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Differences in gender and sexual orientation are suggested to be linked to differences
in the way individuals think and behave. The aim of the current study is to evaluate
the effect of gender and sexual orientation on sexual fantasies and gender roles
in heterosexual and gay and lesbian people. The sample was composed of 547
participants, 246 men (Mage = 28.85; SD = 9,27) and 301 women (Mage = 25,97;
SD =7,141). Within this sample, 61.8% of men and 79.4% of women were heterosexual,
whereas 38.2% of men and 20.6% of women were gay and lesbian. Participants
completed an online battery of questionnaires to assess their sexual orientation, sexual
fantasies, and gender roles on three different dimensions. It was hypothesized that the
heterosexual group would report more normative sexual fantasies (H1) and that women
in general would report androgynous characteristics, which would be linked to a low
degree of reported feminine ideal roles and high social pressure to conform to feminine
social expectations (H2). The results showed that lesbian women scored slightly higher
than heterosexual women on transgressive sexual fantasies and lower on emotional-
romantic ones. Moreover, heterosexual women, but not lesbian women, showed a
pattern of high social pressure to conform to feminine expectations together with lower
scores in the IRQ. We found the same results on gay men but not for heterosexual
men. The overall results suggest that sexual fantasies and gender roles are relatively
independent concepts and are influenced by different mechanisms.

Keywords: sexual fantasies, LG, gender role, stereotypes, social pressure

INTRODUCTION

The term sexual fantasy refers to sexually arousing mental images (Leitenberg and Henning, 1995)
that have a drive-facilitating role (Knafo and Jaffe, 1984) and that can actually enhance sexual
experience (Sue, 1979). Hence, sexual fantasies, even those considered “deviant,” are a component
of healthy sexual life (Sue, 1979), deemed to be common to everyone (Brown and Hart, 1977;

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1

January 2020 | Volume 10 | Article 2864


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02864
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02864
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02864&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-01-15
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02864/full
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/821208/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/720040/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/839314/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/640634/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/255188/overview
http://loop.frontiersin.org/people/637768/overview
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Tortora et al.

Sexual Fantasies and Gender Roles

Price and Miller, 1984); some have even defined them as a
type of cognitive skill (Knafo and Jaffe, 1984). Sexual fantasies
play a major role in influencing later sexual behavior and
in reflecting past experiences and are a core variable in the
systematic study of sexual identity and sexuality (Fontanesi and
Renaud, 2014). The erotic imaginary can both influence and be
influenced by personal experiences, but a consistent branch of
research suggests that sexual fantasies are a strong and clear
example of the differences in the development of male and female
sexuality in our species (Wilson, 1997; Yost and Zurbriggen,
2006). According to this idea, the current study focuses on the
hypothesis that gender, sexual orientation, and gender roles can
influence the direction of sexual fantasies in a more feminine
or masculine direction and, consequently, sexual behavior and
sexual wellbeing.

Sexual Fantasies and Gender Differences

Some research has focused on studying and assessing the
personality traits associated with specific sexual fantasy themes,
yet there is little agreement on the factors according to which
it is possible to categorize sexual fantasies. These conflicting
results are a consequence, at least in part, of the lack of a
common sample of fantasy themes that can be used to assess
them (Moyano and Sierra, 2013). Nonetheless, sexual fantasizing
seems to be negatively correlated with anxiety (Birnbaum et al.,
2012) and positively related to self-esteem and security (Renaud
and Byers, 2001). Since the trait anxiety is typically associated
with women, it is not surprising that sex differences have been
intensively explored. Sex guilt, which is also more present in
women than men, is one factor that has been found to be an
important modulator of the quantity, embarrassment, vividness,
explicitness, and variety of reported sexual fantasies, as well
as time and morals, which tend to influence the willingness
to report sexual fantasies (Wolke et al., 2000; Fontanesi and
Renaud, 2014; Goldey et al, 2014; Panzeri and Fontanesi,
2014). Furthermore, it has been suggested that men have more
fantasies than women (Baumeister et al., 2001), although, during
intercourse, this does not seem to be the case (Leitenberg and
Henning, 1995). It is important to stress that the quantity
of sexual fantasies in women increases with age (Brown and
Hart, 1977; Pelletier and Herold, 1988; Panzeri and Fontanesi,
2014) and that, interestingly, differences in incidence were
only found during masturbation, while they were no longer
significantly present during intercourse and sexual daydreaming
(Leitenberg and Henning, 1995). Nevertheless, according to the
literature, the kinds of themes of sexual fantasies seems to
vary significantly between men and women (Zurbriggen and
Yost, 2004; Carpenter et al., 2008), with men reporting more
sexual themes than women (Leitenberg and Henning, 1995). In
general, explicitness has been linked to men, while emotional-
romantic contents, to women (Yost and Zurbriggen, 2006),
although these results have not always been replicated and
might now be outdated, at least for some young populations
(Allen, 2003). Indeed, the latter is supported by findings that
more similarities than differences may be present in both
the frequency and content of sexual fantasizing (Cado and
Leitenberg, 1990). Some differences have also been found in the

