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Feminist-relational theories recognize that dominant cultural messages can have a powerful influence on
the construction of and behavior in relationships, particularly for members of stigmatized groups. These
theories posit that experiences of external and internalized sexism and heterosexism can influence sexual
minority women’s (SMW) relational schemas (belief systems about how one must be and behave to
maintain relationships with others), which in turn may affect their relationship quality (RQ). Our study
investigated the relational schema of silencing the self as a possible mediator in the external and
internalized sexism and heterosexism-RQ links among 540 SMW who were currently in a romantic
relationship. Supporting our hypotheses, results indicated that silencing the self mediated the external
sexism-RQ, external heterosexism-RQ, internalized sexism-RQ, and internalized heterosexism-RQ links.
The variables accounted for 26% of the variance in silencing the self and 19% of the variance in RQ.
Future research directions and clinical implications are discussed.
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Feminist models of psychological scholarship and clinical prac-
tice posit that women’s psychological and relational distress are
highly influenced by the sociocultural context and experiences of
external and internalized oppression (American Psychological As-
sociation, 2007). For example, feminist-relational theories such as
Relational-Cultural Theory (Jordan, 2010; Miller & Stiver, 1997)
and Silencing the Self Theory (Jack, 1991, 1999; Jack & Ali, 2010;
Jack & Dill, 1992) both recognize that dominant cultural messages
(e.g., sexism and heterosexism) can have a powerful influence on
the construction of and behavior in relationships, particularly for
members of stigmatized groups. For sexual minority women
(SMW), who live in both a patriarchal and heteronormative con-
text, their experiences of external sexism and heterosexism (i.e.,
gender- and sexual-orientation-based harassment, rejection, dis-
crimination, and stereotyping), as well as internalized sexism and
heterosexism (i.e., incorporation of negative dominant societal
attitudes about other women and sexual minority persons, as well
as toward themselves for being a gender and sexual orientation
minority; Szymanski & Moffitt, 2012) are important to consider.

Feminist-relational theories posit that these experiences of mul-
tiple external and internalized oppressions can influence SMW’s
relational schemas (i.e., belief systems about how one must be and
behave to maintain relationships with others), which in turn may
affect relationship quality (RQ; Jack, 1991, 1999, 2011; Miller &
Stiver, 1997). Thus, feminist-relational theories encourage inves-
tigations examining the associations among contextual, interper-

This article was published Online First October 26, 2015.

Dawn M. Szymanski, Ayse S. Ikizler, and Trevor L. Dunn, Department
of Psychology, University of Tennessee.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Dawn M.
Szymanski, Department of Psychology, University of Tennessee, Knox-
ville, TN 37996-0900. E-mail: dawnszymanski@msn.com

sonal, and relational experiences. This is consistent with lesbian,
gay, and bisexual (LGB) scholars’ call for the need to examine
coping/emotion regulation, social/interpersonal, and cognitive fac-
tors that might mediate the links between stressors related to
oppression and poor mental health and relational outcomes (Hat-
zenbuehler, 2009; Szymanski & Hilton, 2013). More specifically,
Hatzenbuehler (2009) put forth a theoretical psychological medi-
ation framework that captures the roles of heterosexist stigma-
related stressors in addition to “general psychological processes
that are known to predict psychopathology in heterosexuals™ (p.
712) in understanding undesirable outcomes among sexual minor-
ity persons.

The current study takes a feminist relational perspective that
combines Silencing the Self Theory with Relational-Cultural The-
ory to investigate one possible pathway that combines social
factors and relational schemas in the form of self-silencing. More
specifically, this study examined silencing the self as a possible
mediator between external and internalized sexism and heterosex-
ism and RQ among SMW in a romantic relationship.

Silencing the Self

Silencing the self is a construct that has been identified as a
major underlying mechanism associated with psychological and
relational distress, particularly among women given their specific
gender role socialization. According to Jack and Dill (1992),
silencing the self includes four dimensions: (a) externalized self-
perception, (b) care as self-sacrifice, (c) self-silencing, and (d) the
divided self. These dimensions are based on dysfunctional sche-
mas that women are taught to use to establish and maintain
intimate relationships (Jack, 1991, 1999; Jack & Ali, 2010; Jack &
Dill, 1992). They are meant to be dynamic as opposed to static.
Externalized self-perception refers to judging the self by external
standards. Care as self-sacrifice prioritizes others’ needs above
one’s own in an effort to secure attachments. Self-silencing refers
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to the inhibition of self-expression for the purpose of avoiding
conflict and loss of relationship. Finally, the divided self refers to
a disconnect between outer self-presentation and inner self such
that the outer self is compliant in fulfilling feminine role expec-
tations whereas the inner self becomes angry and hostile (Jack &
Dill, 1992). Taken together, these dimensions form an overarching
schema for feminine role expectations that women are motivated
to follow to establish, protect, and maintain relationships at the
cost of sacrificing one’s own self-interests and needs.

