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Abstract 

Transgender individuals challenge the traditional assumption that an individual’s gender identity 

is permanently determined by their assigned sex at birth. Perceiving ambiguity surrounding 

indeterminate gender identities associated with transgender individuals may be especially 

disturbing for those who generally dislike ambiguity and have preference for order and 

predictability, that is, for people scoring higher on Need for Closure (NFC). We tested the 

associations between NFC and transphobia in two studies using community samples from the 

United Kingdom (n = 231) and Belgium (n = 175), and we examined whether right-wing 

ideological attitudes and traditional gender role beliefs mediated these relationships. Confirming 

our expectations, we found that NFC was significantly associated with transphobia through both 

stronger adherence to social conventions and obedience to authorities (i.e., right-wing 

authoritarianism) and stronger endorsements of traditional gender roles in the UK and Belgium, 

as well as through stronger preferences for hierarchy and social inequality (i.e., social dominance 

orientation) in the UK. Our results suggest that transgender individuals are more likely to be 

targets of prejudice by those higher in NFC at least partly due to the strong preference for 

preserving societal traditions and the resistance to a perceived disruption of traditional gender 

norms. Hence, attempts to reduce transphobia might be especially challenging among those high 

in NFC. Nevertheless, prejudice-reducing interventions could incorporate techniques that satisfy 

epistemic needs for predictability, certainty, and simple structure which may have higher chances 

of success among high NFC individuals.    

Keywords: Transgender (Attitudes Toward); Transphobia; Need for Closure; Ideology; 

Right-Wing Attitudes; Gender Roles  
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The Motivated Cognitive Basis of Transphobia: 

The Role of Right-Wing Ideologies and Gender Role Beliefs 

Transgender individuals are often targets of prejudice as well as victims of 

discrimination, violence, and harassment (Lombardi, 2009; Stotzer, 2008), with gender 

nonconforming transgender people reporting more discrimination than gender conforming 

transgender people (Grant et al., 2010; Miller & Grollman, 2015). The term transgender is an 

overarching label referring to individuals whose gender identity does not typically align with 

their assigned sex at birth and encompasses a range of gender identities and expressions (Kuper, 

Nussbaum, & Mustanski, 2012; Valentine, 2007). This diversity of gender categories may be 

regarded as ambiguous due to the perceived movement away from heteronormative gender roles, 

and therefore could arouse discomfort in others (Adams, Nagoshi, Filip-Crawford, Terrell, & 

Nagoshi, 2016; Garelick, et al., 2017; Stern & Rule, 2017). Whereas some people are perfectly at 

ease with this disruption to the traditional way of thinking about gender identity, for others it is 

likely to cause discomfort, fear, and even outright hostility.  

People fundamentally differ in their preferences for simple structure and predictability, 

their general aversion for ambiguity, and their unwillingness to change previously established 

ideas and knowledge (i.e., being closed- vs. open-minded). These psychological needs and 

desires are captured by the construct of Need for Closure (NFC), a general epistemic motivation 

that influences the way people think about the world, process information, and formulate 

judgments (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; for a review see Roets, Kruglanski, Kossowska, Pierro, 

& Hong, 2015). This type of motivated information processing can have an impact on attitudes 

toward other social groups. Indeed, previous research has shown that some people have a greater 
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tendency to derogate others who deviate from general social categories due to a desire to 

maintain certainty and order (Roets & Van Hiel, 2011a; Stern, West, & Rule, 2015). 

In the current study, we investigated the associations between NFC and transphobia and 

tested whether social-ideological attitudes and traditional gender role beliefs mediated these 

relationships. For the purposes of our investigation, we define transphobia as holding negative, 

prejudicial attitudes toward individuals whose gender identity does not align with their biological 

sex (Hill & Willoughby, 2005).  

Need for Closure as a Motivated Cognitive Basis of Prejudice 

Dispositional Need for Closure (NFC, Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Webster & 

Kruglanski, 1994) refers to the way people differ in their desire for firm answers as opposed to 

confusion and ambiguity. The NFC concept was originally developed outside the prejudice 

research tradition to examine how people make judgments and construct knowledge. For 

instance, studies have shown that higher levels of NFC enhance the tendency to make judgments 

based on limited but readily available information and to anchor further judgments on initial 

assessments (Kruglanski, Webster, & Klem, 1993; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994; Roets et al., 

2015). Yet the concept has been particularly useful in the intergroup relations literature, 

enhancing our understanding of people’s judgments of social groups.  

 More specifically, Roets and Van Hiel (2011a; see also Dhont, Roets, & Van Hiel, 2011) 

have illustrated how the defining characteristics of NFC are highly comparable to Allport’s 

(1954) seminal ideas on the prejudiced personality. Preferences for order and predictability, 

aversion toward ambiguity, and elements of close-mindedness are core aspects in both NFC 

theory and Allport’s description of the general cognitive architecture among prejudice-prone 

individuals. Consistent with this conceptual fit, empirical studies have repeatedly demonstrated 
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the associations of NFC with blatant and subtle types of prejudice toward ethnic minorities 

(Dhont, Roets, & Van Hiel, 2013; Roets & Van Hiel, 2006; Van Hiel, Pandelaere, & Duriez, 

2004). NFC is also evident in gender-based prejudice by showing positive associations with 

sexist attitudes toward both men and women (Roets, Van Hiel, & Dhont, 2012). Taken together, 

these findings suggest that a general, motivated cognitive style (i.e., NFC) underlies negative 

attitudes toward a host of outgroups, attesting to the notion that “a person’s prejudice is unlikely 

to be merely a specific attitude to a specific group; it is more likely to be a reflection of his whole 

habit of thinking about the world” (Allport, 1954, p. 170; also see Roets & Van Hiel, 2011a).  