purposes of fantasies: women may emphasize their own needs
more (Zurbriggen and Yost, 2004) and may use the fantasies to
deviate from traditional scripts (Goldey et al,, 2014), maybe
due to their traditionally having a more passive role in sex as
well as in social life. Sociobiological and sociocultural theories
have been offered to account for gender differences in sexual
behavior and attitudes, including sexual fantasies. In both models,
it is generally predicted that women will be more cautious than
men in partner selection and in having sexual activity outside
of a relationship (Singer, 1985). Despite some contradictory
results regarding differences between heterosexual and gay and
lesbian individuals, it emerges that males share the same pattern
of preferences regardless of their sexual orientation and of
cultural differences (Masters et al., 1982; Price et al., 1985;
Bhugra et al., 2006).

Culture and Sexual Fantasies

Sexual fantasies in women were initially thought to be
comparable across different ethnicities (Shanor, 1977), yet it has
been proposed that this may not be the case (Pietropinto and
Simenauer, 1977; Price and Miller, 1984). It was accordingly
stated that differences might be the result of variation in
willingness to report fantasies that are considered less acceptable
by the society (Critelli and Bivona, 2008). Indeed, more recent
research has found culture to play an important role in the
expression of sexuality (Traeen et al., 2002), and this has become
particularly evident when comparing European countries with,
for instance, some Asian countries, in which sex differences
in social roles, occupations, and expectations are amplified
(Usui et al., 2003; Yamamoto and Ran, 2014; Smirles, 2017).
The latter, indeed, show a general pattern of conservative
attitudes about sexuality as well as limited knowledge about
sexuality, regardless of biological sex (Okazaki, 2002; Nobre
et al., 2003). These results, however, may apply more consistently
to heterosexual men than gay men (Bhugra et al, 2006).
The role of culture is not surprising since it modulates the
emotions and behaviors of the group (Tseng, 2003). Notably,
culture is considered to be largely learned, not innate (Heine
et al, 1999). If these assumptions are true, very different
cultures should give rise to very different representations of
and expectations about sexuality and, consequently, sexual
fantasies as well.

Gender Roles and Stereotypes

Since gender is suggested to be a key factor in shaping
many domains, it has been described as an important
predictor of sexual behaviors, sexual attitudes, and romantic
relationships (Wu et al., 2016). Gender is not a unidimensional
concept; it arises from self-representations that comprise the
psychological, behavioral, and social consequences of self-
perceived gender (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
While sex is biologically determined, gender is a socially
constructed concept that is developed through experience with
the social context (Bem, 1993; Martin and Ruble, 2010; Fausto-
Sterling, 2012). Accordingly, stereotypes about gender are not
fixed, and they can be successfully modified (Nathanson et al.,
2006). Particularly, gender is linked to “the widely shared set
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of expectations and norms linked to how girls and boys should
behave” (Kabbash et al., 2019, p. 331), and, thus, to specific tasks,
personalities, and behaviors that individuals are “expected” to
embrace accordingly (Littlefield, 2004; Nguyen et al., 2010; Hall
and Pichon, 2014). However, identifying oneself with a gender
does not necessarily imply endorsing its stereotypical roles (Kite
et al., 2008; Dean and Tate, 2017). This appears to be especially
true for women, whose gender stereotypes tend to be more
dynamic in time (Diekman and Eagly, 2000; Koch et al., 2005;
Zafra and Garcia-Retamero, 2011; Diekman et al., 2013; Bosak
et al.,, 2017) and across countries (Weinberg et al., 2000; Higgins
et al, 2002; Zafra and Garcia-Retamero, 2011; Constantin and
Voicu, 2014; Hall and Pichon, 2014).