Silencing the self research has primarily focused on heterosex-
ual women, and thus far, the literature suggests that self-silencing
is associated with several unhealthy psychological and relational
processes. However, the role of silencing the self in the lives of
SMW is lacking. For example, in a sample of women who were
HIV +, the majority of who reported dating only men, silencing the
self was associated with lower levels of resilience and predicted
resilience even after controlling for employment, income, and
education levels (Dale et al., 2014). In a sample of low-income,
African-American, primarily heterosexual women, silencing the
self was related to more depressive symptoms and lower quality of
life (Brody et al., 2014). Likewise, silencing the self was related to
more psychological distress among a sample of mostly heterosex-
ual college women (Hurst & Beesley, 2013). Finally, silencing the
self has been related to various partner and relationship variables
among heterosexual couples. For example, Harper and Welsh
(2007) found that self-silencing was related to poorer RQ among
adolescent girls in heterosexual romantic relationships but not
adolescent boys. Relatedly, Uebelacker, Courtnage, and Whisman
(2003) found that silencing the self was related to relationship
dissatisfaction among married women. It is evident that silencing
the self is a key psychological process that contributes to psycho-
logical and relational distress and dysfunction among women in
general; however, there is a dearth of information regarding its role
in SMW’s mental and relational health.

How Might Multiple Oppressions Influence
SMW’s Self-Silencing?

Sociocultural factors, such as sexist and heterosexist harassment,
violence, discrimination, and rejection, can influence SMW’s self-
silencing because they induce and reinforce fears about negative
interpersonal, economic, and/or physical consequences if a SMW
were to voice her needs, anger, and/or opposition (Jack, 1991, 1999).
SMW may learn that they cannot be who they truly are in a relation-
ship because external and internalized sexism and heterosexism teach
them that what they are is inferior, abnormal, less than, and/or bad
(Brown, 1994). This can interfere with a SMW’s ability to identify
and make sense of her experience in ways that affirm the self (Walker,
2005). Experiences of external sexism and heterosexism are relational
violations and traumas that can lead to feelings of shame, unworthi-
ness, hurt, fear, anger, self-blame, and mistrust as well as experiences
of disconnection and isolation (Jack, 2011; Jordan, 2010; Jordan &
Hartling, 2002; Miller & Stiver, 1997).

To deal with the psychological distress associated with these
feelings and experiences, SMW may learn to relate in nonauthentic
ways with others and deny or hide aspects of their lives in an effort
to reconnect and belong (Jordan & Hartling, 2002; Miller & Stiver,
1997). A history of rejection (e.g., repeated experiences of sexism/
heterosexism) is associated with increased sensitivity to others’

emotional expressions (e.g., tone of voice, facial expressions;
Pickett, Gardner, & Knowles, 2004), which could indicate SMW’s
motivation to avoid future rejections (Smart Richman & Leary,
2009). Thus, SMW may develop a need to restore a sense of
belonging after a rejection. One way to regain a sense of belonging
is through silencing the self and denying aspects of the self that are
devalued and/or not approved of by others to avoid risks of further
rejection and marginalization and to be accepted by others (Jordan
& Hartling, 2002; Miller & Stiver, 1997). In addition, SMW may
enact these relational schemas in efforts to try live up to images
that restrictive sociocultural and familial messages and norms have
imposed on them (Hurst & Beesley, 2013; Jack, 1991, 2011).
Finally, because women often have limited resources and power in
patriarchal cultures and are often punished for standing up for
themselves and engaging in self-advocacy when faced with exter-
nal oppression, they may engage in self silencing in the context of
relationships to minimize their own needs and inhibit self-
expression to avoid criticism, conflict, and maintain relationships
(Brody et al., 2014; Jack, 1999).

The potential link between internalized sexism and self-
silencing may occur as women internalize general sexist messages
(e.g., male superiority, the devaluation and distrust of women;
Piggot, 2004) that are prevalent in United States’ culture and its
social structures and apply them to their own selves in relation-
ships. That is, they begin to devalue their own opinions, needs, or
desires in relationships because they have incorporated the societal
messages that women’s needs or wishes are less important or view
themselves as less competent (Bearman, Korobov, & Thorne,
2009). Thus, broad internalized sexist beliefs may be linked to
more individualized self-silencing schemas and behaviors. For
example, because women have internalized messages that their
own needs are less important when compared to others, they may
put other’s needs ahead of their own, an aspect of self-silencing
(Jack, 1999).

The link between internalized heterosexism and self-silencing is
likely to exist because of a similar psychological process of de-
valuing one’s inner experiences. In particular, internalized hetero-
sexist beliefs promote shame and devalue one’s same-sex attrac-
tion, desires, and orientation while endorsing the superiority of
heterosexual orientations (Szymanski, Kashubeck-West, & Meyer,
2008). Self-silencing schemas also include the devaluing of inner
needs and desires within relationships while viewing the other
person’s needs as more important. Thus, because both internalized
heterosexism and self-silencing include the devaluing of one’s
inner states (desires, attractions, needs, etc.), it is likely these will
be correlated. In addition, SMW who are not comfortable with
their sexual orientation may engage in self-silencing to protect
themselves from being outed and being genuinely emotionally
connected to others, which may serve to alleviate negative feelings
about being lesbian or bisexual (Frost & Meyer, 2009; Szymanski
& Hilton, 2013).

