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Abstract

In the present work, we investigate the pop cultural idea that people have a sixth sense, called 

“gaydar,” to detect who is gay. We propose that “gaydar” is an alternate label for using 

stereotypes to infer orientation (e.g., inferring that fashionable men are gay). Another account, 

however, argues that people possess a facial perception process that enables them to identify 

sexual orientation from facial structure (Rule et al., 2008). We report five experiments testing 

these accounts. Participants made gay-or-straight judgments about fictional targets that were 

constructed using experimentally-manipulated stereotypic cues and real gay/straight people’s face 

cues. These studies revealed that orientation is not visible from the face—purportedly “face-

based” gaydar arises from a third-variable confound. People do, however, readily infer orientation 

from stereotypic attributes (e.g., fashion, career). Furthermore, the folk concept of gaydar serves 

as a legitimizing myth: Compared to a control group, people stereotyped more when led to believe 

in gaydar, whereas people stereotyped less when told gaydar is an alternate label for stereotyping. 

Discussion focuses on the implications of the gaydar myth and why, contrary to some prior claims, 

stereotyping is highly unlikely to result in accurate judgments about orientation.
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Inferences About Sexual Orientation: The Role of Stereotypes, Faces, and 

The Gaydar Myth

“I am not gay. I am, however, thin, single, and neat. Sometimes when someone is 

thin, single, and neat, people assume they are gay because that is a stereotype. They 

normally don’t think of gay people as fat, sloppy, and married.”

— Jerry Seinfeld (1993)

Seinfeld’s comedic commentary on the use of social stereotypes to infer orientation is 

perceptive. The idea that people use stereotypic cues to make inferences about group 

membership has a long history in the stereotyping literature (e.g., Allport, 1954; Cox & 
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Devine, 2014; Dotsch, Wigboldus, & van Knippenberg, 2011), but Seinfeld’s observation 

also reflects a broader cultural notion that people believe they have a special ability to 

determine who is gay or lesbian. In popular culture, this special ability has been referred to 

as “gaydar,” a kind of sixth sense or intuition that uniquely informs orientation judgments 

(Bronski, Pellegrini, & Amico, 2013; Reuter, 2002; Shelp, 2002). People’s self-reported 

experience with gaydar (Shelp, 2002) and the pop cultural framework of gaydar (e.g., 

Reuter, 2002) indicate that gaydar seems to rely primarily on stereotypic attributes, like 

fashion or career choices.

A stereotype is a learned association between two social concepts that do not define each 

other (e.g., fashionable → gay) (Cox, Abramson, Devine, & Hollon, 2012). Stereotypes are 

activated automatically, and people are not always fully aware of how stereotypes inform 

their inferences (Devine, 1989). Similar to the notion of “gaydar” as a special intuition for 

detecting gay people, stereotypes often operate under the guise of an intuition that aids quick 

judgments about others (Pettigrew, 1979; Uhlmann & Cohen, 2007). For these reasons, we 

propose that the folk concept of “gaydar” may serve as a legitimizing myth. Legitimizing 

myths are widespread, seemingly innocuous beliefs or ideologies that grant apparent 

legitimacy to processes like stereotyping, prejudice, and oppression (Pratto, Sidanius, 

Stallworth, & Malle, 1994). Specifically, in the present work we tested whether the gaydar 

myth perpetuates the use of gay stereotypes by giving the stereotyping process a more 

socially and personally acceptable label.

It is important to note that the term “myth” itself does not indicate truth or falsity; it merely 

suggests that the idea—in this case, the idea that people have gaydar—is widely known and 

believed by many as a self-apparent truth (Pratto et al., 1994). And, in fact, there may be 

some truth to the gaydar myth: Some recent work suggests that people can accurately 

identify orientation from facial structure (e.g., Rule, Ambady, Adams, & Macrae, 2008), and 

others have argued that stereotypes yield accurate conclusions about orientation (e.g., 

Rieger, Linsenmeier, Gygax, Garcia, & Bailey, 2010). We will call these inference 

processes face-based gaydar and stereotype-based gaydar, respectively. In what follows, we 

review evidence relevant to both of these accounts and then report a series of experiments 

examining the extent to which face cues and stereotypic cues independently or jointly 

influence orientation inferences. We go on to test whether and how these inference 

processes are affected by manipulating belief in the gaydar myth. Lastly, we address issues 

of judgment accuracy, and lay out why neither stereotypes nor face cues are likely to give 

rise to pragmatically accurate inferences about orientation.

Faces and Stereotypes as Cues to Orientation

According to some recent work, gay and straight men’s faces, and lesbian and straight 

women’s faces, are distinct in visibly perceptible ways that can be used by perceivers to 

accurately identify the orientation of others (e.g., Rule & Ambady, 2008; Rule et al., 2008; 

Rule, Ambady, & Hallett, 2009). Although the effects are small, this face-based gaydar has 

been demonstrated several times and occurs even in situations with impoverished cues, such 

as when only small portions of the face are shown (e.g., just the eyes, nose, or mouth; Rule 

et al., 2008), and under extremely brief exposure time (i.e., when the face is flashed for only 
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50ms; Rule & Ambady, 2008). Rule and colleagues argue that this process is automatically 

activated (Rule, Macrae, & Ambady, 2009) and that it occurs across cultures (Rule, Ishii, 

Ambady, Rosen, & Hallett, 2011).

The alternative account of stereotype-based gaydar is more consistent with Seinfeld’s 

observation and suggests that social stereotypes play a critical role in perceivers’ orientation 

inferences. Indeed, we suggest that in addition to the classically-emphasized functions of 

stereotypes in culture, such as justifying prejudice and oppression (Devine & Sherman, 

1992; Pratto et al., 1994; Riggs, 1987), stereotypes about gays and lesbians serve a 

categorization function (see also Russo, 1987). According to this account, because the 

defining features of gay/lesbian group membership (e.g., gay/lesbian identity, same-sex 

attraction) are not highly visible, gay and lesbian stereotypes developed—and persist—in 

culture specifically to create a set of highly visible cues that make it seem that these social 

groups are visibly identifiable. This function is readily apparent in the media, which has a 

history of using stereotypic cues to imply that a character is gay or lesbian (Cartei & Reby, 

2012; Dennis, 2009; Russo, 1987). Indeed, an abundance of self-report, correlational, and 

experimental evidence has shown that people rely on stereotypic attributes, such as fashion, 

hairstyle, or femininity/masculinity, to make judgments about orientation (self-report: 

Matthews & Hill, 2011; Shelp, 2002; correlational: Ambady, Hallahan, & Conner, 1999; 

Freeman, Johnson, Ambady, & Rule, 2010, Studies 2 & 3; Gaudio, 1994; Johnson, Gill, 

Reichman, & Tassinary, 2007, Study 3; Rieger et al., 2010; Smyth, Jacobs, & Rogers, 2003; 

Van Borsel, & Van de Putte, 2014; experimental: Cox & Devine, 2014; Dotsch et al., 2011, 

Study 3; Freeman et al., 2010, Study 1; Johnson et al., 2007, Studies 1 & 2).

