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In the present research, we investigated whether, because of differences in cognitive style, liberals and
conservatives would differ in the process of categorizing individuals into a perceptually ambiguous
group. In 3 studies, we examined whether conservatives were more likely than liberals to rely on gender
inversion cues (e.g., feminine � gay) when categorizing male faces as gay vs. straight, and the accuracy
implications of differential cue usage. In Study 1, perceivers made dichotomous sexual orientation
judgments (gay-straight). We found that perceivers who reported being more liberal were less likely than
perceivers who reported being more conservative to use gender inversion cues in their deliberative
judgments. In addition, liberals took longer to categorize targets, suggesting that they may have been
thinking more about their judgments. Consistent with a stereotype correction model of social categori-
zation, in Study 2 we demonstrated that differences between liberals and conservatives were eliminated
by a cognitive load manipulation that disrupted perceivers’ abilities to engage in effortful processing.
Under cognitive load, liberals failed to adjust their initial judgments and, like conservatives, consistently
relied on gender inversion cues to make judgments. In Study 3, we provided more direct evidence that
differences in cognitive style underlie ideological differences in judgments of sexual orientation.
Specifically, liberals were less likely than conservatives to endorse stereotypes about gender inversion
and sexual orientation, and this difference in stereotype endorsement was partially explained by liberals’
greater need for cognition. Implications for the accuracy of ambiguous category judgments made with the
use of stereotypical cues in naturalistic settings are discussed.
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In May of 2012, Congressman James Lankford (R-OK) was
asked whether he would support the expansion of existing legis-
lation protecting individuals from being fired due to their race or
gender to include protections for sexual orientation. The represen-
tative stated that he would not vote for it, because “race and sexual
preference are two different things.” He further explained that
unlike race, which is based on “skin tone, something obvi-
ous. . .[y]ou don’t walk up to someone on the street and look at
them and say ‘Gay or straight?’” (Anderson-Minshall, 2012, para.
4). The question posed to Representative Lankford, as well as his

response, are timely and important given that issues surrounding
sexual orientation are commonly discussed and grappled with in
contemporary society. In recent years, political discourse has ad-
dressed both actual and perceived sexual orientation in the context
of legislative policies intended to protect sexual minorities, such as
the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (Vitulli, 2010). In school
and employment settings, individuals can be targets of intimidation
and discrimination not only when they identify themselves as
sexual minorities but also when they are perceived to be in the
minority (Hong & Garbarino, 2012). For this reason, interventions
that only address actual sexual orientation are ineffective (Reise,
2011).

These examples raise the timely, complex question of how
people perceive sexual orientation, and whether the process of
categorization fosters accuracy or inaccuracy in judgments. To
date, research on social categorization processes has focused pri-
marily on how physical features of the target influence category-
based judgments (e.g., skin tone and Afrocentric facial features
with respect to racial judgments, and hair length and body move-
ments with respect to sex; see Blair, Judd, Sadler, & Jenkins, 2002;
Cosmides, Tooby, & Kurzban, 2003; Freeman, Ambady, Rule, &
Johnson, 2008; Freeman, Pauker, Apfelbaum, & Ambady, 2010;
Hill, Bruce, & Akamatsu, 1995; Johnson, Gill, Reichman, &
Tassinary, 2007; Johnson & Tassinary, 2005; Martin & Macrae,
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2007). In the present research program, we also investigate the
possibility that characteristics of the perceiver interact with target
features to determine judgments of sexual orientation. This inter-
active approach builds on Freeman and Ambady’s (2011) argu-
ment that features of the perceiver (i.e., “higher level cognitive
states”) play an important role in determining the outcome of
categorization. In terms of the perceiver, we focus on an important
characteristic, namely political ideology, which is linked to spe-
cific cognitive and motivational processing styles (Jost, Glaser,
Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Sidanius, 1985; Tetlock, 2007).
We expected that perceivers’ ideology would influence the process
of categorizing target individuals as gay or straight.1 Specifically,
we hypothesized that liberals and conservatives would differ in the
extent to which they rely on gender-typical facial cues to make
sexual orientation judgments (cf. Freeman, Johnson, Ambady, &
Rule, 2010).

The broader goals of the present research program wee three-
fold. First, we extend prior work on basic social categorization
processes by investigating how political ideology influences who
will use specific types of cues in making judgments of sexual
orientation. Second, given that the social category of interest
(sexual orientation) possesses a relatively clear truth criterion (i.e.,
self-identification; see Ambady, Hallahan, & Conner, 1999; Rule,
Ambady, Adams, & Macrae, 2008), we examine the extent to
which political ideology relates to the accuracy of judgments.
Third, we consider situational factors that should moderate the
effect of perceivers’ political ideology on the categorization pro-
cess. That is, we examine when liberals and conservatives will and
will not differ in terms of whom they label as gay and straight.

Categorization via Cue Use

When individuals perceive others, they often place them into
social categories (Brewer, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Macrae
& Bodenhausen, 2000; Tajfel, 1969). This automatic process al-
lows perceivers to navigate and adapt to their social world in an
efficient manner (Norman & Shallice, 1986). For some social
categories—such as race (Maddox, 2004; Maddox & Gray, 2002),
sex (Macrae & Martin, 2007; Rossion, 2002), and age (Bytheway,
2005; Kogan, 1979)—groups are typically defined by distinct
physical features that perceivers can use to categorize targets.
However, some forms of social category membership are more
perceptually ambiguous. Sexual orientation is a perceptually am-
biguous category insofar as it is not defined by transparent phys-
ical features (Rule et al., 2008; Rule, Ambady, & Hallett, 2009).

Even when clear information is lacking about category mem-
bership, perceivers attempt to categorize people into groups (e.g.,
Brewer, 1988; Tajfel, 1969), including groups based on sexual
orientation (Everly, Shih, & Ho, 2012). To make category-based
judgments in the absence of pertinent information, perceivers use
indirect cues to place targets into categories (Albright, Kenny, &
Malloy, 1988; Brunswik, 1955; Funder, 1995; Gosling, Ko,
Mannarelli, & Morris, 2002; West & Kenny, 2011). In the context
of sexual orientation judgments, these cues include gait (Johnson
et al., 2007), eye gaze (Nicholas, 2004), speech (Bailey, 2003;
S. E. Linville, 1998), and facial features (Rule & Ambady, 2008).
In focusing on the role of facial features in sexual orientation
judgments, Freeman et al. (2010) found that the masculinity and
femininity of facial features are common cues that perceivers use

to infer sexual orientation. By manipulating computer-generated
targets’ facial features as well as measuring real targets’ facial
features, the researchers found that greater perceived femininity
and lesser perceived masculinity significantly increased the like-
lihood that male targets would be categorized as gay. In other
words, targets who appeared to be more gender-inverted were
more likely to be categorized as gay than straight.

Cues that have shared meaning (i.e., are stereotypes) are often
culturally defined as valid indicators of group membership (Funder
& Colvin, 1988; Kenny, 1994; Stangor, Sechrist, & Jost, 2001;
West & Kenny, 2011). Germane to the present research, gender
inversion stereotypes that link femininity and masculinity to sexual
orientation saturate modern culture, and so the vast majority of
perceivers are likely to possess cultural knowledge of these ste-
reotypes (Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Freeman et al., 2010; Kite &
Deaux, 1987). In addition, there is a high degree of cross-cultural
consensus in sexual orientation judgments made on the basis of
exposure to faces (Rule, Ishii, Ambady, Rosen, & Hallett, 2011),
suggesting that the stereotypical cues used to make sexual orien-
tation judgments—which are closely linked to stereotypes of mas-
culinity and femininity—are widely shared.

Moreover, there is a theoretical precedent for identifying per-
ceiver characteristics that affect the outcome of a complex social
categorization process, such as those involved in judgments of
sexual orientation (Freeman & Ambady, 2011). In the present
research program, we examined a novel characteristic of the per-
ceiver, namely his or her political ideology. We first determined
whether ideological differences exist with respect to the use of
gendered cues in categorizing sexual orientation. Subsequently, we
investigated situational factors (or boundary conditions) that were
hypothesized to moderate the effect of political ideology on gen-
dered cue use with respect to sexual orientation judgments.

Ideological Differences in Cognitive-Processing Styles

It might not seem intuitively obvious how political ideology
would relate to the process of categorizing sexual orientation.
However, we know from previous research that there are ideolog-
ical differences in cognitive-processing styles that are relevant to
social categorization processes, including some differences that
should have direct implications for judging sexual orientation in
particular. In comparison with liberals, conservatives are less tol-
erant of ambiguity and complexity (Block & Block, 1951; Jost et
al., 2003; Sidanius, 1978; Wilson, Ausman, & Mathews, 1973).
Conservatives also show a greater desire to reach certainty and
closure on decision-making tasks (Jost et al., 2003; Jost, Kruglan-
ski, & Simon, 1999) and rely more heavily on simple rules and
heuristics when making judgments (e.g., describing policy options
or estimating probabilities with respect to a given person’s hob-
bies; see, e.g., Kemmelmeier, 2010; Tetlock, 1983). The implica-

1 In the present research program, we explored the process whereby
perceivers categorize others as either gay or straight. Although sexual
attraction can be measured along a continuum (Kinsey, Pomeroy, &
Martin, 1948), individuals often think categorically about group member-
ships (Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000). Although it is true that many people
identify themselves as bisexual rather than gay or straight, recent work
indicates that perceivers readily use a categorical gay–straight dichotomy
when making judgments of targets’ sexual orientation (Ding & Rule,
2012).

521IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES IN CUE USAGE



tions of these findings for the use of stereotypical cues are fairly
clear. As Kruglanski and Webster (1991, p. 223) point out, per-
ceivers who desire cognitive closure tend to rely on “preexisting
knowledge structures (stereotypes) in reaching judgments as op-
posed to a more complete examination of the stimulus informa-
tion” (see also Kruglanski & Freund, 1983). If this is true, con-
servatives should be more inclined than liberals to “seize and
freeze” on initial, snap judgments that are influenced by socially
shared stereotypes (Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, & De Grada,
2006).

For a variety of related reasons, then, it seems plausible that
political ideology would affect social categorization processes,
especially under circumstances of perceptual ambiguity. To our
knowledge, no prior work has investigated the effects of political
ideology on categorization of sexual orientation under ambiguity
(i.e., “gaydar”). We theorized that because of differences in cog-
nitive and motivational style, conservatives would be more likely
than liberals to (a) use gendered cues in making judgments of
sexual orientation, (b) make judgments of sexual orientation
quickly rather than slowly, and (c) believe that gender-
stereotypical cues as applied to sexual orientation are accurate.

Political Ideology and the Effortful Correction of
Stereotypical Judgments

Thus far, we have focused on cognitive-processing style differ-
ences between liberals and conservatives, which, we hypothesize,
should influence the use of stereotype-based cues in making judg-
ments of sexual orientation. At the same time, past research
suggests that the process of categorizing sexual orientation occurs
automatically (Rule, Ambady, & Hallett, 2009; Rule, Macrae, &
Ambady, 2009), and automatic judgments are known to be stereo-
type prone in general (Devine, 1989). Given that liberals and
conservatives are presumably exposed to the same cultural stereo-
types concerning the relationship between gender inversion and
sexual orientation (Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Freeman et al.,
2010; Herek, 1984; Kite & Deaux, 1987; Lhomond, 1993), we
would expect that liberal and conservative perceivers alike use
gendered facial cues when making initial, snap judgments about
sexual orientation. Ideological differences, we hypothesize, are
more likely to arise through a secondary process of stereotype
“correction” (see also Skitka, Mullen, Griffin, Hutchinson, &
Chamberlin, 2002).