Furthermore, according to Jack and her colleagues (Jack 1991;
Jack & Ali, 2010), when the internalized voices of patriarchy and
heteronormativity take over a SMW'’s psyche, she may get caught
in a vicious cycle of self-condemnation and critical self-judgment.
To regain her perceived cultural “goodness” imposed by these
oppressive social systems, she may engage in self-silencing and
self-censorship to adhere to traditional, restrictive cultural notions
of how women should act and be in the world. Rather than
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contextualizing her struggles as part of an oppressive context and
social inequality, a SMW who internalizes gender- and sexual-
orientation-based oppression may be more likely to blame herself
for her struggles, which in turn fuels the silencing of her own voice
and inhibits her anger. Taken together, through external and inter-
nalized oppression, the dominant culture can distort SMW’s sense
of who and how they can be in the world and in their relationships
(Walker, 2005).

How Might Self-Silencing Influence SMW’s RQ?

Relational-Cultural Theory posits that all psychological growth
occurs through connections with others, and that these relation-
ships develop through mutual empathy and empowerment (Jordan
& Hartling, 2002; Miller & Stiver, 1997). More specifically, Miller
(1986) described “‘five good things’ that characterize a growth-
fostering relationship: (a) increased zest (vitality), (b) increased
ability to take action (empowerment), (c) increased clarity (a
clearer picture of one’s self, the other, and the relationship), (d)
increased sense of worth, and (e) a desire for relationships beyond
that particular relationship’” (as cited in Jordan & Hartling, 2002,
p- 49). In addition to an emphasis on connections, Relational-
Cultural Theory also focuses on the effect of disconnections (Jor-
dan & Hartling, 2002; Miller & Stiver, 1997). Disconnections are
understood as inevitable in relationships, and what happens after a
disconnection is critical. If the person who was emotionally injured
is able to openly share their experience authentically and be heard
by the other person, a sense of relational competence is fostered.
However, if the injured person is unable to represent themselves in
this way, then the individual will begin to hide aspects of them-
selves. In Relational-Cultural Theory, this is referred to as the
central relational paradox and is deemed a strategy of disconnec-
tion or survival (Jordan & Hartling, 2002).

It is here that Relational-Cultural Theory and Silencing the Self
Theory clearly dovetail with one another. Similar to Relational-
Cultural Theory, Silencing the Self Theory centralizes the role of
relationships in people’s lives, and self-silencing also serves as a
survival strategy in the face of a threatening situation or relation-
ship (Jack, 1999; Jack, Ali, & Dias, 2014; Jack & Dill, 1992).
Silencing the Self Theory was initially developed and has been
applied primarily to women for similar reasons that Relational-
Cultural Theory has because women are socialized to prioritize
others’ needs over their own (Jack et al., 2014; Jack & Dill, 1992).

According to these theories, healthy relational functioning is
characterized by authenticity, safety, and mutuality in relation-
ships; however, self-silencing prevents individuals from experi-
encing such full relationships. Therefore, individuals who have
high levels of silencing the self are likely to experience lower RQ
even in the context of committed partner relationships. This mal-
adaptive pattern appears to be especially salient in women because
of social and cultural expectations for women to self-silence,
self-sacrifice, prioritize the needs of others over their own, and
judge themselves via external standards.

Supporting the link between silencing the self and RQ, silencing
the self is associated with less relationship satisfaction among
adolescent girls in heterosexual romantic relationships (Harper &
Welsh, 2007), heterosexual college women (Remen, 2000), and
adult married women (Uebelacker et al., 2003). In addition, it has
been associated with poor marital adjustment, perceptions of one’s

spouse as intolerant or critical, and continued involvement in abusive
relationships among women (Thompson, 1995; Thompson, Whiffen,
& Aube, 2001; Woods, 1999). Supporting the mediating role of
silencing the self in oppression and psychological health outcome
links, Hurst and Beesley (2013) found that silencing the self mediated
the link between external sexism and psychological distress among
college women. Relatedly, fear of intimacy mediated the internalized
heterosexism-RQ link among gay men in same-sex relationships
(Szymanski & Hilton, 2013).

Current Study

In sum, the purpose of our study was to investigate the
relational schema of silencing the self as a mediator in the
multiple oppressions-RQ links among SMW currently in a
romantic relationship. More specifically, we hypothesized that
silencing the self would mediate the relationships between
external sexism, external heterosexism, internalized sexism,
and internalized heterosexism and SMW’s RQ.

Method

Participants

Data for the current study were part of a larger study that
examined the mediating roles of maladaptive coping styles in the
external and internalized heterosexism and sexism-psychological
distress links among SMW (Szymanski, Dunn, & Ikizler, 2014).
Of the 761 participants, 540 reported they were in a romantic
relationship and therefore were included in the current study.
Participants identified themselves as lesbian (58%), bisexual
(26%), queer (15%), and not sure (2%). Consistent with Dia-
mond’s (2005, 2008) work on the variability, fluidity, and nonex-
clusivity of SMW’s identity, attractions, and behavior, 62% of
participants reported that they consistently maintain a lesbian
identification, 22% reported they never adopt a lesbian label but
have/had same-sex attractions and/or engaged in same-sex sexual
behaviors, and 16% indicated they alternate between lesbian and
nonlesbian labels. Participants’ described their current feelings of
romantic/sexual attraction using a 7-point Kinsey-type scale, with
43% attracted only to women (0), 36% attracted more to women
than men (/ or 2), 12% attracted equally to both sexes (3), 9%
attracted more to men than women (4 or 5), and 0% attracted only
to men (6). Seventy-four percent of participants (n = 398) were in
a romantic relationship with a woman and 26% (n = 142) were in
a romantic relationship with a man. Relationship length ranged
from .08 (i.e., 1 month [1/12 = 0.08]) to 37 years, with a mean
relationship length of 4.92 years (SD = 5.68).