Some have speculated that the face-based gaydar discussed earlier may itself reflect a form 

of stereotyping (Freeman et al., 2010, p. 1328), to the extent that it depends on stereotypical 

information displayed on the face (e.g., facial grooming, emotional expressiveness). Because 

the stimulus pictures used in face-based gaydar research are retrieved from online dating 

websites, it is possible that such self-presentation could occur. As such, face-based gaydar 

and stereotype-based gaydar are not necessarily mutually exclusive inference processes. 

Rule and Ambady have argued, however, that face-based gaydar does not arise from 

stereotyping processes. These claims are rooted in evidence that gay and straight men in fact 

self-present counter-stereotypically on their dating profiles (i.e., gay men self-present as 

more masculine, straight men as more feminine; Rule & Ambady, 2008, p. 1103). In this 

case, face-based gaydar may reflect phenotypic face differences—similar to secondary sex 

characteristics that differentiate men and women’s faces. To date, then, researchers have 

provided conflicting speculations about the mechanism underlying face-based gaydar. One 

goal of the present work was to address and resolve this apparent conflict.

The Present Work

Our first step was to determine what gives rise to the judgments attributed to “gaydar.” In 

other words, what cues have the most influence on people’s judgments about orientation? 

Study 1 served that end by assessing the relative influence of actual face cues and 

manipulated stereotypic cues on orientation judgments. Unexpectedly, Study 1 revealed a 

potential confound that may explain the mechanism of face-based gaydar. This confound 
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was subsequently tested for male targets in Studies 2 and 3, and extended to female targets 

in Study 4. Finally, in Study 5 we manipulated participants’ beliefs about gaydar to explore 

whether the gaydar myth legitimizes stereotyping processes.

Studies 1A and 1B

In both Studies 1A and 1B, participants made gay-or-straight judgments about fictitious 

stimulus men. Each fictitious target was constructed using a descriptive statement and a 

picture of a real White man who identified either as gay or straight. Stereotype content was 

manipulated using the statements, which were gay-stereotypic, stereotype-neutral, or 

straight-stereotypic. Thus, our fictitious targets possessed both experimentally-manipulated 

stereotypic cues as well as whatever cues are present in pictures of real gay and straight 

men’s faces. For each study, the design was 2 (Picture: Gay vs. Straight) X 3 (Statement: 

Gay-Stereotypic vs. Stereotype-Neutral vs. Straight-Stereotypic) within-subjects. 

Participants therefore judged a mix of six types of fictitious target men (men constructed 

with a gay man’s picture and a gay-stereotypic statement, men constructed with a gay man’s 

picture and a stereotype-neutral statement, etc.). To assess stereotyping in this paradigm, we 

examined participants’ rates of stereotype-congruent judgments (i.e., how often they relied 

on the statements and guessed that men described with gay-stereotypic statements were gay 

and men described with straight-stereotypic statements were straight). The stereotype-

neutral trials provided an opportunity to replicate previous work on face-based gaydar.

Most prior work on face-based gaydar has employed pictures of the faces with hairstyle. 

Hairstyle, however, is a highly controllable non-face cue that alters the perception of faces 

(see Brebner, Martin, & Macrae, 2009; DeBruine, Jones, Smith, & Little, 2010). Using 

stimuli without hairstyle provides a better opportunity to evaluate effects driven by 

phenotypic—rather than self-presentational—differences between gay and straight men’s 

faces. Therefore, we used pictures with the face only in Study 1A and face with hairstyle in 

Study 1B.

Method

Participants—In Study 1A, 53 undergraduates (39 female, 47 White, all straight) 

participated online for extra credit. In Study 1B, 46 undergraduates (25 female, 43 White, 45 

straight) participated online for extra credit.1 In Studies 1, 2, 4, and 5, data were not 

collected from people who had been in the U.S. fewer than 4 years, to make reasonably sure 

people were acculturated to U.S. stereotypes of gay and straight men.

Pictures—Our original intent was to use the pictures from Rule and colleagues’ (2008) 

research to allow for a precise replication of their findings. Our request for those stimuli was 

denied, however, citing concerns about protecting the identities of the target men (N. O. 

Rule, personal communication, March 1, 2011). We therefore collected our own set of 

pictures, closely following the retrieval strategy outlined by Rule et al. (2008). Specifically, 

we obtained public domain, freely available photographs of White men who self-reported 

1The sample sizes reported in the present article excluded 13 participants who provided response sets, judging every target as gay or 
every target as straight, and 4 participants for whom the majority of their latencies were under 100ms, indicating task inattention.
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being “gay” (n = 57) or “straight” (n = 52). We gathered pictures of men from both a 

Midwestern state and an Eastern state in the United States, each far from the state in which 

data were collected. All pictures came from a single dating website that serves people of any 

orientation. We selected pictures from the first profiles retrieved by searches in these 

locations. We did not collect pictures when the profile owner’s face was not clearly visible 

(i.e., fuzzy pictures or pictures without the person facing the camera) or in which the profile 

owner had facial piercings. We cropped the pictures, standardized their sizes, and placed 

them on a white background, as shown in Figure 1. Four pictures from the set obtained (2 

gay and 2 straight) were excluded because the men’s hairstyles covered part of their faces, 

leaving us with 55 gay men’s pictures and 50 straight men’s pictures.

To norm the pictures, undergraduate raters (N = 27) blind to the orientation of the target men 

rated how angry, happy, sad, disgusted, fearful, neutral, and attractive each man was based 

on his face-and-hairstyle picture, from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very). These raters also judged the 

overall quality of each picture (1 = very poor quality, 7 = excellent quality). The only 

difference on these ratings was that the gay men’s pictures were higher quality than the 

straight men’s pictures, t = 5.979, p < 0.001, d = 0.23. These quality ratings had very high 

inter-rater reliability, α = 0.974. Because retaining this difference in quality could have 

created unintended systematic variance in participants’ judgments, we selected 21 pairs of 

gay and straight pictures that were matched by their mean quality ratings. To be selected as a 

pair, the mean quality ratings of the gay picture and straight picture were at most 0.04 

different from each other. After quality-matching in this way, there were no mean 

differences in the selected pictures’ ratings of quality, attractiveness, or emotional 

expressions, all |t’s| ≤ 1.229, p’s ≥ 0.227.