Our approach is derived in part from Gilbert, Pelham, and
Krull’s (1988) model of social perception, which posits an initial
characterization stage. During this stage, perceivers draw quick,
preliminary judgments, which are often based on stereotypes (cf.
Devine, 1989). Given that sexual orientation judgments are made
rapidly without much (if any) conscious thought (e.g., Rule &
Ambady, 2008), we expected that during the characterization
stage of sexual orientation judgments both liberals and conserva-
tives would use gender inversion cues. In other words, the initial
judgments of liberals and conservatives will not differ much, if at
all. However, Gilbert et al. propose that after perceivers have made
their initial automatic judgments, they enter into a correction
stage. During this stage, perceivers might incorporate additional
information in making their judgments. It is important to point out
that correction processes can occur only when perceivers possess
sufficient cognitive resources to incorporate additional information

and adjust their initial judgments (Gilbert & Osborne, 1989; Mac-
rae, Milne, & Bodenhausen, 1994; Sherman, Lee, Bessenoff, &
Frost, 1998; Van Knippenberg, Dijksterhuis, & Vermeulen, 1999).

Drawing on Gilbert et al.’s (1988) model, we hypothesize that
liberal perceivers, when given the opportunity, would be more
likely than conservatives to adjust their initial judgments away
from the stereotype. This means that—given sufficient cognitive
resources—liberals would be less likely than conservatives to use
gender inversion cues when categorizing targets as gay or straight.
Consistent with this form of reasoning, Skitka et al. (2002) found
that whereas liberals and conservatives initially made the same
stereotype-consistent, dispositional attributions for targets’ behav-
iors, only liberals engaged in a secondary process of situational
correction. Consistent with Gilbert and Osborne’s (1989) perspec-
tive, Skitka et al. also demonstrated that ideological differences in
attribution were eliminated by a cognitive load manipulation,
presumably because cognitive busyness prevented liberals from
engaging in a secondary correction process. In an integration of
diverse theoretical models and results, then, we hypothesized that
liberals would be less likely than conservatives to use gender
inversion stereotypes when making sexual orientation judgments
in general. However, the effect of ideology should disappear when
effortful processing is disrupted, insofar as liberals should be
unable to engage in a secondary process of stereotype correction.

Implications of Cue Use for Accuracy

Is it possible that using gendered facial cues promotes accuracy
in judgments of sexual orientation? Evidence suggests that in some
cases there is a “kernel of truth” to the stereotype that masculine
and feminine features are associated with self-identified sexual
orientation. For instance, gay men and lesbians do express more
gender atypicality in comparison with heterosexuals (Bailey, 2003;
Rieger, Linsenmeier, Gygax, & Bailey, 2008; Rieger, Linsen-
meier, Gygax, Garcia, & Bailey, 2010). Similarly, Freeman et al.
(2010, Study 2) observed that (at least with respect to their sample
of target stimuli) males with more feminine and fewer masculine
facial features were, on average, more likely to identify as gay than
straight. As noted above, the use of certain cues, such as gendered
facial features, can help perceivers make reasonably accurate judg-
ments in the absence of more diagnostic information. To the extent
that the cues are in fact related to the target’s category membership
(i.e., the stereotypic cues are valid; Brunswik, 1955; Brunswik &
Kamiya, 1953; Jones, 1983; Jussim, 2005), it follows that cue
usage will facilitate accurate judgments. Thus, using stimuli in the
laboratory for which there is some degree of validity in the cues is
useful for understanding how perceivers achieve accuracy in nat-
uralistic settings, if in fact they do achieve accuracy (see Krueger
& Funder, 2004).

The use of valid cues has been described as producing stereo-
type accuracy (Brunswik, 1955; Lee, Jussim, & McCauley, 1995)
or indirect accuracy (Funder, 1995; West & Kenny, 2011). With
regard to sexual orientation judgments, Freeman et al. (2010)
found that when male targets who possessed more feminine facial
features were actually gay and male targets who possessed more
masculine facial features were actually straight, perceivers who
used gender inversion cues achieved levels of judgmental accuracy
that were better than chance. In other words, perceivers became
more accurate through the use of valid, stereotypical cues. Rule
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and Ambady (2008) demonstrated that even when faces were
presented at durations of 50 ms, perceivers exhibited above-chance
levels of accuracy, suggesting that perceivers are capable of rap-
idly incorporating cues such as gendered facial features into their
sexual orientation judgments.

At the same time, relying on stereotypes to make judgments of
sexual orientation will sometimes lead one astray. Gender inver-
sion stereotypes about sexual minorities are frequently exagger-
ated (Gottschalk, 2003; Kite, 1994; Kite & Deaux, 1987; McCo-
naghy & Zamir, 1995), and there is considerable variability in the
strength of the association between gendered facial features and
self-identification of sexual orientation (Freeman et al., 2010). In
other words, in any large sample of the population, some gay men
will have more masculine than feminine facial features, and some
straight men will have more feminine than masculine facial fea-
tures. Thus, consistently using gender inversion cues to infer
sexual orientation can produce inaccuracy when the stereotypical
relationship between gendered facial features and actual sexual
orientation is reversed or nonexistent (Freeman et al., 2010, Study
3; Funder & Sneed, 1993; Hall & Carter, 1999). If conservatives
are indeed more likely than liberals to use gender inversion cues,
then they should be more accurate than liberals to the extent that
such cues are reflective of stereotype accuracy (e.g., when males
with feminine facial features are more likely to be gay). However,
ideological differences in accuracy should disappear under cogni-
tive load if liberals and conservatives rely on gender inversion cues
to the same extent when they are initially categorizing sexual
orientation.

Overview of Studies

In three studies, we tested the hypothesis that liberals and
conservatives would differ in the process of categorizing targets’
sexual orientation based on fairly minimal information. In Study 1,
we sought to determine whether liberals and conservatives differ in
their use of gendered facial cues when judging sexual orientation
and, if so, what the implications of this difference are for the
accuracy of judgments. We used well-established methods for
investigating the categorization of sexual orientation by asking
perceivers to make dichotomous sexual orientation judgments of
male targets (e.g., Johnson & Ghavami, 2011; Rule & Ambady,
2008). In Study 2, we tested a model of stereotype correction by
manipulating cognitive load while participants made sexual orien-
tation judgments. This manipulation allowed us to determine
whether liberals are generally more likely than conservatives to
engage in an effortful process of stereotype correction, which is
disrupted under cognitive load. In Study 3, we sought to pinpoint
the source of ideological differences in judgments about sexual
orientation. Specifically, we focused on differences in the cogni-
tive and motivational styles of liberals and conservatives with
respect to the personal “need for cognition” (Cacioppo & Petty,
1982; Sargent, 2004).

Study 1

In Study 1, perceivers made dichotomous sexual orientation
judgments of male targets who identified themselves to researchers
as either gay or straight. We pursued three main goals. First, we
investigated whether conservatives would be more likely than

liberals to use gender inversion cues to guide their judgments of
targets’ sexual orientation. Specifically, we hypothesized that
greater gender inversion (i.e., male targets who possess more
feminine and less masculine facial features) would lead conserva-
tives, more than liberals, to categorize targets as gay. Second, we
expected conservatives to “seize and freeze” on their initial judg-
ments, whereas liberals would be more likely to make a subsequent
correction of their initial judgments (Jost et al., 2003; Kruglanski
et al., 2006). Thus, we hypothesized that liberals would take longer
than conservatives to categorize faces as gay or straight. Third,
given past research, we expected that perceivers would exhibit
better than chance levels of accuracy in their judgments of sexual
orientation (Rule et al., 2008). We hypothesized that conserva-
tives’ judgments would be more accurate than liberals’, but only to
the extent that gender inversion cues were valid indicators of
sexual orientation.

Method

Participants. One hundred forty-seven participants (88 women;
Mage � 35.8 years, SD � 12.64, age range � 18–73 years; 129
heterosexual, 10 gay/lesbian, six bisexual, and two “other” sexual
orientations) were recruited online through Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk website (see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011, for a
description and assessment of this research platform).

Stimuli. The images were of 30 (15 gay, 15 straight) White
undergraduate males who reported their sexual orientation; faces
were randomly selected from a database used in prior research
(e.g., Rule et al., 2008). All targets were White to avoid potential
confounds with racial stereotypes (Johnson, Freeman, & Pauker,
2012; Johnson & Ghavami, 2011). Targets posed facing forward;
held a neutral expression; and possessed no jewelry, tattoos, facial
piercings, glasses, or facial hair. All images were cropped at the
target’s neck, but ears and hair were retained. Images were stan-
dardized to 3” � 5”.

Procedure. Participants were provided with a link on Me-
chanical Turk’s website that took them to the experiment, which
was programmed using Qualtrics online survey software. To en-
courage participants’ undivided attention, they were first instructed
to close all other windows on their computer; they were warned
that images would not display properly otherwise. Participants
were then informed that they would be shown several male faces
and would be asked to determine whether each individual was gay
or straight. They were given no information regarding the number
or proportion of targets who identified as gay or straight. Partici-
pants were shown faces one at a time in random order and were
asked to judge the target’s sexual orientation by checking one of
two boxes, which were labeled gay and straight; their responses
were not submitted until they pressed another button that took
them to the next face. Participants were given as much time as they
needed to make their judgments. Time taken to make each judg-
ment was measured in seconds using the Qualtrics timing function.
After completing all judgments, participants reported their political
ideology in response to the question: “Where on the following
scale of political orientation would you place yourself?” (1 �
extremely liberal; 5 � moderate; 9 � extremely conservative).
This single ideological self-placement item has been found in
previous research to exhibit high levels of predictive validity (Jost,
2006; Knight, 1999). The mean ideology score was very close to
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the scale midpoint (M � 4.56, SD � 2.33). Participants also
provided demographic information, including their age, sex, and
sexual orientation. Finally, participants described the facial fea-
tures that they used to make their sexual orientation judgments; we
return to these features in Study 3. Participants were debriefed and
paid through their Mechanical Turk account.

Targets’ gender inversion scores. Researchers have argued
that masculinity and femininity are conceptually distinct dimen-
sions, rather than opposite poles of a single dimension (Bem, 1974;
Unger & Crawford, 1993). Nevertheless, ordinary perceivers fre-
quently think about gender in a dichotomous manner (Macrae &
Bodenhausen, 2000), leading some researchers to propose that
gender can be operationalized using a single scale of masculinity-
femininity (Lippa, 2005). We estimated targets’ degree of gender
inversion by instructing 10 independent coders who were unaware
of the goals of the research to rate the masculinity and femininity
of each target (e.g., 1 � not at all feminine; 7 � extremely
feminine). Interrater reliability was very high (masculine � � .94;
feminine � � .91), so scores were averaged across coders. As
expected, masculinity and femininity ratings were strongly and
negatively correlated, r(30) � �.88, p � .001, suggesting that
coders, too, were thinking about gendered facial features in a
dichotomous manner. Thus, to create gender inversion scores, we
reverse-scored the masculinity ratings for each face and created a
composite of the masculinity and femininity scores; higher num-
bers indicate greater gender inversion. The point-biserial correla-
tion between targets’ gender inversion scores and self-reported
sexual orientation was positive and significant, r(30) � .37, p �
.05, indicating that self-identified gay male targets were indeed
somewhat more likely to be perceived as more feminine and less
masculine than straight targets.