Sexual orientation minority groups such as lesbians, gays, and bisexuals (LGB) may 

cause particular discomfort among high NFC individuals because these groups do not fit 

traditional gender and sexuality norms (Note that traditional gender ideals are a fairly recent 

construct; see Katz, 2007 for a review.) Indeed, anti-LGB prejudice is positively correlated to 

both traditional gender role beliefs and NFC (Brandt & Reyna, 2010; Mohr & Rochlen, 1999; 

Tebbe & Moradi, 2012). Yet, one of these gender-relevant groups that may be perceived as the 

most gender-transgressive and thus create the most ambiguity is arguably transgender individuals 

(Cragun & Sumerau, 2015), a group compromising a wide range of nontraditional gender 

identities (Kuper, Nussbaum, & Mustanski, 2012; Valentine, 2007).  

Transgender individuals violate society’s traditional gender expectations by challenging 

the rigid, essentialist view that gender identity is invariably tied to a binary notion of biologically 

determined sex, which is deeply ingrained in societal norms and practices (Nagoshi, Brzuzy, & 

Terrell, 2012). Relying on the NFC theory, those relatively higher in NFC should be especially 

inclined to show higher levels of transphobia because of the perceived violation of gender 

identity norms and the lack of firm, rigid gender categories. Therefore, we expected that NFC 
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would be positively associated to transphobia through a stronger endorsement of traditional 

gender role beliefs. Only a few studies to date have investigated the relations among NFC, 

traditional gender role beliefs, and transphobia. In particular, Tebbe and colleagues (Tebbe & 

Moradi, 2012; Tebbe, Moradi, & Ege, 2014) found positive associations between these three 

variables in two samples of American psychology students. However, these authors did not test 

for the proposed indirect association of NFC with transphobia through gender role beliefs nor did 

they consider the mediating role of other key variables such as socio-ideological attitudes.  

Need for Closure and Socio-Ideological Attitudes 

Scholars have repeatedly argued that, as a general epistemic motivation, NFC is a 

relatively distal predictor of intergroup outcomes and thus its effect on prejudice occurs largely 

indirectly, channelled through several psychological mechanisms and particularly through 

stronger endorsement of right-wing ideological attitudes (Dhont & Hodson, 2014; Roets & Van 

Hiel, 2011a; Van Hiel et al., 2004). Two concepts that have received the lion’s share of attention 

in this research line are Right Wing Authoritarianism (RWA; Altemeyer, 1981) and Social 

Dominance Orientation (SDO; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 

1999). RWA encompasses conventionalism, authoritarian submission, and authoritarian 

aggression. SDO is defined as a general preference for group-based hierarchy and social 

inequality. RWA and SDO are thought to capture two broad attitudinal dimensions of right-wing 

ideologies: the social-cultural and the economic-hierarchical dimensions, respectively (Duckitt, 

2001; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008).  

Right-wing ideologies offer well-structured and ordered views about society by resisting 

changes to social-cultural traditions (i.e., RWA) and supporting clear hierarchical structures 

between social groups (i.e., SDO) (see Altemeyer, 1998; Duckitt, 2001; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, 
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& Sulloway, 2003). Such ideological belief systems should be particularly attractive for those 

higher in NFC because these status-quo belief systems directly appeal to their fundamental needs 

for order and predictability, and they address their aversion for uncertainty and ambiguity (Jost et 

al., 2003; Onraet, Van Hiel, Roets, & Cornelis, 2011; Roets & Van Hiel, 2011a). Arguably, this 

is most apparent for the social-cultural aspect of right-wing ideologies (Federico, Ergun & Hunt, 

2014; Onraet et al., 2011; Roets et al., 2015).  Although positively correlated, both RWA and 

SDO have consistently emerged as strong and complementary predictors of different types of 

outgroup prejudice (Cichocka, Dhont, & Makwana, 2017; Ekehammar, Akrami, Gylje, & 

Zakrisson, 2004; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008; Van Hiel & Mervielde, 2005), including prejudice 

based on sex and sexual orientation and endorsement of traditional gender roles (Meeusen & 

Dhont, 2015; Roets et al., 2012; Sibley, Wilson, & Duckitt, 2007; Whitley & Lee, 2000). 

Completing the picture, several studies further established that RWA and SDO mediate the 

relation between NFC and outgroup prejudice (Roets & Van Hiel, 2006; Van Hiel et al., 2004; 

Roets et al., 2012), yet to date such mediated associations are not known to have been tested for 

transphobia.  

Only a handful of studies have shown the associations of RWA (Nagoshi et al., 2008; 

Norton & Herek, 2013; Warriner, Nagoshi, & Nagoshi, 2013) or SDO (Tebbe, & Moradi, 2012; 

Tebbe et al., 2014) with transphobia but these studies have investigated RWA and SDO 

independently and thus without taking into account the variance shared between RWA and SDO 

when predicting transphobia (Duckitt, 2001; see also Roccato, & Ricolfi, 2005). Therefore, in the 

current study we tested a model in which both RWA and SDO are simultaneously included as 

parallel mediators in the association between NFC and transphobia. Furthermore, we also 

included traditional gender beliefs as a third mediator, in line with the hypothesized indirect 
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association of NFC with transphobia through gender role beliefs. Because RWA and SDO are 

considered broad ideological variables and predictors of more specific intergroup beliefs and 

attitudes such as traditional gender role beliefs, we modelled traditional gender role beliefs as a 

mediator following the parallel mediation of RWA and SDO.  

