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Abstract 

Heteronormativity encompasses societal norms that uphold binary gender roles and 

heterosexual identities and relationships as the only acceptable manifestations of sexuality 

and gender. Research showed that heteronormativity has a fundamental influence on 

individuals' lives and identities, but its impact on the well-being of heterosexual individuals 

has been scarcely explored. This study addresses this gap by examining profiles of 

heteronormativity among heterosexual Chilean university students and their association with 

variables related to subjective well-being, such as life satisfaction, perceived social support, 

and self-reported health. Using latent profile analysis, four profiles were identified based on 

participants' z-scores on heteronormativity and its dimensions—Gender essentialism and 

Normative behavior: Non-conformist, Traditionalist, Diffused, and Essentialists. Profiles also 

showed significant differences by gender, life satisfaction, perceived social support, and self-

reported health scores. These findings uncover the diverse manifestations and effects of 

heteronormativity in heterosexual individuals, and the potential influence of these norms on 

individuals’ well-being. These findings have implications for both research and interventions 

seeking to improve university students’ health and overall well-being. 
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Heterosexuality structures daily life beyond the realm of social relationships and identity, but 

it remains an elusive topic within psychology (Farvid, 2015). Most psychological theories and 

research have historically focused on non-heterosexual individuals, while heterosexuality has 

been overlooked as a sexual identity (Dillon et al., 2011). Thus, heterosexuality remains as 

the default expression of sexuality outside the variability of “other” sexual orientations and 

identities (Martinez & Smith, 2019; Morgan, 2012). In this regard, the construct of 

heterosexuality is both an institution and an identity, ranging from individual patterns of 

attraction and behavior to social practices that maintain these patterns as “normal” and 

“natural” in everyday life (Dean & Fischer, 2020). Society often sanctions those who deviate 

from these norms and rewards those who follow them (van der Toorn et al., 2020). 

Given the pervasive nature of heterosexuality in psychology literature, there are scarce 

theoretical foundations to address it. A relevant precedent is Mohr’s (2002) theoretical model 

of heterosexual identity that distinguishes four types of identity, based on their understanding 

of their own, and of others’ sexual orientation (Martinez & Smith, 2019; Mohr, 2002). Even 

more scarce is the knowledge of within-group variations in ingroup attitudes and well-being 

among heteronormative people. In this regard, research has focused on comparing 

heterosexual individuals with their non-heterosexual counterparts. Some of these findings 

show that the former group tends to score higher than the latter in heteronormativity (i.e., 

attitudes and beliefs that sustain heterosexuality as the only natural and acceptable 

expression of sexuality; Habarth, 2014; Orellana et al., 2022), and in life satisfaction and 

other subjective well-being measures (Bartram, 2023; Powdthavee & Wooden, 2015). Less is 

known about the distinct patterns in which the above variables can manifest and relate to one 
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another within heterosexual individuals. To address this gap, this study adopts a person-

centered approach (Choi et al., 2019) to distinguish profiles of heterosexual university 

students based on their degree of adherence to two dimensions of heteronormativity 

(Habarth, 2014): Gender essentialism and Normative behavior. These heteronormativity 

profiles are then described in terms of variables that have been linked to subjective well-

being in samples of university students (Orellana et al., 2022; Orellana et al., 2022; 

Schnettler et al., 2017), such as social support from different sources, self-perceived health, 

and life satisfaction.   

 

The role of gender in heteronormativity 

The psychology literature is consistent in reporting the “silent nature” (Morgan, 2012, p. 80) 

of heterosexual identity and compulsory heterosexuality in the field (e.g., Dean & Fischer, 

2020; Farvid, 2015). Heterosexuality refers, first and foremost, to a sexual orientation that 

indicates sexual and romantic attraction towards people of a different gender than one’s own, 

assuming the existence of two genders: man and woman. Related to sexual orientation, the 

construct of sexual identity refers to the recognition, acceptance, and expression of diverse 

aspects of one’s sexuality, including sexual orientation (Morgan, 2012). According to Dillon et 

al. (2011), a presumed heterosexual identity tends to be the starting point of sexual identity 

development for most individuals.  

The notion of compulsory heterosexuality, proposed by Adrienne Rich (1980), is the basis of 

the construct of heteronormativity. Heteronormativity is a complex set of attitudes and beliefs 

that assume the existence of only two genders which reflect biological sex, and that only the 

attraction between these two “opposite but complementary” genders is normal and natural 

(Farvid, 2015). Through its everyday practices and institutions, heteronormativity enforces 

compliance with social and cultural norms that define acceptable gender roles and sexual 

behavior (Habarth, 2014). At the same time, it renders non-heterosexual orientations 

invisible, while portraying them as abnormal, unnatural, and inferior when they do become 

visible (Herek, 2009). Habarth (2014) has further operationalized heteronormativity as a 

construct with two dimensions: (1) Essentialist beliefs about binary and biologically 

determined categories of gender and sex, and (2) Normative behaviors for women and men 

in romantic or sexual relationships. Though there may be multiple definitions of 

heteronormativity, the underlying notions of this individual and structural phenomenon are 

not only based on sexual orientation, but also on gender (Seal, 2019).  

Research on heterosexual identity development has shown that these cultural and societal 

norms are internalized through enactments of gender role prescriptions (Dillon et al., 2011). 
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Gender is a non-essential category that is repeatedly performed based on social norms 

(Lindqvist et al., 2021) regarding the shared understandings of masculinity and femininity. 

Dean and Fischer (2020) have furthered this gendered distinction in the realm of 

heterosexuality. On the one hand, heterosexual masculinity is the social construction of roles 

and identities typically enacted by men (Connell, 2005) to claim power, status, and authority 

over women and over other men—particularly those who are non-heterosexual. On the other 

hand, heterosexual femininities are constructed as “opposites” and “subordinates” of 

heterosexual men. In keeping with this distinction, research findings show that men have 

higher scores on heteronormativity than women (Habarth, 2014; Orellana et al., 2022).  