Results

Analytic strategy. Because each participant made ratings of
30 faces, we used generalized estimating equations (GEE) to adjust
for interdependence in participants’ judgments. GEE is ideal for
estimating data collected within subjects across repeated measures
and can be used for categorical and continuous outcomes (Ball-
inger, 2004; Liang & Zeger; 1986; Zeger & Liang, 1986). All
models included main effects of political ideology (grand mean
centered), targets’ sexual orientation (coded as 1 � Gay and �1 �
Straight), and targets’ gender inversion scores (grand mean cen-
tered).2 All two- and three-way interactions were included. Be-
cause the ordering of faces was randomized, an exchangeable
correlation matrix was specified for all models (see Ballinger,
2004).

Time to categorize. We first tested our prediction that liberals
would take longer than conservatives to categorize targets’ sexual
orientation. The dependent variable in the GEE analysis was the
time taken to make each judgment, measured in seconds. The
average response latency was 5.59 s (SD � 4.24). As hypothe-
sized, the analysis yielded a significant main effect of perceiver
ideology (B � �.28, SE � .06, p � .001, z � �4.23), such that
liberals took significantly longer to make their judgments than did
conservatives. There were no main effects of sexual orientation
(B � .04, SE � .05, p � .46, z � .74) or gender inversion (B �
.05, SE � .05, p � .39, z � 0.87) on response latencies. None of
the two- or three-way interactions were significant (ps � .51).

Categorization of sexual orientation. Next, we investigated
our prediction that targets’ gender inversion scores would predict
conservatives’ sexual orientation judgments to a greater degree
than liberals’ judgments. For this model, the outcome variable was
perceivers’ sexual orientation judgments (0 � straight and 1 �
gay). A binary logistic model was specified, so all effects refer to
an increase in the likelihood of categorizing a given target as gay
(vs. straight).

Results revealed a main effect of target sexual orientation (B �
.15, SE � .03, p � .001, z � 4.29), indicating that gay targets were
more likely to be categorized as gay than straight. Thus, partici-
pants were fairly accurate in general. Replicating past research
(Freeman et al., 2010), there was also a main effect of gender
inversion (B � .10, SE � .04, p � .009, z � 2.61), indicating that
the likelihood of categorizing targets as gay increased with greater
gender inversion. Thus, participants were indeed using gender
inversion cues to make their judgments. The main effect of ideol-
ogy was not significant (B � �.009, SE � .02, p � .67, z �
�0.43), indicating that the overall likelihood of categorizing a
target person as gay did not differ for liberals and conservatives.
Most important, we observed the hypothesized Ideology � Gender
Inversion interaction (B � .08, SE � .02, p � .001, z � 4.21). No
other two- or three-way interactions were significant (ps � .24).
We unpacked the interaction between perceiver ideology and tar-
get gender inversion by inspecting the association between targets’
gender inversion and perceivers’ likelihood of categorizing a target
as gay separately for conservatives (1 SD above the ideology
mean) and liberals (1 SD below the ideology mean; Aiken & West,
1991).

Conservative perceivers. Figure 1 displays the predicted like-
lihood of categorizing a target as gay. For conservative perceivers,
there was a simple main effect of gender inversion (B � .28, SE �
.06, p � .001, z � 4.58). That is, as targets’ gender inversion
increased, the likelihood that conservatives would categorize them
as gay increased. Importantly, the simple two-way Gender Inver-
sion � Sexual Orientation interaction was not significant (B � .06,
SE � .04, p � .18, z � 1.32), which means that conservatives
applied gender inversion cues when making judgments of all
targets, regardless of targets’ actual sexual orientation.

2 In Studies 1 and 2, perceivers’ sexual orientation (coded as heterosex-
ual vs. not heterosexual) did not influence how they used gendered facial
cues to make sexual orientation judgments. That is, the perceiver’s sexual
orientation did not interact with target gender inversion to predict the
likelihood of categorizing a target as gay (or the likelihood of making an
accurate categorization). In Study 3, the perceiver’s sexual orientation did
not predict stereotype endorsement, suggesting that sexual minorities and
heterosexuals endorsed gender inversion stereotypes to the same extent. At
the same time, the question of whether perceivers’ sexual orientation
influences cue usage was not the central focus of the present research, and
so there were fairly small numbers of sexual minorities in all studies (Study
1: four gay men, six lesbians, six bisexuals, and two “other” sexual
orientations; Study 2: four gay men, eight lesbians, eighteen bisexuals,
three “other” sexual orientations, and four no sexual orientation specified;
Study 3: two gay men, one lesbian, eight bisexuals, four “other” sexual
orientations, and two no sexual orientation specified). Thus, we wish to
emphasize that the present data do not allow us to make strong conclusions
about whether sexual minorities differ from heterosexuals in their use of
gendered facial cues when making sexual orientation judgments. This
question could be addressed in future research.
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Liberal perceivers. As illustrated in Figure 1, for liberal per-
ceivers, neither the simple main effect of gender inversion (B �
�.07, SE � .05, p � .18, z � �1.33) nor the simple two-way
Gender Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction (B � .02, SE �
.05, p � .76, z � 0.32) was significant. Thus, targets’ level of
gender inversion was not associated with the likelihood that lib-
erals would categorize targets as gay, regardless of targets’ actual
sexual orientation. These results clearly support the hypothesis that
liberals are less likely to rely on gender inversion cues when
making their categorization judgments than conservatives. In sum,
conservatives consistently used gender inversion cues to catego-
rize targets, whereas liberals did not.

Accuracy. We next tested the prediction that the accuracy of
conservatives’ but not liberals’ judgments would vary as a function
of cue validity (see Footnote 3 for signal detection analyses of
accuracy).3 For this GEE analysis, accuracy was the dependent
variable (0 � inaccurate judgment and 1 � accurate judgment).
Once again, a binary logistic model was specified (see Freeman et
al., 2010, for a similar strategy for examining accuracy). Note that
the main effect of target sexual orientation tests whether the
likelihood of making an accurate judgment is greater for gay than
straight targets. The main effect of political ideology tests whether
the likelihood of being accurate increases as perceivers become
more conservative, and the main effect of gender inversion tests
whether the likelihood of making an accurate judgment increases
as targets become more gender-inverted. The main effects and
interactions specified in this model were consistent with those
specified in the model examining perceived sexual orientation.

Results revealed a main effect of sexual orientation (B � �.51,
SE � .05, p � .001, z � �9.96), such that perceivers were more
likely to accurately categorize straight versus gay targets. There
was not a significant main effect of political ideology (B � .001,
SE � .01, p � .95, z � 0.07), indicating that liberals and conser-
vatives did not differ in the overall accuracy of their judgments.
Nor was there a significant main effect of gender inversion (B �

.04, SE � .03, p � .24, z � 1.19), indicating that overall levels of
accuracy did not differ as a function of targets’ level of gender
inversion.

There was a significant two-way Gender Inversion � Sexual
Orientation interaction (B � .10, SE � .04, p � .009, z � 2.61),
such that gay targets were more accurately categorized as their
degree of gender inversion increased (B � .14, SE � .05, p � .006,
z � 2.77). No other two-way interactions were significant (ps �
.52). Importantly, the hypothesized Ideology � Sexual Orientation
� Gender Inversion interaction emerged (B � .08, SE � .02, p �
.001, z � 4.29). We decomposed the three-way interaction by
examining the Sexual Orientation � Gender Inversion two-way
interaction separately for conservatives (1 SD above the ideology
mean) and liberals (1 SD below the ideology mean).

Conservative perceivers. For conservative perceivers, the
main effect of gender inversion was not significant (B � .06, SE �
.04, p � .19, z � 1.32). However, as expected, the interaction
between gender inversion and sexual orientation was significant
(B � .28, SE � .06, p � .001, z � 4.63). As shown in Figure 2,
as targets’ level of gender inversion increased, conservatives be-
came more accurate in their judgments of gay targets (B � .34,
SE � .08, p � .001, z � 4.38), but less accurate in their judgments
of straight targets (B � �.22, SE � .07, p � .002, z � �3.09).

3 We also used signal detection analyses to investigate levels of accuracy
while accounting for response biases (Swets, Tanner, & Birdsall, 1961).
We defined gay categorizations as the signal so that for gay targets,
accurate judgments were coded as hits and inaccurate judgments as misses.
For straight targets, accurate judgments were coded as correct rejections
and inaccurate judgments as false alarms. In Studies 1 and 2, participants
exhibited better than chance accuracy in their categorization judgments
(ts � 2.11, ps � .04). They also evidenced a response bias to categorize
targets as straight than gay (ts � 5.12, ps � .001). These results replicate
previous research on the categorization of sexual orientation judgments
(e.g., Rule, Ambady, & Hallett, 2009).

Figure 1. Likelihood of categorizing a target as gay as a function of the target’s gender inversion plotted at one
standard deviation above and below the gender inversion mean. Separate lines are plotted for liberal and
conservative perceivers at one standard deviation below and above the ideology mean, respectively (Study 1).
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Liberal perceivers. For liberal perceivers, neither the simple
main effect of target gender inversion (B � .02, SE � .05, p � .74,
z � 0.34) nor the Gender Inversion � Sexual Orientation interac-
tion were significant (B � �.08, SE � .05, p � .16, z � �1.40).
Thus, as shown in Figure 2, targets’ levels of gender inversion
were not associated with the accuracy of liberals’ judgments.

Comparing conservative and liberal perceivers. To test the
hypothesis that conservatives would be more accurate than liber-
als, but only when stereotypical cues are valid, we compared the
accuracy of liberals’ and conservatives’ judgments of gay and
straight targets that were either high or low in gender inversion
(�1 SD above and below the mean). As illustrated in Figure 2,
conservatives’ judgments were more accurate than liberals’ judg-
ments of gay targets who were high in gender inversion (B � .09,
SE � .03, p � .006, z � 2.71) and straight targets who were low
in gender inversion (B � .08, SE � .04, p � .05, z � 1.98). At the
same time, conservatives’ judgments were less accurate than lib-
erals’ judgments of gay targets who were low in gender inversion
(B � �.09, SE � .04, p � .02, z � �2.39) and straight targets who
were high in gender inversion (B � �.06, SE � .03, p � .03, z �
�2.11). Because conservatives consistently relied on gender in-
version cues to categorize targets as gay or straight, they were
more accurate than liberals when the association between targets’
gendered facial cues and sexual orientation was stereotypic, but
they were less accurate than liberals when the association was
counterstereotypic.

