; r = .68, p < .001). Responses were
made on 5-point scales (1 = not at all; 5 = very much).1 We then created
composite scores for the three dimensions of morality by averaging respective
items.
Outgroup behavioral intentions
Behavioral intentions toward the outgroup were assessed with the following three items, adapted from Crisp and Husnu (2011; see also Ratcliff et
al., 1999): “Thinking about the next time you find yourself in a situation
where you could interact with a homosexual person (e.g., with friends in a
café),”: “How likely do you think it is that you would strike up a
conversation?,” “How interested would you be in striking up a conversation?,” and “How much do you think you’d like to strike up a conversation?” For all items the 5-step scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very
much). Items were combined in a single index of behavioral intentions
toward homosexuals (α = .93), with higher scores reflecting a stronger
desire to meet homosexual people.
Before running analyses, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to
test whether our constructs were empirically distinct by using the software
LISREL 8.7 (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2004). The goodness-of-fit of the model was
assessed using the chi-square test, the root-mean-square-error of approximation (RMSEA), the standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR), and the
comparative fit index (CFI). An acceptable fit to the data is indicated by a χ2/
df ratio of less than 3, an RMSEA and an SRMR equal or less than .08, and a
CFI equal or greater than .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).
A model with six latent variables was tested, corresponding to the following
variables: direct cross-group friendships, extended cross-group friendships, purity,
autonomy, community, and outgroup behavioral intentions. In the factor model,
each morality dimension (purity, autonomy, community) was measured by two
indicators, corresponding to the two original items. For each of the other variables,
we computed two parcels, following the procedure of item-to-construct balance
(Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002). The model fitted the data well:
χ2(39) = 74.37, p = .00055; χ2/df = 1.91; RMSEA = .038; SRMR = .016; CFI = 1.00.
However, results revealed that community and autonomy were not distinct from
one another, r = .99, p < .001.
We therefore decided to run a second confirmatory factor analysis, where
both factors were collapsed into a single latent variable measured by four
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indicators (corresponding to the four original items). The model fitted the
data well: χ2(44) = 79.56, p = .00082; χ2/df = 1.81; RMSEA = .035;
SRMR = .017; CFI = 1.00. Results revealed that all correlations were different
from 1, p < .05. Thus, despite our prior pilot test showed that the selected
items captured the three moral domains1, the results of the confirmatory
factor analysis showed that autonomy and community moral characteristics
are not empirically distinct in the present sample. Therefore, we considered
two morality dimensions: purity and a single factor combining autonomy
and community characteristics (α = .93). This change does not alter our
initial hypothesis that purity should mediate the effects of cross-group friendships on outgroup behavioral intentions to a greater extent when compared
with other moral characteristics.

Results
Missing data were replaced by means of multiple imputation procedures
(LISREL 8.7; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2004). Means, standard deviations, and
correlations are presented in Table 1.
To test our hypothesis, we conducted a path analysis with latent variables,
by using the variables identified with the confirmatory factor analysis
(LISREL 8.7; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2004). In the model, direct and extended
cross-group friendships were entered as independent variables; purity and
autonomy–community were the mediators; outgroup behavioral intentions
was the dependent variable. Correlations between the two mediator variables
were allowed. The model is presented in Figure 1.
The model fitted the data well: χ2(46) = 113.01, p ≈ .00; χ2/df = 2.46;
RMSEA = .046; SRMR = .046; CFI = 0.99. As can be seen in Figure 1, both direct
and extended cross-group friendships were positively associated with purity.
Moreover, extended cross-group friendships were also positively associated with
autonomy–community. In turn, purity, but not autonomy–community, was
positively associated with outgroup behavioral intentions.
To test if the mediation effects were significant, bootstrapping analyses
were conducted. With bootstrapping procedures, a 95% confidence interval is
computed around the path from the predictor to the criterion variable
through the mediator. In line with expectations, both direct and extended
cross-group friendships exerted their effects on outgroup behavioral intentions via purity (BC CIs ranging from .025 to .704, and from .115 to 1.03,
respectively). Mediation for both direct and extended cross-group friendships
was instead nonsignificant for autonomy–community (BC CIs ranging from
−.089 to .065, and from −.629 to .102, respectively).
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations among variables.
1. Direct cross-group friendships
2. Extended cross-group friendships
3. Purity
4. Autonomy–community
5. Outgroup behavioral intentions
M
SD

