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In many cultures around the world, people perceive men’s 
masculinity to be more precarious, or “easier to lose,” than 
women’s femininity (e.g., Gilmore, 1990; Johnson & Lipsett-
Rivera, 1998). One such society in which men’s masculinity 
is regarded as more precarious than women’s femininity is 
that of the United States (DiMuccio & Knowles, 2021; 
Parent et al., 2018; Vandello & Bosson, 2013). For example, 
in the United States, people have an easier time making sense 
of the ambiguous statements “I used to be a man. Now I am 
no longer a man” than an otherwise identical set of state-
ments that uses the word “woman” in place of the word 
“man” (Vandello et al., 2008). Moreover, when people read 
statements such as these, they often assume that lost mascu-
linity is attributable to specific behaviors (e.g., failing to pro-
vide for one’s family, or not being able to perform sexually), 
whereas they often assume that lost femininity is attributable 
to biological changes (e.g., losing one’s vitality with age). 
Thus, in the United States, men more than women have gen-
der identities that can be lost in the eyes of perceivers when 
they engage in behaviors that seem incongruent with their 
prescribed gender roles.

The present article examines whether a person’s hetero-
sexuality is likewise an identity that can be “lost” in the eyes 
of perceivers when that person engages in behaviors that 
seem incongruent with opposite-sex attraction. The hypoth-
esis under scrutiny is that if heterosexuality is precarious 

(i.e., easily lost in the eyes of perceivers), it will be more 
precarious for men than for women. The basis for this 
hypothesis is that in the United States, men and women are 
typically presumed to be heterosexual by default (Alt et al., 
2020; Herek & McLemore, 2013; Lick & Johnson, 2016). 
Given that what it means to be a man in the eyes of perceiv-
ers is more precarious than what it means to be a woman, and 
given as well that what it means to be a man or woman pre-
sumes heterosexuality by default, we predict that one’s sex-
ual identity, much like one’s gender identity, will be more 
precarious for men than for women.

Beyond examining this main hypothesis—which, to be 
sure, has already received some empirical support (Mize & 
Manago, 2018; Tornello & Matsik, 2020; West et al., 2021)—
the present analysis sought to take an intersectional look at 
the research question under scrutiny. The term intersectional-
ity was developed in Black feminist scholarship as a tool for 
thinking about the ways in which systems of oppression 
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mutually reinforce one another (e.g., Crenshaw, 1991; King, 
1988). In psychological science, intersectionality often refers 
more specifically to the epistemological stance that basic 
psychological phenomena, like how one is perceived, can 
depend on the multiple social groups to which one belongs 
(Cole, 2009). Relevant to the present article, research on 
intersectional stereotyping (in the United States) reveals that 
perceptions of a person’s gender can often be augmented or 
attenuated by whether that person is Black versus White 
(Galinsky et al., 2013; Johnson et al., 2012). For example, 
there is evidence that Black men tend to be stereotyped as 
more masculine and more heterosexual than White men 
(Carnaghi et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2015; Johnson & Ghavami, 
2011). In addition, there is evidence that people think of 
White women as being more prototypically feminine than 
Black women (Goff et al., 2008; Hall et al., 2019), and that 
for this reason, people occasionally neglect to attend to what 
it is that Black women look like and say (Neel & Lassetter, 
2019; Sesko & Biernat, 2010). In other words, there is evi-
dence that Black women, relative to White women, can be 
rendered intersectionally invisible in the minds of perceivers 
(Ponce de Leon & Rosette, 2022).

In light of these findings, we examined whether the pre-
cariousness of one’s heterosexuality would depend on both 
the gender and the race of the person being perceived. In 
particular, we examined whether the tendency for men’s het-
erosexuality to be regarded as more precarious than women’s 
would be exaggerated when the men and women in question 
are Black rather than White. The basis for this prediction was 
that (a) if Black men (vs. White men) are stereotyped as 
especially heterosexual (Carnaghi et al., 2020), then Black 
men’s same-sex sexual behavior may seem especially notice-
able to perceivers. Likewise, (b) if Black women (vs. White 
women) are rendered intersectionally invisible in the minds 
of perceivers—so much so that that perceivers forget what 
Black women look like and say (Sesko & Biernat, 2010)—
then Black women’s same-sex sexual behavior may seem 
less noticeable to perceivers. Thus, there is reason to believe 
that the tendency to perceive men’s heterosexuality as more 
precarious than women’s will be more pronounced when the 
men and women in question are Black rather than White.

Notably, the intersectional patterns described in the pre-
ceding paragraph are conceptually distinct from earlier theo-
rizing on why some social groups have more precarious 
sexualities than others. According to earlier theorizing (Mize 
& Manago, 2018), the factor that ought to govern how pre-
carious one’s heterosexuality is perceived to be is how large 
the gap in perceived social status is between heterosexual 
and nonheterosexual members of one’s group. For example, 
the theoretical argument for why men’s heterosexuality is 
more precarious than women’s is that men have “more to 
lose”—in terms of their perceived social status—if they are 
presumed to be gay (vs. not). Given that Black individuals 
are stereotyped as lower status than White individuals in the 
United States (e.g., Freeman et al., 2011; Petsko & 

Bodenhausen, 2019b), it stands to reason that Black men, for 
example, may have “less to lose”—in terms of their per-
ceived social status—than White men when they are pre-
sumed to be gay (vs. not). If this is indeed the case, then 
earlier theorizing might suggest that Black men’s heterosex-
uality is less precarious than White men’s. In contrast, if our 
line of reasoning is correct, then the opposite should be true; 
Black men ought to have heterosexualities that are perceived 
as more precarious than those of White men, not less.

Overview of Experiments

The present article begins with a description of two pilot 
experiments—Experiments 1a and 1b—which afforded pre-
liminary tests of whether gender (Experiment 1a; N = 400) 
and race (Experiment 1b; N = 401), respectively, influence 
how precarious a person’s heterosexuality is perceived to be. 
In the wake of these experiments, we conducted Experiment 
2 (N = 3,010), which was a large-scale, nationally represen-
tative experiment that manipulated both target race (Black 
and White) and target gender (woman and man) simultane-
ously. The data for Experiments 1a and 1b were collected via 
Amazon.com’s MTurk. The data for Experiment 2 were col-
lected via NORC’s AmeriSpeak© Panel, which conducts 
probability-based random sampling from the U.S. adult pop-
ulation.1 Across experiments, our focal research questions 
were (a) whether men’s heterosexuality would be perceived 
as more precarious than women’s, and if so, (b) whether this 
effect would be exaggerated when the targets in question 
were Black rather than White.