The Present Research 

We tested the proposed mediation model in two separate studies conducted in two 

different countries (the UK and Belgium) in order to replicate our findings and demonstrate 

generalizability. Right-wing social-ideological attitudes (i.e., RWA and SDO), followed by 

traditional gender role beliefs, were modelled as mediating variables in the association between 

NFC and transphobia. We expected that NFC would be indirectly related to transphobia through 

stronger endorsement of right-wing social-ideological attitudes as well as through stronger 

endorsement of traditional gender role beliefs.   

We also explored the role of gender in our model because previous research has 

consistently established gender differences in both attitudinal and socio-ideological measures. 

More specifically, men have been found to report higher levels of right-wing ideological 

attitudes, especially SDO (Lippa & Arad, 1999; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999), more support for 

traditional beliefs regarding gender roles (Brown and Gladstone, 2012; Kerr & Holden, 1996), 

and greater levels of prejudice toward sexual orientation minorities (MacInnis & Hodson, 2015; 

Whitley, & Aegisdottir, 2000). That said, we did not anticipate that participants’ gender would 

greatly affect the hypothesized relationships between these variables in our model. Recent 

research conducted by Roets et al. (2012, p. 357) on the correlates of sexism demonstrated the 

role of NFC as a “general underlying source of different forms of sexism toward both men and 

women, regardless of the individual’s gender.” That is, NFC was associated with sexism toward 
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both men and women among both male and female respondents, indicating that NFC may have a 

more substantial impact on attitudes than on gender differences.  

Study 1 

Participants  

The sample for the present study consisted of 250 British adults who were recruited via 

convenience sampling by undergraduate students. Respondents (n = 19) who provided 

incomplete data were excluded from the study. The final sample consisted of 231 participants; 

with 90 male and 141 female respondents aged between 18 and 87 (M = 32.19, SD = 14.18). Of 

this sample, 205 (89%) participants self-identified as heterosexual, 2 as homosexual, 15 as 

bisexual, 3 as queer and 6 self-identified as “other.” None of the participants explicitly self-

identified as transgender or intersex. With regard to ethnicity, the majority of the sample (206 

participants, 89%) self-identified as White/Caucasian/European, 4 identified as Black, 4 as 

Asian, 7 as Middle Eastern, and 10 as “Other.”  

Procedure  

Undergraduate psychology students from a university in South East England 

disseminated the survey through personal email and personal online social network accounts 

(i.e., Facebook) to people belonging to their extended social network. Participants who were 

invited to take part in the survey were provided with an anonymous link to an online survey 

which included the measures used in the current study. Before taking part, participants were 

informed that the study aimed to examine the possible associations among personality, personal 

experience, and attitudes toward several social issues and perceptions toward various group, and 

they were asked to give their informed consent if they chose to participate. Scales measuring 

RWA and SDO were presented first, followed by the NFC scale, transphobia scale, and gender 
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role belief scale. Upon completion, participants were provided with a debriefing statement and 

the contact details of the researchers.  

Measures 

 Need for closure. NFC was measured with the 15-item short version (Roets & Van Hiel, 

2011b) of the NFC scale (Webster & Kruglanski 1994; revised by Roets & Van Hiel, 2007). 

Sample items include “I don’t like to go into a situation without knowing what I can expect from 

it” and “I would quickly become impatient and irritated if I would not find a solution to a 

problem immediately.” Respondents completed the items on a 7-point scale from 1 (completely 

disagree) to 7 (completely agree), and responses across items were averaged such that higher 

scores indicated higher levels of NFC. For this version of the NFC scale, Roets and Van Hiel 

(2011b) obtained a Cronbach’s alpha of .87 which demonstrates good internal consistency and is 

comparable to the present study (α = .86). Roets and Van Hiel also demonstrated the construct 

validity of the scale by showing negative correlations with Openness and Need for Cognition and 

positive correlations with Need for Structure. Predictive validity was established by positive 

correlations with RWA, SDO, and racial prejudice.   

 Social dominance orientation. SDO was measured with the short, eight-item version of 

the SDO7 scale developed by Ho et al. (2015). A sample item reads: “Superior groups should 

dominate inferior groups.” Respondents indicated their answers on a 7-point scale anchored by 1 

(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Reverse scored items were recoded, and all items were 

averaged so that higher scores reflected a greater social dominance orientation. Ho et al. reported 

Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .78 to .90 for the short version, and in our study, the Cronbach’s 

alpha was .78. The construct and predictive validity of the scale has been established by strong 
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positive correlations with a range of policy and intergroup attitudes including support for 

hierarchy-enhancing jobs, nationalism, and racism (Ho et al.). 