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 77 years, with a mean age
of 33.17 years (SD = 12.80). The sample was 82% White, 7%
Multiracial, 4% Hispanic/Latina, 2% African American/Black,
2% Asian American/Pacific Islander, 2% Native American, and
1% other. Self-reported social class was 37% lower middle/work-
ing class, 34% middle class, 17% upper-middle class, 11% poor,
and 2% wealthy. Forty percent (n = 216) of participants were
currently enrolled in a college or university, with 13% being
first-year undergraduates, 20% sophomores, 17% juniors, 13%
seniors, 27% graduate students, and 8% other. Of the 60% who
were not currently students (n = 323), 28% attained a graduate/
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professional degree, 26% attained a 4-year college degree, 18%
attained a 2-year college degree, 24% attained a high school
diploma, and 3% attained less than a high school diploma. Partic-
ipants resided in the South (28%), West (25%), Midwest (23%),
and Northeast (23%). Percentages may not add up to 100% be-
cause of rounding.

Procedures

The data were collected using an anonymous online web-based
survey located on a secure firewall-protected server. Procedures
for this web-based survey were based on published suggestions for
collecting data online with sexual minority persons (Riggle, Ros-
tosky, & Reedy, 2005). More specifically, participants were re-
cruited via an e-mail announcement of the study (which included
a hypertext link to access the survey) sent to various lesbian/
bisexual related listservs, e-groups, organizations, and Internet
resources. The announcement was sent to individuals on the web-
site listed as either the contact person or the listserv owner. This
person was then asked to forward the research announcement to
their listserv and to eligible colleagues and friends. Participants
were also recruited by sending the research announcement to
professional and personal networks using the snowball method and
via paid advertisements placed on Facebook. The advertisement
included the name of the study, “Lesbian and Bisexual Women’s
Attitudes and Experiences,” and a brief description of it (e.g.,
“Research study. Must identify as lesbian or bisexual woman, be at
least 18 years old, and currently live in the U.S.”). It was shown to
Facebook users who indicated they were over 18 years of age,
lived in the United States, identified as female, indicated romantic
interest in women, and had Facebook interests related to one of
these keywords: bisexuality, lesbian, and LGB community. After
participants clicked on the advertisement, they were taken to the
study’s informed consent page. Respondents indicated consent to
take the survey by clicking a button. They were then directed to the
webpage containing the survey, which included a demographics
questionnaire and the measures described in the following section.
These measures were embedded among other instruments in the
survey and randomly ordered.

As incentive to participate, all participants were given the
chance to enter a raffle drawing, awarding a $100 Amazon.com
gift card to each of three randomly chosen individuals. A separate
database was used for the raffle so that participants’ names were
not linked to their survey responses. Participants reported hearing
about the survey from a Facebook advertisement (47%); LGB-
related group, organization, or listserv (23%); friend or colleague
(20%); and other (10%).

Measures

External sexism. External sexism was assessed with the Daily
Sexist Events Scale (Swim, Cohen, & Hyers, 1998), which con-
sists of 26 items assessing sexism across two dimensions: tradi-
tional gender role stereotyping and prejudice and unwanted sexu-
ally objectitfying comments and behaviors. Participants were asked
to indicate how often during the past year they experienced various
sexist events. Example items include “Had someone do or say
something that made me feel threatened sexually” and “Heard
someone express disapproval of me because I exhibited behavior

inconsistent with stereotypes about my gender.” Participants were
asked to report the frequency of sexist events that occurred within
the past year using the following 5-point Likert scale: never (1),
about once during the past during past year (2), about once a
month during the past year (3), about once a week during the past
year (4), and about two or more times a week during the past year
(5). Mean full-scale scores were used with higher scores indicating
the experience of more external sexism. The reported a with a
SMW sample was .95 (Szymanski & Owens, 2009). Content
validity was supported by a series of daily diary studies of sexist
experiences. Structural validity was supported by exploratory fac-
tor analyses. Construct validity was supported by (a) correlations
demonstrating that more experiences of external sexism were
related to decreased comfort, less self-esteem, more anger, and
greater depression among college women and (b) results indicating
that college women reported more sexist events than college men.
Divergent validity was supported by results revealing that external
sexism was not related to neuroticism (Swim et al., 1998; Swim,
Hyers, Cohen, & Ferguson, 2001). The « for the current sample
was .96.