Statements—To obtain gay-stereotypic, stereotype-neutral, and straight-stereotypic 

statements, we generated potential statements, relying on past literature (e.g., Kite & Deaux, 

1987), the media (e.g., Reuter, 2002), and personal experiences, and we elicited stereotypic 

cues from undergraduates using discussion and free response questions (e.g., “How would 

you be able to tell if a man was gay without being able to ask him?”). This yielded a list of 

130 potential statements. Thirty-six undergraduates (after dropping 1 participant who 

responded with the midpoint for every item) rated these statements in a random order on a 7-

point Likert scale (1 = very gay, 4 = neither gay nor straight, 7 = very straight). We used 

these ratings to choose the statements, selecting statements that relayed information likely to 

be found on an online social networking profile, to fit our cover story (see all chosen 

statements in Table 1).

Procedure—The present studies were run using Inquisit (2003). Participants read on the 

computer screen that they were participating in a study on interpersonal perception and that 

we “retrieved pictures of real Gay and Straight men and information about them from their 

online profiles. We want to pretest how people perceive these men before using them in 

another study.” Although the men in the task were fictitious, having been fabricated by 

combining real men’s pictures with randomly-assigned descriptive statements, we told 

participants that the men were real to decrease the likelihood of demand characteristics 

influencing their responses. To place both types of information on equal footing in the task, 
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the instructions encouraged people to consider both the face and the “personal information” 

(i.e., statements) when making their judgments. The instructions also emphasized that 

“about half” of the men were gay, to counteract any prior expectations that more men are 

straight than gay. Finally, participants were encouraged to use their “gut instincts” and 

reminded that their responses were confidential.

Participants pressed “G” or “S” on the keyboard to categorize men as gay or straight. 

Reminders of the response keys remained onscreen for the duration of the experiment. For 

each participant, the program constructed 42 fictitious stimulus men by randomly and 

orthogonally pairing one of the statements with each picture. Each person saw every 

statement and every picture exactly once and saw exactly 7 trials of each of the 6 picture-

type/statement-type combinations (e.g., every participant saw exactly 7 targets constructed 

using a gay man’s picture and a gay-stereotypic statement, 7 with a gay man’s picture and a 

stereotype-neutral statement, and so on). The program displayed the picture and the 

statement on the screen simultaneously, and the stimuli remained on the screen until the 

participant made a gay or straight categorization. Participants were given as much time as 

they wanted to make each judgment.

Categorization rates—We computed each participant’s percentages of “gay” and 

“straight” judgments in each of the six statement-picture combinations. In Studies 1–4, it 

was arbitrary whether analyses used the gay or straight categorization rates, because each 

could be derived from the other (e.g., a 40% gay categorization rate corresponded to a 60% 

straight categorization rate). Unless otherwise specified, statistical analyses used the gay 

categorization rates.

Previous work on face-based gaydar has sometimes been analyzed using signal detection 

(e.g., Rule & Ambady, 2008; Rule et al., 2011). To enable full comparison with prior work, 

we report supplemental signal detection analyses in the Appendix. These analyses replicated 

the effects reported in text via ANOVA. Also, the patterns reported below did not change 

when we analyzed these data using mixed models that treated the picture/statement stimuli 

as random effects.

Results and Discussion

All means and standard deviations from Studies 1–5 are reported in Table 2. The data and 

experimental materials from this article are available publicly at www.sciencecox.com/pub/

tgm15.

Study 1A—We conducted a 2 (Picture: Gay vs. Straight) X 3 (Statement: Gay-Stereotypic 

vs. Stereotype-Neutral vs. Straight-Stereotypic) repeated-measures ANOVA on the gay 

categorization rates. Contrary to the findings of previous research (e.g., Rule et al., 2008), 

participants judged targets constructed with gay men’s pictures as gay no more often than 

they guessed gay for the targets constructed using straight men’s pictures, F (1, 52) = 0.114, 

p = 0.737, η2 < 0.001. The statements, however, did affect categorization rates, F (2, 104) = 

51.612, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.403, with people guessing “gay” much more often on gay-

stereotypic trials than either stereotype-neutral or straight-stereotypic trials. There was no 

interaction between Picture and Statement, F (2, 104) = 0.034, p = 0.967, η2 < 0.001.
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Study 1B—Inclusion of hairstyle did not alter the pattern of results; Study 1B replicated 

Study 1A in every way. There was no main effect of Picture F (1, 45) = 1.221, p = 0.275, η2 

= 0.002, but there was a main effect of Statement, F (2, 90) = 33.454, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.329, 

and there was no Picture X Statement interaction, F (2, 90) = 0.323, p = 0.725, η2 = 0.001.

In Studies 1A and 1B, people relied on stereotypic cues to draw conclusions about 

orientation, whether the fictitious targets were constructed with the picture of a gay or 

straight man. Contrary to expectations based on prior work, face cues did not influence 

categorization rates. Because this pattern is inconsistent with Rule and colleagues’ (2008) 

work, we made efforts to identify the source of the disparity between their findings and ours. 

Aside from pairing the pictures with statements (which will be addressed by Study 3), a 

close examination of both sets of studies revealed one potentially important difference 

between our stimulus selection method and the method used by Rule et al. (2008). That is, 

although we duplicated their stimulus retrieval procedure, we subsequently matched the gay 

and straight men’s pictures for quality. No prior work on face-based gaydar has ever used 

quality-matched pictures of real men, nor even reported testing the quality of the retrieved 

pictures (e.g., Freeman et al., 2010, Studies 2 & 3; Lyons, Lynch, Brewer, & Bruno, 2014; 

Rule & Ambady, 2008; Rule et al., 2008; Tabak & Zayas, 2012). In the following analyses, 

we examined whether picture quality relates to participants’ categorization of the targets.

Picture quality analyses—To examine the effect of picture quality on categorization 

rates, we computed gay categorization rates by picture, (rather than by participant, as in the 

previous analyses). Each picture’s categorization rate, therefore, reflects how often 

participants concluded that target men constructed using that picture were gay (separating 

these analyses by statement type made no difference). The pictures’ gay categorization rates 

and mean quality ratings positively correlated (rStudy1A = 0.284, p = 0.069; rStudy1B = 0.260, 

p = 0.096; N = 42), suggesting that people were more likely to guess that higher-quality 

pictures were of gay men.

Picture quality, therefore, may be a source of systematic variance that could create effects 

like those observed by Rule and colleagues. To explore this possibility, we conducted 

Studies 2A (faces) and 2B (faces and hairstyles) using pictures that retained the picture 

quality difference we found between gay and straight men’s dating profile pictures online.

Studies 2A and 2B

Method

Participants—In Study 2A, participants were either psychology undergraduates who 

participated in person (n = 183) or were unpaid volunteers recruited via Craigslist.com who 

participated online (n = 68), yielding 251 participants (143 female, 194 White, 205 straight). 

Study 2B had 97 participants in total (64 female, 79 White, 83 straight, 27 recruited online). 