Some studies show that men and women follow a “heterosexual script” (Scappini et al., 

2023) that prescribes complementary and opposing roles, in terms of a double standard in 

sexual behaviors, and gender-specific courtship strategies and commitment orientation. 

Dillon et al. (2011) have also shown that both heterosexual men and women are prone to 

enact their sexual identity without conscious examination. As a result, they may adhere to 

idealized conceptions of romantic love (e.g., the omnipotence of love to change a partner’s 

behavior and exerting jealousy to protect the relationship) and other expectations that derive 

from assuming heterosexuality—and traditional gender roles—as a norm without question 

(see Seal, 2019). Such idealized expectations have been shown to perpetuate gender 

inequality and justify gender violence (Jimenez-Picón et al., 2023).  

Nevertheless, masculinity and femininity can be challenged by heterosexual individuals. For 

instance, Dean and Fischer (2020) state that heterosexual women in college are more open 

to exploring their gender and sexual identities, and to redefine their femininity (e.g., 

displaying “feminine traits” such as sociability rather than “masculine traits” such as 

competence) while still identifying as heterosexual. This openness might be key in 

questioning heteronormativity, as heterosexual individuals’ exploration of their sexual identity 

has been positively associated with affirming attitudes toward sexual and gender minorities 

(Dillon et al., 2011). On their part, non-traditional heterosexual masculinities can also 

question notions of dominance, high-status and male privilege, and avoid homophobic 

discourses and practices. Dean and Fischer (2020) pose that these sort of questions to 

traditional gender notions can establish heterosexual people as “straight allies” of their non-

heterosexual (and trans and non-binary) peers. Yet the focus of such allyship may be the 

heterosexual individual’s own psychological needs rather than the needs of sexual and 

gender minority peers. Likewise, Dillon et al.’s (2011) model of sexual identity development 

suggests that individuals who do not adhere to sexual and gender norms might be in a 
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“diffuse” identity state, in which rather than committing to questioning these norms, they 

might be experiencing psychological distress. 

Heteronormativity and subjective well-being 

Although heteronormativity entails negative consequences, particularly for sexual and gender 

minorities, it can also afford benefits or protective factors to those who endorse these 

attitudes and beliefs, regardless of their sexual orientation or gender identity (Seal, 2019). 

Not surprisingly, however, studies show that those who benefit the most from adhering to 

heteronormativity are men and heterosexual individuals. For instance, for men who adhere to 

traditional masculinity ideals, heteronormativity may be a protective factor against threats to 

their sexual identity (Morgan, 2012). Moreover, high heteronormativity appears to coexist 

with higher self-perceived mental health among men and heterosexual people, compared to 

women and non-heterosexual individuals (Orellana et al., 2022).  

On the other hand, strict adherence to heteronormative roles can also lead to negative 

consequences, even for heterosexual individuals (Davis-Delano et al., 2018; Habarth, 2014; 

Herek, 2009; Lombard, 2016). Heterosexual people also experience pressures to conform to 

heteronormative expectations, and they tend to engage in heterosexual-marking behaviors 

(i.e., stating they are heterosexual and conveying romantic or sexual interest in people of the 

other sex) to avoid being perceived as a sexual minority individual (Davis-Delano et al., 

2018). Furthermore, adherence to heterosexual scripts and idealized romantic expectations, 

and related components such as notions of jealousy, soulmates, omnipotence, and control 

over one’s partner, have been linked to negative outcomes such as lower sexual risk 

knowledge in women, rape myth acceptance and victim-blaming in men, and an overall 

higher risk of justifying or perpetrating gender and intimate partner violence (Jiménez-Picón 

et al., 2023; Lombard, 2016; Scappini et al., 2023).  

Other studies have examined the effects of gender norms and heteronormativity on health 

and well-being. For instance, some studies have explored differences in life satisfaction, the 

cognitive component of subjective well-being (Diener et al., 1985), by sexual orientation. 

These findings show that heterosexual people have higher levels of life satisfaction than their 

non-heterosexual peers (Bartram, 2023; Orellana et al., 2022; Powdthavee & Wooden, 

2015), but notably, these distinctions also rely on gender. For instance, Orellana et al. (2022) 

established profiles of heteronormativity using the two dimensions proposed by Habarth 

(2014) and subjective well-being accounting for sexual orientation and gender in a sample of 

university students. Findings of this latter study showed that life satisfaction differed between 

a profile of consistently high heteronormativity and composed by heterosexual men, and a 

https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v18i1.1069


Orellana et al.                                                                                                                     199 

          
Psychological Thought                                                                                      South-West University “Neofit Rilski”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
2025, Vol. 18(1), 194-221 
https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v18i1.1069                       

profile of mixed heteronormativity and composed by women and those who did not report 

their sexual orientation. Notably, the other two profiles, significantly composed of non-

heterosexual students and those with a non-binary gender identification, showed no 

significant differences in life satisfaction. One possible explanation might be found in Matud 

et al. (2014), who reported that life satisfaction was higher in men and women who identified 

more with traditional notions of masculinity and femininity, respectively. These findings draw 

attention to gendered aspects of heteronormativity and the advantages—for some groups—

of adhering to the prevalent sex and gender norms. 

The role of social support has also been linked to subjective well-being in university samples, 

and it may also play a role in heteronormativity compliance. Following Zimet et al. (1988), 

three main sources of perceived social support are proposed. The first source is family. 

Family support is expected to provide a sense of belonging, safety, love, and protection; 

however, families who hold heteronormative beliefs can also become a source of conflict 

when they address topics of sexual and gender diversity (McDermott et al., 2021). Indeed, 

heterosexual scripts are learned through socialization with family and peers (Scappini et al., 

2023), and two studies with university students in Southern Chile (Orellana et al., 2022; 

Orellana et al., 2022) have linked higher heteronormativity with higher perceived family 

support. These findings can be explained given that some emergent adult populations, 

particularly university students in Chile and other Latin American cultures, continue to 

depend on family support (Schnettler et al., 2017), maintain strong family bonds and remain 

in the family home as they attend university (Barrera-Herrera & Vinet, 2017). In this sense, 

the support that university students may perceive from their families may be strained or 

enhanced depending on their adherence to heteronormative attitudes.  