Discussion

We found that conservatives consistently relied on gender in-
version cues to categorize targets’ sexual orientation. Specifically,
as targets’ gender inversion increased, conservatives were more
likely to categorize targets as gay. However, the target’s level of
gender inversion was unrelated to sexual orientation judgments for
liberals. The lack of an association between targets’ gender inver-
sion and the likelihood that liberals would categorize a target as

gay suggests that liberals may have been engaging in a stereotype
correction process, possibly adjusting their final judgments to
make them less stereotypical. An alternative explanation is that
even automatic aspects of the process of categorization operate
differently for liberals and conservatives. To investigate this pos-
sibility and test a stereotype correction model of categorization, in
Study 2 we manipulated perceivers’ capacities to engage in effort-
ful processing on the assumption that this would disrupt liberals’
correction process.

Study 2

In our first study, we demonstrated that liberals and conserva-
tives do indeed differ in the use of gender inversion cues in making
judgments about sexual orientation. However, it is possible that
liberals simply do not detect the same gendered facial cues as
conservatives or that liberals do not associate these gendered facial
cues with sexual orientation. We theorized, on the contrary, that
because gender inversion stereotypes about sexual orientation are
widely known (Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Herek, 1984; Kite &
Deaux, 1987), liberals and conservatives would likely possess the
same knowledge of stereotypes linking gender inversion cues to a
target’s sexual orientation but that liberals would be less likely
than conservatives to apply them.

To test whether liberals were correcting their judgments away
from the stereotype, participants in Study 2 made sexual orienta-
tion judgments while they were cognitively busy (or not). Cogni-
tive busyness manipulations disrupt effortful processing and the
ability to engage in the correction stage of judgment making
(Gilbert & Osborne, 1989; Gilbert et al., 1988; Kruger, 1999;
Pelham, Sumarta, & Myaskovsky, 1994; Skitka et al., 2002). Thus,
we hypothesized that liberal perceivers’ judgments of sexual ori-
entation would be associated with targets’ level of gender inver-
sion when they were cognitively busy—consistent with the find-
ings for conservatives. However, we expected to replicate the
ideological difference in gendered cue usage in the absence of

Figure 2. Likelihood of accurately categorizing a target’s sexual orientation as a function of the target’s gender
inversion plotted at one standard deviation above and below the gender inversion mean. Separate lines are plotted
for liberal and conservative perceivers at one standard deviation below and above the ideology mean, respec-
tively, according to targets’ actual sexual orientations (Study 1).
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cognitive busyness, insofar as liberals (more than conservatives)
would adjust their judgments away from the stereotype. We also
anticipated that if liberals who are distracted are prone to rely on
their initial (stereotypical) impressions, then they should take no
more time than conservatives to make their judgments, eliminating
the response time difference between liberals and conservatives
observed in Study 1. In general, we expected that the cognitive
load manipulation would not affect conservatives’ judgments or
response latencies, insofar as automatic processing is unaffected
by perceivers’ level of cognitive busyness (Gilbert & Osborne,
1989; Skitka et al., 2002). In terms of accuracy, we hypothesized
that for perceivers who are cognitively busy, accuracy would be
related to targets’ degree of gender inversion, regardless of ideol-
ogy. Specifically, we expected that liberals, like conservatives,
would show higher levels of categorization accuracy to the extent
that there is greater validity in the stereotypic cues. In other words,
cognitive load should reduce or eliminate the ideological differ-
ences in accuracy observed in Study 1.

In addition to testing a model of stereotype correction, we
sought to rule out alternative explanations for why liberals and
conservatives would differ in the extent to which they use gen-
dered cues in making sexual orientation judgments. We focused on
two potential explanations that have received considerable atten-
tion in the literature on stereotyping. The first is that ideological
differences in sexual orientation judgments are due to the fact that
liberals hold less prejudiced attitudes toward gay men than do
conservatives (see, e.g., Heaven & Oxman, 1999; Jost, Banaji, &
Nosek, 2004; Whitley & Lee, 2000). Indeed, research on stereo-
type correction has found that low-prejudiced perceivers are more
likely to suppress the use of stereotypes than are high-prejudiced
perceivers (Devine, 1989; Monteith, Sherman, & Devine, 1998).
To investigate this issue, we measured participants’ attitudes to-
ward gay men and assessed the extent to which prejudice ac-
counted for ideological differences in the use of gender inversion
cues.

A second possibility is that individuals who have more social
contact with gay men experience greater diversity and are there-
fore less likely to apply stereotypes. According to past research,
greater levels of intergroup contact are associated with increased
perceptions of outgroup heterogeneity (P. W. Linville, Fischer, &
Salovey, 1989; Quattrone, 1986) and less use of stereotypes in
judgment formation (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew, 1998).
It is quite possible that liberals, on average, have more contact with
gay men than do conservatives (Herek & Capitanio, 1996; Hodson
& Busseri, 2012). Thus, ideological differences in the use of
gender inversion cues could be attributable to differences in social
contact. To investigate this possibility, we measured prior contact
experiences and assessed the extent to which these accounted for
differences in the use of stereotypical cues.

Method

Participants and stimuli. Two hundred sixty-two partici-
pants (169 women; Mage � 34.4 years, SD � 13.13, age range �
18–81 years; 225 heterosexual, 12 gay/lesbian, 18 bisexual, three
“other” sexual orientations, and four no sexual orientation speci-
fied) were recruited online through the Mechanical Turk website.
Fourteen additional participants completed the experiment but

failed the cognitive load manipulation check as described below
and so were excluded from analyses. We used the same stimuli
from Study 1 and gave participants the same general instructions.

Procedure.
Cognitive load manipulation. Participants were provided with

a link on the Mechanical Turk website that took them to the
experiment, which was programmed using Qualtrics online survey
software. Participants were randomly assigned to make sexual
orientation judgments under cognitive load or not. Participants
assigned to the cognitive load condition (n � 123) were presented
with a seven-digit alphanumeric code (7T4$RF%) and were asked
to mentally rehearse the code while completing the study. This
method has been used in prior research to manipulate cognitive
busyness (Gilbert & Osborne, 1989; Lalwani, 2009; Pontari &
Schlenker, 2000). Participants assigned to the nonbusy condition
(n � 139) did not receive these instructions and proceeded directly
to the sexual orientation judgment task.

Sexual orientation judgments. Participants learned that they
would be shown several male faces and asked to determine
whether each individual was gay or straight. They were given no
information regarding how many of the targets identified as gay or
straight. All participants were shown the same 30 White male faces
from Study 1, one at a time in random order. They categorized
each face by checking one of two boxes (labeled gay and straight)
and pressed a button to submit their response. As before, partici-
pants were given as much time as they needed to make their
judgments.

Cognitive load manipulation check and political ideology.
To ensure that participants in the cognitively busy condition were
mentally rehearsing the code, every time they completed five
judgments, a screen appeared and they were asked to type in the
code that was presented at the beginning of the study. Because
participants made 30 judgments, participants assigned to the cog-
nitively busy condition were asked to enter the code a total of six
times. We made the a priori decision to exclude participants from
analyses if they made two or more errors in reporting the code,
insofar as they were probably not rehearsing the code and therefore
not cognitively busy. On the basis of this criterion, 14 participants
(5%) were excluded from the overall sample, as noted above.

To collect additional information concerning the effects of cog-
nitive busyness, all participants responded to the following two
items, which were adapted from Skitka et al. (2002): “How diffi-
cult was it to concentrate while making the sexual orientation
judgments?” and “How distracted did you feel while making the
sexual orientation judgments?” Participants responded to these
items on a response scale ranging from 1 (not at all distracted) to
7 (extremely distracted). Participants then completed the Attitudes
Toward Gay Men Scale (� � .91; Herek, 1988; higher numbers
indicate greater levels of prejudice); indicated how frequently they
interacted with gay men (ranging from 1 � never to 7 � daily);
reported their political ideology in response to the question
“Where on the following scale of political orientation would you
place yourself?” (1 � extremely liberal; 5 � moderate; 9 �
extremely conservative); and provided basic demographic infor-
mation, including their age, sex, and sexual orientation. As in
Study 1, ideology scores were close to the scale midpoint but
slightly liberal on average (M � 4.20, SD � 2.26).
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Results

Cognitive load manipulation check. Because each partici-
pant provided a single response to each of the cognitive busyness
manipulation check items, we analyzed responses to the concen-
tration and distraction items using ordinary least squares regres-
sion. As expected, participants who were asked to rehearse the
code while making their judgments reported that it was more
difficult to concentrate (B � .32, SE � .11), t(258) � 2.88, p �
.004 (control condition: M � 3.99, SD � 1.73; cognitive load
condition: M � 4.61, SD � 1.87), and that they felt significantly
more distracted while making their sexual orientation judgments
(B � .45, SE � .12), t(258) � 3.71, p � .001 (control condition:
M � 3.88, SD � 1.99; cognitive load condition: M � 4.75, SD �
1.85). There were neither main effects of ideology nor interactions
between ideology and the cognitive load condition on the manip-
ulation check items (ps � .28).

Analytic strategy. As in Study 1, we used GEE to estimate all
models in order to adjust for nonindependence in participants’
judgments across their ratings of the 30 faces (Ballinger, 2004;
Zeger & Liang, 1986). All models included main effects of polit-
ical ideology (grand mean centered), targets’ sexual orientation
(coded 1 � Gay and �1 � Straight), targets’ gender inversion
scores (grand mean centered), and the cognitive busyness manip-
ulation (coded Cognitive Busyness Condition � 1 and Control
Condition � �1). All two-, three-, and four-way interactions were
included in the model. Because the faces were presented in random
order, an exchangeable correlation matrix was specified for all
models (see Ballinger, 2004).

Time to categorize. We first tested the hypothesis that liberals
would take longer to make their judgments than would conserva-
tives, but only in the absence of cognitive busyness. The time
taken to make each judgment, measured in seconds, constituted the
dependent variable. The analysis revealed a significant main effect
of ideology (B � �.16, SE � .05, p � .001, z � �3.26), such that

liberals took longer to categorize targets than did conservatives.
There were no significant main effects of targets’ sexual orienta-
tion (B � .02, SE � .05, p � .75, z � 0.32) or gender inversion
(B � .03, SE � .05, p � .60, z � 0.54). The main effect of
cognitive busyness was not significant (B � �.11, SE � .12, p �
.38, z � �0.89), indicating that perceivers who were cognitively
busy took approximately the same amount of time to make their
judgments as participants assigned to the control condition. As
expected, the main effect of ideology was qualified by an interac-
tion with the cognitive load manipulation (B � .11, SE � .05, p �
.03, z � 2.24), indicating that the association between ideology
and time taken to categorize the targets differed as a function of the
cognitive load manipulation. No other two-, three-, or four-way
interactions were significant (ps � .19).

We unpacked the interaction between perceiver ideology and
cognitive busyness by looking at the association between perceiver
ideology and categorization latency separately for perceivers who
received the cognitive load manipulation and those who did not.
Figure 3 displays the predicted values for liberal (1 SD below the
ideology mean) and conservative (1 SD above the ideology mean)
perceivers in the control condition and cognitive load condition.4

In the control condition, there was a main effect of perceiver
ideology (B � �.26, SE � .08, p � .001, z � �3.35), indicating
that liberals took more time to make their judgments than did
conservatives. This finding replicates the results of Study 1. For

4 It also possible to unpack the interaction by testing for the simple main
effect of the cognitive load manipulation for liberal (1 SD below the
ideology mean) and conservative (1 SD above the ideology mean) perceiv-
ers. For liberal participants, there was a simple main effect of cognitive
load (B � �.35, SE � .17, p � .04, z � �2.04), indicating that liberals
who were cognitively busy took significantly less time, on average, to
make their judgments than did liberals assigned to the control condition. As
anticipated, the simple main effect of cognitive load was not significant for
conservatives (B � .13, SE � .15, p � .39, z � 0.87).