Right-wing authoritarianism. We measured RWA with the 12 items of the 

Authoritarianism-Conservatism-Traditionalism scale of Duckitt, Bizumic, Krauss, and Heled 

(2010, based on Altemeyer, 1981; Dhont, Hodson, & Leite, 2016). Each item was rated on a 7-

point scale where 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree). After recoding reverse-scored 

items, item scores were averaged with higher scores indicating higher levels of RWA. A sample 

item included in the scale is “Obedience and respect for authority are the most important virtues 

children should learn.” Duckitt et al. reported Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .83 to .94 for the 

full scale. In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was .82 which is comparable to 

previous research (Dhont et al., 2016). Construct validity has been established by positive 

correlations with SDO (Dhont et al., 2016) and authoritarian behavior (Duckitt & Bizumic, 

2013). Predictive validity has been demonstrated through positive correlations with religiosity, 

support for greater military force, and right-wing political party support (Duckitt et al., 2010; 

Van Assche, Dhont, & Pettigrew, 2017).  

Traditional gender role beliefs. Traditional gender role beliefs was measured with 

Brown and Gladstone’s (2012) short, ten-item version of the Gender Role Beliefs Scale (Kerr & 

Holden, 1996). Sample items include “Women with children should not work outside the home if 

they don’t have to financially” and “The initiative in courtship should usually come from the 

man.” Respondents rated the statements on a 7-point scale from1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly 

disagree), reverse worded items were recoded, and all items were averaged. The item ratings 

were recoded such that higher scores indicated greater support for traditional gender role 

ideology. Brown and Gladstone (2012) reported good internal consistency (α = .81) which is 



COGNITIVE BASIS OF TRANSPHOBIA 12 

comparable to the present study (α = .84). Construct validity has been determined by showing 

significant correlations with attitudes toward women, religiosity, and political ideology, and 

predictive validity was demonstrated by correlations with attitudes toward lesbians and gays 

(Brown & Gladstone; Tebbe & Moradi, 2012).  

Transphobia. Transphobia was measured using the nine-item Transphobia scale 

(Nagoshi et al., 2008). Sample items include: “I think there is something wrong with a person 

who says that they are neither a man nor a woman” and “I believe that a person can never change 

their gender.” The items are rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree), with higher averaged scores reflecting more negative attitudes toward 

transgender individuals. Nagoshi et al. reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .82 demonstrating high 

internal consistency, which is comparable to the present sample (α = .91). Construct validity has 

been established by showing positive associations with religious fundamentalism and RWA 

(Nagoshi et al.) as well as negative attitudes regarding bisexuality and toward lesbians and gays 

(Tebbe & Moradi, 2012).  

Results  

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

Means and standard deviations for all measures are presented in Table 1a, along with all 

zero-order correlations. As expected, NFC was significantly correlated with RWA and SDO and 

furthermore, NFC, RWA, and SDO were significantly positively correlated with gender role 

beliefs and transphobia. The correlation between NFC and RWA was significantly stronger than 

the correlation between NFC and SDO (z = 3.04, p = .002, based on the correlation difference 

test, Lee & Preacher, 2013; Steiger, 1980) confirming previous findings (Federico et al., 2014; 

see also Roets et al., 2015).  
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Before testing the hypothesized model, we first investigated whether there were any 

gender differences in the scores on our five key variables. Multivariate analysis of variance 

showed multivariate gender differences across the five variables, Wilks’ λ = .892, F(5, 225) = 

5.46, p <.001, ηp2 = .11. More specifically, male respondents scored significantly higher on 

traditional gender role beliefs, t(229) = -2.23, p = .027, d = -.29, on transphobia, t(229) = -2.62, p 

= .009, d = -.35, and on SDO, t(229) = -2.86, p = .005, d = -.38 (see Table 1). Furthermore, 

gender differences were found for NFC with higher scores for women than for men, t(229) = 

2.12, p = .035, d = .28. For this reason, we included gender as control variable in our analyses. 

Mediation Model 

To test our hypotheses, we conducted structural equation modelling (SEM) with latent 

variables to control for measurement error in Mplus (version 7.2, Muthén & Muthén, 1998-

2014). We averaged item subsets into three parcels for each latent factor of our key variables to 

smooth measurement error and maintain an adequate ratio of cases-to-parameters. The 

measurement models showed a good model fit, χ²(80) = 148.98, p < .001; RMSEA = .061; 

SRMR = .047; CFI = .97. We tested the hypothesized serial mediation model, in which NFC 

predicts transphobia via the mediators RWA and SDO, as parallel mediators, followed by gender 

role beliefs. We included gender as control variable with paths from gender to all other variables. 

The results of this mediation model are presented in Figure 1. 

NFC was significantly associated with both RWA and SDO, which in turn were 

associated with gender role beliefs. Gender role beliefs was significantly associated with 

transphobia. The direct paths from RWA and SDO to transphobia were also significant, whereas 

the direct path from NFC to transphobia was nonsignificant. Next, we estimated the indirect 

associations of NFC with transphobia. These analyses confirmed that NFC was significantly 
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indirectly related to transphobia, with a standardized total indirect effect of .22, 95% CI [.122, 

.323], p < .001. Table 2 presents the estimates of all specific indirect effects, confirming that the 

indirect effect of NFC on transphobia was channelled through RWA and through the specific 

serial mediation paths of RWA and gender role beliefs as well as through SDO and gender role 

beliefs. Furthermore, both RWA (β = .13, 95% CI [.042, .212], p = .003) and SDO (β = .13, 95% 

CI [.043, .210], p = .003) showed significant indirect relations with transphobia through gender 

role beliefs. 