There were no differences between the student and non-student samples in either study |

Mdiff’s| ≤ 0.006, |t’s| ≤ 0.334, p ‘s ≥ 0.620. White, female experimenters conducted the 

experimental sessions in these and the following studies that involved in-lab participation.
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Pictures—In Study 2 we used the pictures rated highest in quality within each category (21 

gay, 21 straight). Matching the pattern in the full set of pictures, the gay men’s pictures were 

higher in quality than the straight men’s, t = 9.941, p < 0.001, d = 0.60.

Results

Study 2A—As in Study 1, we conducted a 2 (Picture) X 3 (Statement) repeated-measures 

ANOVA. Replicating past work, people guessed “gay” more for targets constructed using 

gay men’s pictures than straight men’s pictures, F (1, 250) = 144.997, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.042. 

Replicating Study 1, there was also a main effect of Statement, F (2, 500) = 157.851, p < 

0.001, η2 = 0.283. There was no interaction between Picture and Statement, F (2, 500) = 

1.589, p = 0.205, η2 = 0.001, indicating that the main effects were largely independent.

Study 2B—Study 2B, which used the face-with-hairstyle pictures, replicated Study 2A in 

every way. There were main effects of Picture F (1, 96) = 77.281, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.071, and 

Statement, F (2, 192) = 51.851, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.238, but no interaction, F (2, 192) = 0.447, 

p = 0.640, η2 = 0.001. Adding hairstyle to the picture stimuli made no difference.

Picture quality mediation analyses—The present analyses used three variables: the 

orientation of the pictured man (straight = 0, gay = 1), each picture’s mean gay 

categorization rate, and each picture’s mean quality rating. The pictures’ gay categorization 

rates correlated with orientation (rStudy2A = 0.416, p = 0.006; rStudy2B = 0.411, p = 0.007), as 

would be expected by our ANOVA analyses and prior work. The quality ratings correlated 

with both orientation (r = 0.545, p < 0.001) and the gay categorization rates (rStudy2A = 

0.470, p = 0.002; rStudy2B = 0.442, p = 0.003). Linear regressions predicting the 

categorization rates revealed that when controlling for the effect of picture quality (βStudy2A 

= 0.347, p = 0.042; βStudy2B = 0.309, p = 0.071), the effect of the pictured man’s orientation 

dropped to nonsignificance (βStudy2A = 0.227, p = 0.175; βStudy2B = 0.243, p = 0.153).2

Discussion

Replicating Study 1, the statements accounted for 24–28% of the variance in orientation 

inferences. The effect of picture, however, accounted for only 4–7% of variance. These data 

suggest that people rely predominantly on gay-stereotypic information, rather than face cues, 

to conclude that men are gay. We resume our assessment of stereotype-based gaydar in 

Study 5, after a short detour to address the picture quality confound.

Although Study 2 replicated prior demonstrations of face-based gaydar, our internal 

analyses revealed that this effect was driven by picture quality differences, not facial 

differences between gay and straight men. Studies 1 and 2, however, are not directly 

comparable to prior work due to our inclusion of statements. It is possible that the presence 

2Prior work (Freeman et al., 2010) has claimed that the face-based gaydar effect arises due to gay men’s faces being more feminine 
than straight men’s. Because facial “femininity” may affect quality ratings or vice versa, we asked 20 undergraduates to rate the 
femininity of the faces on a 7-point scale (1 = not at all feminine, 7 = very feminine), then conducted analyses using the mean 
femininity rating of each picture. Femininity correlated with Orientation (r= 0.294, p= 0.059) and Quality (r= 0.361, p =0.019). In a 
regression with both Quality and Femininity predicting Orientation, only Quality (β = 0.504, p = 0.001) predicted Orientation, not 
Femininity (β = 0.112, p= 0.438). This suggests that gay and straight men differ in their picture quality, which affects ratings of 
femininity, rather than their faces differing in femininity.
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of any other cues, even stereotype-neutral cues, may dilute or weaken the pictures’ influence 

on categorization (e.g., Nisbett, Zukier, & Lemley, 1981). To confirm that picture quality 

was the underlying mechanism, Study 3 evaluated these effects without manipulated 

stereotypic information.

Study 3

Method

We recruited participants via Amazon’s MTurk, from both the U.S. (N = 49; 31 female, 37 

White, 45 straight) and outside the U.S. (N = 60; 20 female; 30 East Asian, 17 South Asian, 

11 White; 45 straight, 7 not reported). There were no differences between the U.S. and non-

U.S. samples, |t’s| ≤ 1.58, p ‘s ≥ 0.117. Participants categorized gay and straight men’s face 

pictures without stereotypic statements. We randomly assigned participants to one of two 

conditions: They judged either the quality-matched pictures from Study 1A or the quality-

unmatched pictures from Study 2A.

Results and Discussion

We conducted a 2 (Quality: Matched vs. Unmatched) X 2 (Picture: Gay vs. Straight) mixed 

ANOVA. There was no main effect of Quality, F (1, 107) = 1.152, p = 0.220, η2 = 0.014. 

The main effect of Picture, F (1, 107) = 5.505, p = 0.021, η2 = 0.047 was qualified by the 

predicted Quality X Picture interaction F (1, 107) = 4.800, p = 0.031, η2 = 0.041. See Figure 

2, Top. Only the quality-unmatched pictures produced higher gay categorization rates for 

gay than straight targets, t (61) = −3.358, p < 0.001, d = 0.36, replicating Study 2A and prior 

work using stimuli that were not matched on quality. Replicating Study 1A, there was no 

difference in gay categorization rates for the quality-matched gay and straight pictures, t 

(46) = −0.107, p = 0.915, d = 0.01. Even without stereotypic statements, the “face-based” 

gaydar effect only arose when the stimuli had not been matched on quality.

It appears that “face-based” gaydar arises as an artifact of the quality of the dating website 

pictures and that orientation is not visible from the face, for male targets at least. To 

complete our assessment of purportedly “face-based” gaydar, in Study 4 we tested whether a 

picture quality confound might drive this effect for female targets as well.

Study 4

Stimuli

We collected pictures of self-identified straight (n = 70) and lesbian women (n = 70) and 

cropped them, following the procedure reported in Study 1 (see also Rule et al., 2009). We 

excluded 13 straight targets and 9 lesbian targets because their faces were not fully visible 

due to their hairstyles or how they had initially cropped their pictures. This left 61 lesbian 

women’s pictures and 57 straight women’s pictures for a total of 118 pictures.

As in Study 1, undergraduates’ (N = 45) ratings of the photos revealed a quality difference, 

with the lesbians’ pictures being of higher quality on average than the straight women’s, t 

(116) = 2.228, p = 0.029. We selected 39 pairs of quality-matched pictures, and within this 
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matched set, the lesbian and straight women’s pictures did not differ on quality t (76) = 

−0.282, p = 0.779, or any of the other rated variables, all |t’s| ≤ 1.397, p’s ≥ 0.166.