1
.67***
.27***
.26***
.34***
1.32
0.47

2

3

4

5

.28***
.31***
.34***
1.73
0.78

.74***
.52***
2.87
1.09

.51***
3.41
1.04

2.18
1.11

Note. For all variables, response scale ranged from 1 to 5.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Direct crossgroup
friendships

.14*
Purity

.74***

.72***
.26***

Extended
cross-group
friendships

.29***

.56***

R2 = .38
Outgroup
behavioural
intentions

Autonomycommunity

Figure 1. Tested path model (standardized regression coefficients are reported). Only significant
paths are reported.*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Discussion
Despite the centrality of moral purity and contamination in shaping attitudes
toward homosexuals, no prior research has addressed the relationship
between friendships with homosexuals and perceptions of moral purity.
More generally, research on intergroup contact has been detached from
research on morality (for an exception concerning direct contact, see
Brambilla et al., 2013). This study extends prior research by showing that
morality could be a key factor to consider to promote prejudice reduction.
Specifically, we investigated with a large sample of high school students
whether direct and extended friendships with homosexuals might reduce
the perception of moral impurity associated to gay men and lesbians, leading
in turn to more positive behavioral intentions toward them. Results supported predictions, by showing that moral purity mediated the effects of both
direct and extended cross-group friendships on intentions to approach
homosexuals in the future.
These findings showed that, when the relation between heterosexuals and
homosexuals is considered, moral purity becomes extremely relevant, even
more relevant than other moral domains. Findings obtained for our measure
of behavioral intentions may lead to optimistic conclusions on the
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development of positive relations between heterosexuals and homosexuals.
This assertion is consistent with the theory of planned behavior (Ajzen &
Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1974), stating that intentions represent the
most proximal predictor of actual behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Godin & Kok, 1996;
Vallacher & Wegner, 1987).
On a theoretical level, our findings extend previous research in several
ways. First, they are in line with results by Brambilla et al. (2013), replicating
the mediation effects for morality in the relationship between direct contact
and outgroup behavioral intentions. Moreover, they show for the first time
that morality perceptions also qualify as mediators of extended cross-group
friendships effects. To the extent that morality represents a key factor driving
the formation of outgroup attitudes (Brambilla & Leach, 2014; Brambilla
et al., 2013), finding that cross-group friendships, even in their indirect form,
can increase the intention to meet deeply stigmatized individuals such as
homosexuals by changing morality perceptions provides strong support for
the effectiveness of strategies based on cross-group friendships.
Notably, extending previous results, we investigated for the first time
which specific component of morality drives the effects of cross-group
friendships. In line with expectations, we found that only moral purity
accounted as the mediator for both direct and extended cross-group friendships. By contrast, a combined measure capturing moral autonomy and
moral community did not play any mediational role. We believe that that
this result may depend on the specific target group considered in the present
study. Previous research has shown that prejudice toward homosexuals
largely depends on perceptions that homosexuals are impure (Golec de
Zavala et al., 2014), thus motivating the intentions to avoid them (Herek,
2000). Thus, moral purity accounts as an especially relevant moral component when considering homosexual targets, and we showed that cross-group
friendships improve contact intentions precisely because they act on this
component. However, the other moral components may be similarly or
more relevant when other target groups are considered. For instance, it has
been shown that determining whether someone is honest and trustworthy
largely predicts responses toward a wide range of social targets (Brambilla &
Leach, 2014; see also Goodwin, 2015). Thus, while moral purity is especially
relevant for determining attitudes toward sexual minorities, community and
autonomy concerns are highly relevant for other social targets, such as racial
groups (Haidt & Kesebir, 2010). Future studies should test which morality