Because we observed some differences in the strength of the zero-order correlations 

between some of the variables for men and women, we further explored whether gender 

moderated any of the relations in our hypothesized model by conducting additional SEM tests 

using manifest variables (centred scores). In this model, gender was tested as a potential 

moderator by including the interaction terms between gender and each of the predictors or 

mediators. These analyses revealed that none of the model paths were significantly moderated by 

gender, all ps > .05. 

Discussion 

The results of Study 1, with a British sample, provided support for our hypothesized 

model by demonstrating that a general epistemic motivation for order, predictability, and an 

aversion toward ambiguity was related to negative attitudes toward transgender individuals. 

Furthermore, this relation was simultaneously mediated by both RWA and SDO, as well as 

through a stronger endorsement of traditional gender roles. These results indicate that those 

higher on NFC are more likely to show greater levels of transphobia via increased support for 

right wing ideologies and traditional gender norms.  Our analyses also suggest that these patterns 
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are similar for both women and men despite mean gender differences on traditional gender role 

beliefs, transphobia, and both RWA and SDO. 

Study 2 

Study 1 provided support for the hypothesized model in a community sample from the 

United Kingdom. The aim of Study 2 was to examine whether our findings would replicate in a 

different country with a similar social-political environment. Therefore, we tested the same 

model in a community sample recruited in Belgium; the data for Study 1 and Study 2 were 

collected within the same 6-month interval. Although the strength of the associations between 

some of the variables can vary between different countries and contexts (see Cichocka, & Dhont, 

in press; Rocatto, & Ricolfi, 2005), theoretically, we did not expect marked differences to occur 

in a Belgian sample as compared to the British sample recruited for Study 1.  

Participants.  

The sample for Study 2 was collected in the Dutch speaking region of Belgium (i.e., 

Flanders) and consisted of 236 respondents. After excluding participants who did not disclose 

their gender or submitted incomplete data (n = 61), our final sample consisted of 175 respondents 

(62 men, 113 women) aged between 16 and 80 (M = 38.93, SD = 16.75). Within this sample, 170 

(97%) participants self-identified as heterosexual, 3 as homosexual, 1 as bisexual and 1 as 

“Other.” None of the participants explicitly self-identified as transgender or intersex. Participants 

were also asked to disclose a history of migration in their family background; 170 (97%) 

participants indicated that they were Belgian nationals without a migration background and 5 

stated that they had a history of migration within their family. Comparing the demographic 

composition of the Belgian sample with the British sample indicated that the samples did not 

significantly differ in the proportions of male and female respondents, χ²(1) = .530, p = .47. The 
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mean age of the Belgian sample was, however, higher than the mean age of the British sample, 

t(401) = 3.89, p < .001, d = .43. 

Procedure  

The procedure for this study was similar to Study 1. Participants were invited to take part 

in the study via convenience sampling by a graduate student in psychology at a Belgian 

university. The student advertised the study via personal email and an online social network 

account (i.e., Facebook). Interested participants were directed to an anonymous link to an online 

survey. Participants were informed that the survey intended to measure their personal opinion on 

a number of topics and were asked to give their informed consent before they continued. The 

Belgian sample was presented with the NFC scale first, followed by RWA and SDO scales, 

gender role belief scale, and transphobia scale. Upon completion, they were provided with a 

debriefing statement and the contact details of the researchers. 

Measures 

Dutch versions of the measures utilized in Study 1 to measure need for closure (α = .84), 

traditional gender role beliefs (α = .71), and transphobia (α = .82) were used in Study 2. These 

measures were administered using 7-point scales from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely 

agree), and responses across items were averaged such that higher scores indicated higher levels 

of each construct. SDO was measured using the full version of the SDO7 scale (Ho et al., 2015) 

used in Study 1. The 16-item scale demonstrated Cronbach’s alphas ranging from and .89 to .95 

(Ho et al., 2015).  In our study, the Cronbach’s alpha was .88. 

RWA was measured with an abridged 11-item RWA scale (based on Altemeyer, 1981; 

translated by Meloen, 1991; e.g., Dhont, & Van Hiel, 2009). We acknowledge that an exact 

replication study would encompass the use of identical measures across both studies. However, 



COGNITIVE BASIS OF TRANSPHOBIA 17 

we opted for using a RWA scale that has been validated and frequently used in Belgium rather 

than using a scale that has not been validated yet in the Belgian context. Van Hiel, Duriez, and 

Kossowska (2006) reported Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .87 to .94 which is comparable to 

the Cronbach’s alpha of the present study (α = .85). Moderately strong positive correlations with 

SDO, conformity, and cultural conservatism indicate construct validity, and correlations with 

racism and religiosity indicate predictive validity (Duriez & Van Hiel, 2002). It was because of 

these measurement variations that data were not combined into a single dataset; instead, we 

conducted separate analyses with British and Flemish participants. 

Results and Discussion 

Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses 

The pattern of correlations was comparable to that obtained in Study 1. NFC, RWA, and 

SDO were significantly positively correlated with gender role beliefs and transphobia. NFC was 

significantly correlated with RWA but was not significantly correlated to SDO in the present 

study. As in Study 1, the correlations between NFC and RWA were significantly stronger than 

the correlations between NFC and SDO (z = 3.78, p <.001). We also examined possible gender 

differences in the scores on our five key variables. Multivariate analysis of variance showed 

multivariate gender differences across the five variables, Wilks’ λ = .869, F(5, 169) = 5.08, p 

<.001, ηp2 = .13. More specifically, male respondents scored significantly higher on traditional 

gender role beliefs, t(173) = -3.35, p = .001, d = -.51, and on transphobia, t(173) = -4.19, p < 

.001, d = -.64 (see Table 1).  