Participants and Procedure

Ninety-six undergraduates (66 female, 75 White, 94 straight) participated online for extra 

credit. Participants were randomly assigned to make lesbian-or-straight judgments about the 

set of quality-matched pictures or the full set of quality-unmatched pictures. Participants 

completed a modified version of Study 3’s task, with the phrases “gay men” and “straight 

men” replaced with “lesbian women” and “straight women” throughout. Participants pressed 

“L” or “S” to categorize the women as lesbian or straight, respectively.

Results and Discussion

We conducted a 2 (Quality: Matched vs. Unmatched) X 2 (Picture: Lesbian vs. Straight) 

mixed ANOVA. There was no main effect of Quality, F (1,93) = 2.342, p = 0.129, η2 = 

0.025, and the main effect of Picture, F (1, 93) = 40.591, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.270, was 

qualified by the predicted Quality X Picture interaction, F (1, 93) = 16.995, p < 0.001, η2 = 

0.113. See Figure 2, Bottom. In the quality-unmatched condition, participants judged the 

lesbian women’s pictures as lesbian more often than straight women’s pictures, t (45) = 

−7.734, p < 0.001, d = 0.51, matching prior work using quality-unmatched stimuli (e.g., 

Rule et al., 2009). In the quality-matched condition, however, there was no difference in 

lesbian categorization rates for the lesbian versus straight women’s pictures, t (48) = −1.540, 

p = 0.130, d = 0.11.

Extending the findings of Studies 1–3, the lesbian women’s pictures on average were of 

higher quality than the straight women’s, and participants could not differentiate between 

lesbian and straight pictures when they were matched on quality.

Picture-based gaydar—Our findings suggest that orientation is not visible from the face. 

We cannot definitively state whether picture quality is responsible for the effects reported in 

previous work that did not test or match quality, because we were unable to use Rule and 

colleagues’ stimuli. Our findings, however, raise the possibility that the previously reported 

gaydar effect arises from differences in self-selected dating profile pictures, rather than any 

differences in faces. We find it difficult to generate a hypothesis to explain why quality 

matching could eliminate any real differences between the faces of gay men/lesbians and 

straight men/women (see also Todorov & Porter, 2014). Because we retrieved our stimuli 

following the same procedure as previous studies on picture-based gaydar, the current 

studies should be equally generalizable to real people’s faces and pictures. The present 

studies converge upon the conclusion that people cannot identify orientation from the face.

We can only speculate about why these quality differences are present, although this pattern 

is plausible given other research on online dating. We know, for example, that members of 

different groups adopt different self-presentational goals on their online dating profiles, 

including picture selection (Hancock & Toma, 2009; Toma, Hancock, & Ellison, 2008; Rule 

& Ambady, 2008; cf. Gudelunas, 2012). Based on consideration of the male targets alone, 

some might jump to a gender inversion conclusion that points to gay men as more feminine 
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and therefore more concerned about their appearances than straight men. This interpretation 

runs counter to past evidence that gay men self-present as more masculine than straight men 

in their online profiles (Rule & Ambady, 2008, p. 1103). Given that female targets show this 

pattern as well, we favor instead a minority status explanation—because lesbian women and 

gay men are small minority groups, their dating pools are much smaller than those of their 

straight counterparts. Gay men and lesbian women must therefore be more competitive in 

their smaller dating pool, and selecting higher-quality pictures likely makes them more 

competitive. This explanation is also consistent with prior research that demonstrates 

picture-based gaydar across different cultures, given that these minority pressures should 

exist in any culture (e.g., Rule et al., 2011). Unpacking the reason for this picture quality 

difference was outside of the goals of the present article and will await future work. The 

focal conclusion to emphasize in the present context is that it appears social perceivers 

cannot make accurate inferences about who is gay/lesbian from the face. If true 

physiognomic face differences existed between straights and lesbians/gays, quality matching 

the stimuli would be unlikely to wash them out (see also Todorov & Porter, 2014).

The gaydar myth—We return now to our exploration of whether the folk concept of 

“gaydar” serves the role of a legitimizing myth (Pratto et al., 1994). Studies 1 and 2 provide 

clear evidence that people rely heavily on stereotyping to infer orientation. Because 

stereotypes are automatically activated and pop to mind unbidden (Devine, 1989), as noted 

earlier, they often operate under the guise of a compelling “intuition” (Pettigrew, 1979; 

Uhlmann & Cohen, 2007). We propose that, in the case of stereotyping to infer orientation, 

the term gaydar emerged as a special label for this “intuition.” Giving these intuitions the 

more socially acceptable label of “gaydar” may obscure the fact that inferences about 

orientation arise from stereotypes, and thus lead to higher levels of stereotyping. If this is 

indeed the case, the cultural concept of gaydar serves the function of a legitimizing myth. 

We tested our specific proposal that the gaydar myth perpetuates stereotyping to infer 

orientation in Study 5.

Study 5

We manipulated participants’ belief in gaydar before they completed the stereotyping 

categorization task from Studies 1B and 2B. We told one group of participants that gaydar is 

a real ability and told another group that gaydar is merely another term for stereotyping. 

These two groups were compared to a control group, yielding three between-subjects 

conditions (Gaydar Belief: “Gaydar is Real” vs. Control vs. “Gaydar is Stereotyping”). If the 

idea of gaydar serves the function of a legitimizing myth, then authenticating the gaydar 

myth by telling participants that “gaydar is real” should increase gay stereotyping relative to 

the control group, and dispelling the gaydar myth by telling participants that “gaydar is 

stereotyping” should decrease stereotyping relative to the control group. In other words, 

compared to the control participants, participants in the “Gaydar is Real” condition will be 

more likely, and participants in the “Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition will be less likely, to 

guess that fictional men described with gay-stereotypic statements are gay.
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Method

Participants and design—In our laboratory, 233 undergraduate participants (162 

female, 198 White, 225 straight) were randomly assigned to one of the three Gaydar Belief 

conditions (Gaydar is Real n = 78, Control n = 76, Gaydar is Stereotyping n = 79). They 

completed a modified version of the task from Studies 1B and Study 2B, judging fictitious 

men constructed with the statements and face-and-hairstyle pictures. We conducted Study 5 

with both the quality-matched (N = 135) and quality-unmatched (N = 98) pictures to allow 

for another replication of the quality confound findings. This replication was successful, and 

these patterns were unaffected by the gaydar belief manipulation.3 Because they were 

unrelated to the objective of Study 5, the picture effects are discussed no further.

After the manipulation, participants made judgments about one of three types of fictitious 

target men. The target men were either described with a gay-stereotypic statement (e.g., “He 

likes shopping.”), a stereotype-neutral statement (e.g., “He likes to read.”), or a straight-

stereotypic statement (e.g., “He likes football.”). The design of Study 5, therefore, was 3 

(Gaydar Belief condition: Gaydar is Real vs. Control vs. Gaydar is Stereotyping) X 3 

(Stimulus Men: Gay-Stereotypic vs. Stereotype-Neutral vs. Straight-Stereotypic).