All experiments had institutional review board approval, 
and they report all manipulations and exclusions. Data files, 
survey materials, and R scripts associated with this project 
are available on the Open Science Framework (OSF) web-
site: https://osf.io/bg9mj/. Throughout this article, raw effect 
sizes will be reported as mean differences (Mdiffs), and stan-
dardized effect sizes, which will be encompassed by 95% 
confidence intervals (95% CIs), will be reported as standard 
betas (βs). Statistical power for detecting main effects and 
interactions will be described in the results section of each 
experiment.2

Experiments 1a and 1b

Experiments 1a and 1b were meant to provide preliminary 
tests of whether gender (Experiment 1a; N = 400) and race 
(Experiment 1b; N = 401), respectively, influence how pre-
carious a person’s heterosexuality is perceived to be. In both 
experiments, participants read a vignette about a target per-
son who either did or did not engage in a single same-sex 
sexual behavior. In Experiment 1a, the target race was held 
constant—all targets were White—but the targets’ gender 
was manipulated (man, woman). In Experiment 1b, the tar-
get gender was held constant—all targets were men—but the 
targets’ race was manipulated (Black, White). The 
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hypotheses under scrutiny were (a) that heterosexuality 
would be perceived as more precarious for White men than 
for White women (Experiment 1a), and (b) that heterosexu-
ality would be perceived as more precarious for Black men 
than for White men (Experiment 1b). In addition to measur-
ing participants’ perceptions of targets’ heterosexuality, these 
experiments also measured participants’ perceptions of tar-
gets’ bisexuality and homosexuality. Thus, these experiments 
were able to measure the precariousness of a target person’s 
heterosexuality not just by the magnitude by which engaging 
in same- (vs. opposite-) sex sexual behavior causes them to 
seem “less heterosexual” to perceivers, but likewise by the 
magnitude by which it causes them to seem “more gay” and 
“more bisexual” to perceivers.

Method

Participants made judgments about the sexual orientations of 
targets whose demographic features and behaviors we 
manipulated in vignette studies. Experiment 1a had a 2 (tar-
get gender: man, woman) × 2 (target behavior: opposite-sex 
behavior, same-sex behavior) between-person experimental 
design. Experiment 1b had a 2 (target race: Black, White) × 
2 (target behavior: opposite-sex behavior, same-sex behav-
ior) between-person experimental design.

Participants. Our a priori goal was to have n = 100 people 
per condition in Experiments 1a and 1b. In total, N = 801 
people were recruited from Amazon.com’s MTurk platform 
to complete these experiments in exchange for $0.25. Of 
these participants, we excluded n = 7 (0.87%) for not 
responding “yes” to the question, “Did you take this survey 
seriously?” The remaining participants were mostly male 
(427 male, 360 female, 3 other, and 4 non-specified), mostly 
White (566 White, 68 Asian, 65 Black, 43 multiracial, 39 
Latinx, 8 Native American, 2 Pacific Islander, 1 other, and 2 
non-specified), and mostly heterosexual (707 heterosexual, 
44 bisexual, 25 gay or lesbian, 4 other, and 14 non-speci-
fied). In addition, participants were diverse in terms of their 
political leanings (M = 4.38, SD = 2.89, on a scale from 0 = 
extremely liberal to 10 = extremely conservative), diverse in 
terms of age (ranging from 19 to 81; M = 35.59, SD = 
10.67), and generally well-educated (56.9% held a bache-
lor’s degree or higher).

Procedure. Participants were told that we were interested in 
understanding how they perceived people based on people’s 
life histories and behaviors. Regardless of the experiment or 
condition, participants were then shown a vignette with the 
following structure:

Consider Hunter, a man who has only had romantic and sexual 
relationships with women and who has found those relationships 
to be satisfying. One night, Hunter meets another man in a bar 

and finds him attractive. At the end of the night, they go home 
together and have a casual sexual encounter.

The protagonist of the vignette was always described as hav-
ing an opposite-sex dating history. The behavior of the pro-
tagonist was manipulated such that they either had a sexual 
encounter with someone of the same sex (depicted in the 
example above) or with someone of the opposite sex. This 
modification was made by changing the words “man” to 
“woman” (or vice versa) where appropriate, and by changing 
corresponding gender pronouns to match these modifications. 
In Experiment 1a, all the targets were White, but varied in 
their gender. In Experiment 1b, all the targets were men, but 
varied in their race. To manipulate targets’ racial groups and 
gender groups, we used names that have been normed (on an 
internet sample of more than N = 8,000 participants; Gaddis, 
2017) as implying that a target person is White or Black at 
least 80% of the time. In Experiment 1a, participants either 
saw one of 15 names that were normed to be stereotypic of 
White men (e.g., Hunter, Jake, Seth) or they saw one of 15 
names that were normed to be stereotypic of White women 
(e.g., Katelyn, Claire, Megan). In Experiment 1b, participants 
either saw one of 15 names that were normed to be stereo-
typic of Black men (e.g., DaShawn, Tremayne, and Jamal) or 
they saw one of 15 names that were normed to be stereotypic 
of White men (e.g., Hunter, Jake, and Seth). For the full list of 
stimulus names used in the present experiments, see Table 1.3

Table 1. Stimulus Names Implicating Each of Four Race-by-
Gender Intersections.

Name type

White Man White Woman Black Man Black Woman

Hunter Katelyn DaShawn Tanisha
Jake Claire Tremayne Lakisha
Seth Laurie Jamal Tamika
Zachary Megan DaQuan Latoya
Todd Kristen DeAndre Keyana
Matthew Emily Tyrone Latonya
Ryan Sarah Keyshawn Shanice
Scott Molly Latrell Tyra
Dustin Jill Jayvon Ebony
Brett Hilary Darnell Denisha
Ethan Meredith Lamar Keisha
Connor Amy Terell Aisha
Steven Susan Darius Ashanti
Luke Allison Kareem Precious
Graham Anne Jermaine Kenya

Note. Each of these men’s and women’s names has been normed as 
implying their designated racial categories at least 80% of the time in 
previous large-scale studies (see Gaddis, 2017). Experiment 1a used 
White men’s names and White women’s names only. Experiment 1b 
used White men’s and Black men’s names only. Experiment 2 used all 60 
names.
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After reading the passage, participants then rated their cer-
tainty in targets’ heterosexuality, bisexuality, and homosexu-
ality, respectively. The order in which participants made each 
of these ratings was randomized, and ratings were provided 
on sliding scales from 0 to 100. On these scales, 0 indicated 
total certainty that the focal person was not an orientation, 
100 indicated total certainty that the focal person was an ori-
entation, and 50 indicated uncertainty about whether the focal 
person was or was not of a particular orientation (for a similar 
approach, see Mize & Manago, 2018). Finally, participants 
answered an open-ended question about why they thought the 
protagonist behaved the way that they did as well as a check-
list measure of the traits they associated with the protagonist 
(Katz & Braly, 1933). These latter two measures were 
included for exploratory purposes and were not analyzed in 
detail. As such, they are not discussed further.