Two other sources of perceived social support are friends and other significant persons, 

including university staff and online relationships (Orellana et al., 2022; Orellana et al., 2022). 

Friends are a relevant source of social support for university students in Chile (Barrera-

Herrera & Vinet, 2017), but the role of heteronormativity in this type of support is unclear. 

Although scarcely explored, some studies suggest that heteronormativity includes gendered 

prescriptions about how men and women relate among their own group and with one 

another. For instance, men with traditional masculinity ideals may seek less emotional 

support from their male friends (Ríos-González et al., 2021), while they deem women as 

solely romantic/sexual partners (Gillespie et al., 2015) in accordance with traditional sexual 

scripts (Scappini et al., 2023). Among women, the link between heteronormativity and friend 

support is less clear, but Seal (2019) reports that female friendships following 

heteronormative assumptions might impose rigid expectations of loyalty and respect among 

women, which can ultimately deteriorate the quality of the relationship. For these reasons, it 
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has been hypothesized that higher heteronormativity may be linked to lower support from 

friends (Orellana et al., 2022), given that the priority relation from this vantage point is one’s 

romantic partner. As for other sources of social support (e.g., members from the larger 

university community, other social groups outside of it), studies show that there are no 

differences between heterosexual and non-heterosexual students in their perception of this 

social support (Orellana et al., 2022; Orellana et al., 2022). Overall, the question arises of 

whether heterosexual university students differ in how they engage with perceived social 

support based on their degree of heteronormativity.  

Another scarcely explored link is that of heteronormativity and self-perceived health. Some 

studies in this line show that adherence to masculine gender norms is linked to health-related 

outcomes, including higher suicide risks in both men and women (Fadoir et al., 2020). 

Moreover, risk factors for mental health problems increase significantly during emerging 

adulthood (Barrera-Herrera & Vinet, 2017; Vinet et al., 2022). For instance, a study with a 

Chilean university sample showed that this population has higher levels of depression and 

anxiety than that of the general population (Vinet et al., 2022). These health-related 

vulnerabilities of this population may have increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. A 

previous study on heteronormativity profiles was conducted in this context (Orellana et al., 

2022), and its findings showed that participants reported a high number of days with mental 

health difficulties in the last month (i.e., from 15 to 19 days out of 30). The significant 

differences in number of days with mental health difficulties were marked by gender rather 

than sexual orientation, as it was the case with life satisfaction in the same study. That is, the 

profile with consistently high heteronormativity, composed by men and heterosexuals, had 

the lowest number of days with mental health difficulties, whereas the mixed profile of 

heteronormativity mostly composed by women had the highest number.   

The current study 

This study examined profiles of heteronormativity and subjective well-being in heterosexual 

Chilean university students. The literature on this population commonly conceptualizes it as 

emerging adults (Barrera-Herrera & Vinet, 2017). Emerging adulthood is a culturally situated 

developmental stage characterized by identity exploration, instability, self-focusing, 

possibilities, and feelings of being “in-between” adolescence and adulthood (Arnett, 2000). 

Arnett (2000) theorized that this developmental stage is marked by a relative independence 

from social roles and normative expectations. Yet heterosexual university students continue 

to uphold traditional norms regarding sexuality and gender (Morgan, 2012), which may 

reinforce prejudice and discrimination toward sexual and gender minorities. For instance, 

Ray and Parkhill (2020) have positively linked heteronormativity to negative emotional 
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reactions, such as disgust, and hostile attitudes towards gay men. At the same time, 

normative (i.e., heterosexual) sexual scripts become prevalent during emerging adulthood as 

they guide the exploration of romantic and sexual relationships (Scappini et al., 2023).  

Higher Education settings also tend to reproduce heteronormativity (Seal, 2019). One source 

of norm maintenance and reinforcement of relevance here, considering that gender underlies 

heteronormativity, is the type of program in which students are enrolled. In their study about 

gender stereotypes in higher education in Chile, Espinoza and Albornoz (2023) showed that 

women tend to enroll in “feminized” programs in health and education, whereas men enroll in 

“masculinized” programs in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM). 

These authors reported that students in masculinized programs attributed low grades to a 

lack of peer support, compared to students in neutral (i.e., with equal gender enrollment) and 

feminized programs. 

The role of heteronormativity in the lives of heterosexual emerging adults remains relatively 

unexplored. Although heteronormativity has been linked to harmful gender-based attitudes 

and behaviors, there has been little examination on how diverging degrees of adherence to 

heteronormativity dimensions can be associated with subjective well-being variables among 

heterosexuals. Based on Habarth’s (2014) two dimensions of heteronormativity, Gender 

essentialism and Normative behavior, and using Latent Profile Analysis (LPA), these patterns 

of heteronormativity and subjective well-being are explored in a sample of heterosexual 

university students.  

Therefore, this study’s aim was two-fold. The first aim was to identify heteronormativity 

profiles among heterosexual university students from Central and South Chile, grouping 

individuals by their gender essentialism and normative behavior scores. The second aim was 

to describe these profiles variables according to variables related to subjective well-being, as 

well as sociodemographic characteristics. The sociodemographic variables are gender 

(focusing on men and women) and university program; whereas subjective well-being 

variables relate to perceived mental and physical health, perceived social support from 

family, friends, and others, and life satisfaction.   

Method 
Participants 

A sample of 200 Chilean university students was recruited, with ages ranging from 18 to 55 

(M = 23.15, SD = 3.78). Latent Profile Analysis (LPA) studies tend to have larger sample 

sizes (Spurk et al., 2020; Tein et al., 2013), but power analysis for LPA may not always be 

available as there might not be prior work to establish parameter values for the population 
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under study (Spurk et al., 2020). However, this study follows Dalmaijer et al. (2022) 

recommendation that sample sizes should be N = 20 to N = 30 for each expected subgroup.  