External heterosexism. External heterosexism was assessed
with the SMW’s version of the Heterosexist Harassment, Rejec-
tion, and Discrimination Scale (Szymanski, 2006), which consists
of 14 items reflecting the frequency with which lesbian and bi-
sexual women report having experienced rejection, harassment,
and discrimination because of their sexual orientation. Participants
were asked to report the frequency of heterosexist events that
occurred within the past year. Example items include “How many
times have you been treated unfairly by people in helping jobs (by
doctors, nurses, psychiatrists, caseworkers, dentists, school coun-
selors, therapists, pediatricians, school principals, gynecologists,
and others) because you are a lesbian/bisexual woman?” and “How
many times have you heard anti-lesbian/anti-bisexual remarks
from family members?” Each item is rated on a 6-point Likert
scale from 1(the event has never happened to you) to 6 (the event
happened almost all the time [more than 70% of the time]). Mean
scores were used with higher scores indicating greater experiences
of heterosexist harassment, rejection, and discrimination in the
past year. The reported o with a SMW sample was .90. Validity
was supported by exploratory factor analysis; by significant pos-
itive correlations with measures assessing overall psychological
distress, depression, anxiety, interpersonal sensitivity, somatiza-
tion, and obsessive compulsiveness; and by demonstrating that the
Heterosexist Harassment, Rejection, and Discrimination Scale was
conceptually distinct from internalized heterosexism (Szymanski,
2006). The o for the current sample was .91.

Internalized sexism. Internalized sexism was assessed using
the Internalized Misogyny Scale (Piggot, 2004), which consists of
17 items reflecting three dimensions: valuing men over women,
devaluing of women, and distrust of women. Example items in-
clude “Women exaggerate problems they have at work™ and “I
prefer to listen to male radio announcers than female.” Each item
is rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). Mean scores were used with higher scores indi-
cating greater internalized sexism. The reported o with a SMW
sample was .88. Content validity of the Internalized Misogyny
Scale was supported by generating items from a focus group of
SMW and a review of the literature. Structural validity was sup-
ported via exploratory factor analysis. Construct validity was sup-
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ported by correlating the Internalized Misogyny Scale with mea-
sures of modern sexism, internalized heterosexism, self-esteem,
depression, body image, and psychosexual adjustment (Piggot,
2004). The « for the current sample was .91.

Internalized heterosexism. Internalized heterosexism was
assessed using the Internalized Homophobia Scale (Herek, Cogan,
& Gillis, 2000; Martin & Dean, 1987), which consists of nine
items reflecting the extent to which lesbian and bisexual women
reject their sexual orientation, seek to avoid attractions and roman-
tic feelings to other women, and are uncomfortable about their
sexual desires toward other women. Example items include “I have
tried to stop being attracted to women in general” and “I wish I
weren’t lesbian/bisexual.” Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert
scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Mean scores
were used with higher scores indicating greater internalized het-
erosexism. The reported a with a SMW sample was .87 (Szyman-
ski & Henrichs-Beck, 2014). The validity of scores was supported
by correlating the Internalized Homophobia Scale with other in-
ternalized heterosexism scales and measures assessing connection
with and feelings toward the sexual minority community, degree of
outness, perceived stigma related to being a sexual minority per-
son, self-esteem, and depression (Frost & Meyer, 2009; Herek,
Cogan, Gillis, & Glunt, 1998, Herek et al., 2000; Szymanski &
Kashubeck-West, 2008; Szymanski & Owens, 2009). The o for the
current sample was .85.

Silencing the self. Silencing the self was assessed with the
Silencing the Self Scale (Jack & Dill, 1992), which consists of 31
items assessing silencing the self along four dimensions: external-
ized self-perception (e.g., “I tend to judge myself by how I think
other people see me”), care as self-sacrifice (e.g., “Considering my
needs to be as important as those of the people I love is selfish”),
silencing the self (e.g., “I don’t speak my feelings in an intimate
relationship when I know they will cause disagreement”), and
divided self (“Often I look happy enough on the outside, but
inwardly I feel angry and rebellious™). Each item is rated on a
5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). Because of Jack and Dill’s conceptualization of the Silenc-
ing the Self Scale subscales as interrelated components of an
overarching construct, as well as the extensive literature base that
has used the Silencing the Self Scale full-scale score (rather than
simultaneous use of each of the four subscale scores) in regression-
type analyses, we used the full-scale score in this study. Mean
scores were used, with higher scores indicating higher levels of
silencing the self.

Using three independent samples of women residing in a do-
mestic violence shelter, mothers who had abused drugs during
pregnancy, and female college students, Jack and Dill (1992)
reported internal consistencies ranging from .86 to .94 and test—
retest reliabilities ranging from .88 to .93. Validity was supported
by generating items from interviews of women suffering from
major depression and by the Silencing the Self Scale’s positive
correlation with depressive symptoms. In addition, validity was
supported by theorized differences between groups varying by
social context, with higher Silencing the Self Scale scores among
groups of battered women (who had high conflict, unsatisfactory
relationship contexts that expect submissive behaviors) and lower
Silencing the Self Scale scores among groups of female university
students (who had more freedom from social role demands and

from long term committed relationships). The o for the current
sample was .92.

Relationship quality. RQ was assessed using the Couples
Satisfaction Index four-item short form (Funk & Rogge, 2007).
The Couples Satisfaction Index 4-item short form was developed
from the longer 32-item version for its ability to contribute a large
amount of information on relationship satisfaction despite its brev-
ity. Example items include “In general how satisfied are you with
your relationship?” and “Please indicate the degree of happiness,
all things considered, of your relationship?” Response options vary
(e.g., not at all to very; extremely unhappy to perfect), with three
items being rated on a 6-point Likert scale from O to 5 and one item
being rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 0 to 6. Mean scores were
used, with higher scores indicating higher levels of RQ.