Figure 3. Time taken to categorize targets by condition (cognitive busyness, control) according to perceiver
ideology, plotted at one standard deviation below and above the ideology mean (Study 2).
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perceivers who were cognitively busy, however, there was no main
effect of perceiver ideology (B � �.05, SE � .05, p � .36, z �
�0.92), revealing that liberals and conservatives took similar
amounts of time to make their judgments. In sum, then, liberals
took significantly longer than conservatives to make their sexual
orientation judgments, but only in the absence of cognitive load.

Perceived sexual orientation. We tested the hypothesis that
the association between targets’ gender inversion and the likeli-
hood of categorizing a target as gay would differ for liberals and
conservatives, but this difference would be attenuated under cog-
nitive load. For this model, the outcome variable was perceivers’
sexual orientation judgments (0 � straight and 1 � gay). A binary
logistic model was specified, and all effects refer to an increase in
the likelihood of categorizing a target person as gay. Consistent
with past research (Hodson & Busseri, 2012; Jost et al., 2004),
political ideology was associated with attitudes toward gay men,
r(262) � .37, p � .001, and contact with gay men, r(262) � �.31,
p � .001, such that greater liberalism predicted more positive
attitudes toward, and more prior contact with, gay men. To deter-
mine whether prejudice and contact with gay men explained why
liberals and conservatives differed in gendered cue usage, we first
included prejudice and social contact as covariates in all models.
Adjusting for prejudice and social contact did not affect any
results, suggesting that they did not explain ideological differences
in cue usage. Thus, they were trimmed from the final models
reported below.

Results revealed a main effect of sexual orientation (B � .08, SE
� .02, p � .001, z � 3.32), indicating that gay targets were more
likely to be categorized as gay than as straight. A main effect of
target gender inversion (B � .15, SE � .02, p � .001, z � 6.26)
was also obtained, indicating that the likelihood that a target would
be categorized as gay increased as gender inversion increased.
There were no main effects of ideology (B � .02, SE � .02, p �
.25, z � 1.15) or cognitive busyness (B � .06, SE � .04, p � .15,
z � 1.46). An Ideology � Gender inversion interaction emerged
(B � .04, SE � .01, p � .002, z � 3.08), which was qualified by

the hypothesized three-way Perceiver Ideology � Gender Inver-
sion � Cognitive Load interaction (B � �.03, SE � .01, p � .008,
z � �2.67). No other two-, three-, or four-way interactions were
significant (ps � .21). To unpack the three-way interaction, we
explored the Perceiver Ideology � Gender Inversion two-way
interaction separately for each experimental condition.5

Control condition. As shown in Figure 4, there was a signif-
icant Ideology � Gender Inversion interaction for perceivers
assigned to the control condition (B � .07, SE � .02, p � .001,
z � 4.08). We decomposed this interaction by looking at the
association between targets’ gender inversion and the likelihood of
categorizing a target as gay separately for conservatives (1 SD
above the ideology mean) and liberals (1 SD below the ideology
mean). Replicating the results of Study 1, the likelihood that
targets would be categorized as gay increased with gender inver-
sion for conservative perceivers (B � .31, SE � .06, p � .001,
z � 5.25), but not for liberal perceivers (B � �.01, SE � .04, p �
.87, z � �0.16). Furthermore, the simple two-way interaction
between targets’ gender inversion and sexual orientation was not
significant for conservatives (B � �.06, SE � .06, p � .28, z �
�1.07), indicating once again that they applied gender inversion
cues to categorize targets, regardless of the targets’ actual sexual
orientation.

5 Another way to unpack the Cognitive Load � Ideology � Gender
Inversion interaction is to inspect the Cognitive Load � Gender Inversion
interaction separately for conservatives and liberals. The interaction was
not significant for conservatives (B � �.06, SE � .04, p � .16, z �
�1.41), suggesting that the association between targets’ gender inversion
and the likelihood of categorizing targets as gay was unaffected by the
cognitive load manipulation. As hypothesized, the interaction was signif-
icant for liberals (B � .07, SE � .03, p � .05, z � 2.21). As gender
inversion increased, the likelihood that liberals would categorize a target as
gay increased for those under cognitive load (B � .14, SE � .05, p � .006,
z � 2.75), but not for those assigned to the control condition (B � �.01,
SE � .04, p � .87, z � �0.16).

Figure 4. Likelihood of categorizing a target as gay as a function of gender inversion, plotted at one standard
deviation above and below the gender inversion mean. Separate graphs are presented for cognitively busy and
nonbusy perceivers, and separate lines refer to liberal and conservative perceivers at one standard deviation
below and above the ideology mean, respectively (Study 2).

529IDEOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES IN CUE USAGE



Cognitive load condition. The analysis yielded a significant
simple main effect of gender inversion for perceivers who were
cognitively busy while making their judgments (B � .16, SE �
.03, p � .001, z � 4.48; see Figure 4). As gender inversion
increased, the likelihood that targets would be categorized as gay
increased. In this condition, the Ideology � Gender Inversion
simple interaction was not significant (B � .01, SE � .02, p � .75,
z � 0.35), revealing that the relationship between targets’ gender
inversion and the likelihood of categorizing targets as gay did not
differ for liberals and conservatives when under cognitive load.
Thus, cognitively busy perceivers used gender inversion cues to
make sexual orientation judgments regardless of their political
ideology.

Ruling out prejudice and contact as proxies for ideology. As
noted above, adjusting for prejudice and social contact with gay
men did not change the findings reported above. Furthermore, we
sought to rule out the possibility that prejudice and social contact
were simply proxies for political ideology.

Testing prejudice as a proxy for ideology. To investigate the
possibility that prejudice would show the same effects as ideology
and predict gendered cue usage, we tested a model in which
attitudes toward gay men, target gender inversion, target sexual
orientation, cognitive load, and all interactions predicted perceiv-
ers’ sexual orientation judgments. For this model, the outcome
variable was perceivers’ sexual orientation judgments (0 �
straight and 1 � gay). A binary logistic model was specified, and
all effects refer to the increase in likelihood of categorizing a target
person as gay. Results revealed a main effect of sexual orientation
(B � .08, SE � .02, p � .001, z � 3.27), indicating that gay targets
were more likely to be categorized as gay than straight. There was
also a main effect of gender inversion (B � .15, SE � .02, p �
.001, z � 5.85), indicating that the likelihood that targets would be
categorized as gay increased as gender inversion increased. Im-
portantly, however, neither the two-way Gender Inversion � Prej-
udice interaction (B � �.001, SE � .02, p � .98, z � �0.03) nor
the three-way Cognitive Load � Gender Inversion � Prejudice
interaction (B � �.003, SE � .02, p � .87, z � �0.16) were
significant. Thus, perceivers’ levels of prejudice did not affect the
likelihood of using gendered facial cues to make sexual orientation
judgments, regardless of whether the perceiver was under cogni-
tive load or not. No other main effects or interactions were sig-
nificant (ps � .12).

Testing social contact as a proxy for ideology. To consider
the possibility that contact with gay men would show the same
effects as ideology and predict gendered cue usage, we ran the
same model replacing attitudes toward gay men with prior contact
with gay men. This analysis revealed a main effect of sexual
orientation (B � .08, SE � .02, p � .001, z � 3.35), indicating that
gay targets were more likely to be categorized as gay than straight,
and a main effect of gender inversion (B � .14, SE � .02, p �
.001, z � 5.83), indicating that the likelihood that targets would be
categorized as gay increased as gender inversion increased. Both
the two-way Gender Inversion � Contact interaction (B � �.02,
SE � .01, p � .23, z � �1.19) and the three-way Gender Inversion
� Cognitive Load � Contact interaction (B � .02, SE � .01, p �
.26, z � 1.12) were not significant. Thus, contact with gay men did
not influence the likelihood of using gender inversion cues to make
sexual orientation judgments, regardless of whether perceivers

were under cognitive load or not. No other main effects or inter-
actions were significant (ps � .11).

Accuracy. We investigated the hypothesis that the relation-
ship between targets’ gender inversion and the likelihood of mak-
ing an accurate judgment would differ for conservatives and lib-
erals, but only in the absence of cognitive load. In this binary
logistic GEE analysis, accuracy was the dependent variable (0 �
inaccurate judgment and 1 � accurate judgment). We first in-
cluded prejudice and social contact with gay men as covariates in
all models to determine whether they explained ideological differ-
ences in the relationship between targets’ gender inversion and the
likelihood of making an accurate judgment. Adjusting for preju-
dice and social contact did not affect any results, so they were
trimmed from the final models reported below.

Results revealed a significant main effect of sexual orientation
(B � �.61, SE � .04, p � .001, z � �14.41). Straight targets were
more accurately categorized than gay targets. The main effect of
ideology was not significant (B � .01, SE � .01, p � .21, z �
1.26), indicating that liberals and conservatives did not differ in the
overall accuracy of their judgments. There were no significant
main effects of gender inversion (B � �.02, SE � .03, p � .42,
z � �0.80) or cognitive busyness (B � �.01, SE � .02, p � .79,
z � �0.29). As in Study 1, the analysis yielded a significant
Sexual Orientation � Gender Inversion interaction (B � .15, SE �
.02, p � .001, z � 6.23) and an Ideology � Sexual Orientation �
Gender Inversion interaction (B � .04, SE � .01, p � .002, z �
3.17). No other two- or three-way interactions attained signifi-
cance (ps � .14). Importantly, the hypothesized four-way Ideology
� Sexual Orientation � Gender Inversion � Cognitive Load
interaction was significant (B � �.03, SE � .01, p � .007, z �
�2.67). To decompose this four-way interaction, we explored the
three-way Ideology � Sexual Orientation � Gender Inversion
simple interaction separately for perceivers assigned to each ex-
perimental condition.6

6 There are several different ways to unpack the four-way Cognitive
Load � Ideology � Gender Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction.
One possibility is to inspect the three-way Cognitive Load � Gender
Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction separately for conservatives
and liberals. The three-way interaction was not significant for conserva-
tives (B � �.06, SE � .04, p � .15, z � �1.44), suggesting that the
interaction between gender inversion and target sexual orientation was
unaffected by cognitive load. As expected, the three-way interaction was
significant for liberals (B � .08, SE � .03, p � .03, z � 2.23). Consistent
with the analysis reported in the main text, the simple two-way Gender
Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction was not significant for liberals
assigned to the control condition (B � �.01, SE � .04, p � .85, z �
�0.18). However, this interaction was significant for liberals who were
cognitively busy (B � .14, SE � .05, p � .006, z � 2.75). As gender
inversion increased, cognitively busy liberals became marginally more
accurate in their judgments of gay targets (B � .12, SE � .07, p � .10,
z � 1.62) and less accurate in their judgments of straight targets (B �
�.16, SE � .08, p � .05, z � �1.97). Another way to decompose this
three-way simple interaction for liberal perceivers is to look at the Cog-
nitive Load � Gender Inversion simple interaction separately for gay and
straight targets. For judgments of straight targets, the interaction was
marginally significant (B � �.09, SE � .05, p � .06, z � �1.86),
indicating that the association between straight targets’ gender inversion
and liberal perceivers’ accuracy of straight targets differed as a function of
cognitive load. The Cognitive Load � Gender Inversion interaction was
not significant for judgments of gay targets (B � .06, SE � .05, p � .24,
z � 1.18).
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Control condition. As shown in Figure 5, the three-way Ide-
ology � Gender Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction was
significant for perceivers assigned to the control condition (B �
.07, SE � .02, p � .001, z � 4.17). We decomposed this interac-
tion by looking at the simple two-way Gender Inversion � Sexual
Orientation interaction separately for conservatives (1 SD above
the ideology mean) and liberals (1 SD below the ideology mean).
Unpacking the interaction in this way allowed us to see whether
the association between targets’ level of gender inversion and the
likelihood of accurately categorizing gay and straight targets dif-
fers for conservatives and liberals. In other words, this analysis
provided an opportunity to replicate the results of Study 1.