Table 1 summarizes the sociodemographic characteristics of the sample. Half of the sample 

was male (50.5%), and all participants identified as heterosexual and cisgender. Most of 

them resided in Talca (60.5%) or Santiago (30.5%), in urban areas (84%), and lived with 

their parents during the year (62.5%). Most participants were either single (71%) or in a 

relationship (27%). The faculty and academic programs reported by participants were 

categorized and recoded. Hence, the sample comprised 41% of participants studying in 

STEM, and 59% in Social Sciences and Humanities.  

 
Table 1.  
Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample (N = 200). 

Variable  % 

Age [M (SD)]  23.15 (3.78) 

Gender Man 50.5 

 Woman 49.5 

City Talca 60.5 

 Santiago 30.5 

 Rancagua 5 

 Valparaíso 4 

Area of residence Urban 84 

 Rural 16 

Living with parents All year 
round 

62.5 

 On 
weekends 
and 
holidays 

22.5 

 Independen
t from 
parents 

15 

Relationship status Single 71 

 In a 
relationship 

27 

 Married 2 

Note: All participants identified as cisgender and heterosexual. 
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Instruments 

Sociodemographic questions. Participants answered questions about their age; gender 

and whether this gender matched the sex they were assigned at birth; whether they lived 

with their parents throughout the year, during holidays or independently; and faculty of study.  

Heteronormative Attitudes and Beliefs Scale (HABS). Habarth’s (2014) HABS 

conceptualizes heteronormativity as the enforced compliance with culturally determined roles 

and assumptions that deem heterosexuality as the only “natural” or “normal” basis for sexual 

and gendered identities and relationships. The HABS operationalizes heteronormativity using 

a two-dimensional structure: Gender essentialism (e.g., “There are only two sexes: male and 

female”) and Normative behavior (e.g., “There are particular ways that men should act and 

particular ways that women should act in relationships”). This scale has a 7-point Likert-type 

response format, from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. The 16-item original scale 

has shown reliability coefficients of α = .92 for the Essentialism subscale α = .78 for the 

Normative Behavior subscale (Habarth, 2014). An adapted, 8-item Spanish version of the 

HABS was used in this study, which has shown acceptable psychometric properties in a 

previous sample of Chilean university students (Orellana et al., 2023). In this study, 

Cronbach’s α values were .82 for the Essentialism subscale, and .77 for the Normative 

Behavior subscale. 

 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). The SWLS (Diener et al., 1985) is a unidimensional 

five-item scale that measures individuals' global cognitive evaluations of their own life (e.g., 

“If I could live my life over again, I would not change anything”), using a 6-point Likert-type 

response format, from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree. The SWLS has shown 

reliability in samples of Chilean university students, with Cronbach’s α values of .87 to .89 

(Schnettler et al., 2017). In this study, Cronbach’s α value was α = .85. 

 
Health-Related Quality of Life Index (HRQOL-4). The HRQOL-4 (Hennessy et al., 1994) is 

made up of four items that measure individuals’ global self-perception of health, recent 

physical and mental health problems (i.e., number of days with illness or discomfort 

experienced in the last 30 days), and self-reported number of days with limitations in daily 

activities due to health problems in the last month. Two items from the Spanish version of the 

HRQOL-4 questionnaire (Schnettler et al., 2017) were used in this study, which asked 

participants for the number of days they experienced physical health problems and mental 

health problems, separately, in the last 30 days at the time of responding the questionnaire.  

 
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS). The MSPSS (Zimet et al., 

1988) is a 12-item scale that measures the support that individuals perceive from their family, 
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friends, and other relevant people (e.g., “I can talk about my problems with my family”). It has 

a 5-point Likert-type response format from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. 

Cronbach’s alpha value in a sample of university students in Southern Chile was α = .80 for 

the entire scale (Orellana et al., 2022). In this study, Cronbach’s alpha values were α = .874 

for the Family subscale, α = .936 for the Friends subscale, and α = .889 for the Relevant 

Others subscale. Each of these subscales contained four items.  

Procedure  

An online questionnaire hosted on the QuestionPro platform was distributed through 

universities and student groups in South-Central Chile, in the cities of Santiago, Valparaíso, 

Talca, and Rancagua, during the first and second academic semester of 2022. The first page 

of the questionnaire displayed the informed consent form, which stated the aims of the study, 

inclusion criteria, and assured the anonymous and confidential treatment of the data. 

Participants were asked to download a copy of the informed consent form and to confirm 

their agreement by checking a box to proceed with the questionnaire. Prior to the main study, 

a pilot test of the questionnaire was conducted with a sample of 24 students from another 

city who met the inclusion criteria. Upon the completion of the pilot, no changes were made 

to the data collection procedure and instruments.  

This study belongs to a wider research project on sexual orientation and subjective well-

being (ANID Fondecyt Postdoctoral 3210003). The Ethics Committee of the Universidad de 

La Frontera (Protocol 022_21) approved this study. 

Data analysis 

Descriptive and correlation analysis of the main variables were carried out (Table 2) using 

the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) v.26. Participants who did not meet the 

inclusion criteria and those with incomplete questionnaires were removed. Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient was calculated to examine the reliability of the measures. Scores were obtained 

for all variables. A principal components analysis was conducted to obtain the z-scores both 

subscales of the HABS (Gender essentialism and Normative behavior). 

 
Heteronormativity profiles were identified based on both dimensions of the HABS following a 

two-step process. First, to establish profiles of heteronormativity, latent profile analysis (LPA) 

was conducted for continuous variables using LatentGold v. 5.1 (Statistical Innovations Inc.). 

Participants were grouped based on their Gender essentialism and Normative behavior z-

scores. To choose the most fitting solution, the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) and 

Consistent Akaike’s Information Criterion (CAIC) values were used, including gender as a 

covariate. Lower BIC and CAIC values indicate a better model fit.  
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The second step of this analysis entailed characterizing the resulting heteronormativity 

profiles based on statistical differences in the following variables: Gender; type of program 

(STEM vs Social Sciences and Humanities); perceived social support from friends, family, 

and others; number of days with physical and mental difficulties; and life satisfaction. To this 

end, Pearson’s χ2 test was used for discrete variables, and analysis of variance (ANOVA) for 

continuous variables. To identify homogeneous and non-homogeneous variances in the 

continuous variables, Levene's statistic was used. The Tukey Multiple Comparisons test was 

conducted for continuous variables with homogeneous variances (p ≤ .001), whereas for 

non-homogenous variables, Dunnett’s T3 Multiple Comparisons test (p < .05) was used. 