Funk and Rogge (2007) reported an o of .94 for a community
sample recruited via the Internet. Construct validity was supported
via exploratory factor analyses and item response theory; high
positive correlations with other measures of relationship satisfac-
tion and quality; positive correlations with positive communication
and sexual chemistry; and negative correlations with ineffective
arguing, perceived stress, hostile conflict, and neuroticism. In
addition, Funk and Rogge (2007) showed that long and short forms
of the Couples Satisfaction Index have greater power for detecting
differences in relationship satisfaction scores and higher precision
of measurement (less noise) than the two most widely cited RQ
measures—the Marital Adjustment Test (Locke & Wallace, 1959)
and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976). The a for the
current sample was .91.

Results

Preliminary Data Analyses

Analysis of missing data patterns for the 540 participants in our
sample indicated that .32%, or less than one third of a percent, of
all items for all participants/cases were missing, and 28% of the
items were not missing data for any participant/case. Considering
individual cases, 77% of participants had no missing data. Finally,
no item had 1.8% or more missing values. Given the very small
amount of missing data, we used available case analyses proce-
dures to address missing data points (Parent, 2013).

Examination of skewness and kurtosis for each variable indi-
cated sufficient univariate normality (i.e., skewness <3, kurto-
sis <10; Weston & Gore, 2006). Descriptive statistics and bivari-
ate correlations among all study variables and relationship
demographic variables (i.e., relationship type [0 = in a relation-
ship with a woman, 1 = in a relationship with a man]) and relation-
ship length are shown in Table 1. Being in a romantic relationship
with a man, » = —.11, p < .05, and being in a relationship longer,
r = —.15, p < .001, were significantly associated with less RQ;
thus, we controlled for relationship type and relationship length in
the main analyses.

In addition, relationship type (with higher numbers indicating
being in a relationship with a man) was positively related to
external sexism, r = .26, p < .01, and negatively related to
external heterosexism, » = —.15, p < .01. Such correlations make
sense because a SMW in a relationship with a man (as opposed to
a woman) may have more encounters with heteronormative con-
texts and heterosexual men, which might put her at increased risk
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations for All Study Variables
Variable Possible range M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. External Sexism 1-5 2.49 .83 —
2. External Heterosexism 1-6 1.81 .81 57 —
3. Internalized Sexism 1-7 2.20 .99 -.01 217 —
4. Internalized Heterosexism 1-5 1.40 58 22 20" 21 —
5. Silencing the Self 1-5 2.53 .67 24 33" 40" 29" —
6. Relationship Type 0-1 — — 26" —.15™ —.10" 147 —.02 —
7. Relationship Length 0.08-37 years 4.92 5.68 —.22" —.19"" .02 —-.10" —-.10" .06 —
8. Relationship Quality 0-5.25 3.97 1.06 .00 -.02 -7 -.15" -.36™" —.11" —.15™
Note. Relationship type coded O = in relationship with a woman and 1 = in relationship with a man.
“p<.05 p<.0l

for sexist harassment and discrimination. In addition, she may be
perceived by others as heterosexual rather than as a SMW, which
may lessen her exposure to heterosexist rejection, harassment, and
discrimination. Being in a relationship with a man was also related
to less internalized sexism, r = —.10, p < .05, and more inter-
nalized heterosexism, r = .14, p < .01. Again, it may be that being
in a relationship with a man increases a SMW’s encounters with
heteronormative contexts and social structures, which fuel more
internalization of heterosexist messages. In addition, SMW in
these types of relationships may have less connection to the LGB
community and therefore potentially less support for her sexual
identity and less exposure to positive messages about SMW.
Alternatively, SMW who have higher levels of internalized het-
erosexism may be more likely to seek out relationships with men
than with women. An explanation for the correlation between
relationship type and internalized sexism is less clear. Perhaps
SMW are more likely to choose male partners who are more liberal
and feminist and/or develop relationships with men that are more
egalitarian, which in turn cultivates internalized positive messages
about being a woman.

Likewise, at the bivariate level, external sexism and external
heterosexism were not associated with RQ. Such relationships
make sense because previous research has not shown a direct link
between interpersonal experiences of heterosexist harassment and
discrimination at the individual level and RQ among LGB persons
(Balsam & Szymanski, 2005; Kamen, Burns, & Beach, 2011; Otis,
Rostosky, Riggle, & Hamrin, 2006). In addition, internalized sex-
ism, r = —.17, p < .01, and internalized heterosexism, r = —.15,
p < .01, were negatively associated with RQ. These findings are
consistent with other research showing that internalized heterosex-
ism is linked to poorer relational outcomes among individuals in
same-sex relationships (Frost & Meyer, 2009; Mohr & Fassinger,
2006; Otis et al., 2006; Szymanski & Hilton, 2013).