Results

The data in Experiments 1a and 1b were analyzed by regress-
ing each dependent variable, in a multilevel model, onto con-
trast codes that represented the 2 × 2 factorial design of each 
experiment. These models always included just one random 
effect: a random effect of stimulus intercept, which adjusted 
for any variation in participant responding that was attribut-
able to which specific stimulus name they had been assigned 
(e.g., Seth vs. Todd). Models of this sort are functionally 
equivalent to standard 2 × 2 analysis of variance, but they 
have the added benefit of reducing the likelihood of making 
a Type I error (Judd et al., 2012). According to Monte Carlo 
simulations, Experiments 1a and 1b had at least 80% power 
to detect main effects as small as β = 0.23, and to detect two-
way interactions as small as β = 0.46 (for more on this tech-
nique for simulating statistical power, see Bolger et al., 
2012).4

Experiment 1a: Precariousness as a Function of Targets’ Gender 
Groups. Because Experiment 1a had a 2 (target gender: man, 
woman) × 2 (target behavior: opposite-sex behavior, same-
sex behavior) between-person experimental design, this 
experiment afforded an examination of whether targets’ 

gender groups moderate the extent to which their sexualities 
are regarded as precarious.

Perceived Heterosexuality. Our first research question con-
cerned whether men’s heterosexuality would be perceived 
as more precarious than women’s heterosexuality. To test 
whether this was the case, we subjected perceived hetero-
sexuality scores in Experiment 1a to the 2 (target gender) 
× 2 (target behavior) analysis described above. This analy-
sis revealed evidence of a two-way interaction between tar-
get behavior and target gender: β = –0.49, 95% confidence 
interval [CI]: [–0.81, –0.18], F(1, 392) = 9.55, p = .002. 
Decomposing this interaction revealed that although targets 
in general tended to seem “less heterosexual” to partici-
pants when they engaged (vs. did not engage) in a same-sex 
sexual behavior, Mdiff = –37.42, β = –1.17, 95% CI [–1.33, 
–1.02], F(1, 392) = 214.56, p < .001,5 the magnitude of this 
effect was significantly larger when the targets were men, 
Mdiff = –45.31, β = –1.42, 95% CI [–1.64, –1.20], F(1, 392) 
= 158.96, p < .001, than when they were women, Mdiff = 
–29.53, β = –0.92, 95% CI [–1.15, –0.70], F(1, 392) = 
66.10, p < .001. In other words, there was indeed evidence 
that men’s heterosexuality was perceived as more precarious 
than women’s (see Table 2, for condition means).

Perceived Bisexuality. What about perceived bisexuality? Was 
it the case that engaging in a single same-sex sexual behavior 
caused men, more than women, to seem bisexual to perceivers? 
To examine this possibility, bisexuality ratings in Experiment 
1a were subjected to the same 2 (target gender) × 2 (target 
behavior) analysis as above. This model revealed evidence of 
a two-way interaction between target behavior and target gen-
der: β = 0.56, 95% CI [0.26, 0.87], F(1, 387) = 13.40, p < 
.001. The nature of this interaction was that although targets 
in general tended to seem “more bisexual” when they engaged 
(vs. did not engage) in a same-sex sexual behavior, Mdiff = 
42.22, β = 1.26, 95% CI[1.11, 1.41], F(1, 387) = 266.86, p < 
.001, the magnitude of this effect was significantly larger when 
the targets were men, Mdiff = 51.68, β = 1.54, 95% CI[1.33, 
1.76], F(1, 387) = 200.36, p < .001, than when the targets 
were women, Mdiff = 32.76, β = 0.98, 95% CI: [0.76, 1.19], 

Table 2. Experiment 1a Condition Means: Does Target Gender Influence Sexual Precarity?

Pilot Experiment 1a (N = 396) Perceptions that targets were each of three specified sexual orientations

Target race Target gender Target behavior Heterosexual Bisexual Homosexual

White Man Control 87.21 (2.54) 25.82 (2.62) 15.93 (2.74)
White Man Same-sex 41.90 (2.54) 77.50 (2.54) 50.81 (2.69)
White Woman Control 85.49 (2.54) 31.23 (2.59) 18.84 (2.73)
White Woman Same-sex 55.96 (2.59) 63.99 (2.58) 33.22 (2.74)

Note. Means are outside of parentheses; standard errors around those means are within. Scores of 0 indicate certainty that targets are not a given sexual 
orientation; scores of 50 indicate uncertainty about whether targets are a given sexual orientation; and scores of 100 indicate certainty that targets are a 
given sexual orientation.
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F(1, 387) = 80.17, p < .001. Thus, as was the case previously, 
men’s sexuality was more pliable in the eyes of perceivers than 
women’s. Engaging in a single same-sex sexual behavior (vs. 
not) not only caused men, more than women, to seem “less het-
erosexual,” but it likewise caused them to seem “more bisex-
ual” (see Table 2, for condition means).

Perceived Homosexuality. Finally, the design of Experi-
ment 1a allowed us to test whether perceptions of homo-
sexuality, like judgments of heterosexuality and bisexuality, 
were more pliable when the targets were men (vs. women). 
To test whether this was the case, ratings of how homosex-
ual target individuals seemed were subjected to the same 2 
(target gender) × 2 (target behavior) analysis as above. This 
model revealed evidence of a two-way interaction between 
target behavior and target gender that corroborated what 
we found on the other two dependent variables: β = 0.68, 
95% CI[0.32, 1.03], F(1, 389) = 14.22, p < .001. Although 
all targets seemed “more homosexual” when they engaged 
(vs. did not engage) in a same-sex sexual behavior, Mdiff = 
24.64, β = 0.81, 95% CI[0.64, 0.99], F(1, 389) = 82.05, p 
< .001, the magnitude of this effect was significantly bigger 
when the targets were men, Mdiff = 34.89, β = 1.15, 95% 
CI[0.90, 1.40], F(1, 391) = 82.68, p < .001, than when they 
were women, Mdiff = 14.39, β = 0.47, 95% CI[0.23, 0.72], 
F(1, 385) = 13.92, p < .001. Thus, men who engaged in a 
single same-sex sexual behavior (vs. not) seemed “gayer” to 
participants than women who did the same (see Table 2, for 
condition means).

Experiment 1b: Precariousness as a Function of Targets’ Racial 
Groups. Because Experiment 1b had a 2 (target race: Black, 
White) × 2 (target behavior: opposite-sex behavior, same-
sex behavior) between-person experimental design, this 
experiment afforded an examination of whether targets’ 
racial groups moderate the extent to which their sexualities 
are regarded as precarious.