Procedure—After introducing the study, in the “Gaydar is Real” condition, the 

experimenter said, “Studies like this have shown that ‘gaydar,’ the ability to sense whether a 

person is gay, is a real perceptual ability. People use many subtle cues to perceive that a man 

is gay—people really do have gaydar!” In the “Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition, the 

experimenter said, “Studies like this have shown that ‘gaydar,’ the ability to sense whether a 

person is gay, is not a real perceptual ability. People use stereotypes to assume that a man is 

gay – people don’t have gaydar, they just stereotype!” In the Control condition, the 

experimenter said nothing about gaydar or past studies examining it.

After the manipulation, the procedure and experimental task followed Studies 1B and 2B, 

with the following exceptions. Unlike the prior studies, we did not claim we were pretesting 

new stimuli, because this would somewhat mismatch information given in the manipulation. 

We also did not ask participants to refrain from censoring themselves, because we wanted 

them to self-censor if they wished to do so (e.g., in the “Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition; 

cf. Devine, 1989). Also, we added a third response option to enable participants to refrain 

from guessing, if they were so inclined. This option allowed them to “Press the ‘n’ key if 

you have absolutely no idea whether the man is Gay or Straight.” Reminders about all three 

response options were presented onscreen throughout the program. After the task, 

participants completed a manipulation check, “Do you believe that people have gaydar that 

helps them sense who is gay?” on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = No, not at all, 4 = Not sure, 7 = 

Yes, absolutely).

3We submitted the Study 5 gay categorization rates to a 2 (Quality: Matched vs. Unmatched) X 3 (Gaydar Belief condition: Gaydar is 
Real vs. Control vs. Gaydar is Stereotyping) X 2 (Picture: Gay vs. Straight) X 3 (Statement: Gay-Stereotypic vs. Stereotype-Neutral 
vs. Straight-Stereotypic) mixed ANOVA. The effect of Picture, F (1, 227) = 17.909, p < 0.001, was qualified by the Quality X Picture 
interaction, F (1, 227) = 18.497, p < 0.001, as in Studies 1–4. The main effects of Statement, F (2, 454) = 89.774, p < 0.001 and 
Gaydar Belief condition F (2, 227) = 2.510, p = 0.083 were qualified by the predicted Statement X Gaydar Belief condition 
interaction, F (4, 454) = 4.409, p = 0.002. There were no other main effects or interactions, F’s ≤ 1.969, p’s ≥ 0.162.
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Results and Discussion

Manipulation check and “No Idea” responses—Responses to the belief in gaydar 

Likert-item varied by condition, F (2, 230) = 30.399, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.209, matching the 

manipulation. Participants in the “Gaydar is Real” condition (M = 5.01, sd = 1.294) believed 

in gaydar more than Control participants (M = 3.89, sd = 1.613, d = 0.77) and participants in 

the “Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition (M = 3.20, sd = 1.480, d = 1.30). Participants in the 

“Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition believed in gaydar less than Control participants (d = 

−0.45). In each condition, we conducted one-sample t-tests comparing these ratings to the 

midpoint of the scale (4 = not sure). The ratings from participants in the “Gaydar is Real” 

condition were significantly higher than the midpoint, t (77) = 6.911, p < 0.001, d = 0.78, 

ratings from Control participants were not different from the midpoint, t (76) = −0.569, p = 

0.571, d = −0.07, and ratings from participants in the “Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition 

were significantly lower than the midpoint, t (78) = −4.791, p < 0.001, d = −1.87.

People used the “No Idea” response option very infrequently (MPercentUse = 5%, sd = 10.4), 

and its use did not differ by manipulated Gaydar Belief condition, F (2, 230) = 0.043, p = 

0.958, η2 < 0.001. Inclusion of the “No Idea” response option did not change the overall 

patterns of gay categorization: Analyses in the Control condition perfectly replicated the 

patterns found in Studies 1B and 2B. This successful replication opposes the expectation 

that normative concerns might make participants unwilling to make categorization decisions 

and suggests that the patterns in Studies 1–4 did not arise as artifacts of the forced-choice 

nature of the categorization task. Even when not forced to choose, participants relied upon 

stereotypic cues to infer orientation.

Primary analyses—We submitted the gay categorization rates to a 3 (Gaydar Belief 

condition: Gaydar is Real vs. Control vs. Gaydar is Stereotyping) X 3 (Statement: Gay-

Stereotypic vs. Stereotype-Neutral vs. Straight-Stereotypic) mixed ANOVA, with Gaydar 

Belief condition between-subjects, and Statement within-subjects. The main effects of 

Statement, F (2, 460) = 95.383, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.208, and Gaydar Belief condition F (2, 

230) = 2.513, p = 0.083, η2 = 0.006, were qualified by the predicted Statement X Gaydar 

Belief condition interaction, F (4, 460) = 4.240, p = 0.002, η2 = 0.019. To unpack this 

interaction, we conducted a one-way ANOVA on the gay categorization rates for each 

statement type, with Gaydar Belief condition as a 3-level factor. As predicted, the 

manipulation did not affect responses to the stereotype-neutral or straight-stereotypic 

statement trials, F’s ≤ 1.557, p’s ≥ 0.213, but did affect responses to the gay-stereotypic 

statement trials, F (2, 230) = 7.691, p = 0.001, η2 = 0.062. Matching our hypotheses, people 

in the “Gaydar is Real” condition had higher gay categorization rates on the gay-stereotypic 

trials than those in either the Control condition t (152) = 2.322, p = 0.022, d = 0.37, or the 

“Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition t (155) = 3.834, p < 0.001, d = 0.61. Participants in the 

“Gaydar is Stereotyping” condition had slightly lower gay categorization rates on these trials 

than did control participants, t (153) = 1.585, p = 0.113, d = −0.26.

Another way to evaluate stereotyping in the present study is to examine the extent to which 

gay-stereotypic statements led more often to gay than straight judgments. Specifically, as 

shown in Figure 3, comparing the gay categorization rates and the straight categorization 
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rates on the gay-stereotypic statement trials further elucidates the effects of our 

manipulation. Replicating Studies 1 and 2, participants in the Control condition guessed that 

the men described by gay-statements were gay more often than straight, t (75) = 2.486, p = 

0.015, d = 0.55. This difference was much larger in the “Gaydar is Real” condition, t (77) = 

5.655, p < 0.001, d = 1.25, strongly supporting our hypothesis that the gaydar myth justifies 

and increases the use of gay-stereotypic cues to infer that men are gay. Promoting the idea of 

gaydar as a real perceptual ability led participants to rely more heavily on stereotyping. 