Main Analyses

To test the multiple mediation effects predicted in our hypoth-
esis, we used the Preacher and Hayes (2008) MEDIATE macro to
conduct bootstrapping analyses with 1,000 bootstrapping resa-
mples to produce 95% confidence intervals (ClIs) for the indirect
effect. This resampling method requires no assumptions about the
normality of the sampling distribution of the indirect effect, min-
imizes Type I error, and is appropriate for use with small samples.
Current recommendations for testing indirect effects, which do not

require significant bivariate relationships between the predictor
and criterion, were followed (Hayes, 2013; Shrout & Bolger,
2002). We conducted one model with multiple independent vari-
ables and a single mediator in predicting our dependent variable,
RQ. We entered relationship type and relationship length as cova-
riates. Power analyses, based on 10-20 observations per estimated
parameter (Weston & Gore, 2006) for the mediation model, sug-
gested a sample size of between 110 and 220. Thus, our sample
was more than adequate. If the CI does not contain zero, then one
can conclude that mediation is significant and meaningful (Preacher
& Hayes, 2008).

The results of our fully saturated path model are shown in
Figure 1. No unique significant direct effects in predicting RQ
were found for external and internalized sexism and heterosexism.
However, direct effects for both control variables were significant,
indicating that being in a relationship with a man and being in a
relationship for a longer time period were associated with less RQ.
Supporting the indirect effects, results indicated that silencing the
self mediated the external sexism — RQ (B = —.05; b = —.06;
SE = .03, 95% CI [-.1084, —.0097]), external heterosexism —
RQ (B = —.06; b = —.07; SE = .03, 95% CI [-.1248, —.0177),
internalized sexism — RQ (3 = —.12; b = —.13; SE = .02, 95%
CI [-.1851, —.0920]), and internalized heterosexism — RQ
(B=—-.06;b=—.11; SE = .03,95% CI [-.1175, —.0531]) links.
The variables accounted for 26% of the variance in silencing the
self and 19% of the variance in RQ.

Discussion

Taking a feminist relational theoretical approach, our study
investigated the interplay among sexism and heterosexism, silenc-
ing the self, and RQ. Our study found support for the mediating
role of silencing the self in the multiple external and internalized
oppressions-RQ links among SMW in a romantic relationship. Our
findings suggest that the social context and associated realities in
SMW’s lives are important to their relational schemas. More
specifically, the results are consistent with the notion that certain
aspects of SMW’s gender- and sexual-orientation-based oppres-
sion may influence their need to self-sacrifice, prioritize the needs
of others over their own, and judge themselves via external stan-
dards. These socially and culturally based relational schemas in
turn appear to harm RQ.

Other studies have found that the internalized heterosexism-
relationship problems link was mediated by depressive symptoms
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Solid lines represent significant effects. Dotted lines represent nonsignificant effects. * p < .05.

(Frost & Meyer, 2009) and fear of intimacy (Szymanski & Hilton,
2013) among individuals in same-sex relationships, which is con-
sistent with the finding in the current study that the internalized
heterosexism-RQ link can be explained by internal processes. In
addition, these findings extend previous research by demonstrating
that internal and relational processes are also important in explain-
ing the link between external heterosexism and external and inter-
nalized sexism and RQ. Our findings support Hatzenbuehler’s
(2009) LGB theorized psychological mediation model that posits
that oppressive experiences (e.g., discrimination) “get under the
skin” through general psychological processes, such as relational
schemas, which in turn negatively affects psychological and rela-
tional health outcomes for minority group members. Furthermore,
they support feminist assertions that experiences of societal op-
pression may leave a SMW feeling marginalized, powerless, un-
wanted, and demeaned (Jack, 2011; Jordan, 2010). These feelings
may fuel self-silencing beliefs and behaviors that are used to
protect and maintain romantic relationships, but they come at a
cost of how satisfying they are for her.

Interestingly, we also found that relationship length and rela-
tionship type were uniquely directly linked to RQ. More specifi-
cally, the results indicated that relationship length was negatively
associated with RQ. This finding is consistent with previous re-
search showing that most couples experience the highest levels of
RQ during the first several years together with a decline in levels
of RQ during the later years (Bradbury, Fincham, & Beach, 2000),
perhaps because of habituation and less shared participation in
novel and stimulating activities (Aron, Norman, Aron, McKenna,
& Heyman, 2000). Another potential explanation could be due to
the cross-sectional nature of the study, with potential cohort or age
effects. Especially as acceptance for same-sex relationships grows
in society, couples who have been in relationships for a shorter
amount of time (whether with men or women) may be experienc-
ing their relationship in a period of more acceptance for sexual
minorities, which may affect RQ.