Results 

Table 2 displays the means and standard deviation values for all non-categorical variables 

involved in the latent profile analysis. The results of the correlation analysis between these 

variables are also reported.  

 
Table 2.  
Descriptive statistics and correlations between heteronormativity, perceived social support, and 
number of days with health problems (N = 200). 

Variable M 
(SD) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. HABS-Gender 
essentialism 

15.09 
(6.72) 

– .478**  .007  .035  –.184**  –.137  –.030  –.090  

2. HABS-Normative 
behavior 

10.45 
(5.29) 

 – .037  .112  –.024  –.070  –.045  –.143*  

3. Satisfaction with 
life 

20.02 
(5.34) 

  – .430**  .282**  .473**  –.126  -.401**  

4. Social support – 
family 

16.00 
(3.50) 

   –  .378**  .492** –,094  –.263**  

5. Social support – 
friends 

15.96 
(3.85) 

    – .548**  .023  –.162*  

6. Social support – 
Others 

16.43 
(3.86) 

     – .033   –.185 

7. Days with 
physical health 
problems 

5.94 
(6.98) 

      – .263**  

8.  Days with 
mental health 
problems 

11.03 
(9.06) 

       – 

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. 
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An LPA was conducted to identify profiles of heterosexual university students based on their 

Gender essentialism and Normative behavior scores. Using the z-scores of these two 

dimensions, a range of 1 to 10 clusters (Table 3) was tested. The model with lowest CAIC 

and BIC values, meaning that with the best fit, was the three-cluster solution. However, the 

four-cluster model was chosen for this analysis. Spurk et al. (2020) state that choosing the 

model can be informed not only by fit information criteria, but by the estimated contribution 

that the model makes to better understanding the construct under study. Moreover, with a 

small sample size, the rule of thumb is that an additional profile should include at least 1.0% 

of the sample size (Spurk et al., 2020).  

 

Table 3.  
Summary of latent profile cluster models for heteronormativity scores. 

Model LL BIC (LL) CAIC (LL) Npar Classification 
error 

Cluster-1 -563.570 1148.3346 1152.3346 4 0.0000 

Cluster-2 -513.1768 1079.3368 1089.3368 10 0.0781 

Cluster-3 -492.6063 1069.9857 1085.9857 16 0.1493 

Cluster-4 -483.5472 1083.6573 1105.6573 22 0.1230 

Cluster-5 -475.9554 1100.2638 1128.2638 28 0.1565 

Cluster-6 -469.5312 1119.2052 1153.2052 34 0.1632 

Cluster-7 -465.3335 1142.5997 1182.5997 40 0.1616 

Cluster-8 -462.0673 1167.8572 1213.8572 46 0.1577 

Cluster-9 -458.4207 1192.3539 1244.3539 52 0.1453 

Cluster-10 -450.2018 1207.7061 1265.7061 58 0.1453 

 

On this basis, the decision was made to work with a four-cluster solution to further the profile 

discrimination between those with high and with low heteronormativity. In the chosen four-

cluster solution, both heteronormativity dimensions made a significant contribution to the 

overall model. Wald statistics for Gender essentialism was 190.40 (R2 = 0.563), and for 

Normative behavior 215.90 (R2 = 0.608), both with p < .001.  

 

The four profiles differed in both Gender Essentialism (F(3, 196) = 95.517, p < .05) and 

Normative Behavior (F(3, 196) = 114.125, p < .05). Profiles differed by gender, χ2(3, N = 200) 

= 27.69, p < .05; and by type of program, whether STEM or SCH, χ2(3, N = 200) = 8.21, p < 

.05). These profiles did not differ in whether students lived with their parents throughout the 
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year, off-semester or independently (p = .17). The four profiles differed by perceived support 

from friends, number of days with mental health problems, and life satisfaction (p < .05). 

They did not differ by perceived social support from family (p = .17) nor from relevant others 

(p = .24), nor by number of days in which they experienced physical health problems (p = 

.832). These distinctions are shown in Table 4. 

 
Profiles 1 and 3 are characterized by overall low heteronormativity, while Profiles 2 and 4 

were characterized by overall high heteronormativity. Each of the four profiles was labeled 

based on characteristics suggested by their significant z-scores (Figure 1). These profiles are 

described in detail below. 

 

Table 4.  
Sociodemographic characteristics and variables with significant differences by profile. 

Variable  Profile 1 
Non-

conformis
t 

(51%) 

Profile 2 
Traditio
nalist 
(21%) 

Profile 3 
Diffused 
(16%) 

Profile 4 
Essentia

list 
(12%) 

p  

Gender (%) Men 36.2 70.3 47.1 87.5 < .001 

Women 63.8 29.7 52.9 12.5 

Program 
(%) 

STEM 40 24.3 55.9 50 .042 

Social 
Sciences 

60 75.7 44.1 50 

Social 
support 
from 
friends1 

(M [SD]) 16.33 
(3.40) ab 

16.51 
(3.22) a 

15.76 
(4.28) ab 

13.71 
(5.21) b 

.017 

Days with 
mental 
health 
problems1  

(M [SD]) 9.41 
(8.26) ab 

7.46 
(9.02) b 

13.65 
(10.59) a 

11.58 
(8.87) 

ab 

.021 

Life 
satisfaction1  

(M [SD]) 21.12 
(4.73) a 

20 
(5.63) 

ab 

17.82 
(4.82) b 

18.33 
(6.87) 

ab 

.005 

1 Different letters by line indicate significant differences according to Tukey multiple comparisons test. 
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Figure 1. Profiles of heteronormativity by gender essentialism and normative behavior scores 

in a sample of heterosexual university students. 