It was also proposed that sex plays a much more important
role than culture in shaping gender roles (D’Urso and Pace,
2019), probably due to the generally accepted assumption that
women are warm, sensitive, and caring, while men are assertive,
dominant, and competitive (Usui et al., 2003; Bosak et al., 2017).
Nevertheless, these appear to be biased attributions that may
rather be the result of stereotypes and schemas acquired in
early childhood and maintained through mechanisms such as
social rewards or punishments (Bandura, 1986), correspondence
bias (Ross, 1977), behavioral confirmation (Geis, 1993; Kite
et al, 2008), and stereotype threat (Steele, 1997), in line
with social role theory (Eagly, 1987; Diekman and Eagly,
2000; Kite et al., 2008) and social learning theory (Gelman
et al, 2004; D'Urso et al, 2019). Furthermore, it has been
noted that boys tend to receive much more criticism when
typically feminine characteristics are acted out (Martin and
Fabes, 2001; Martin and Ruble, 2010). As a consequence,
while a consistent shift in the traits commonly associated with
women has occurred in the last few decades, the acquisition
of female attributions by men is less substantial (Diekman
and Eagly, 2000; Zafra and Garcia-Retamero, 2011). Indeed,
gender stereotypes can be used to assess the degree of sex
differences and sexual orientation in a society (Eagly, 1987;
Zafra and Garcia-Retamero, 2011). Many people, especially
those with little or no contact with gay men and lesbian
women (Salvati et al,, 2019), may believe that a direct link
exists between sexual orientation and gender roles (Lehavot
and Lambert, 2007). Two main mechanisms are responsible
for this biased association: firstly, people tend to assume that
gay men and lesbian women hold counter-stereotypical gender
roles (Sirin et al., 2004; Blashill and Powlishta, 2009); and
secondly, individuals who deviate from their stereotypical roles
may be assumed to have an homosexual orientation, regardless
of their actual sexual orientation (Sirin et al., 2004; Cox et al.,
2016). As a result, gay men may experience pressure to adhere
to stereotypically masculine roles, traits, and behaviors due
to perceived threats to their masculinity (Hunt et al., 2015).
Furthermore gay men and lesbian women may react negatively to
feminine gay men (Salvati et al., 2017). For the aforementioned
reasons, the social context as well as the individual strains, if
present, to counteract stereotypes associated with being a gay
man or a lesbian woman may have an influence on results
when assessing gender roles in gay men and lesbian women.
Notably, gaining new counter-stereotypical traits does not imply

losing the stereotypical ones (Bosak et al., 2017), suggesting
a possible shift toward androgyny; that is, masculine and
feminine traits being equally present in the same individual
(Bem, 1974).

Finally, when describing gender and gender roles, it is essential
to take into account that gender roles are schemas of the self.
Edward Tory Higgins, in Self-Discrepancy Theory, described the
self as characterized by three domains: actual (who the person
is), ideal (how the person would like to be), and ought (how
the person is expected to be by the society) (Higgins, 1987).
Therefore, it may be reasonable to assume that gender and gender
roles hold the same domains. If this is true, then discrepancies
related to these three dimensions may occur, leading to negative
outcomes for the person (Higgins, 1987). However, androgynous
traits provide individuals with the flexibility to adapt to different
settings and to operate differently according to their needs
(Bem, 1974). Accordingly, discrepancy is expected to produce
negative effects only in strongly sex-typed individuals.

The Current Study

The aim of the current study is to assess the influence of
gender and sexual orientation on sexual fantasies and gender
roles in Italian heterosexual and gay and lesbian samples.
The intention is not to limit our understanding to the
exploration of inter-group differences but rather to provide
some insights also into intra-group, individual differences,
especially regarding the dimensions according to which gender
can be classified. Specifically, we hypothesized that heterosexual
individuals would report more normative sexual fantasies than
their gay and lesbian counterparts (H1) (Bhugra et al., 2006).
Furthermore, a shift toward androgynous characteristics was
expected in women (Diekman and Eagly, 2000; Zafra and
Garcia-Retamero, 2011), which was predicted to be linked
to a pattern of a low intensity of feminine ideal roles
and high social pressure to conform to feminine social
expectations (H2).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure

Participants were randomly recruited online through public
groups on social networks (e.g., Facebook) and participated in
the research on a voluntary basis. Data were collected by the
authors using “Google Forms” through an online battery of
questionnaires that took about 20 min to complete. The survey
was spread from March to July 2019. Inclusion criteria were being
at least 18 years old, being Italian, and understanding the Italian
language; exclusion criteria for the present study were being
non-binary, bisexual, or asexual. The research was conducted in
accordance with the ethical principles stated in the Declaration of
Helsinki (2013).