Perceived Heterosexuality. At the outset of this article, we 
suggested that there is good reason to believe that Black 
men’s heterosexuality may be perceived as more precarious 

than that of White men. Was there any evidence that this was 
the case? Subjecting judgments of targets’ heterosexuality in 
Experiment 1b to the 2 (target race) × 2 (target behavior) 
analysis described above-revealed evidence that all target 
men were judged as “less heterosexual” when they engaged in 
a same-sex hookup (vs. when they did not)—Mdiff = –49.49, 
β = –1.42, 95% CI[–1.55, –1.28], F(1, 387) = 407.64, p < 
.001—but there was no evidence that this effect was moder-
ated by whether the target men were Black vs. White, two-
way interaction: β = –0.16, 95% CI[–0.43, 0.12], F(1, 387) 
= 1.27, p = .26. In short, then, we did not find evidence that 
a person’s racial group moderated the extent to which their 
heterosexuality was perceived as precarious (see Table 3, for 
condition means).6

Perceived Bisexuality. Was there any evidence that Black 
versus White men seemed differentially “bisexual” as a result 
of engaging (vs. not engaging) in same-sex sexual behavior? 
As in the previous analysis, the 2 (target race) × 2 (target 
behavior) model described above yielded a main effect of 
target behavior such that all targets were rated as “more 
bisexual” when they engaged (vs. did not engage) in a same-
sex sexual behavior: Mdiff = 52.99, β = 1.49, 95% CI[1.36, 
1.63], F(1, 372) = 479.13, p < .001. However, the magni-
tude by which this occurred was not dependent on whether 
target men were Black vs. White, two-way interaction: β = 
0.02, 95% CI[–0.25, 0.28], F(1, 372) = 0.02, p = .90. Thus, 
although our theorizing would have predicted that engaging 
(vs. not engaging) in same-sex behavior would have been 
differentially consequential for White versus Black men, we 
found no evidence to support this prediction (see Table 3, for 
condition means).

Perceived Homosexuality. Finally, our experimental design 
allowed us to examine whether perceptions of “how homo-
sexual” target men seemed would depend not just on their 
behavior (i.e., whether they did or did not engage in same-
sex sexual behavior), but on their racial groups as well. To 
examine this possibility, judgments of homosexuality were 
subjected to the same 2 (target race) × 2 (target behavior) 
model described earlier. Again, we found evidence of the 

Table 3. Experiment 1b Condition Means: Does Target Race Influence Sexual Precarity?

Pilot Experiment 1b (N = 398) Perceptions that targets were each of three specified sexual orientations

Target race Target gender Target behavior Heterosexual Bisexual Homosexual

Black Man Control 87.41 (2.45) 21.55 (2.46) 14.44 (2.65)
Black Man Same-sex 35.16 (2.51) 74.84 (2.43) 40.54 (2.69)
White Man Control 91.59 (2.47) 19.95 (2.46) 09.43 (2.67)
White Man Same-sex 44.85 (2.51) 72.64 (2.41) 42.12 (2.66)

Note. Means are outside of parentheses; standard errors around those means are within. Scores of 0 indicate certainty that targets are not a given sexual 
orientation; scores of 50 indicate uncertainty about whether targets are a given sexual orientation; and scores of 100 indicate certainty that targets are a 
given sexual orientation.
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main effect of the target behavior, suggesting that all of 
the target men seemed “more homosexual” to participants 
when they engaged (vs. did not engage) in a same-sex sex-
ual behavior: Mdiff = 29.39, β = 0.97, 95% CI[0.80, 1.14], 
F(1, 394) = 121.64, p < .001. However, we again found no 
evidence that this bias was moderated by whether the target 
individuals were Black versus White, two-way interaction: β 
= –0.22, 95% CI[–0.56, 0.13], F(1, 394) = 1.53, p = .22. 
Thus, across the board, there was no evidence in Experiment 
1b that targets’ race—like targets’ gender—influenced the 
amount by which their sexual orientations were regarded as 
pliable in the minds of perceivers (see Table 3, for condition 
means).

Discussion

Experiments 1a and 1b were meant to provide preliminary 
tests of whether targets’ gender groups and racial groups, 
respectively, influence the extent to which perceivers regard 
their sexualities to be precarious. Experiment 1a revealed 
consistent evidence that targets’ gender groups influence 
how precarious their sexualities are regarded to be. Although 
it is true that engaging in a same-sex sexual behavior causes 
everyone to seem “less heterosexual,” “more bisexual,” and 
“more gay” than they would seem otherwise, these effects 
are significantly stronger when the individuals exhibiting the 
behavior are men rather than women. These findings are sen-
sible from the perspective that in the United States, men’s 
gender identities are regarded as more precarious than wom-
en’s (Vandello & Bosson, 2013) and that one’s gender iden-
tity presumes heterosexuality by default (Alt et al., 2020). In 
addition, these findings lend credence to earlier research on 
this topic, which has suggested that men’s heterosexuality 
might indeed be more precarious than women’s (Mize & 
Manago, 2018).

Surprisingly, the effects described earlier did not appear 
to be any stronger when the individuals exhibiting same- (vs. 
opposite-) sex sexual behavior were Black rather than White. 
That is, engaging in same-sex sexual behavior had no more 
pronounced an effect on how Black men’s sexualities were 
perceived than it did on how White men’s sexualities were 
perceived. Notably, this observation contradicts not only our 
theorizing, but likewise the theorizing of others who have 
written about this topic. For example, Mize and Manago’s 
(2018) writing on this topic suggests that Black men’s het-
erosexuality might be perceived as less precarious than 
White men’s—at least insofar as the gap in perceived social 
status between heterosexual and gay Black men is smaller 
than that between heterosexual and gay White men. Our own 
writing on this topic, rooted in gendered-race findings (e.g., 
Hall et al., 2015), suggests that Black men’s heterosexuality 
might be perceived as more precarious than White men’s—at 
least insofar as Black men are stereotyped as hyper-hetero-
sexual (Carnaghi et al., 2020). Yet neither of these possibili-
ties was supported. Instead, it was as if perceivers barely 

considered targets’ racial groups when making judgments 
about targets’ sexual behaviors.

Experiment 2: A Nationally 
Representative, Large-Scale 
Experiment

Experiments 1a and 1b have some limitations that preclude 
us from making strong conclusions about their findings. 
First, while Experiment 1a was able to examine how gender 
(controlling for race) influences judgments of sexual precar-
ity, and while Experiment 1b was able to examine how race 
(controlling for gender) influences sexual precarity, our 
research questions were meant to be about the joint impact of 
race and gender in shaping judgments of sexual precarity. A 
better experimental design for our purposes, therefore, would 
be one that includes Black women in addition to White 
women, Black men, and White men. Second, Experiments 1a 
and 1b included only n = 100 people per condition. While it 
could be the case that targets’ racial groups truly do not influ-
ence how precarious their sexualities are perceived to be—at 
least in the context of the present vignette studies—it may as 
well be the case that the targets’ racial groups do influence 
these judgments but that they do so to a smaller degree than 
we had sufficient power to detect. A higher powered test of 
our research questions, therefore, would enable us to speak 
more definitively to the question of whether targets’ racial 
groups might, in tandem with their gender groups, influence 
the extent to which their sexualities are perceived to be pre-
carious. Finally, these experiments were conducted on con-
venience samples and may therefore lack generalizability to 
the broader U.S. public.

Experiment 2 was designed to be an improvement over 
Experiments 1a and 1b in each of these regards. First, in 
Experiment 2, participants read about targets who were 
Black men, Black women, White men, or White women. 
Second, while Experiments 1a and 1b had approximately n 
= 100 people per condition, Experiment 2 had approxi-
mately n = 375 per condition. And finally, the data for 
Experiment 2 were collected via NORC’s AmeriSpeak© 
Panel, which conducts probability-based random sampling 
from the U.S. adult population (data collection was made 
possible by a research award from TESS: Craig et al., 2022).