In terms of relationship type, our results indicated that SMW in
romantic relationships with men were more likely to report lower
RQ than SMW in romantic relationships with other women. This
finding may be in part due to higher ratings of intimacy and other
factors within women’s same-sex relationships. For example, it
has been relatively well established that women in same-sex rela-
tionships report higher levels of relationship intimacy, compatibil-
ity, and autonomy compared with women in relationships with
men (Balsam, Beauchaine, Rothblum, & Solomon, 2008; Kurdek,
1998, 2004; Rosenbluth & Steil, 1995). Women in same-sex
relationships also seem to spend more time together and have more
shared social networks and activities. For example, Solomon,
Rothblum, and Balsam (2004) found that women in same-sex
relationships reported attending more social events and engaging
in more leisure activity with their partners and having more mutual
friends than married women in relationships with men. Further-
more, this finding may be because women in same-sex relation-
ships tend to be more egalitarian and experience greater freedom
from traditional gender roles, especially in terms of divisions of
household tasks, childcare, relationship maintenance behaviors,
and finance, than women in other-sex relationships (Solomon et
al., 2004, Solomon, Rothblum, & Balsam, 2005). Finally, in a
same-sex relationship, a woman’s partner is likely to have also
experienced gender- and sexual-orientation-based oppression.
These shared experiences of multiple minority oppressions can
form the basis for mutual respect, support, and understanding of
one another, which could contribute to higher levels of RQ.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although our study deepened the understanding of how silenc-
ing the self acts as a mediator between oppression and RQ, our
study must simultaneously be evaluated in the context of its
limitations. This study used correlational and cross-sectional anal-
yses with a nonprobability sample, and although we used statistical
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means of predicting directionality, care must be taken so as not to
assume strict directional causality between our predictor and out-
come variables. Longitudinal research is needed to understand how
changes over time (within individuals and between cohorts) may
affect RQ. Furthermore, our sampling methodology recruited a
unique sample of SMW, with our sample having access to the
Internet, high connectivity with LGB-related groups, and a more
public self-identification as a sexual minority. Consequently, our
results may be biased toward women who are very comfortable
with their sexual identity and those who are well connected with
the LGB community. Our results should not be generalized to
SMW populations who do not fit these characteristics; innovative
research is needed to understand this difficult-to-reach population.
Furthermore, our data are based solely on self-report measures,
including self-perceptions of behavior and experiences with op-
pression.

Similar to other research on SMW, our study used an additive
multiple oppression conceptual framework; therefore, future stud-
ies might use intersectional frameworks (Szymanski & Henrichs-
Beck, 2014; Szymanski & Moffitt, 2012). For example, given
previous findings that gendered heterosexism is a unique predictor
of identity-related variables (sexual identity and commitment to
feminist activism and sexual minority collective action) after con-
trolling for sexism, heterosexism, and their interaction (Friedman
& Leaper, 2010), it may be beneficial for future research to
examine the role of gendered heterosexism in the links between
silencing the self and RQ.

Although our research looked at SMW, future research should
look at how silencing the self may mediate the link between
oppression and RQ among other groups (e.g., women of color,
sexual minority men, etc.). Because silencing the self is viewed as
a relational schema to achieve intimacy within a context of in-
equality (Jack, 2011), it makes theoretical sense that other com-
munities dealing with inequality may also use silencing the self as
a coping mechanism with potential negative relational outcomes.
Furthermore, examining other potential mediators, such as attach-
ment styles, relationship conflict, and general stress in the link
between multiple oppressions and SMW’s RQ is needed. Research
is also needed to examine potential moderators, such as conformity
to feminine norms, feminist identity, and identity salience of
SMW’s experiences of multiple oppressions, silencing the self,
and relational outcomes. Finally, although we looked at how
silencing the self and external and internal oppression is related to
romantic-RQ, future research could explore how these constructs
may be related to other close relationships for SMW, including
coworkers, friends, and family. For example, it is plausible that
highly oppressive workplace environments may evoke more self-
silencing behavior, which may, in turn, have negative conse-
quences on the quality of workplace relationships.

Clinical Implications

For clinicians working with SMW in relationships, this study
highlights some potential points of intervention. As SMW navigate
their lives within a sexist and heterosexist culture, they may adopt
relational schemas in an attempt to maintain closeness and avoid
conflict in relationships; however, ironically, this may negatively
affect the quality of relationships (Jack, 1991, 2011). As a rela-
tional strategy, self-silencing may have the unintended conse-

quences of not having one’s needs and emotions heard and met,
which may result in inauthentic experiences and a disconnection
within one’s self. By examining the four dimensions of silencing
the self, clinicians can target interventions to these facets with the
goal of improving RQ. For example, practitioners may aim to help
SMW judge themselves on the basis of their own internal stan-
dards and less on imposed external standards (Tan & Carfagnini,
2008).

Second, therapists may help clients learn to balance the needs of
self and others, including challenging existing ineffective schemas
of care as self-sacrifice and fostering an examination of the ways
sociocultural factors work to maintain these beliefs (Tan & Carf-
agnini, 2008). Because Silencing the Self Theory indicates that
SMW may hide aspects of themselves that could potentially pro-
duce relational conflict, resulting in a disconnected self, clinicians
may use this framework to work with clients on ways to authen-
tically express their needs and emotions (e.g., assertiveness skills
training). They may also emphasize gaining a broader skill set in
how to manage interpersonal conflict in ways that help SMW to
feel more authentic, more holistic, and less fragmented (Tan &
Carfagnini, 2008). Using Relational-Cultural Theory, therapists
may also focus interventions on increasing mutually empowering
and growth-fostering relationships in SMW (Jordan & Hartling,
2002). Although these are tentative aspects of clinical intervention,
further research is needed to determine how and under what
circumstances it is advisable to decrease the silencing the self
relational schema with the goal of increasing RQ in SMW. Fur-
thermore, because of the culturally oppressive (sexist and hetero-
sexist) environments for SMW, it is imperative that we not only
encourage empowerment of SMW at the individual level but
encourage advocacy at the systemic level aiming to create a more
just society for SMW. This may include changing policies and
practices with the goal of combating sexism and heterosexism in
the workplace, in educational and religious institutions, and in the
legal system.
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