The initial sample was composed of 625 participants. In
total, 78 participants were excluded from the data analysis:
41 of them reported a non-binary gender, 33 of them being
bisexual and the other four asexual, which were not topics
in the present investigation. Therefore, the final sample was
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composed of 547 participants, 246 men (Mage = 28.85; SD = 9,27)
and 301 women (Mg = 25,97; SD = 7,141). According to
Kinsey’s scale (Kinsey’s et al., 1948), 61.8% of the men and
79.4% of the women were heterosexual; 38.2% of the men and
20.6% of the women were lesbian. Students made up 53.9%
of the sample. The age ranged from 18 to 66 (M = 27.24;
SD = 8.29). Most of the participants (77.3%) were between 18
and 30 years old. The overall educational level was relatively
high: 45.9% of participants had graduated from high school,
27.2% of them had a bachelor’s degree, and 14.1% of them
had a master’s degree. In terms of relationship status, 38.9% of
the sample was single, 48.6% were in a relationship, while the
remaining 12.4% were married or separated. Only 4.4% of the
participants had at least one child. Finally, 73.7% of the sample
were atheists or agnostic.

Measures

The online battery included socio-demographic questions about
biological sex, self-perceived gender, age, sexual orientation,
nationality, age, educational level, civil status, number of
children, employment situation, and religiosity.

Heterosexual-Homosexual Rating Scale

The Heterosexual-Homosexual Rating Scale (Kinsey’s et al.,
1948) was used to assess the sexual orientation of each
participant on a continuum that ranged from 0 (“Exclusively
heterosexual”) to 6 (“Exclusively homosexual”) and that included
asexuality. Specifically, values from 0 to 2 were considered
indicators of heterosexuality; values from 4 to 6 were assigned to
homosexuality; the value 3 corresponded to bisexuality; finally,

the letter “x” represented asexuality.

Erotic Imagery Questionnaire

The Erotic Imagery Questionnaire (EIQ) (Panzeri et al., 2015) is
an Italian questionnaire that appraises sexual fantasies based on
five major factors: transgressive theme (o = 0.77) (F1; e.g., “Do
you fantasize about role-playing with your partner?”), emotional-
romantic theme (a0 = 0.63) (F2; e.g., “In your sexual fantasies,
do you fantasize about a love story that ends with sexual
intercourse?”), dominance/submission theme (o = 0.74) (E3; e.g.,
“Do you ever fantasize about situations in which you are forced
to have sex?”), variety of partners (a = 0.70) (F4; e.g., “Would
you say that fantasizing about having sex with someone you hired
for a job, such as a plumber, a gardener, or a maid, is part of
your erotic imagery?”), and sexually explicit images (o = 0.68)
(F5; e.g., “In your sexual fantasies, is it important for you to
visually focus on your partner’s genitals?”). Participants were
asked to rate the extent to which the content of the 41 items
applies to them on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (“Never”)
to 5 (“Always”).

Bem Sex-Role Inventory

The Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI) (Bem, 1974) evaluates the
degree to which respondents adhere to stereotypical gender traits
(Bem, 1974), which were found to be strictly linked to the
endorsement of implicit gender stereotypes at large, including
roles (Rudman and Phelan, 2010); thus, the BSRI was considered

indicative of the “actual” gender roles of each participant, as
defined in the previous introduction. Additionally, despite being
often criticized (Hoffman and Borders, 2001), it is still the
most used instrument for assessing gender stereotypes (Hoffman
and Borders, 2001; Starr and Zurbriggen, 2017), thus allowing
an evaluation of how attitudes about gender have changed
over time (Lips, 2017). The BSRI is a structured questionnaire
composed of a total of 60 items, 20 of which indicate neutral
personality characteristics (o = 0.76), 20 masculine (a = 0.89),
and 20 feminine (o = 0.85). Respondents were asked to indicate
the extent to which each personality characteristic applies
to them on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (“Never or
almost never true”) to 7 (“Always or almost always true”)
(Bem, 1974).