Method

In Experiment 2, participants made judgments about the sex-
ual orientations of targets whose demographic features and 
behaviors we manipulated in a vignette study. The full design 
of Experiment 2 was a 2 (target race: Black, White) × 2 (tar-
get gender: man, woman) × 2 (target behavior: opposite-sex 
behavior, same-sex behavior) between-person experiment.

Participants. A total of N = 3,010 participants completed this 
experiment. As noted, a unique feature of Experiment 2 is 
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that its participants were representative of adults living in the 
United States. The sample itself was balanced in terms of 
gender identity (1,525 women, 1,485 men), approximated 
racial/ethnic demographics of the United States (1927 White, 
488 Latinx, 361 Black, 91 multiracial, 89 Asian) and was 
mostly heterosexual (2634 heterosexual, 91 bisexual, 87 gay 
or lesbian, 26 other, 14 uncertain, and 158 non-responses). 
The sample was also diverse in terms of political leanings (M 
= 3.59, SD = 1.67, on a scale from 1 = extremely liberal to 
7 = extremely conservative), age (ranging from 18 to 93; M 
= 47.88, SD = 16.70), household income (ranging from 
under $5,000 per year to over $200,000 per year; median: 
$50,000 to $59,999 per year), and education level (33.8% 
held a bachelor’s degree or higher).

Procedure. Participants completed an online survey that was 
conducted via NORC’s AmeriSpeak© Panel, which con-
ducts probability-based sampling from the U.S. adult popu-
lation. Similar to Experiments 1a and 1b, all participants in 
Experiment 2 were shown a vignette. Note that to more 
closely align our vignette with that used in prior research on 
this topic (Mize & Manago, 2018), the wording of our 
vignette was updated slightly:

DaShawn is currently single but has had multiple happy 
relationships with women in the past. DaShawn has only dated 
women and one of his relationships with a woman lasted for 
over two years. The other night, DaShawn met another man and 
felt attracted to him. At the end of the night, they went home 
together and had a casual sexual encounter.

As before, the protagonist of the vignette was always 
described as having an opposite-sex dating history. The 
behavior of the protagonist was manipulated such that they 
either had a sexual encounter with someone of the same sex 
(depicted in the example above) or with someone of the 
opposite sex. To manipulate the race and gender of the pro-
tagonist, one name was drawn randomly from a list of 60 
names. Of the 60 names, 15 were ostensible White men’s 
names, 15 were ostensible White women’s names, 15 were 
ostensible Black men’s names, and 15 were ostensible Black 
women’s names (see Table 1 for the complete list of names).7 
After reading the passage, participants completed the same 
three dependent variables as in Experiments 1a and 1b. That 
is, participants rated their certainty that the focal person was 
heterosexual, bisexual, and homosexual. Finally, for explor-
atory purposes, participants answered an open-ended ques-
tion about why they thought the protagonist behaved the way 
that they did. Responses to this final question were not ana-
lyzed and are not discussed further.

Results

Data from Experiment 2 were analyzed by regressing each 
dependent variable, in a multilevel model, onto contrast 

codes representing the full 2 × 2 × 2 factorial design of this 
experiment. These models included just one random effect: a 
random effect of stimulus intercept, which adjusted for any 
variation in participant responding that was attributable to 
which stimulus name they had been assigned (e.g., Seth vs. 
Todd). According to Monte Carlo simulations, our sample 
size and model specifications gave us more than 80% power 
to detect main effects as small as β = 0.10, to detect two-way 
interactions as small as β = 0.19, and to detect three-way 
interactions as small as β = 0.37.

Perceived Heterosexuality. Our first research question was 
whether men’s heterosexuality would be perceived as more 
precarious than women’s heterosexuality. To test whether 
this was the case, we subjected perceived heterosexuality 
scores to the 2 (target race) × 2 (target gender) × 2 (target 
behavior) analysis described above. Replicating Experiment 
1a, this analysis revealed evidence of a two-way interaction 
between target behavior and target gender: β = 0.27, 95% 
CI[0.14, 0.39], F(1, 2905) = 17.05, p < .001. Although tar-
gets in general tended to seem “less heterosexual” to partici-
pants when they engaged (vs. did not engage) in a same-sex 
sexual behavior, Mdiff = –27.02, β = –0.96, 95% CI[–1.03, 
–0.90], F(1, 2905) = 881.14, p < .001, the magnitude of this 
effect was significantly larger when the targets were men, 
Mdiff = –30.78, β = –1.10, 95% CI[–1.19, –1.01], F(1, 2905) 
= 566.30, p < .001, than when they were women, Mdiff = 
–23.26, β = –0.83, 95% CI[–0.92, –0.74], F(1, 2905) = 
329.64, p < .001. Thus, in this nationally representative sam-
ple, as in the convenience sample reported previously, men’s 
heterosexuality was indeed perceived to be more precarious 
than women’s (see Figure 1).

Our second research question concerned whether the ten-
dency for men’s heterosexuality to be perceived as more pre-
carious than women’s would be exaggerated when the targets 
were Black (vs. White). Was there any evidence that this was 
the case? Surprisingly, and despite the relatively high power 
that Experiment 2 afforded, there was not. The (target gen-
der) × (target behavior) interaction reported above was not 
moderated by target race, three-way interaction: β = 0.06, 
95% CI[–0.19, 0.32], F(1, 2905) = 0.24, p = .63. This is to 
say that although men’s heterosexuality was perceived to be 
more precarious than women’s, the magnitude of this gender 
difference did not significantly differ across targets’ racial 
groups. In addition, there was no evidence of a two-way 
interaction between target behavior and target race: β = 
–0.01, 95% CI[–0.13, 0.12], F(1, 2905) = 0.02, p = .90. 
Thus, replicating Experiment 1b, whether targets were Black 
versus White did not meaningfully influence the interpreta-
tion of these individuals’ sexual behaviors—at least not to a 
degree that we could statistically detect (see Figure 1).

Perceived Bisexuality. We next investigated whether the pat-
terns identified above hold among perceptions of bisexual-
ity. To do so, bisexuality ratings were subjected to the same 
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2 (target race) × 2 (target gender) × 2 (target behavior) 
analysis as above. Replicating Experiment 1a, this model 
revealed evidence of a two-way interaction between target 
behavior and target gender: β = –0.16, 95% CI[–0.29, 
–0.03], F(1, 2860) = 5.78, p = .016. The nature of this 
interaction was that although targets in general tended to 
seem “more bisexual” when they engaged (vs. did not 
engage) in same-sex sexual behavior, Mdiff = 29.46, β = 
0.97, 95% CI[0.90, 1.03], F(1, 2860) = 869.90, p < .001, 
the magnitude of this effect was significantly bigger when 

the targets were men, Mdiff = 31.87, β = 1.05, 95% CI[0.95, 
1.14], F(1, 2860) = 507.78, p < .001, than when the targets 
were women, Mdiff = 27.06, β = 0.89, 95% CI[0.80, 0.98], 
F(1, 2824) = 367.64, p < .001. Thus, once again we found 
evidence that men’s sexual orientations are more precarious 
than women’s (see Figure 2).