Mediation Model 

As in Study 1, we tested the hypothesized serial mediation model using SEM with latent 

variables. The measurement models showed a good model fit, χ²(80) = 144.48, p < .001; 
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RMSEA = .068; SRMR = .058; CFI = .95. The results (see Figure 2) showed that NFC was 

significantly associated with RWA, but not with SDO. Both RWA and SDO showed significant 

associations with transphobia through gender role beliefs. Furthermore, the direct path from 

RWA to transphobia was significant, whereas the direct paths from NFC and SDO to transphobia 

were not significant.  

We then estimated the indirect associations of NFC with transphobia. These analyses 

confirmed that NFC was significantly indirectly related to transphobia, with a standardized total 

indirect effect of .27, 95% CI [129, .406], p < .001. As shown in Table 2, the estimates of the 

specific indirect effects showed that the indirect effect of NFC on transphobia was channeled 

through RWA as well as through the serial mediation including both RWA and gender role 

beliefs. However, the specific serial mediation path through SDO and gender role beliefs was not 

significant in our study. 

The results of these mediation analyses confirmed the hypothesis that NFC is indirectly 

related to transphobia through RWA and gender role beliefs. The mediating role of SDO was not 

confirmed by Study 2, given the nonsignificant path from NFC to SDO. However, echoing Study 

1, both RWA (β = .17, 95% CI [.030, .307], p = .017) and SDO (β =.16, 95% CI [.031, .280], p = 

.014) themselves showed significant indirect relations with transphobia through gender role 

beliefs. Additional SEM analyses to examine whether gender moderated any of the relations in 

the hypothesized model yielded no significant moderation effects, all ps > .05.  

In sum, the findings of Study 2 were largely in line with Study 1 supporting the idea that 

NFC is positively related to transphobic attitudes through stronger endorsement of right-wing 

ideological attitudes and beliefs in traditional gender roles, with the difference that the mediating 

role of SDO was not confirmed in Study 2.  Even though a positive association between NFC 
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and SDO was revealed, it was not statically significant, which could be affected by the smaller 

sample size.   

Model Comparisons across Countries 

In order to explicitly compare the mediation model between the British and the Belgian 

sample and to check whether the small discrepancies in the results would reveal any meaningful 

(i.e., statistical) differences between the two countries, we conducted multi-group path analyses. 

Constraining the model paths to be equal across both sample did not significantly worsen the 

model fit as compared to a model without these constrains, Δχ2(10) = 15.20, p = .125. Also, 

constraining single paths separately did not reveal significant differences in the strength of any of 

the paths between the samples, all Δχ2(1) < 3.79, ps > .05. These findings place greater 

confidence in the generalizability of the findings across the two countries. However, it should be 

noted that a systematic cross-validation (i.e., exact replication) across samples would require the 

use of identical measures in both samples. The use of a different RWA measure in the two 

samples limits the extent to which the mediation model can be fully compared between the two 

countries, yet was also beyond the scope of the current research.   

General Discussion 

The results of our two studies showed that a general epistemic motivation for cognitive 

closure was indirectly related to negative attitudes toward transgender individuals through 

greater endorsement of right-wing ideologies and traditional gender roles. This finding supports 

the idea that individuals who may be perceived to contest the notion of absolute, fixed gender 

identities (i.e., transgender individuals) are more likely targets of prejudice by those who feel 

discomfort with ambiguity and have a high need for predictability and simple structure (i.e., high 

NFC individuals). Furthermore, our findings indicate that this relation can at least partly be 
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explained (i.e., mediated) by stronger endorsement of conventional values and dominance 

desires, expressed in right-wing ideologies (i.e., RWA and SDO), which in turn drive stronger 

prescriptive beliefs about appropriate roles and behaviors for men and women.  

These insights extend previous literature on the role of motivated information processing 

and sociopolitical ideology in prejudicial attitudes toward minority groups (Hodson & Dhont, 

2015; Roets et al., 2015; Roets & Van Hiel, 2011a) by showing that well-established ideas from 

work in other intergroup domains also apply to the study of transphobia. Yet, research into 

transphobia and non-binary gender experiences are relatively recent and most previous studies 

have been conducted in the United States (e.g., Cragun, & Sumerau, 2015; Garelick et al., 2017; 

Grant et al., 2010; Miller, & Grollman, 2015; Nagoshi et al., 2012). Our investigation adds to 

this body of research by addressing attitudes toward transgender people in cultural contexts 

outside the United States (i.e., in the U.K. and Belgium). Furthermore, previous literature had 

considered NFC, right-wing attitudes, and traditional gender role beliefs as independent 

predictors of transphobia (Tebbe, & Moradi, 2012; Tebbe et al., 2014), whereas we conceptually 

integrated the interrelationships into a mediation model and tested the model in two different 

countries. This approach allowed us to investigate whether our hypothesized model would hold 

across two similar cultural contexts. As expected, the results were largely comparable between 

Study 1 (in the UK) and Study 2 (in Belgium), attesting to the conceptual generalizability of the 

mediation model.  

The Role of Right-Wing Ideologies 

 In both studies, we obtained evidence for the mediating role of right-wing social 

ideological attitudes explaining why NFC is associated with gender role beliefs and transphobia. 