Ideal Roles Questionnaire and Stereotype Pressure
Questionnaire

Due to the lack of validated Italian instruments for assessing
the “ideal” roles as well as the social pressure to conform to
the stereotypical ones, two ad hoc structured questionnaires
were developed on the basis of the existing literature about
social stereotypes (Bem, 1974; Usui et al., 2003; Bosak et al.,
2017). The Ideal Roles Questionnaire (IRQ) comprehended 28
items (a = 0.84) representing roles and behaviors typically
associated with women (e.g., “I would like to leave important
decisions to my partner”). This choice was due to the desire to
assess whether the hypothesis that women tend to deviate from
their stereotypical roles more than men (Diekman and Eagly,
2000; Zafra and Garcia-Retamero, 2011) could be expanded also
to the “desire” sphere or whether it is rather limited to the
“actual” one due to social pressure or internalized stereotypes.
Participants rated on a seven-point scale the degree to which
they would like to adopt a certain role or behavior ranging from
1 (“I completely disagree”) to 7 (“I completely agree”). Since
both the IRQ and the BSRI were supposed to be indicators of
gender roles and traits, the construct validity of the IRQ was
evaluated by testing the hypothesis that sex-typed individuals
should report stereotypical roles and traits coherently on both
the measuring instruments. A strong positive correlation was
found between the IRQ and the feminine subscale of the BSRI
(rs = 0.58; p < 0.01), while the IRQ and the masculine subscale
of the BSRI were strongly negatively correlated (r; = —0.53;
p < 0.01). Moreover, an explorative factors analysis identified
one principal factor explaining 45.5% of variance, which has been
considered sufficient, in relation to other measures indicated, to
assess the ideal role.

The Stereotype Pressure Questionnaire (SPQ) included 28
items divided into two subscales: 15 of them (o = 0.86) referred
to the social pressure to conform to masculine characteristics
(e.g., “being the main source of income in the family”), while
the other 13 (o = 0.84) to the feminine ones (e.g., “working
less in order to devote more time to the family”). Participants
were asked whether they experienced pressure to adopt a role or
behavior on a seven-point scale ranging from 1 (“Never”) to 7
(“Always”). The questionnaire was constructed starting from the
IRQ, the construct validity of which in the differentiation between
feminine and masculine roles was verified.
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Analysis Plan

Statistical analyses on the sample were performed using SPSS
software (IBM, 2012). ANOVA and MANOVA analyses were
conducted to assess the influence of gender and sexual orientation
as well as the interaction of the two with the EIQ factors.
Before the analyses were performed, linearity, homoscedasticity,
normality of residuals, and multicollinearity assumptions were
assessed. Data were not organized on a normal distribution, but
the deviation from normality was minimal, with both asymmetry
and skewness around 0. Thus, statistical analyses were computed.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the Pearson correlation between the study
variables and total scores. All of the EIQ factors positively
correlated with both feminine and masculine gender roles, and
significant positive correlation was found between IRQ and
the feminine subscale of the SPQ (r = 0.332; p < 0.01). The
second table (Table 2) reports statistical descriptions (means and
standard deviations) for gender and sexual orientation. The IRQ
scores are equivalent for what concerns the samples of men and
women, but men scored higher than women on the transgressive
theme (F1), variety of partners (F4), and sexually explicit images
(F5) of the EIQ, while women scored higher on the emotional-
romantic theme (F2) and dominance/submission theme (F3) as
well as on the feminine subscale of the SPQ and on the feminine
subscale of the BSRI.

MANOVA was then conducted on the EIQ factors to
investigate whether an interaction between gender and sexual
orientation was present (Table 3). At the multivariate level, there
were significant differences in gender [F(1, 574) = 31.01; p < 0.01],
sexual orientation [F(1, s74) = 15.36; p < 0.01], and in the
interaction between the latter two [F(1, 574) = 24.11; p < 0.01].
At the univariate level, sexual orientation was significant for
all the five factors except for F1; gender was always significant,

except for F3; the interaction was significant for all but F2. The
results are represented in Figures 1-5. Specifically, on F1, men
scored higher than women only in the heterosexual group [Fi,
574) = 6.23; p < 0.01]; on F2 (Figure 2), women scored higher
than men regardless of their sexual orientation [F(;, 574) = 10.98;
p < 0.01], but the heterosexual group scored higher than the gay
men and lesbian women [F(1 574) = 14.89; p < 0.01]; on F3, non-
heterosexual individuals scored higher than heterosexuals [F(i,
574) = 8.55; p < 0.01] and gender difference was significant only
for the heterosexual group, with women scoring higher than men
(Figure 3); on F4 (Figure 4), men showed significantly higher
scores than women [F(1, 574) = 66.71; p < 0.01] and gay and
lesbian individuals scored significantly higher than heterosexuals
[F(1, 574) = 13.91; p < 0.01]; finally, on F5 (Figure 5) men scored
higher than women [F(1, 574) = 50.81; p < 0.01] and gay men
and lesbian women higher than heterosexuals [F(1, 574) = 20.98;
p < 0.01]. For both F4 and F5, gender differences were stronger
in the gay men and lesbian women group.