 

Profile 1: Non-conformist (51%). This profile showed an overall low level of 

heteronormativity.  There were significant differences by gender in this profile, with the 

highest proportion of women and the lowest proportion of men of all profiles. Participants in 

this profile also reported significantly higher life satisfaction compared to Profile 3 (also a Low 

heteronormativity profile), and significantly higher support from friends compared to Profile 4 

(High heteronormativity). 

 

Profile 2: Traditionalist (21%). This second profile showed an overall high level of 

heteronormativity. In terms of gender, this profile had a significantly high proportion of men 

and a low proportion of women. This was the only profile with significant differences by type 

of program, as it had both a significantly higher proportion of students from Social Sciences 

and Humanities, and a significantly lower proportion of students from STEM programs. 

Participants in this profile reported the highest score on perceived support from friends, and it 

was significantly higher than that of Profile 4 (Higher heteronormativity profile); and they also 

reported significantly lower number of days with mental health problems than Profile 3 (Low 

heteronormativity profile).  

 

Profile 3: Diffused (16%). This profile showed the overall lowest level of heteronormativity 

among the four profiles. Compared to the other profiles, participants in this profile appear to 

distance themselves from more heteronormative assumptions. This profile had no 
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significantly distinctive proportions by gender. Lastly, these participants reported a 

significantly higher number of days with mental health problems compared to Profile 2 (High 

heteronormativity), and significantly lower life satisfaction compared to Profile 1 (Low 

heteronormativity).  

 
Profile 4: Essentialist (12%). Participants in this profile had the overall highest level of 

heteronormativity among the four profiles. There was a high proportion of men and a low 

proportion of women. This profile had the lowest score for friend support, significantly lower 

than those of Profiles 1 and 2 (Low and High heteronormativity, respectively).  

 

Discussion 

Despite the positive and negative consequences of adhering to heteronormative beliefs for 

individuals’ well-being and identity, the impact of heteronormativity on the lives of 

heterosexual individuals remains largely unexplored. This study aimed to identify profiles of 

heteronormativity among heterosexual Chilean university students, and their association with 

variables related to subjective well-being. Using Latent Profile Analysis, four 

heteronormativity profiles were found based on Gender essentialism and Normative behavior 

z-scores, the two heteronormativity dimensions proposed by Habarth (2014). The first profile 

comprised more than half of the sample (51%) and was labeled Non-conformist due to 

participants’ low level of heteronormativity, most notably attitudes and beliefs related to the 

acceptance of gendered normative behavior. The second profile was labeled Traditionalist 

(21%) to indicate their high level of heteronormativity, with an emphasis on gender-norm 

adherence. Profile 3 had the lowest levels of heteronormativity among all profiles, and it was 

labeled Diffused (16%) for their marked rejection of heteronormative precepts compared to 

the other profiles. Lastly, Profile 4 was labeled Essentialist (12%) due to these participants’ 

high heteronormativity, which emphasizes beliefs about sex and gender as natural and 

intrinsic dispositions.  

 

All four profiles were consistent in the direction of the scores for the two heteronormativity 

dimensions, meaning that two profiles had low scores, and the other two had high scores, on 

both Essentialism and Normative behavior. This finding is in contrast with those from a 

previous study of latent heteronormativity profiles (Orellana et al., 2022), in which there were 

two consistent profiles and two “mixed” profiles, that is, profiles that had a high score in one 

heteronormativity dimension and a low score in the other one. In this latter study, the mixed 

profiles had significant proportions of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and other non-heterosexual 

students (LGB+), both cisgender and trans/non-binary, as well as students who were women 
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or non-binary. This distinction between these two studies draws attention to the more 

consistent patterns of adherence to heteronormativity that may exist among heterosexual—

and cisgender—university students compared to their LGB+ and non-binary peers. These 

patterns are discussed below accounting for subjective well-being indicators in each profile. 

 

High heteronormativity and subjective well-being 

The profiles with higher heteronormativity were Profiles 2 and 4, and they differed on which 

dimensions of this construct had the higher score. Profile 2, Traditionalist, had the highest 

score on Normative behavior, and a significantly higher proportion of men and a lower 

proportion of women. In comparison with the other three profiles, the traditionalist profile 

adheres mainly to traditional beliefs regarding men’s and women’s conventional roles and 

behaviors in romantic relationships (Habarth, 2014). Other authors (Jiménez-Picón et al., 

2023) have pointed to similar constructs that encompass romantic love myths, showing that 

endorsement of these idealized romantic beliefs can be related to gender and intimate 

partner violence (e.g., remaining with one’s partner, seeking to achieve ideals of romance, 

despite controlling and dominant dynamics within the couple). Students in a traditionalist 

profile may thus follow the “heterosexual script” (Scappini et al., 2023) that establishes 

“opposite but complementary” roles for men and women, in which men enact power and 

authority over others, and women (and non-heterosexual men) remain as subordinates.  

There are three other significant characteristics of the traditionalist profile. First, this profile 

had a significantly high proportion of students from Social Sciences programs, contrary to the 

expectation that heteronormativity dynamics are more salient in STEM environments (Jones 

et al., 2023). However, it is worth noting that the fields of Social Sciences can also include 

programs related to “soft engineering” (e.g., architecture), and overall, each program within 

either field can have specific masculinized or feminized cultures (Corlett et al., 2022). Future 

research should further explore the Humanities and Social Sciences environments that can 

also foster heteronormative attitudes among its students and academics.  

 

The other two characteristics of the Traditionalist profile are, one, its significantly higher 

perceived support from friends. This finding does not support the hypothesis set by Orellana 

et al. (2022) stating that higher heteronormativity might be associated with smaller friend 

networks and friend support. Nevertheless, individuals tend to choose to surround 

themselves with others like them, and participants in this profile might seek peers who also 

follow traditional sexual scripts (Seal, 2019; Scappini et al., 2023) and other heteronormative 

attitudes. Second, participants in this profile reported fewer number of days with mental 

health days difficulties compared to the diffused profile (Profile 3, low heteronormativity). This 

https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v18i1.1069


Orellana et al.                                                                                                                     211 

          
Psychological Thought                                                                                      South-West University “Neofit Rilski”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
2025, Vol. 18(1), 194-221 
https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v18i1.1069                       

result does align with that of Orellana et al. (2022), supporting that university students with 

high heteronormativity—a significant proportion of which are men—tend to report better self-

perceived mental health. Although the questions asked on self-perceived health do not 

provide information on actual mental health indicators, this finding overall supports that 

compliance with social norms is associated with comparatively better psychological health for 

members in the normative group. This is a benefit that might make challenging 

heteronormativity more difficult for those members.  