For conservatives assigned to the control condition, the two-way
Gender Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction was significant
(B � .31, SE � .06, p � .001, z � 5.29). As gender inversion
increased, conservatives’ accuracy in judging gay targets increased
(B � .24, SE � .08, p � .002, z � 3.06), but their accuracy in
judging straight targets decreased (B � �.37, SE � .09, p � .001,
z � �4.34). For liberals assigned to the control condition, neither
the simple main effect of gender inversion (B � .02, SE � .04,
p � .66, z � 0.45) nor the two-way Gender Inversion � Sexual
Orientation interaction was significant (B � �.01, SE � .04, p �
.85, z � �0.18). Thus, as in Study 1, targets’ gender inversion was
associated with categorization accuracy for conservatives but not
liberals.

We next tested our prediction that conservatives would be more
accurate than liberals in the control condition, but only to the
extent that the stereotypical cues possessed validity. As before, we
compared conservatives’ and liberals’ levels of accuracy sepa-
rately for gay and straight targets who were high (1 SD above the
mean) and low (1 SD below the mean) in gender inversion. As
illustrated in Figure 5, conservatives were significantly more ac-
curate than liberals in judging gay targets who were high in gender
inversion (B � .09, SE � .03, p � .01, z � 2.58), and they were
marginally more accurate in judging straight targets who were low
in gender inversion (B � .08, SE � .04, p � .056, z � 1.92).

Conservatives, however, were less accurate than liberals in judging
straight targets who were high in gender inversion (B � �.10,
SE � .04, p � .009, z � �2.62). There were no differences
between liberals and conservatives in the accuracy of judgments of
gay targets who were low in gender inversion (B � �.02, SE �
.04, p � .66, z � �0.44). As in Study 1, then, conservatives
consistently relied on stereotypes linking gendered facial cues to
sexual orientation when categorizing targets. This led them to be
more accurate than liberals when the stereotypic association be-
tween targets’ gender inversion and sexual orientation held and
less accurate when it did not.

Cognitive load condition. As shown in Figure 6, the Gender
Inversion � Sexual Orientation interaction was significant for
perceivers who were distracted by cognitive load (B � .15, SE �
.03, p � .001, z � 4.45). As gender inversion increased, these
participants became more accurate in their judgments of gay
targets (B � .14, SE � .05, p � .006, z � 2.73) and less accurate
in their judgments of straight targets (B � �.17, SE � .05,
p � .001, z � �3.30). As hypothesized, the three-way Gender
Inversion � Sexual Orientation � Ideology interaction was not
significant (B � .01, SE � .02, p � .75, z � 0.29), indicating that
the relationship between targets’ degree of gender inversion and
the likelihood that they would be accurately categorized as gay or
straight did not differ for liberals and conservatives. That is,
cognitively busy liberals as well as conservatives used gender
inversion cues to make their judgments; therefore, the accuracy of
their judgments depended heavily on the validity of the cues.

Discussion

Although lower levels of prejudice and more contact with gay
men are indeed associated with greater liberalism, these factors did
not seem to influence the process of making judgments about
sexual orientation, nor did they account for ideological differences
in the use of gender inversion cues. Rather, as we theorized,
political ideology interacted with cognitive busyness to predict the

Figure 5. Likelihood of liberal and conservative perceivers (plotted on separate lines at 1 SD above and below
the ideology mean) in the control condition accurately categorizing a target’s sexual orientation as a function of
the target’s gender inversion, plotted at one standard deviation above and below the gender inversion mean
(Study 2).
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use of stereotypical cues in making sexual orientation judgments.
As hypothesized, cognitive load prevented liberals from engag-
ing in an effortful correction process, leading them to rely on
gender inversion cues to the same extent as conservatives (cf.
Skitka et al., 2002). Under cognitive load, liberals were just as
accurate as conservatives when cues were valid (i.e., for gay
targets high in gender inversion and straight targets low in
gender inversion) and just as inaccurate when the cues were
invalid (i.e., for gay targets low in gender inversion and straight
targets high in gender inversion).

These results suggest that liberals and conservatives do not
differ in terms of their automatic associations between gender
inversion and sexual orientation. The relationship between targets’
gender inversion and the likelihood of categorizing targets as gay
was the same for liberals and conservatives under cognitive load,
suggesting that there is no ideological difference in the perception
of gender inversion. Rather, it appears that liberals and conserva-
tives perceived the same facial cues and automatically linked them
to the targets’ sexual orientations. Where liberals and conserva-
tives differ is in terms of their use of stereotypical cues in their
deliberative judgments. When liberals possessed sufficient cogni-
tive resources, they engaged in an effortful process of stereotype
correction, adjusting their initial judgments in a counterstereotypi-
cal direction.

Although this study provides additional support for our theoret-
ical argument, it remains unclear why liberals but not conservatives
would engage in a secondary process of correction when it comes
to making sexual orientation judgments. In Study 3, we investi-
gated the possibility that ideological differences in cognitive style
may lead liberals to be less likely than conservatives to assume that
gender inversion cues possess validity. That is, we sought to
determine whether liberals correct their initial judgments because
they are less likely than conservatives to believe that the cues are
valid indicators of a person’s sexual orientation.

Study 3

There were four main goals of Study 3. First, we sought to
determine the extent to which stereotypes about gender inversion
and sexual orientation are generally shared. In other words, we
measured the extent to which perceivers have similar cultural
knowledge of stereotypes linking gendered facial cues to sexual
orientation. It is at least conceivable that perceivers have their own
idiosyncratic stereotypes about how gay men look (cf. Kenny,
1994) and may not be very familiar with stereotypes linking
gendered facial cues to sexual orientation. However, to the extent
that perceivers are using shared stereotypes to infer targets’
sexual orientation in their initial judgments, they should be
relatively knowledgeable about these stereotypes. We also ex-
plored whether liberals and conservatives would differ in their
awareness of these stereotypes. Although gender inversion ste-
reotypes saturate mainstream culture (Blashill & Powlishta,
2009; Kite & Deaux, 1986, 1987; McConaghy & Zamir, 1995),
it is possible that liberals would report less knowledge of these
stereotypes, and this could explain why they are less likely to
use gender inversion cues. This seemed unlikely, given that
liberals did use gendered facial cues to the same extent as
conservatives when they were cognitively busy in Study 2.
Nevertheless, we decided to compare liberals’ and conserva-
tives’ cultural knowledge of stereotypes about gendered facial
features and sexual orientation directly.

Second, we sought to test the hypothesis that liberals would be
less likely than conservatives to believe that gender inversion cues
are valid (i.e., that gender-inverted faces are more likely to be gay).
Participants in Study 3 rated the extent to which they believe gay
men possess stereotypically feminine facial features. Recall that at
the end of Study 1, we had participants list features that they had
used to make their sexual orientation judgments. We used these
same features in Study 3 to measure the extent to which perceivers
endorse stereotypes about how gay men look. Comparing liberals

Figure 6. Likelihood of liberal and conservative perceivers (plotted on separate lines at 1 SD below and above
the ideology mean) in the cognitively busy condition accurately categorizing a target’s sexual orientation as a
function of the target’s degree of gender inversion, plotted at one standard deviation above and below the gender
inversion mean (Study 2).
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and conservatives in terms of stereotype endorsement allowed us
to examine why the characteristic cognitive style of liberals would
lead them to partake in a corrective process when making sexual
orientation judgments.

Third, we sought to augment the findings of Study 2, which
suggested that engaging in effortful processing helps to explain
ideological differences in the use of gender inversion cues. We did
so by measuring the motivation to engage in effortful thought as an
individual-difference variable. Measuring cognitive style in this
way allowed us to focus on the process by which political ideology
is related to stereotype endorsement and application. We hypoth-
esized that liberals would be less likely than conservatives to
believe that gendered facial cues are associated with sexual orien-
tation, at least in part because they prefer to engage in more
complex, effortful thought. To test this hypothesis, we measured
participants’ need for cognition, which captures the extent to
which perceivers enjoy and engage in effortful cognitive activity
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982; Cacioppo, Petty, Kao, & Rodriguez,
1986). Prior research has found that liberals report a greater need
for cognition than do conservatives (Federico & Schneider, 2007;
Sargent, 2004), which might help to explain why liberals would
process information in a more detailed and complex manner when
making decisions (Jost et al., 2003; Tetlock, 1983).

Fourth, we sought to understand why egalitarianism and out-
group contact failed to account for ideological differences in the
use of gender inversion cues in Study 2. According to past re-
search, low-prejudiced individuals eschew stereotypes that are
explicitly negative and that are used to justify discrimination
against disadvantaged groups (Devine, 1989). This allows them to
maintain an egalitarian self-concept and to minimize discomfort
resulting from transgressions of personal standards (Monteith,
1993; Monteith, Devine, & Zuwerink, 1993). Conversely, individ-
uals who hold negative attitudes toward a group are more likely to
endorse negative stereotypes about that group (Allport, 1954/1979;
Monteith, 1993; Whitley, 1999), possibly to justify the expression
of prejudice (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003). It is conceivable that
stereotypes linking gendered facial cues to sexual orientation do
not possess the same negative valence as other more pernicious
stereotypes about gay men—such as stereotypes that gay men are
sexually promiscuous (Herek, 1984) or more likely to be pedo-
philes (Bosson, Haymovitz, & Pinel, 2004; Herek, 2002). In other
words, facial feature stereotypes may be used simply to categorize
sexual orientation and not necessarily to stigmatize gay men. Thus,
associations between facial features and sexual orientation might
be seen as neutral or perhaps even positive in valence. If so, we
would not expect an association between prejudice and stereotype
endorsement. To investigate this issue, we asked participants about
the perceived valence of stereotypes linking facial features to
sexual orientation.

Method

Participants. Ninety participants (45 women; Mage � 35.0
years, SD � 11.54, age range � 18–65 years; 73 heterosexual,
three gay/lesbian, eight bisexual, four “other” sexual orientation,
and two no sexual orientation specified) were recruited online
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk website.