For the IRQ and for SPQ, ANOVA (Table 4) and MANOVA
(Tables 5, 6) were, respectively, conducted for the same purpose.
In the IRQ, gay men and lesbian women scored significantly
higher than heterosexuals, regardless of the gender, while, on
the SPQ, the effect of the interaction between gender and
sexual orientation was statistically significant for both the
feminine [F(3, 574y = 4.68; p < 0.03] and the masculine [F(;,
s74) = 4.91; p < 0.02] subscales; the effect of gender was
significant only on the feminine subscale [F(2, 574) = 4,44;
p < 0.04], with women scoring higher than men only in the
heterosexual group.

MANOVA was also used to explore the main effects on
the BSRI: at the multivariate level, only gender was significant
[F(1, s74) = 3.06; p < 0.028]; at the univariate level, gender
was significant only for the feminine subscale [F(1, s74) = 6.06;
p < 0.01]. According to the BSRI, 65.8% of heterosexual men,
59.8% of heterosexual women, 80.9% of gay men, and 72.6% of
lesbian women had neutral scores.

TABLE 1 | Pearson correlations between the study variables and total scores (mean, ds, asymmetry, and kurtosis).

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1

1. F17 -

2.F2? 0.339** -

3.F38 0.514** 0.130** -

4. F4* 0.436™* 0.140™* 0.357** -

5. F5° 0.426™* 0.156™* 0.267** 0.516™* -

6. IRQ 0.092* 0.205** 0.003 0.059 0.162** -

7. SPQ_M 0.201** 0171 0.169** 0.222** 0.148™* 0.316™* -

8. SPQ_F 0.209** 0.187** 0.216™* 0.196™* 0.131** 0.332** 0.738** -

9. BSRI_M 0.226™* 0.094* 0.155"* 0.165"* 0.095* —0.158** 0.207** 0.149** -

10. BSRI_F 0.099* 0.269** 0.097* 0.024 0.055 0.334** 0.121* 0.183** 0.352** -

11. BSRI_N 0.187** 0.216™* 0.112% 0.124** 0.103** 0.266™* 0.234** 0.228** 0.642* 0.790** -

M 23.94 25.36 18.50 13.62 10.65 118.54 47.92 46.40 4.24 4.48 4.31
SD 6.97 5.53 6.07 4.44 3.87 20.89 14.95 14.39 0.93 0.76 0.62
Asymmetry 0.15 -0.12 0.42 0.49 0.65 —0.10 0.28 0.03 —0.05 -0.27 —-0.29
Curtosis —0.44 —0.39 —0.44 -0.16 —0.04 0.74 0.04 —0.22 -0.18 0.60 1.1

*p < 0.01, *p < 0.05. EIQ factors: ' transgressive theme; 2emotional and romantic theme; °dominance/submission; “variety of partners; ®explicit sexuality.
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TABLE 2 | Means and standard deviations for the study variables, divided by gender and sexual orientation.

Males (N = 246) Females (N = 301)

Heterosexuals (N = 391) Gay men and lesbian women (N = 156)

Variable M SD M SD M SD M SD
EIQ

F1 25.15 6.88 22.94 6.89 24.038 6.88 23.70 719
Fo? 24.22 5.26 26.29 5.68 26.04 5.44 23.66 5.40
F33 17.67 5.77 19.18 6.24 18.08 6.23 19.54 5.55
F44 14.93 4.60 12.36 3.95 12.91 3.98 15.02 5.13
F55 11.76 415 9.73 3.37 10.05 3.43 12.15 4.46
IRQ 118.80 21.44 118.33 20.47 117.04 20.75 122.09 20.84
SPQ_M 47.08 15.84 48.61 14.16 47.46 14.36 49.09 16.30
SPQ_F 44.39 1411 48.04 14.43 45.83 14.21 47.82 14.77
BSRI_M 85.24 18.33 84.61 18.90 4.27 0.92 4.19 0.95
BSRI_F 87.58 14.67 91.12 15.63 4.49 0.73 4.43 0.85
BSRI_N 856.92 12,77 86.36 12.19 4.31 0.58 4.30 0.72
Ttransgressive theme; 2emotional and romantic themes, Sdominance/submission; “variety of partners; ®explicit sexuality.