Consistent with previous research, we found that NFC was strongly related to RWA and to a 
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lesser extent to SDO, with a nonsignificant association between NFC and SDO in the Belgian 

sample (see also Federico et al., 2014, Van Hiel et al., 2004). These findings confirm that 

particularly those aspects of right-wing ideologies that emphasize the protection of the social-

cultural status-quo (expressed in heightened RWA) are attractive to high NFC individuals. They 

are thus drawn to the well-structured world views of preserving societal traditions and norms, as 

well as resisting change, which are typically offered by right-wing authoritarian ideologies. The 

stronger endorsement of general beliefs about traditional social-cultural norms plays a key role in 

explaining why NFC is positively associated with specific beliefs about traditional gender roles 

and, in turn, with transphobia.  

Despite the relatively weak relations between NFC and SDO, both samples showed that 

SDO itself was also indirectly related to transphobia via the mediating role of traditional gender 

role beliefs. Thus, individuals with a relatively stronger desire to maintain societal hierarchy and 

inequality are more likely to derogate transgender individuals, largely due to stronger 

endorsement of traditional beliefs regarding gender roles. This finding complements previous 

research demonstrating the role of SDO and gender role beliefs in anti-gay attitudes (MacInnis, 

& Hodson, 2015; Whitley, & Aegisdottir, 2000) by highlighting that this model not only is 

applicable to homophobia but is also relevant to transphobia. 

Moreover, the effects of SDO were established above and beyond the effects of RWA. 

This way, our studies support the dual process model of prejudice (Duckitt, 2001) by showing 

the complementary roles of competitive-driven motives for dominance and superiority 

(expressed in SDO), on the one hand, and threat-driven motives for social control and conformity 

(expressed in RWA), on the other hand, in predicting transphobia. To the best of our knowledge, 

the current studies are the first to show the simultaneous relations of both RWA and SDO with 
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transphobia because previous research only examined these concepts independently from each 

other (e.g., Tebbe & Moradi, 2012; Tebbe et al., 2014; Warriner et al., 2013; Willoughby et al., 

2010). The results thus extend previous evidence that these two distinct ideological attitudes are 

reliable and consistent predictors of a range of negative outgroup attitudes (Cichocka et al., 2017; 

Duckitt, 2001; Ekehammar et al., 2004; Meeusen, & Dhont, 2015; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008).  

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

The aim of our studies was to test the direct and indirect associations between NFC and 

transphobia through several mediating processes. However, although the order of the variables in 

our model was strongly grounded in theory and previous work, the cross-sectional nature of our 

data prevents us from drawing causal conclusions. Longitudinal data are needed to shed further 

light on the causal influence of NFC and ideological attitudes on traditional gender role beliefs 

and transphobia. Furthermore, given that we relied on self-report measures that may be prone to 

socially desirable responding, future studies would benefit from examining implicit transphobic 

attitudes or from observing participants’ behavior toward transgender individuals.  

 Additional research could also focus on a wider range of cultural contexts and include 

countries with higher levels of intolerance toward people who identify as transgender. Our 

studies were conducted in western European countries where people may be considered as more 

accepting of variations in gender identities as compared to some other regions in the world 

(Winter et al., 2009). Cross-cultural research designs would allow for testing possible 

interactions between individual- and country-level predictors of attitudes toward transgender 

individuals (e.g., Donaldson, Handren, & Lac, 2017).  

Finally, future research into the role of NFC in transgender attitudes could further 

differentiate between gender conforming and nonconforming identities and expressions (Grant et 
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al., 2010; Miller, & Grollman, 2015; Stern, & Rule, 2017; Valentine, 2007) and compare 

between attitudes toward different sexual orientation and gender minority groups (e.g., 

homophobia versus transphobia). This would be especially important to the understanding of 

how variations in gender identity and the considerable variability of those who fall under the 

transgender umbrella might affect people’s views on this diverse group (Worthen, 2013).  For 

instance, Stern and Rule (2017) demonstrated that physical appearance significantly affected 

conservatives’ attitudes toward transgender people because they evaluated androgynous 

transgender individuals more negatively than those with a more sex-typical appearance. Future 

research could test whether NFC is more strongly related to transphobia toward transgender 

people with an androgynous appearance or who are gender nonconforming than toward 

transgender people with a sex-typical or gender-conforming appearance.  

Practice Implications 

Overcoming transphobia in those high in NFC is likely to be challenging because NFC is 

considered to be a fairly stable general motivation inherently characterized by the permanence of 

existing views (Roets et al., 2015; Roets & Van Hiel, 2011a). That is, those with higher levels of 

NFC have a propensity to stick to existing attitudes and patterns of thinking in order to protect 

closure for as long as possible (Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Roets & Van Hiel, 2006). 

Therefore, it seems difficult to change their attitudes. That said, previous research has repeatedly 

demonstrated that positive contact with members of a different group typically reduces outgroup 

negativity and prejudice in a variety of intergroup settings (see Hodson & Hewstone, 2013; 

Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Intergroup contact interventions could increase predictability, 

certainty, and familiarity with transgender people (e.g., Walch et al., 2012) and may therefore be 

particularly efficient in reducing transphobia among those with high NFC. Indeed, such findings 
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have been established in the context of ethnic prejudice. In a series of studies, Dhont and 

colleagues (2011) provided correlational and experimental evidence for the particularly 

beneficial effects of intergroup contact among high NFC individuals (see also Kteily, Hodson, 

Dhont, & Ho, 2017). Promoting high quality intergroup contact might thus prove to be essential 

in reducing transphobia among individuals high in NFC, and it constitutes a promising research 

question that is yet to be addressed by future research.  