 

The second profile with higher heteronormativity, Profile 4, had a higher score on the 

dimension of gender essentialism. Essentialist students were a minority within the sample 

(12%), and this group was characterized by having a significant proportion of men and by 

reporting lower perceived support from friends. It may not be surprising that both high 

heteronormativity profiles are marked by the statistically significant presence of men; indeed, 

high heteronormativity is expected in men more than in women (Habarth, 2014; Scandurra et 

al., 2021). However, it is worth noting in both profiles the statistical salience of perceived 

friend support, whether higher or lower. Likewise, a previous study on heteronormativity 

profiles (Orellana et al., 2022) showed that friend support only differed between the 

consistent profiles, that is, those with high or low scores on both heteronormativity 

dimensions.  

 

In this study, the diverging levels of friend support in these two profiles may indicate that 

friendships can nurture certain manifestations of heteronormativity and hinder others. 

Namely, traditionalists, or those who adhere to attitudes that endorse traditional gender roles 

and relationships between men and women, reported having more social support from 

friends. Normative behavior (Habarth, 2014) refers to how men and women establish sexual 

and romantic relationships, often following socio-cognitive scripts (Corlett et al., 2022) and 

based on beliefs that may not be gendered, such as loyalty among friends and the idea of a 

“soulmate” (Seal, 2019). On the other hand, those in the profile with high gender essentialist 

beliefs, by definition, may be more likely to believe that romantic attraction or sexual tension 

between men and women is unavoidable (Gillespie et al., 2015), and thus have a reduced 

friendship network (Orellana et al., 2022). Furthermore, traditional masculinity, or 

heterosexual masculinity (Dean & Fischer, 2020), may preclude men—who make up a 

significant proportion of this profile—from establishing friendships not only with women, but 

also with other men (Ríos-González et al., 2021). This hypothesis finds further support in a 

correlation in this study showing that higher gender essentialism is associated with lower 

social support from friends. 
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Low heteronormativity and subjective well-being 

Profiles 1 and 3 are characterized by lower heteronormativity scores, and in both cases the 

z-scores for both dimensions were below zero. Given these scores, it is likely that 

participants in these profiles are more inclined to question traditional precepts of masculinity 

and femininity (Dean & Fischer, 2020) than those in the high heteronormativity profiles. 

Furthermore, participants in these two profiles might display less bias against non-

heterosexual, trans, and non-binary people, as heteronormativity is considered a prerequisite 

for these types of discrimination and prejudice (Habarth, 2014).  

 

Profile 1, the Non-conformist profile, had a statistically high proportion of women, and a lower 

proportion of men, as expected according to heteronormativity comparisons by gender 

(Habarth, 2014; Orellana et al., 2023). This profile also had the highest life satisfaction score. 

In a study examining life satisfaction and traditionally masculine and feminine gender roles in 

Spanish adults, Matud et al. (2014) found that women who adhered to conventionally 

feminine traits had higher life satisfaction. Considering heteronormativity as a proxy for 

adherence to traditional gender roles, the opposite can be observed in this study. Our finding 

is also in contrast with that of Orellana et al. (2022), as in the latter study, the one profile 

significantly composed by women reporting mixed heteronormativity had the lowest life 

satisfaction level, compared to a profile of high heteronormativity and significantly composed 

by men. Overall, participants in this profile might be fulfilling the expectation posed by Dean 

and Fischer (2020) that emerging adulthood and university life, particularly for women, can 

be an opportunity to explore gender and sexual identities more freely. Furthermore, as 

proposed by Dillon et al. (2011), heterosexual people who are open to exploring their sexual 

identity are more likely to move away from the assumption of compulsory heterosexuality, 

and towards more positive attitudes toward sexual and gender minorities.  

 

The non-conformist profile also reported a higher perceived support from friends compared 

to the essentialist profile (Profile 4, High heteronormativity). In keeping with Orellana et al. 

(2022), it might be the case that low heteronormativity may entail a higher quality friend 

support, inasmuch it might allow to question essentialist ideas about same- and cross-gender 

friendships between men and women. Overall, this profile suggests that, for some members 

of the normative group (i.e., heterosexuals), most likely women, low adherence to 

heteronormative attitudes coexists with life satisfaction and with high friend support, two 

important indicators of subjective well-being (Schnettler et al., 2017).   
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Lastly, the second profile with low heteronormativity was labeled Diffused.  This low 

heteronormativity profile is named after a sexual identity development status termed 

diffusion. Dillon et al. (2011, p. 662) explain that individuals in this stage are likely “to ignore 

or reject social and cultural prescriptions for sexual values, behavior and identity”. At the 

same time, diffusion has been associated with manifestations of psychological distress 

(Dillon et al., 2011). Hence, low heteronormativity for a diffused profile may not necessarily 

entail challenging larger societal assumptions regarding sex and gender. Instead, it may 

reflect an individual’s development of their sexual identity, a process that is expected during 

emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000; Barrera-Herrera & Vinet, 2007). According to Dillon et al. 

(2011), the individual might resolve their diffusion status by either returning to a state of 

compulsory heterosexuality or moving onto active exploration of their identity.  

 

The Diffused profile had the lowest scores in both gender essentialism and normative 

behavior. This is considered a “blurry” profile in terms of gender, as its composition had no 

significant differences between men and women. At first glance, individuals in this profile 

might be the most likely of the four profiles to deviate from a heterosexual script (Scappini et 

al., 2023) and to have low prejudice toward sexual and gender minorities (Habarth, 2014). 