DISCUSSION "

In the present paper, we wanted to analyze differences and
the relationship between sexual fantasies and gender roles
in heterosexual and lesbian and gay populations. We first
hypothesized that heterosexuals will show more normative
sexual fantasies than gay and lesbian participants (Hypothesis
1) (Bhugra et al,, 2006) and that a change toward androgynous
characteristics is expected in women (both heterosexual and
lesbian women) (Diekman and Eagly, 2000; Zafra and Garcia-
Retamero, 2011), in order to adhere to feminine social
expectations (Hypothesis 2).

According to our results, Hypothesis 1 was verified only in
the female sample. Indeed, lesbian women scored slightly higher
than heterosexual women on transgressive sexual fantasies and

TABLE 3 | Between-subject effects on the EIQ factors.

df F p
Sexual orientation F11 1 1.12 0.29
F22 1 14.89 <0.001
F3° 1 8.55 <0.001
F44 1 13.9 <0.001
F55 1 20.98 <0.001
Gender F1' 1 6.23 <0.05
F22 1 10.98 <0.001
F33 1 2.74 0.09
F44 1 66.71 <0.001
F5° 1 50.81 <0.001
Sexual orientation x gender F1 1 6.16 <0.01
Fo2 1 0.01 0.97
F33 1 13.23 <0.001
F44 1 31.96 <0.001
F5° 1 25.8 <0.001

! transgressive theme; 2emotional and romantic themes; 3dominance/submission;
variety of partners; explicit sexuality.

=== Male
= Female
2% 0

25 K

23

Heterosexual sample Gay and lesbian sample

Sexual Orientation

FIGURE 1 | Interaction of gender x sexual orientation on EIQ F1-Trasgressive
themes.

lower on emotional-romantic ones, which may, however, be a
consequence of other aspects such as openness about sexuality,
past sexual experiences, and relationship status (Peterson et al.,
2010; Vrangalova and Savin-Williams, 2010). The general
findings are in accordance with the hypothesis that women
have a preference for emotive-romantic contents, while men
tend to report more explicit sexual fantasies (F5) as well as
a variety of partners (F4) (Singer, 1985; Zurbriggen and Yost,
2004). Nevertheless, gender differences on F4 and F5 were more
prominent between the gay men and lesbian women groups,
and heterosexual men reported engaging in emotional-romantic
sexual fantasies more often than gay men. Thus, the idea that
men maintain the same pattern of preferences regardless of sexual
orientation (Masters et al., 1982) does not totally apply to the
current sample. These results, which are not in line with the
existing literature on sexual fantasies and sexual orientation,
may be a consequence of the social pressure that gay men may
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FIGURE 2 | Interaction of gender x sexual orientation on EIQ F2-Emotional
and romantic themes.

= » Gender

Heterosexual sample Gay and lesbian sample

Sexual Orientation

FIGURE 3 | Interaction of gender x sexual orientation on EIQ F3-dominance/
submission.

feel to appear more masculine: romantic sexual fantasies can be
perceived as a “feminine type” of erotic thought (Hunt et al., 2015;
Salvati et al., 2019) and may thus be rejected by gay men.
Subsequently, Hypothesis 2 was also only partially verified.
Most of the sample showed androgynous characteristics. This
data is in line with the evolutionary idea that androgynous
people are more flexible to environmental tasks and that
acquiring androgynous roles could be an adaptive pattern
developed after evolutive pressures (Green and Kenrick, 1994;
Woodhill and Samuels, 2004; Cobb et al., 2009). Heterosexual
women, but not lesbian women, showed a pattern of high
social pressure to conform to feminine expectations together
with lower scores in the IRQ. The same was true for gay
men but not for heterosexual men. Moreover, a moderate
positive correlation was present between the feminine subscale
of the SPQ and the IRQ. Interestingly, regardless of gender
and sexual orientation and the slightly but significative

Heterosexual sample Gay and lesbian sample

Sexual Orientation

FIGURE 4 | Interaction of gender x sexual orientation on EIQ F4-Variety of
partners.