Conclusion 

Recent research highlighted the importance of considering gender nonconformity (Grant 

et al., 2010; Miller & Grollman, 2015), ambiguity (Garelick et al., 2017), and social 

categorization (Stern & Rule, 2017) when examining attitudes toward transgender individuals. 

Our findings contribute to this line of research by demonstrating that the derogation of 

transgender individuals can be partly linked to a general epistemic motivation characterized by a 

need for firm answers and the avoidance of confusion and ambiguity. Our studies also extend the 

body of research demonstrating that epistemic motivation could influence how people view their 

world and how this may elicit prejudiced attitudes, with right-wing ideological attitudes as 

intermediating psychological processes (Dhont & Hodson, 2014; Roets & Van Hiel, 2011a; 

Roets et al., 2015).  
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Table 1 

Cronbach’s Alphas, Descriptive Statistics, and Correlations among Study Variables in Studies 1 and 2 

  Total Correlations 

Variables α M (SD) 2 3 4 5 

UK, Study 1 

1. NFC .86 3.71 (0.74) .37*** .16* .18** .26*** 

2. RWA .82 3.85 (0.99) -- .39*** .49*** .47*** 

3. SDO .78 2.92 (1.02)  -- .51*** .46*** 

4. GRB .84 2.71 (1.02)   -- .54*** 

5. Transphobia .91 2.98 (1.36)    -- 

Belgium, Study 2 

1. NFC .84 3.54 (0.71) .41*** .14 .26*** .35*** 

2. RWA .85 3.24 (1.04) -- .50*** .49*** .55*** 

3. SDO .88 2.44 (0.94)  -- .43*** .49*** 

4. GRB .71 2.14 (0.75)   -- .60*** 

5. Transphobia .82 3.01 (1.14)    -- 

Note. Significant differences were found between the British and Belgian sample for the mean scores in NFC (p = .016, d = .24), SDO (p < .001, 

d = .49), and gender role beliefs (p < .001, d = .62). 
*p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.
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Table 2 

 

Results of Effect Decomposition Analyses for the Indirect Effects of NFC on Transphobia  
 Study 1 (United Kingdom)  Study 2 (Belgium) 

 Estimate p 95% CI  Estimate p 95% CI 

Total indirect effect .22 < .001 [.122, .323]  .27 < .001 [.129, .406] 

Indirect effect via RWA  .11 .007 [.032, .196]  .11 .038 [.006, .204] 

Indirect effect via SDO  .04 .071 [-.003, .086]  .02 .228 [-.014, .058] 

Indirect effect via GRB  -.02 .486 [-.059, .028]  .04 .372 [-.052, .138] 

Indirect effect via RWA and GRB .06 .009 [.014, .097]  .08 .027 [.009, .141] 

Indirect effect via SDO and GRB .03 .040 [.001, .054]  .02 .164 [-.009, .053] 

Note. NFC = Need For Closure; RWA = Right-Wing Authoritarianism; SDO = Social Dominance Orientation; 

GRB = Gender Role Beliefs 



COGNITIVE BASIS OF TRANSPHOBIA 38 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 1. Model results for Study 1 showing the association between need for closure (NFC) and transphobia through right-wing ideologies 

(RWA and SDO) and traditional gender role beliefs. Solid paths represent significant associations, dashed paths indicate non-significant 

associations. Disturbance correlation between RWA and SDO was .46, p < .001. Gender was coded as female = 0, male = 1. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Figure 2. Model results for Study 2 showing the association between need for closure (NFC) and transphobia through right-wing ideologies 

(RWA and SDO) and traditional gender role beliefs. Solid paths represent significant associations, dashed paths indicate non-significant 

associations. Disturbance correlation between RWA and SDO was .55, p < .001. Gender was coded as female = 0, male = 1. 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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Supplementary Materials 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for males and females among Study Variables in Studies 1 and 2 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Correlations for males are reported above the diagonal and correlations for females are reported below the diagonal.  
*p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

 

 Men  Women Correlations 

Variables M (SD) M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 

UK, Study 1 (90 men, 141 women) 

1. NFC 3.59 (0.79) 3.80 (0.69) -- .49*** .24* .28** .43** 

2. RWA 3.78 (1.09) 3.91 (0.92) .26** -- .57*** .59*** .56*** 

3. SDO 3.15 (1.09) 2.77 (0.94) .15 .27** -- .56*** .45*** 

4. GRB 2.90 (1.01) 2.60 (1.02) .16 .45*** .45*** -- .55*** 

5. Transphobia 3.27 (1.55) 2.80 (1.20) .15 .43*** .44*** .51*** -- 

Belgium, Study 2 (62 men, 113 women) 

1. NFC 3.52 (0.77) 3.55 (0.68) -- .49*** .07 .36** .42** 

2. RWA 3.39 (1.18) 3.16 (0.94) .35*** -- .52*** .47*** .56*** 

3. SDO 2.53 (0.92) 2.39 (0.95) .17 .48*** -- .33** .45*** 

4. GRB 2.39 (0.88) 2.01 (0.63) .20* .47*** .50*** -- .59*** 

5. Transphobia 3.48 (1.19) 2.76 (1.03) .33** .53*** .52*** .55*** -- 