However, Dean and Fischer (2020) advise that some individuals who question traditional 

gender notions, and thus might have low heteronormativity, may be more focused on their 

own psychological needs rather than on forming a stable allyship with sexual and gender 

minorities. This suggestion finds support in this profile, as its only distinction from the other 

three in subjective well-being indicators is self-perceived mental health. Specifically, 

participants in the diffused profile reported the most days with mental health problems out of 

the four profiles, and this number was statistically higher than for traditionalists, a high 

heteronormativity profile.  

Limitations and future research 

The limitations of this study are acknowledged. The first one is the small sample size and its 

non-probabilistic nature, which does not allow for generalization of results to the population 

of heterosexual students. Although Latent Profile Analysis does not have established sample 

size requirements, larger samples (at least 500 participants) are highly advised (Spurk et al., 

2020). Moreover, our sample was self-selected, and the response rate in some of the cities 

chosen for this study was extremely low, and thus they are not properly represented. A 

second limitation is that our instrument recorded students’ faculty but not their specific 

program. Participants were asked about their faculty to identify general areas of knowledge, 

following the focus of the literature on STEM fields, but within these areas, different programs 
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can present different levels of how “masculinized”, “feminized” or “neutral” (Espinoza & 

Albornoz, 2023) they are perceived. It is recommended that future studies include a wider 

range of participants from different programs, guided by how masculinized or feminized they 

are considered. Another limitation is that the measure used to ask for self-perceived mental 

and physical health was only two items, one per each category (i.e., number of days in the 

last month in which the person experienced physical or mental health difficulties), and what 

counts as a health-related problem may be interpreted in different ways by participants. 

 

On the above basis, recommendations are made for future studies. Research on 

heteronormativity and well-being will benefit from working with larger samples with 

probabilistic distributions. These samples should also include different sociodemographic 

characteristics such as sexual orientation, gender and gender identity, age, socioeconomic 

status, ethnic origin, being a parent, among others. A second recommendation for further 

studies is exploring the multiple social identities, groups, or communities that students 

ascribe to, to further expand heteronormativity profiles. For example, membership to religious 

or sports groups can have a bearing on how their members understand and enact sexuality 

and gender with their peers. One last relevant consideration is that heterosexual identity, like 

other sexual identities, can change throughout the lifespan, and people who identify as 

heterosexual in a study may identify otherwise in the future (Dillon et al., 2011). The study of 

heteronormativity will benefit from longitudinal approaches that account for the continuous 

development (i.e., commitment and exploration processes; see Morgan, 2012) of one’s 

sexual orientation and identity over time, among both heterosexual and sexual and gender 

minority individuals.  

Implications and conclusions 

The findings of this study entail implications for research on heteronormativity and well-being.  

Research should continue refining the knowledge on the operationalization and 

multidimensionality of heteronormativity, exploring other potential dimensions of these 

attitudes besides gender essentialism and normative behavior. In this regard, this study 

draws attention to the need to further study the role of friends and peer support in the 

maintenance or challenging of heteronormative assumptions, marking a distinction between 

the effects of essentialist beliefs and those of normative behaviors. Attitudes toward the latter 

might be more accepted by the group of peers, as it relates not only to how men and women 

behave in romantic relationships but the endorsement that these dynamics receive from 

others (Seal, 2019) and the sexual scripts that are highly prevalent in Western societies 

(Scappini et al., 2023).  
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Although this study focuses on heterosexual students, our findings also have implications for 

sexual and gender minorities. For instance, heterosexual university students with low 

heteronormativity (i.e., Profiles 1 and 3, Non-conformist and Diffused) have the potential to 

build allyship (Chen et al., 2023) with sexual and gender minority individuals and groups. 

Indeed, Seal (2019) points out to the importance that heterosexual individuals “interrupt” 

heteronormativity, and such LGBTQ+ allyship could lead to the creation of spaces that are 

supportive and affirmative towards sexual minority individuals (Marx & Kettrey, 2016). On the 

other hand, high heteronormativity individuals (i.e., Traditionalist and Essentialist profiles) 

may be contributing to maintaining heteronormative precepts in their social spheres (e.g., 

through heterosexual marking, Davis-Delano et al., 2018), which prevents people from 

displaying non-normative sex-gender expressions or relationships or do so with fear or 

anticipation of heterosexism.  

 

This study also poses practical implications. Higher education institutions should aim to 

challenge not only traditional notions of gender and sexuality (gender essentialism) but also 

interpersonal behaviors that reinforce these traditional notions (normative behaviors). 

University campaigns on diversity should also focus on challenging gender roles, showing 

that there are many ways to be queer, trans, and non-binary, but also many ways to be 

heterosexual. A second implication derives from our results regarding university students’ 

perceived family and friend support. That is, adhering to more normative behaviors might 

ensure a support network that would not be available if they did not adhere to this normative 

behavior. Different sources of support must be explored and fostered (i.e., religious groups, 

social groups, sports, political, etc.), inside or outside the university, which would broaden the 

understanding of how support is presented and available to students. Lastly, the diffused 

profile requires special attention given that students with these characteristics might require 

psychological interventions and support to resolve this sexual identity status in a manner that 

allows them to grow and explore, instead of going back to compulsory heterosexuality (Dillon 

et al., 2011). 

 

Making heterosexuality visible in psychology research can help counter the historical 

approach to heterosexuality as unmarked, unseen, and taken for granted (Dean, 2020). The 

four heteronormativity profiles that emerged in our study show that, among heterosexual 

university students, the dimensions of heteronormativity gender essentialism and normative 

behavior can manifest consistently in the same direction. These profiles also suggest how 

men and women engage with norms regarding their sexual identity (Morgan, 2012), and that 

https://doi.org/10.37708/psyct.v18i1.1069
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high and low heteronormativity coexists with different levels of life satisfaction, perceived 

social support, and self-perceived mental health. These profiles can guide further research 

and interventions that aim to foster healthier approaches to sexuality and gender, for both 

heterosexual and sexual and gender minorities.   
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