Dispelling the gaydar myth by identifying gaydar as a stereotyping process, however, 

undermined reliance on stereotypic cues to infer orientation: Participants in the “Gaydar is 

Stereotyping” condition were equally likely to guess that gay-stereotypic men were gay or 

straight, t (78) = 0.201, p = 0.841, d = 0.04. It is notable that simply identifying gaydar as a 

stereotyping process led to a reduction in stereotyping. This pattern is especially striking 

because the manipulation did not explicitly discourage stereotyping, and we offered an 

opportunity to “opt out” of a categorization decision (i.e., participants could use the “no 

idea” response, but did not). This pattern is consistent with models that implicate awareness 

of stereotypic influences as a key step to reducing bias (e.g., Devine, 1989; Devine, 

Forscher, Austin, & Cox, 2012).

General Discussion

The pattern of findings across five studies challenges scientific claims that people possess a 

face-based gaydar ability. In our studies, the ostensibly “face-based” gaydar effect was 

driven by picture quality differences that were confounded with orientation. Removing this 

quality confound, either by quality-matching (Studies 1, 3, 4, & 5) or statistically controlling 

for quality (Study 2), eliminated any relationship between the orientation of the pictured 

man or woman and the orientation inferences drawn by perceivers. Participants consistently 

relied on stereotyping to infer orientation (Studies 1, 2, and 5). Authenticating the gaydar 

myth led participants to stereotype more, and dispelling the gaydar myth by identifying 

gaydar as a stereotyping process led them to stereotype less (Study 5). The evidence 

provided in Study 5 indicates that the folk concept of gaydar serves as a legitimizing myth, 

promoting stereotyping to infer orientation by giving that stereotyping process the alternate 

label of “gaydar.”

Inaccuracy of Stereotype-Based Gaydar

Stereotype-based gaydar may seem largely harmless, or even useful, to the extent that the 

stereotypes lead to mostly accurate conclusions. In fact, much prior work on stereotype-

based gaydar (e.g., Johnson et al., 2007, Study 3; Rieger et al., 2010) has argued that 

stereotypes (e.g., of gay men being feminine) lead to accurate conclusions about orientation. 

We suggest, however, that this reasoning builds on invalid assumptions and that even a 

seemingly accurate stereotype will lead to mostly inaccurate conclusions (see also Chapman 

& Chapman, 1969; Judd & Park, 1993; Olivola, Funk, & Todorov, 2014).

Consider the statistic that gay men are three times more likely to be alcoholic than straight 

men (Substance Abuse and Health Services, 2013, p. 66). Knowing that strong relationship, 

would you assume that an alcoholic man was likely gay? We surmise that you would not, 
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because alcoholism is not a common stereotypic trait that is supported and perpetuated by 

the dominant cultural stereotypes of gay men. When stereotypes guide one’s expectations, 

however, one falls prey to errors in reasoning. And, in the present case, the gaydar myth 

further facilitates these errors. Specifically, we suggest that prior work’s claims about 

accurate stereotype-based gaydar commits two related logical fallacies (see also Plöderl, 

2014). The first is a fallacy of the converse, in which people wrongly assume that a 

relationship in one direction (gay men like shopping) implies the converse relationship (men 

who like shopping are gay). The second is a base rate fallacy, in which people wrongly 

ignore base rate information (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973).

To illustrate, suppose the stereotype that gay men like shopping is highly accurate: 100% of 

gay men and only 10% of straight men enjoy shopping. If one then relies upon this 

stereotype to infer that men are gay, what are the odds the inference will be correct? Without 

correction for base rates, the apparent answer would be a 91% probability (i.e., 10:1 odds) of 

being correct, because gay men are ten times more likely to enjoy shopping than straight 

men. The reality, however, is that there is only a 34% probability (10:19 odds) of being 

correct. This is because the base rate of gay men in the population is extremely small, 

approximately 5% of the adult male population (Plöderl, 2014; Savin-Williams, 2006). 

Thus, even if gay men are ten times more likely to like shopping, men who like shopping are 

still twice as likely to be straight as to be gay, because straight men outnumber gay men 19 

to 1 (see Figure 4).

Mathematically, in order for a stereotype, or any cue, to yield higher-than-chance accuracy 

about a target being gay, gay men must be over 20 times more likely to possess that 

characteristic than straight men. To date, no such large differences have ever been shown 

between gay and straight men, or lesbian and straight women. Work exploring stereotype 

accuracy or accurate stereotype-based gaydar has used roughly equal numbers of gay/lesbian 

and straight targets (e.g., participants make gay/straight judgments about a set of targets that 

are 50% gay men and 50% straight men). These methods may be apt for questions about 

what cues perceivers use to make categorization decisions (as in the present work), or for 

questions about similarities or differences between these social groups (but see Harry, 

1986). These sorts of research designs cannot, however, inform our understanding of 

whether people can accurately identify who is gay or lesbian in daily life, unless the design 

has real-world base rates built into it (for extended versions of this argument, see Olivola & 

Todorov, 2010 and Plöderl, 2014). No work of which we are aware has demonstrated 

patterns that surpass the 20:1 ratio needed to yield pragmatic accuracy when adjusted for 

real-world base rates. From a purely mathematical standpoint, it is highly unlikely that 

stereotypes—or any other cues—could yield pragmatically accurate gaydar4 (see also 

Hamilton & Gifford, 1976; Mitroff & Biggs, 2014).

4It is important to note here that gaydar is defined as the ability to detect that someone is gay. Although the term “gaydar” has 
sometimes been applied to the use of eye-gaze and other flirting behaviors (e.g., Nicholas, 2004), these behaviors involve detecting 
specific attraction or romantic interest, not one’s general sexual orientation. If Man A initiates sustained eye contact with Man B, for 
example, Man B may correctly infer that Man A is attracted to him and therefore is gay or bisexual. Two men who fail to make eye 
contact, however, may be straight or may merely be unattracted to one another. Being able to correctly infer that someone is flirting or 
romantically interested in you is not the same as being able to detect someone’s orientation regardless of his or her interest in you. We 
thank an anonymous reviewer for helping us to see the importance of explaining this distinction.
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Further Implications of The Gaydar Myth and Stereotyping to Infer Orientation

The very notion of gaydar would require that gay men and lesbians each possess some 

common essence that differentiates them from their straight counterparts and makes their 

orientation perceptible. As such, “gaydar” reflects a perspective that assumes underlying 

intergroup differences. Although such intergroup differences assumptions are not always 

explicitly stated, they are common and often troublesome, corresponding to higher levels of 

prejudice and lower levels of concern for discrimination and between-group inequality (e.g., 

Haslam, Rothschild, & Ernst, 2002; Hegarty & Pratto, 2001; Jayaratne et al., 2006; Prentice 

& Miller, 2007). An intergroup similarities perspective, however, leads one to question why 

and how the socially constructed defining features of orientation status (i.e., attraction, 

identity) might create perceptible differences (see also Hyde’s 2005 gender similarities 

hypothesis; DeLamater & Hyde, 1998). As has been argued by many previous theorists, any 

two social groups are likely much more similar than different, and any actual differences 

between two social groups should be much smaller than the stereotyped differences between 

those groups (see, e.g., Allport, 1954; APA, 2006; Devine & Sherman, 1992; Fiske, 2010; 

Herek, Kimmel, Amaro, & Melton, 1991; Hyde, 2005; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992; Steele, 

1997).