What about the target race? Was there any evidence 
that Black vs. White individuals seemed differentially 
“bisexual” as a result of engaging (vs. not engaging) in 
same-sex sexual behavior? Again, target race did not 

Figure 1. Perceived Heterosexuality as a Function of Targets’ Sexual Behaviors.
Note. Ratings ranged from 0 (certain that targets are not heterosexual) to 100 (certain that targets are heterosexual). Means are enclosed by 95% 
confidence intervals (CIs). The dotted line is drawn at scores of 50, which indicate uncertainty as to whether targets were heterosexual.

Figure 2. Perceived Bisexuality as a Function of Targets’ Sexual Behaviors.
Note. Ratings ranged from 0 (certain that targets are not bisexual) to 100 (certain that targets are bisexual). Means are enclosed by 95% confidence 
intervals (CIs). The dotted line is drawn at scores of 50, which indicate uncertainty as to whether targets were bisexual.
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appear to influence participants’ judgments. Target race 
did not interact with target behavior on its own, two-way 
interaction: β = 0.03, 95% CI[–0.10, 0.15], F(1, 2860) = 
0.16, p =.69, nor did it interact with the gender-by-behav-
ior interaction reported above, three-way interaction: β = 
0.12, 95% CI[–0.14, 0.38], F(1, 2860) = 0.84, p =.36. 
Thus, as in Experiment 1b, targets’ racial groups did not 
influence the extent to which their sexualities were 
regarded to be precarious (see Figure 2).

Perceived Homosexuality. Finally, we examined whether prior 
findings related to perceived homosexuality would replicate 
in Experiment 2. To examine whether this was the case, rat-
ings of how homosexual target individuals seemed were sub-
jected to the same 2 (target race) × 2 (target gender) × 2 
(target behavior) analysis as above. Replicating what we 
observed in Experiment 1a, this model revealed evidence of 
a two-way interaction between target behavior and target 
gender: β = –0.34, 95% CI[–0.48, –0.20], F(1, 2824) = 
22.85, p < .001. The nature of this interaction was that 
although all targets seemed “more homosexual” when they 
engaged (vs. did not engage) in same-sex sexual behavior, 
Mdiff = 18.82, β = 0.67, 95% CI[0.60, 0.73], F(1, 2824) = 
354.98, p < .001, the magnitude of this effect was bigger 
when the targets were men, Mdiff = 23.60, β = 0.83, 95% 
CI[0.74, 0.93], F(1, 2824) = 279.12, p < .001, than when 
they were women, Mdiff = 14.05, β = 0.50, 95% CI[0.40, 
0.59], F(1, 2824) = 98.80, p < .001. Thus, in this nationally 
representative sample of respondents, as in our MTurk sam-
ple of respondents, we found that men who engaged in a 
single same-sex sexual behavior (vs. not) seemed “gayer” 
than women who did the same (see Figure 3).

Was there any evidence that these effects depended on tar-
gets’ racial groups? As in previous analyses, this analysis 
revealed no evidence that target race interacted with target 
behavior, two-way interaction: β = –0.05, 95% CI[–0.19, 
0.09], F(1, 2824) = 0.51, p =.48, nor that the gender-by-
behavior interaction reported above was moderated by target 
race, three-way interaction: β = –0.09, 95% CI[–0.37, 0.19], 
F(1, 2824) = 0.40, p =.53. Thus, ratings of perceived homo-
sexuality—much like ratings of perceived heterosexuality 
and perceived bisexuality—revealed that targets’ racial 
groups did not influence the degree to which targets’ sexuali-
ties were malleable in the eyes of perceivers. Instead, per-
ceivers’ interpretations of targets’ behaviors appeared to 
depend only on targets’ gender groups. For summary statis-
tics for all conditions in Experiment 2, see Table 4.

Equivalence Tests: Zero Impact of Target Race on Perceptions of 
Sexual Behavior? In Experiment 2, which had markedly 
higher statistical power than Experiments 1a and 1b, we 
found no evidence that targets’ racial groups influenced per-
ceptions of their sexual behavior. But how null were these 
effects? In a final set of analyses, we implemented an equiva-
lence testing procedure called the two one-sided tests (TOST) 
procedure (Lakens, 2017; Lakens et al., 2018). In a typical 
TOST procedure, researchers conduct two one-sided t-tests 
to examine whether an observed effect is significantly closer 
to zero than it is to the least non-zero effects researchers had 
adequate power to detect. In our case, we examined whether 
each of the Race × Behavior interactions we observed—all 
of which were null—were significantly closer to zero than 
they were to βs of –0.19 and 0.19, respectively (that is, to the 
smallest two-way interactions that we had at least 80% power 

Figure 3. Perceived Homosexuality as a Function of Targets’ Sexual Behaviors.
Note. Ratings ranged from 0 (certain that targets are not homosexual) to 100 (certain that targets are homosexual). Means are enclosed by 95% 
confidence intervals (CIs). The dotted line is drawn at scores of 50, which indicate uncertainty as to whether targets were homosexual.



10 Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 00(0)

to detect). Likewise, we examined whether each of the Race 
× Gender × Behavior interactions we observed—all of 
which were also null—were significantly closer to zero than 
they were to βs of –0.37 and 0.37, respectively (that is, to the 
smallest three-way interactions that we had at least 80% 
power to detect). If all one-sided t-tests from the TOST pro-
cedure are themselves statistically significant, this suggests 
not only that the interactions with the target race that we 
observed are null, but that they are so null that they are prac-
tically equivalent to zero.

What did the results of this equivalence testing procedure 
reveal? The results of this procedure revealed that all 
observed race-by-behavior interactions—as well as all 
observed race-by-gender-by-behavior interactions—were 
significantly closer to zero than they were to the least non-
zero effects we had adequate power to detect. This was true 
whether the dependent variable in question was perceived 
heterosexuality (all ps ≤ .008), perceived bisexuality (all ps 
≤ .028), or perceived homosexuality (all ps < .024). In other 
words, there was evidence that targets’ racial groups had 
practically zero impact on how precarious their heterosexu-
ality was regarded to be in the eyes of perceivers (see Table 
5 for all TOST results).

Discussion

Experiment 2 was designed to be an improvement over 
Experiments 1a and 1b in several regards. First, Experiment 
2 had a per-condition sample size that was nearly quadruple 
the per-condition sample size of Experiments 1a and 1b. 
Second, Experiment 2 was conducted on a probability-based, 
nationally representative sample of U.S. adults rather than on 
a convenience sample of U.S. adults (as in Experiments 1a 
and 1b). Third, Experiment 2 included Black women in its 
experimental design, which afforded a full test of whether a 
target person’s gender and race operate in tandem to influ-
ence the extent to which that person’s heterosexuality is 

perceived to be precarious. These improvements made 
Experiment 2 more highly powered, more generalizable, and 
better equipped to answer our research questions than 
Experiments 1a and 1b.