components mediate contact effects depending on the target group
considered.
These findings have important practical implications. Interventions within
educational contexts should promote positive norms regarding friendships
with homosexuals. However, to the extent that direct cross-group friendships
may be unlikely, practitioners could take advantage of indirect contact
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strategies, based, for instance, on reading stories concerning friendship
between heterosexuals and homosexuals (for similar interventions based on
extended contact principles conducted within educational settings, see,
Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Liebkind, Mahonen, Solares, Solheim, &
Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2014; Vezzali, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2012). Such interventions may also be effective for developing positive social norms toward
contact with homosexuals, thus potentially acting in the sense of limiting
the phenomenon of bullying gay men and lesbians (Paluck, 2011).
We acknowledge some limitations. First, data are correlational.
However, evidence from experimental and longitudinal studies has
demonstrated that direct and extended contact have causal effects on
reduced prejudice (e.g., Binder et al., 2009; Christ et al., 2010, Study 2;
Munniksma, Stark, Verkuyten, Flache, & Veenstra, 2013). Second,
although we measured behavioral intentions toward contact with homosexuals, this is not a measure of “real” behavior; future studies should
consider measures of actual cross-group friendships formation to test
whether behavioral intentions translate into approach behaviors (for an
evidence, see Vezzali, Stathi, Giovannini, Capozza, & Visintin, 2015).
Third, we considered homosexuals as a whole target outgroup. Future
studies might extend our findings by differentiating between gay men and
lesbians. To the extent that previous studies have shown that perceptions
of moral impurity are higher for gay men (for a discussion see, Golec de
Zavala et al., 2014), one might expect that the effects we found will be
stronger for gay men than for lesbians. Based on our findings, a future
step would be to test how contact and the perception of moral (im)purity
relate to other relevant psychological factors fostering sexual prejudice,
such as a more general perception of threat to the ingroup value system
(i.e., symbolic threat) or religiosity (Herek, 2000).
In conclusion, our study shows that morality perceptions—and, in
particular, moral purity—may be the key factor driving the effects of
direct and extended cross-group friendships on intentions to meet
homosexual people. It also demonstrates that contact research can be
fruitfully integrated with research on morality to understand how to
improve attitudes and behaviors toward stigmatized groups such as
homosexuals.
Note
1. Traits were selected on the basis of a pretest. Specifically, 26 students (not involved in
the main study) were asked to rate 45 traits on their autonomy-, community-, and
purity-relatedness. For each trait, participants indicated which aspect of morality was
more appropriate (for a similar procedure, see Rozin et al., 1999). Definition for each
moral domain was provided. For moral autonomy, we selected two items for which the
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score on the autonomy-relatedness (M = 0.71, SE = 0.07) was higher than that on the
community-relatedness (M = 0.36, SE = 0.07) and on the purity-relatedness (M = 0.14,
SE = 0.06), p < .001. For community, we considered two items for which the score on
the community-relatedness (M = 0.82, SE = 0.04) was higher than that on the
autonomy-relatedness (M = 0.32, SE = 0.07) and on the purity-relatedness (M = 0.07,
SE = 0.04), p < .001. For purity, we included two items for which the score on the
purity-relatedness (M = 0.84, SE = 0.06) was higher than that on the autonomyrelatedness (M = 0.19, SE = 0.05) and on the community-relatedness (M = 0.03,
SE = 0.02), p < .001. A second group of 40 students evaluated the global favorability
of the selected traits using a scale ranging from −5 (very unfavorable) to 0 (neutral) to 5
(very favorable). Results showed that purity traits were rated as less positive (M = 1.01,
SE = 0.18) than autonomy (M = 3.92, SE = 0.17) and community items (M = 3.88,
SE = 0.18), p < .001. Although these findings showed that traits differed on valence,
they also rule out the alternative explanation that the hypothesized effect might be due
to a greater favorability of purity traits compared with the traits referred to other
aspects of morality.
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