Procedure. At the end of Study 1, participants were asked
what facial features they had used to determine targets’ sexual

orientations. On the basis of these responses, we generated a list of
the most commonly mentioned facial features. These features were
clear skin, long eyelashes, groomed eyebrows, styled hair, a slen-
der face, and high cheekbones. Past research has indeed found that
these features are generally regarded as feminine attributes (Bur-
riss, Little, & Nelson, 2007; Cunningham, 1986; Cunningham,
Roberts, Wu, Barbee, & Druen, 1995; Freimuth & Hornstein,
1982; Johnston, Hagel, Franklin, Fink, & Grammer, 2001; Pronin,
Steele, & Ross, 2004), so that males possessing a greater number
of these features would be considered higher in gender inversion.
To mitigate the possibility that participants would report familiar-
ity with any stereotype (whether authentic or fake) so as to appear
knowledgeable, we added two features that participants in Study 1
did not mention, namely having large eyes and moles.

Participants were provided with a link on Mechanical Turk’s
website that took them to the experiment, which was programmed
using Qualtrics software. To measure participants’ stereotype
knowledge, they indicated the extent to which they were familiar
with the belief that gay men possess each of the eight facial
features noted above (1 � not at all familiar; 4 � somewhat
familiar; 7 � very familiar). To measure perceived stereotype
valence, participants also rated the extent to which beliefs about
gay men possessing each of these features were positive or nega-
tive (1 � extremely negative; 4 � neither positive nor negative;
7 � extremely positive). To measure stereotype endorsement,
participants were asked to indicate the extent to which they be-
lieved that gay men possessed each of the features using a 1–7
response scale (1 � do not believe at all; 4 � somewhat believe;
7 � strongly believe).

Afterward, participants completed the Need for Cognition Scale
(Cacioppo & Petty, 1982), the Attitudes Toward Gay Men Scale
(Herek, 1988), indicated how frequently they interacted with gay
men (ranging from 1 � never to 7 � daily), and reported their
political ideology in response to the question “Where on the
following scale of political orientation would you place yourself?”
(1 � extremely liberal; 5 � moderate; 9 � extremely conserva-
tive). Ideology scores were again slightly skewed in the liberal
direction (M � 4.06, SD � 2.19). Finally, participants provided the
same demographic information requested in the prior studies.

Results

Stereotype knowledge. To gauge the extent to which partic-
ipants possessed cultural knowledge of stereotypes linking facial
features to sexual orientation, we conducted a series of one-sample
t tests comparing participants’ reported knowledge of the stereo-
types against the midpoint of the scale (4 � somewhat familiar).
We reasoned that if perceivers reported being more than “some-
what familiar” with a given stereotype linking facial cues to sexual
orientation, then the stereotype would likely affect sexual orienta-
tion judgments. However, if perceivers reported being less than
“somewhat familiar” with a stereotype, then it seemed unlikely
that it would be used to infer sexual orientation. As shown in Table
1, reported knowledge of stereotypes about how gay men look
exceeded the midpoint of the scale for all of the facial features
except for large eyes and moles (the ones we invented).

To determine whether liberals and conservatives differed in
their cultural knowledge of these stereotypes, we correlated self-
reported knowledge of each stereotype with political ideology.
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None of the correlations reached statistical significance (all |r|s �
.08, ps � .46), indicating that liberals and conservatives were
equally aware of the stereotypes linking facial features to sexual
orientation.

Stereotype valence. To determine the extent to which partic-
ipants rated stereotypes linking facial features to sexual orientation
as either positive or negative in valence, we conducted a series of
one-sample t tests, again comparing actual ratings against the
midpoint of the scale (4). The tests revealed that all of the facial
feature stereotypes were rated as either neutral (i.e., not signifi-
cantly different from 4) or positive (see Table 2). For every
stereotypical cue, the perceived valence was not significantly
correlated with ideology (all |r|s � .14, ps � .19), revealing that
liberals and conservatives perceived the valence of the cues in a
similar fashion.

Stereotype endorsement. We hypothesized that liberals
would be less likely than conservatives to endorse stereotypes
about gender inversion and sexual orientation because of their
higher need for cognition. To assess this prediction, we first
created a composite score based on participants’ endorsement of
each facial stereotype (� � .76). We then tested the mediation
model illustrated in Figure 7, using political ideology to predict
stereotype endorsement through the need for cognition (� � .93;
higher numbers indicate greater need for cognition). We included
attitudes toward gay men (� � .92; higher numbers indicate more
negative attitudes) and contact with gay men (higher numbers
indicate more contact) as additional predictors of stereotype en-
dorsement to investigate whether the effect of ideology on cue

endorsement through need for cognition was independent of anti-
gay prejudice and social contact (correlations among variables are
listed in Table 3). Using bootstrapping, the 95% confidence inter-
val of the indirect effect of political ideology on cue endorsement
did not contain zero [.01, .08], indicating that the mediation was
significant at � � .05. Thus, liberals were less likely to endorse
stereotypical beliefs about how gay men look at least in part
because of their higher need for cognition.

Discussion

Study 3 revealed that liberals were less likely than conservatives
to endorse stereotypes about how gay men look, and this was
related to the fact that they are dispositionally higher on the need
for cognition. Furthermore, attitudes toward gay men were not
associated with the endorsement of stereotypes about gendered
facial features. This could be due to the fact that all of the facial
stereotypes were perceived as neutral or positive in valence, so the
endorsement of these cues would not threaten a low-prejudiced
person’s egalitarian self-concept. Furthermore, the amount of con-
tact participants reported having with gay men was unrelated to
their endorsement of the stereotypes, suggesting that ideological
differences in stereotype application are probably not driven by
liberals’ greater exposure to gay men. Rather, these results support
the notion that liberals are more likely than conservatives to adjust
their sexual orientation judgments because of ideological differ-
ences in cognitive style (i.e., need for cognition) rather than
because of egalitarianism or social contact.

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Sample t Statistics
(Tested Against the Scale Midpoint) for Cultural Knowledge of
Stereotypes (Study 3)

Stereotype M SD t

Clear skin 4.73 1.73 4.01���

Long eyelashes 4.97 1.59 5.77���

Groomed eyebrows 5.17 1.64 6.73���

Styled hair 5.39 1.22 10.76���

Slender face 4.70 1.53 4.34���

High cheek bones 4.56 1.76 2.99��

Large eyes 3.07 1.63 �5.42���

Moles 2.80 1.38 �8.23���

�� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Table 2
Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Sample t Statistics
(Tested Against the Scale Midpoint) for Perceived Valence of
Stereotypes (Study 3)

Stereotype M SD t

Clear skin 5.19 1.26 8.94���

Long eyelashes 3.96 1.10 �0.38
Groomed eyebrows 4.16 1.20 1.23
Styled hair 4.79 1.22 6.08���

Slender face 4.02 1.00 0.21
High cheek bones 4.07 .88 0.72

���p � .001.

Table 3
Zero-Order Correlations Among Study Variables (Study 3)

Measure 1 2 3 4 5

1. Political ideology —
2. Need for cognition �.27�� —
3. Contact with gay men �.36��� .08 —
4. Attitudes toward gay men .43��� �.18† �.27� —
5. Stereotype endorsement .33�� �.37��� �.13 .11 —

Note. For political ideology, higher scores indicate greater conservatism
(or lesser liberalism).
†p � .10. � p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.

Figure 7. Mediation model in which political ideology predicted stereo-
type endorsement as mediated by the need for cognition (Study 3). All
values are standardized coefficients and represent relationships in which
attitudes toward gay men and social contact with gay men are included as
covariates. Values in parentheses represent direct relationships; values
without parentheses represent relationships after including all variables in
the model. �p � .05. ��p � .01. ���p � .001.
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General Discussion

In the present research program, we have investigated the pos-
sibility that liberals and conservatives differ in the process by
which they make sexual orientation judgments because of differ-
ences in cognitive style. Specifically, we hypothesized that liberals
and conservatives alike would make quick, preliminary judgments
based on stereotypical gender inversion cues, but liberals would be
more likely than conservatives to engage in a secondary process of
judgment adjustment. Thus, in Study 1, we observed that liberals
were indeed less likely than conservatives to use gender inversion
cues in their deliberative judgments, and they also took longer to
make their judgments, suggesting that they may have been think-
ing more about their judgments. In Study 2, we found that differ-
ences between liberals and conservatives were eliminated by dis-
rupting the perceiver’s ability to engage in effortful processing.
Under cognitive load, liberals failed to adjust their initial judg-
ments and, like conservatives, relied on gender inversion cues. In
Study 3, we provided more direct evidence that differences in
cognitive style underlie ideological differences in judgments of
sexual orientation. Specifically, we found that liberals were less
likely than conservatives to endorse stereotypes about gender
inversion and sexual orientation, and this difference in stereotype
endorsement was partially explained by liberals’ greater need for
cognition.

We also ruled out several alternative explanations for our
findings. Past work has suggested that differences in levels of
prejudice can produce differences in decision-making pro-
cesses, especially when such decisions involve stereotypes that
are negatively valenced (e.g., Hugenberg & Bodenhausen,
2004; Skitka et al., 2002). Somewhat surprisingly, we found no
evidence that ideological differences in prejudice levels ac-
counted for our effects. Statistically adjusting for prejudice had
no bearing on our results (Studies 2 and 3), and prejudice failed
to moderate cue use (Study 2). This may be due to the fact that
facial cues associated with gender inversion were not seen as
negatively valenced. Indeed, virtually all of the stereotypical
cues that participants in Study 1 reported using were rated as
neutral or positive by participants in Study 3. When it comes to
judgments of sexual orientation, it appears that gendered facial
features are one type of cue used to assign individuals into one
category or another (a process that is referred to colloquially as
“gaydar”), but they do not necessarily entail negative judgments
about the target.

Ideological differences in prior contact experiences with gay
men failed to explain why liberals corrected their sexual orien-
tation judgments in the absence of cognitive load (Study 2) and
why they were less likely to endorse gender inversion stereo-
types (Study 3). Furthermore, liberals and conservatives did not
differ in terms of their cultural knowledge of stereotypes link-
ing gender inversion cues to sexual orientation or their evalu-
ation of gender inversion stereotypes (Study 3). These results
suggest that stereotype awareness and valence cannot explain
why liberals are more likely than conservatives to engage in a
secondary correction process. Taken in conjunction, all of these
findings indicate that underlying cognitive style—rather than
prejudice, social contact, or cultural knowledge of stereo-
types— explains why liberals and conservatives differ with
respect to the process of categorizing individuals as gay or

straight. We do assume, however, that prejudice could play an
important role in the application of stereotypes once categori-
zation has already taken place.

The Role of Prejudice

Although we found no evidence that perceivers’ levels of prej-
udice contributed to the use of gender inversion stereotypes, it
seems likely that prejudice would play a role in downstream
judgmental processes that occur once a given individual has been
categorized as gay. Stereotypes that are activated once a target has
been categorized as a member of a stigmatized group can readily
be used to justify discrimination against the target (e.g., Allport,
1954/1979; Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost & Hamilton, 2005). There-
fore, the attitudes that a perceiver holds concerning the target
group tend to shape the application of stereotypes in making
subsequent judgments of the target person (Blair, 2002; Monteith,
Sherman, & Devine, 1998; Sktika et al., 2002; Wittenbrink, Judd,
& Park, 2001).