Experiment 2’s statistical conclusions paralleled those of 
Experiments 1a and 1b. First, Experiment 2 replicated the 
finding that perceivers more readily question the heterosexu-
ality of men than the heterosexuality of women when these 
individuals engage (vs. do not engage) in a single same-sex 
sexual behavior. Second, and consistent with the implica-
tions of Experiment 1b, Experiment 2 revealed no evidence 
that this bias was moderated by whether the target individu-
als were Black versus White. In fact, targets’ racial groups—
on their own, or in tandem with gender—had such little 
influence on how precarious targets’ sexualities were judged 
to be that the influence of target race was, in all cases, sig-
nificantly closer to zero than it was to the least non-zero 
effects we had adequate power to detect (Lakens, 2017).8

General Discussion

The principal aim of this manuscript was to examine whether 
(a) men’s heterosexuality would be perceived as more pre-
carious—or losable in the eyes of perceivers—than wom-
en’s, and if so and (b) whether this effect would be 
exaggerated when the targets were Black rather than White. 
Results from three experiments (one of which was nationally 
representative of the U.S. adult population; total N = 3,811) 
revealed that indeed, men who engage in a single same-sex 
sexual behavior (vs. not) are judged as “less heterosexual,” 
“more bisexual,” and “more homosexual” than women who 
do the same. This finding is sensible from the perspective 
that in the United States, men’s gender identities are more 
precarious than women’s (Bosson et al., 2013), and that one’s 
gender identity presumes heterosexuality by default (Lick & 
Johnson, 2016). However, these data revealed no evidence 
that this tendency was exaggerated when the targets in 

Table 4. Means and Standard Errors around Judgments of Sexual Orientation in Each Condition.

Experiment 2
(N = 3,010) Perceptions that targets were each of three specified sexual orientations

Target race Target gender Target behavior Heterosexual Bisexual Homosexual

Black Man Control 79.99 (1.25) 35.58 (1.38) 24.19 (1.38)
Black Man Same-sex 48.65 (1.30) 66.93 (1.40) 47.71 (1.40)
Black Woman Control 80.33 (1.34) 34.45 (1.51) 26.26 (1.50)
Black Woman Same-sex 57.40 (1.26) 62.83 (1.35) 38.97 (1.36)
White Man Control 82.59 (1.33) 33.44 (1.50) 24.80 (1.50)
White Man Same-sex 52.36 (1.28) 65.82 (1.37) 48.48 (1.38)
White Woman Control 81.75 (1.24) 34.03 (1.39) 24.93 (1.39)
White Woman Same-sex 58.16 (1.28) 59.78 (1.39) 40.32 (1.40)

Note. Means are outside of parentheses; standard errors around those means are within. Scores of 0 indicate certainty that targets are not a given sexual 
orientation; scores of 50 indicate uncertainty about whether targets are a given sexual orientation; and scores of 100 indicate certainty that targets are a 
given sexual orientation.
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question were Black rather than White. Instead, we found 
that targets’ race appeared to fade into the perceptual back-
ground. The degree to which sexual orientation was pliable 
in the eyes of perceivers was unmoderated by race on its 
own, and it was likewise unmoderated by race and gender in 
tandem. This latter finding is surprising in light of the obser-
vation that gender and race often jointly impact a person per-
ception (e.g., Hall et al., 2019; Rosette et al., 2018).

Theoretical Contributions

What are the theoretical implications of these findings? As 
noted from the outset, we expected that a person’s racial 
group would, in tandem with their gender group, influence 
the extent to which their heterosexuality would be regarded 
as precarious. This expectation was based on the specific 
observations that (a) Black men tend to be stereotyped as 
more masculine and more heterosexual than White men 
(Carnaghi et al., 2020; Hall et al., 2015), and that (b) Black 
women tend to be overlooked and ignored to a greater extent 
than White women (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008; Sesko 
& Biernat, 2010). Taken together, these findings suggest that 
same-sex sexual behavior ought to have been more notice-
able among Black men than among White men, and that 
same-sex sexual behavior ought to have been less noticeable 
among Black women than among White women. Yet instead, 
we found that race did not influence perceivers’ impressions 
of targets’ sexual behavior—so much so that the influence of 
targets’ racial groups on perceivers’ impressions of sexual 
behavior was practically equivalent to zero. This observation 
raises a question. Why didn’t race matter in the context of the 
present experiments?

An emerging theoretical perspective on intersectional 
stereotyping argues that perceivers may engage in intersec-
tional stereotyping in a compartmentalized way—meaning 
that perceivers may sometimes attend to race alone, at other 
times they may attend to gender alone, and at still other 
times they may attend to intersectional identities specifi-
cally (e.g., race and gender simultaneously; Petsko & 
Bodenhausen, 2020; Remedios & Vinluan, forthcoming). 

For example, there is evidence that being in a context that is 
stereotypically associated with the concept of race can 
sharpen perceivers’ attention on race so strongly that they 
stop—in these moments—stereotyping targets based on tar-
gets’ age groups (Todd et al., 2016) or based on targets’ 
sexual orientation groups (Agerström et al., 2022; Petsko & 
Bodenhausen, 2019a). This theoretical perspective, which 
was recently incorporated into a formal model of intersec-
tional stereotyping called the lens model (Petsko et al., 
2022), stands in sharp contrast to integration accounts of 
intersectional stereotyping, which presume that perceivers 
attend to all social identities at once when engaging in inter-
sectional stereotyping (e.g., Freeman et al., 2020). Thus, the 
theoretical utility of these findings is that they add to a 
growing body of evidence in favor of compartmentalization 
models. In certain social contexts, one identity may come 
into perceivers’ focus so strongly that other identities—at 
least for the moment—fall to the perceptual wayside.

Limitations and Future Directions

If perceivers in the present experiment felt that the vignette 
was more stereotypically associated with the concept of gen-
der than with the concept of race, this could explain why 
judgments of sexual precariousness depended on targets’ 
gender groups, but not—in the context of the present experi-
ments—on targets’ racial groups. Future research should 
examine this theoretical possibility directly, as a limitation of 
the present manuscript is that it cannot test this mechanism. 
It would be useful to know, for example, whether perceivers 
generally think of sexual behavior as being more relevant to 
the concept of gender than to the concept of race (e.g., Kite 
& Deaux, 1987). Likewise, it would be useful to know 
whether changing the experimental context—by priming 
race rather than gender—could in turn change the pattern of 
results reported here. If race were made more salient to per-
ceivers, we might have seen that targets’ race influenced the 
interpretation of their behavior more than targets’ gender, or 
alternatively, that targets’ race and gender mutually informed 
perceivers’ judgments of targets’ behavior, as we had 

Table 5. Equivalence Testing Results of Two- and Three-Way Interactions with Target Race.