Gender

—

Heterosexual sample Gay and lesbian sample

Sexual Orientation

FIGURE 5 | Interaction of gender x sexual orientation on EIQ F5. Explicit
sexuality.

differences among the groups, individuals scored above the
average on the IRQ and also on both subscales of the SPQ.
It is speculated that differentiating between masculine and
feminine traits and behaviors may be outdated, at least in
the young Italian population: individuals might be expected
to behave in a more sensitive and caring manner in certain
circumstances, such as in interpersonal relationships, and
at the same time to adopt more masculine behaviors in
others, such as in the workplace, regardless of their biological
sex and sexual orientation. Indeed, our sample showed an
internalized pattern of androgynous characteristics, which might
be representative of a general adaptation to deal with the
demands and expectations of modern Italian society. Notably,
a strong positive correlation was found between the two
subscales of the SPQ, which could be viewed as a further
indicator of the androgynous nature of the experienced
social pressure.
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TABLE 4 | Between-subject effects of gender and sexual orientation on the IRQ.

df F P
Gender 1 0.03 0.86
Sexual orientation 1 6.65 <0.01
Gender x sexual orientation 1 0.92 0.34

TABLE 5 | MANOVA multivariate test of the effects on the SPQ.

Effect F df Error df P

Gender 3.74 2 542 <0.05
Sexual orientation 1.87 2 542 0.16
Gender x sexual orientation 2.76 2 542 0.06

TABLE 6 | Between-subject effects on the feminine and masculine subscales of
the SPQ.

df F P
Gender SPQ_M 1 0.13 0.71
SPQ_F 1 4.44 <0.05
Sexual orientation SPQ_M 1 1.61 0.22
SPQ_F 1 3.67 0.06
Gender x sexual orientation SPQ_M 1 4.91 <0.05
SPQ_F 1 4.68 <0.05

CONCLUSION

Our findings suggest that sexual fantasies and gender roles
are relatively separate concepts that have little influence on
one another. Indeed, despite the shift toward androgynous
characteristics, the traditional themes of sexual fantasies
associated with men and women appear to remain relatively
unaffected in the heterosexual population, although differences
are less prominent than was initially proposed. In fact, the
extent of gender differences in sexual fantasies may be rather
linked to internalized sexual stereotypes that are not affected
by social variations of the roles attributed to men and women.
The aim of the present research was to investigate how
gender and sexual orientation influence sexual fantasies and
gender roles as well as examining whether traditional theories
about sexual fantasies and gender roles could be applied to
Italian heterosexual and gay men and lesbian women. The
themes of sexual fantasies typically associated with men and
women appeared relatively unchanged, despite a general shift
toward androgynous traits and behaviors and irrespective of
sexual orientation.

Limitations

One main limitation of the present study is that no control
for social desirability was included in the battery. Additionally,
our study is based on cross-sectional data registered through
self-report measures: longitudinal studies are needed to
understand the relationships between the study variables better,
using other measurements such as structured interviews.

Moreover, we used ad hoc questionnaires, specifically
developed for the present research, that require future
studies to be validated in the general population. Another
major limitation is denoted by the restrictive exclusion
criteria, which limit not only the generalizability of the
results but also their applicability in the study of individual
differences. It is worth noting that no information could
be collected from individuals who did not voluntarily
participate in the research. The study of the differences
between those who are willing to participate in research
about sexuality and those who are not would be central
to the study of sexuality in general (Zurbriggen and Yost,
2004), as it can provide insights that may be particularly
relevant in clinical contexts. Future research should focus
on assessing sexual fantasies in non-binary individuals,
whose perspective on gender may provide valuable insights
on how sexual fantasies and gender roles are related.
Furthermore, comparing individuals who endorse exclusively
stereotypical behaviors with those who do the opposite could
expand our knowledge about gender discrepancy and its
consequences on the person.

Future Directions

Future research is needed to expand the present findings
to the general population and to deepen our knowledge
about gender discrepancies and their consequences for the
individual. Future research should also consider how sexual
fantasies vary with age and experiences. A longitudinal
study would also be particularly effective in determining
whether possible differences are due to aging or rather to
different patterns of social pressure, culture, and sex guilt.
Finally, studies assessing the relationship between gender roles,
sexual orientation, gender differences, and sexual fantasies
should also focus on non-binary, intersexual, and transgender
populations in order to develop inclusive and supportive
intervention programs.
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