The present findings, in conjunction with past research, suggest
that prejudice may not influence the process of categorization
when the stereotypical cues are perceived as neutral or positive,
but it may well influence evaluations of targets after categorization
judgments have been made. For example, Monteith, Spicer, and
Tooman (1998) found that when participants were provided with a
picture of a same-sex male couple and asked to write about a
typical day in the life of that couple, low-prejudiced participants
were less likely to use stereotypes about gay men in their descrip-
tion about the couple than were high-prejudiced participants. Fur-
thermore, Skitka et al. (2002) found that liberals were more likely
than conservatives to modify their initial dispositional attributions
about a target individual’s negative outcomes (e.g., a man losing
his job) and to incorporate situational information in a subsequent
phase of judgment correction. The researchers suggested that ini-
tial dispositional judgments often conflict with liberals’ low-
prejudiced and egalitarian values (e.g., assuming that a man lost
his job because he is lacking in ability or motivation), and so
liberals would be more likely to alter their initial judgments to
minimize conflict with egalitarian values (e.g., deciding that the
man might have lost his job because the company had financial
troubles). In research by Monteith, Spicer, and Tooman (1998) and
Skitka et al. (2002), the experimenter categorized targets in ad-
vance (i.e., as gay and unemployed, respectively), and low- (but
not highly) prejudiced perceivers eschewed stereotypes when de-
scribing or making effortful attributions about members of these
stigmatized groups.

It is possible to incorporate all of these various findings into a
single, overarching theoretical framework. First, we have demon-
strated that political ideology predicts the use of stereotypical cues
in making categorization judgments with respect to an ambiguous
social category. Second, once a given target person has been
categorized, prejudice and egalitarian values are likely to moderate
the application of additional stereotypes in making effortful judg-
ments about a target’s behavior and outcomes (Skitka et al.,
2002)—and perhaps even general evaluations of his or her char-
acter. Given that research has only recently begun to explore how
features of the perceiver inform categorization with respect to
perceptually ambiguous social groups (such as groups based on
sexual orientation), an integrative framework such as this provides
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a novel, multistage account of how potentially stigmatized indi-
viduals are categorized, judged, evaluated, and treated.

In the present research, we focused on ideological differences in
cognitive style, focusing on liberals’ stronger motivation to engage
in effortful thought (Study 3). However, other situational goals and
motivations presumably impact the accessibility and application of
stereotypes in judgments (Kunda & Spencer, 2003). For example,
feelings of scarcity (Rodeheffer, Hill, & Lord, 2012) and vulner-
ability to harm (Miller, Maner, & Becker, 2010) lead individuals to
use different strategies when categorizing individual members of a
perceptually ambiguous group. Moreover, if perceivers were mak-
ing explicitly political judgments, it seems likely that motivational
factors could influence the extent to which liberals and conserva-
tives would be willing to categorize individual targets as ingroup
or outgroup members, as well as their use of stereotypical cues
(Samochowiec, Wanke, & Fiedler, 2010; Yzerbyt, Leyens, &
Bellour, 1995).

It is also possible that prejudice would play a more decisive role
with respect to the use of stereotypical cues when additional
motivations are active during the categorization process (Boden-
hausen & Peery, 2009; Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003, 2004),
such as when the categorization process is linked to maintaining
social hierarchy (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) or justifying the status
quo (Jost & Banaji, 1994). Future research could explore whether
temporarily activating these motives would lead individuals to use
stereotypical cues differently when making sexual orientation
judgments, and whether prejudice would play a stronger role under
such circumstances.

Implications for Other Ambiguous-Category
Judgments

Do the present findings extend to other perceptually ambiguous
social categories? Although we focused solely on judgments of
sexual orientation, it seems likely that cognitive style differences
between liberals and conservatives would affect a wide range of
decision-making processes (see, e.g., Jost et al., 2003). For in-
stance, a perceiver’s ideology could come into play any time that
judgments are made indirectly through reliance on stereotypical
cues, especially under circumstances of ambiguity (Crawford &
Skowronski, 1998, Study 4; Perlini & Hansen, 2001). Other quo-
tidian examples of perceptually ambiguous social categories in-
clude religious affiliation and political party membership. Prior
research has revealed that both of these types of group member-
ships are perceived indirectly—and often surprisingly accurately—
on the basis of facial images (Allport & Kramer, 1946; Rice &
Mullen, 2003; Rule & Ambady, 2010; Rule, Garrett, & Ambady,
2010). With respect to these types of categorization judgments, we
would hypothesize that—as long as perceivers are aware of the
stereotypical cues that can be used to make such judgments but
their cognitive style leads them to suspect that the cues lack
validity—liberals would be more likely than conservatives to make
secondary adjustments to their judgments in a nonstereotypical
direction. If, however, liberals are unaware of the cues used to
make certain judgments (e.g., dominance with respect to political
party categorization; see Rule & Ambady, 2010), or believe that
the cues are entirely valid (see Wegener, Clark, & Petty, 2006), we
would not expect them to correct their initial judgments. As with
respect to sexual orientation, the implications for judgmental ac-

curacy directly depend on the extent to which stereotypical cues
are indeed valid indicators of group membership.

Moving beyond social category judgments, ideology may also
influence judgments of targets on other dimensions, such as per-
sonality traits, at least to the extent that these judgments are made
indirectly on the basis of heuristic cues. For instance, Gosling and
colleagues have found that social environments—bedrooms, of-
fices, personal web pages, and music lists—provide indirect cues
that perceivers can use to infer personality characteristics such as
extraversion or neuroticism (Gosling et al., 2002; Mehl, Gosling,
& Pennebaker, 2006; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). These cues
often carry shared cultural meanings (e.g., a clean office is indic-
ative of a conscientious person), which means that endorsing
stereotypical associations that link such cues to personality char-
acteristics is integral to the process of judgment making. Given the
relationship that we have observed between political ideology and
stereotype endorsement (Study 3), it is possible that when it comes
to inferring personality traits on the basis of indirect environmental
cues, liberals’ greater need for cognition might lead them to rely on
these cues less than conservatives, in part because they would be
more likely to doubt that such cues necessarily serve the interest of
making an accurate judgment. Future work would do well to
consider the implications of the ideological differences we have
observed for a variety of judgmental processes, including the
extent to which liberals and conservatives use contextual cues to
draw inferences about the traits and behaviors of individuals and
groups. By varying the number of cues as well as their validity and
task relevance, researchers would be well poised to learn when
liberals and conservatives do and do not use informational cues
differently.

Implications for Accuracy in Naturalistic Contexts

In Studies 1 and 2, we observed no main effect of the perceiver’s
ideology when it comes to the overall accuracy of sexual orienta-
tion judgments. Instead, we found that (in the absence of cognitive
load) ideological differences in accuracy were dependent on the
validity of the cues. Because conservatives relied more consis-
tently on the cues than did liberals, they were more accurate for the
subset of faces that were stereotype-consistent (e.g., gay males
with feminine facial features) and less accurate when the cues were
stereotype-inconsistent (e.g., straight males with feminine facial
features).

To the extent that stereotypes linking gender inversion to sexual
orientation possess some degree of validity in general (Freeman et
al., 2010, Study 2; Rieger et al., 2008), our results suggest that
conservatives may possess better “gaydar” than liberals overall.
However, given that gender inversion stereotypes are often exag-
gerated (Kite & Deaux, 1987; McConaghy & Zamir, 1995) and
much heterogeneity exists with respect to the actual association
between gendered facial features and sexual orientation (Freeman
et al., 2010), the correlation between gendered facial features and
actual sexual orientation in the “real world” is probably modest.
This fact, coupled with the procedural detail that the percentage of
gay targets in our sample exceeded that of documented population
estimates (which vary from 1% to 21%; Gates, 2011; Kinsey,
Pomeroy, & Martin, 1948; Savin-Williams, 2006), may explain
why there were no ideological differences in terms of accuracy in
general.
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One might ask whether including an equal number of gay and
straight targets in our sample of facial stimuli affected the rela-
tionship between cue usage and accuracy and, if so, how. There are
two main reasons why it is unlikely that base-rate knowledge led
to the observed differences in accuracy between liberals and con-
servatives. First, it is likely that knowledge or assumptions about
base rates in the population would lead to an overall response bias,
so that participants would judge more targets to be straight than
gay. This is indeed what we observed in Studies 1 and 2, which
suggests that participants were at least somewhat aware of base
rates. However, there was no evidence that liberals and conserva-
tives differed in terms of their use of base-rate information. In both
Studies 1 and 2, liberals and conservatives did not differ in terms
of the overall likelihood that they would categorize targets as gay
(vs. straight). Additionally, from a signal detection perspective
(see Footnote 3), overall accuracy is unaffected by variability in
perceived base rates (see, e.g., Macmillan & Creelman, 2005).
Second, in the present research, we were mainly interested in how
liberals and conservatives differed in the relationship between cue
usage and judgment accuracy. Although base-rate information
contributes to an overall response bias in judgments, there is no
reason to think that base-rate information would affect the use of
gender inversion cues in rendering judgments about sexual orien-
tation. For instance, if a given perceiver assumes that 10% of the
population is gay, this assumption would not necessarily influence
his or her judgment that gay men possess feminine facial features.
Thus, it is unlikely that assumptions about base rates could account
for differences between liberals and conservatives in terms of
gendered cue usage. Nevertheless, it would be possible to conduct
studies that systematically varied information about population
base rates to determine whether it would influence liberals’ and
conservatives’ cue use and judgmental accuracy to different de-
grees; this would be an interesting direction for future research.

Ultimately, the question of whether conservatives are more
accurate than liberals in categorizing sexual orientation depends on
both the actual correlation between gender inversion and sexual
orientation in the general population and the proportion of gay
versus straight individuals in society. Both issues remain challeng-
ing and somewhat contentious, however, with estimates of homo-
sexuality ranging widely from 1% to 21% (Savin-Williams, 2006),
and in light of continued debate among developmental and social
psychologists (as well as social theorists) regarding the magnitude
of the relationship between gender nonconformity and homosex-
uality (Bailey, Miller, & Willerman, 1993; Bem, 1996; D’Emilio,
1983; Gottschalk, 2003; McConaghy & Zamir, 1995; Rieger et al.,
2008; Weber, 1998). Thus, although it may be possible to assess
ideological differences in accuracy under circumscribed condi-
tions, it remains extremely difficult to estimate the magnitude of
such differences in ecologically valid settings.

Concluding Remarks

The repeal of the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy in 2012 officially
integrated openly gay service members in the armed forces, the
Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act
now protects sexual minorities from hate crimes, and schools
throughout the country fight a daily battle against the harassment
of sexual minorities. As issues concerning the perception and
categorization of sexual orientation continue to saturate main-

stream culture (as well as political discourse), a scientific under-
standing of the relevant psychological and ideological processes is
timely and important. We have demonstrated that ideological
differences in cognitive style affect the processes involved in
making categorical judgments about sexual orientation. This dis-
covery adds to the growing awareness of psychological differences
between liberals and conservatives (e.g., Graham, Haidt, & Nosek,
2009; Jost, 2006). Given that contemporary societies are only now
beginning to grapple with the complexities of sexual orientation
and the consequences of its categorization, the study of how
motivations and other characteristics of perceivers affect social
categorization processes has acquired a new sense of historical
urgency.
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