Dependent variable Effect test of interest Observed effect Detectable effect Equivalence Test (TOST) result

Heterosexuality Race × Behavior β = –0.01 β = 0.19 t(2905) = 2.78, p = .003
 Race × Gender × Behavior β = 0.06 β = 0.37 t(2905) = 2.39, p = .008
Bisexuality Race × Behavior β = 0.03 β = 0.19 t(2860) = 2.44, p = .007
 Race × Gender × Behavior β = 0.12 β = 0.37 t(2860) = 1.91, p = .028
Homosexuality Race × Behavior β = –0.05 β = 0.19 t(2824) = 1.98, p = .024
 Race × Gender × Behavior β = –0.09 β = 0.37 t(2824) = 1.98, p = .024

Note. Observed Effect = the observed standard beta for a particular two- or three-way interaction. Detectable Effect = the smallest standard beta for 
two- or three-way interactions that we had at least 80% power to detect. Equivalence Test (TOST) Result = a one-sided test of whether the observed 
effect is significantly closer to zero than to the smallest non-zero effect we had at least 80% power to detect. Significant TOST results suggest that 
observed effects are practically equivalent to zero (Lakens, 2017).
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anticipated they would. A set of experiments along these 
lines would be useful for understanding (a) how it is that dif-
ferent identities come to influence perceptions of sexual pre-
carity and (b) when it is that these different identities will 
come into the perceptual foreground.

How are we to square the reported findings with the 
observation that in the United States, people typically view 
sexuality as more essentialized (and less pliable) among men 
than among women (Baumeister, 2000; Peplau, 2003)? In 
general, we view the reported findings as compatible with 
prior research on lay beliefs about sexual essentialism. 
Indeed, perceivers might have regarded men’s (vs. women’s) 
same-sex sexual behavior as more diagnostic of men’s (vs. 
women’s) underlying sexual identities not despite this lay 
belief, but because of this lay belief. To the extent that per-
ceivers believe men’s sexual preferences are more essential-
ized than women’s, they may view men’s same-sex sexual 
behaviors as particularly indicative of underlying sexual 
preferences. Future research should investigate this possibil-
ity, as a limitation of the present research is that it did not 
measure constructs that might help to identify the cognitive 
underpinnings of sexual precarity.

On a related note, the present research did not measure the 
perceived precarity of targets’ masculinity and femininity 
alongside perceived precarity of targets’ sexual identities. An 
assumption made throughout this manuscript is that men’s 
heterosexuality is perceived as more precarious than wom-
en’s because men’s gender identities (which presume hetero-
sexuality by default; Alt et al., 2020; Lick & Johnson, 2016) 
are themselves perceived as more precarious than women’s. 
This is to say that precariousness of one identity (one’s gen-
der standing) necessitates the precariousness of the other 
(one’s heterosexuality standing). Yet a limitation of the data 
provided is that they do not enable a test of how correlated 
these two types of precariousness may be in the minds of 
perceivers. Thus, an open question for future research con-
cerns whether acts of heterosexuality are themselves per-
ceived as acts of manhood/womanhood, such that the two are 
perceived as fundamentally intertwined (as we have been 
suggesting), or whether the two can be “lost” independently 
from each other.

A final limitation of the present experiments is that they 
all rely on a similar methodology of assessing the precarious-
ness of sexual identities—a vignette task. Although we chose 
this method so that the present findings could be interpreted 
against the backdrop of other findings in this research area 
(Mize & Manago, 2018), questions remain as to how judg-
ments of sexual precarity unfold in more naturalistic settings. 
In the wider world, perceivers often have more than just a 
target person’s name to use as a basis for engaging in race 
categorization. With increased perceptual information that 
makes race salient (e.g., visual information and targets’ self-
identifications), it is entirely possible that targets’ racial 
groups may be less likely to fade into the perceptual 

background. Furthermore, names themselves are imperfect 
proxies for race (Gaddis, 2019), and it may be the case that 
using names—rather than using more externally valid indi-
cators of targets’ race—can at least partly explain why race 
did not influence the interpretation of targets’ sexual behav-
iors. Future research should expand on the present findings 
by examining the extent to which these findings, and lens 
dynamics more generally, hold up in the wider world.

Concluding Remarks

In various societies, men’s gender identities are regarded as 
more precarious than women’s gender identities (Bosson 
et al., 2013; Gilmore, 1990). The findings presented here 
suggest that heterosexuality—which is often implicated in 
men and women’s gender identities (Herek & McLemore, 
2013; Lick & Johnson, 2016)—is likewise regarded as more 
precarious for men than for women. Moreover, these find-
ings suggest that in certain contexts, perceivers may focus on 
men’s and women’s gender identities so strongly that they 
cease to focus, at least for the moment, on these men’s and 
women’s racial identities. Although this observation may 
seem surprising on its surface, it is sensible from the view-
point that different lenses for viewing others can come in and 
out of focus as a matter of social context (Petsko et al., 2022). 
Although we very often view other people in light of the rich 
complexity of their intersecting identities (Hall et al., 2019), 
we may occasionally restrict our focus to just one identity at 
a time. Identifying when this process happens—and what 
implications it may have for those around us—will be critical 
to developing a more thorough understanding of intersec-
tional person perception.
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Notes

1. Data collection for Experiment 2 was made possible because 
of an NSF-funded research award from TESS (Time-Sharing 
Experiments for the Social Sciences; Craig et al., 2022).

2. In the service of brevity, we will not discuss every effect from 
every model that we ran. However, complete reporting of all 
model effects—with 95% confidence intervals around unstan-
dardized and standardized estimates those effects—can be 
found in Supplementary Tables S1 through S9 of the online 
supplement.

3. The decision to use a wide range of stimulus names was meant 
to serve as a methodological improvement over earlier work 
that has examined perceptions of sexual precarity (e.g., Mize & 
Manago, 2018). In general, stimulus variety of this kind reduces 
the risk of making a type I error and increases the generality of 
one’s statistical conclusions (e.g., Judd et al., 2012).

4. All simulations were conducted using the “simr” package in R 
(Green & MacLeod, 2016).

5. Standard betas (βs) were always computed by regressing z-stan-
dardized outcomes onto orthogonal condition contrasts that 
were centered around zero and that had a range of one. Under 
this analytic strategy, βs for main effects can be interpreted simi-
larly to Cohen’s ds.

6. Unfortunately, a limitation of the present experiments is that 
we did not include manipulation checks related to targets’ race 
or gender. Nevertheless, we wish to note that the use of these 
names to manipulate race has been extensively validated (see 
Gaddis, 2017), and that it is likely that a vast majority of partici-
pants made racial inferences about targets as intended.

7. Due to a programming error, the name “Jermaine” was acciden-
tally used in place of the name “Aisha” in Experiment 2. All 
statistical conclusions hold whether we do or do not eliminate 
participants who were impacted by this error, and we therefore 
continue to report results across the entire sample.

8. For exploratory purposes, we also examined whether partici-
pants’ own racial groups—whether they identified as White 
versus Black—moderated any of the reported findings. 
Generally speaking, we found no compelling evidence that 
our findings were moderated by participant race. Although 
notably, statistical power for detecting such interactions 
was limited (see pp. 8-12 of the online supplement for a full 
discussion).
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