In some ways, the idea of gaydar—being able to tell who is gay vs. straight—seems useful 

at best and harmless at worst. The very fact that it seems harmless, however, may ultimately 

be responsible for its most pernicious effects. Our findings from Study 5 demonstrated that 

belief in gaydar perpetuates the use of stereotypes to jump to conclusions about orientation. 

Left unchecked, these stereotypes can lead to a host of adverse consequences (e.g., Cox & 

Devine, 2014; Matthews & Hill, 2011; Nadal, 2013). For example, as has recently been 

demonstrated (Cox & Devine, 2014), using a stereotypic cue to privately infer group 

membership can free prejudice perpetrators from concerns about social condemnation for 

their prejudice, yielding higher levels of prejudice-based aggression. Thus, the gaydar myth 

may not only promote the use of stereotypes to make inferences about orientation, but may 

also indirectly promote discrimination—even aggression—based on these inferences.

More generally, stereotypes by definition involve narrow thinking, and they support 

oppressive processes like prejudice and discrimination (Cox et al., 2012; Devine, 1989; 

Fiske, 1998). Although the valence of many gay stereotypes can be considered positive (e.g., 

gay men are fashionable, creative), they still promote restrictive beliefs and constrain 

opportunities (see Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000; Czopp, 2008; Kay, Day, Zanna, & 

Nussbaum, 2013). In addition, we want to emphasize that although the stereotypes, as 

cultural or mental associations, may be problematic, it does not follow that there is anything 

wrong with someone possessing a given stereotypic trait (e.g., a gay man who likes fashion). 

Whether people fit or violate their group’s stereotypes is immaterial to their value—we 

would hope that, rather than being judged or pressured based on the existence of a 

stereotype, people can be treated as individuals and judged on their own merit.

Conclusion

The gaydar myth is one example of Allport’s observation that, “Groups that seem to be 

different will be thought (or made) to look different” (1954, p. 132, emphasis in original). 
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We found no support for the conclusion of prior work that the faces of gay men/lesbian 

women look different from the faces of straight people. Gay men and lesbian women’s non-

visible group status, however, is rendered purportedly visible by their cultural stereotypes. 

Relying on these stereotypes to infer orientation, however, is unlikely to yield accurate 

conclusions. Further, the folk concept of “gaydar” is a legitimizing myth that exacerbates 

this stereotyping process, covertly encouraging reliance on these stereotypes as 

categorization cues. Seeking out and emphasizing intergroup similarities rather than 

intergroup differences, combatting stereotypes, and dispelling legitimizing myths will help 

us progress toward the personal and societal goal of social equality.
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Appendix - Signal Detection Statistics

Gay-Stereotypic Trials Stereotype-Neutral Trials Straight-Stereotypic Trials

d-prime c d-prime c d-prime c

Study 1A −0.02 (0.5) −0.05 (0.5) 0.03 (0.5) 0.39* (0.4) 0.06 (0.5) 0.45* (0.4)

Study 1B 0.12 (0.4) −0.06 (0.5) 0.09 (0.5) 0.33* (0.4) −0.07 (0.4) 0.37* (0.4)

Study 2A 0.14* (0.5) −0.20* (0.4) 0.19* (0.4) 0.30* (0.4) 0.21* (0.4) 0.30* (0.5)

Study 2B 0.22* (0.5) −0.20* (0.4) 0.28* (0.4) 0.28* (0.4) 0.23* (0.5) 0.21* (0.5)

Quality-Unmatched Quality-Matched

d-prime c d-prime c

Study 3 0.12* (0.3) 0.45* (0.4) −0.00 (0.3) 0.32* (0.4)

Study 4 0.21* (0.2) 0.43* (0.5) −0.07 (0.2) 0.66* (0.6)

Note. Means and standard deviations of signal detection statistics for Studies 1–4. For each study, we coded the self-
identified gay men’s and lesbian women’s pictures as “signal present” and the self-identified straight men’s and straight 
women’s pictures as “signal absent.”

All means that are significantly different from 0 via one-sample t-test (p < 0.05) are marked with an asterisk. Positive, 
significant d-prime statistics indicate that participants rated the gay men’s/lesbians’ pictures as gay/lesbian more often than 
the straight men’s/women’s pictures. Positive, significant c statistics indicate that, relative to chance, participants were 
overall biased towards guessing “straight,” whereas negative c statistics indicate that they were biased in favor of guessing 
“gay” or “lesbian.” Participants could only distinguish orientation from the pictures when they were not matched on 
quality, as in Study 2 and the Quality-Unmatched conditions of Studies 3 and 4. When the stimuli were matched for 
quality, no effect of picture arose.
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Figure 1. 
Cropping example. This is a picture of a lab volunteer, cropped like the stimuli used in the 

present studies. The cropped pictures were placed on a white background larger than is 

shown in this figure.
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Figure 2. 
Study 3 (Top) and Study 4 (Bottom) Results. Error bars are the standard error of the means. 

For both male (Study 3) and female (Study 4) targets, perceivers could not distinguish 

orientation from the pictures when the stimuli have been matched for quality.
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Figure 3. 
Study 5 Results. Error bars are the standard error of the means. A 2 (Categorization Rate 

Type: Straight vs. Gay) X 3 (Gaydar Belief condition: Gaydar is Real vs. Control vs. Gaydar 

is Stereotyping) mixed ANOVA revealed that the main effect of categorization rate type, F 

(1, 230) = 22.694, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.085, was qualified by an interaction with Gaydar Belief 

condition, F (2, 230) = 7.508, p = 0.001, η2 = 0.056. After being told that gaydar is real, 

participants guessed that gay-stereotypic men were gay much more often than straight, and 

this difference was much larger than for participants in the control group. When participants 

were told that gaydar is merely another label for stereotyping, they were equally likely to 

guess that a gay-stereotypic man was gay or straight.
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Figure 4. 
Fallacies of Accurate Stereotype-Based Gaydar. Mistaken conclusions about the accuracy of 

stereotype-based gaydar are facilitated by the base rate fallacy and the fallacy of the 

converse. Evidence of an accurate Group → Attribute stereotype (e.g., gay men possess 

attribute X), as in the top panel, must be adjusted for the base rate of gay men in the 

population (middle panel), before we can estimate the accuracy of the converse Attribute → 

Group stereotype (e.g., men who possess attribute X are gay), as in the bottom panel. Even 

implausibly high levels of Group → Attribute accuracy, as pictured, are highly unlikely to 

yield better-than-chance Attribute → Group accuracy. Mathematically, accurate stereotype-

based gaydar seems highly infeasible.
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