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Abstract Although researchers have explored the perceiver

characteristics that make people accurate at identifying others’

sexual orientations, characteristics of the targets remain largely

unexplored. In the current study, we examined how individual

differences in internalized homophobia among gay men can

affect perceptions of their sexual orientation by asking 49

individuals to judge the sexual orientations of 78 gay men

from photos of their faces. We found that gay men reporting

higher levels of internalized homophobia were less likely to

have come out of the closet and were, in turn, less likely to be

perceived as gay. Thus, internalized homophobia and the con-

cealmentofone’ssexualminoritystatuscanimpactperceptions

of sexual orientation.
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Social perception � Sexual orientation

Introduction

In the last two decades, research on perceptions of sexual orien-

tationhas increasedexponentially.Thegeneralconclusionof this

research is that people across cultures and time reliably identify

others’ sexual orientation from a variety of cues, including faces,

voices, and nonverbal behavior (Tskhay & Rule, 2013a, 2015a).

Results show that individuals correctly classify approximately

64.5 %oftargetsaccordingto theirsexualorientation,controlling

forperceivers’biases toconstrue targetsas straight. Thisestimate

remainsreliable regardlessofwhether theparticipantsareexposed

to targets’ faces, voices, or snippets of their nonverbal behavior.

Thus, the ability to judge sexual orientation appears to be robust.

However, some perceivers are more accurate judges of sexual

orientation than others. For example, heterosexual women per-

ceive male sexual orientation more accurately when ovulating or

when motivated to look for mates (Rule, Rosen, Slepian, &

Ambady, 2011), individuals who are more familiar with gay men

aremoreaccurateat judgingmen’ssexualorientation(Brambilla,

Riva, & Rule, 2013; Rule, Ambady, Adams, & Macrae, 2007),

and people who self-report greater levels of homophobia are typ-

ically less accurate at discriminating between gay and straight

men and women (Rule et al., 2015). Additionally, some related

research has demonstrated that gay men’s own sexual role pref-

erences and self-reported masculinity can affect their perception of

othergaymen’ssexualrolepreferences(Tskhay,Re,&Rule,2014).

Whileeachoftheabovestudiesinvestigatedcharacteristicsof

individuals thatmoderateperceivers’ accuracy in judgingsexual

orientation (perceiver effects) (Funder, 1995), individual dif-

ferences supporting the complementary legibility of targets (tar-

get effects) have remained relatively unexplored. Indeed, only a

handful of studies have investigated how individual differences

in target characteristics, such as demographics and appearance,

affectperceptionsofsexualorientation. In thatwork, researchers

foundthat targetraceandculturehadlittleornoeffectontheaccu-

racyofperceivingsexualorientation(Johnson&Ghavami,2011;

Rule, 2011; Rule, Ishii, Ambady, Rosen, & Hallett, 2011;

Valentova, Rieger, Havlicek, Linsenmeier, & Bailey, 2011).

Additional research,however,hasdemonstratedthat facialsym-

metry, facial features,expressedemotions,andgender inversion

cues facilitate the inference of sexual orientation and gay men’s

sexual role preferences (e.g., Freeman, Johnson, Ambady, &

Rule, 2010; Hughes & Bremme, 2011; Rieger, Linsenmeier,

Gygax, Garcia, & Bailey, 2010; Skorska, Geniole, Vrysen,

McCormick, & Bogaert, 2015; Tskhay & Rule, 2013b, 2015b;

Valentova, Kleisner, Havlicek, & Neustupa, 2014). Despite
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this evidence, no work to our knowledge has explored how

individual differences in stable trait-like dispositions of targets

can affect perceptions of sexual orientation. The goal of the

current investigation was, therefore, to expand the literature on

targeteffects in perceptionsof sexualorientationbyexamining

how one target characteristic that motivates individuals to con-

ceal their sexual orientation might affect how it is perceived—

individual differences in targets’ internalized homophobia.

Internalized homophobia, or fear of the prejudice, stereo-

types, and stigma associated with being a sexual minority,

may motivate individuals to reject their sexualminority status

and conceal their sexual orientation—thereby limiting its

legibility (e.g., Cain, 1991; Franke & Leary, 1991; Herek,

2004). Moreover, internalized homophobia may also pro-

voke individuals to view other sexual minorities negatively,

resulting in rejection of the sexual minority community at

large (e.g., Herek, Cogan, Gillis, & Glunt, 1997). Previous

research suggests that being a sexual minority can strain rela-

tionships, increase the experience of discrimination, and exac-

erbate the likelihood of physical abuse, thereby providing ample

justification for sexual minorities to deny their sexual orientation

(Herek, 2004; Herek, Cogan, & Gillis, 2002; Katz-Wise & Hyde,

2012).Asevenfalseperceptions thatone isasexualminoritymay

affect one’s interactions with others (see Hebl, Foster, Mannix, &

Dovidio, 2002), sexual minorities with greater levels of inter-

nalized homophobia might strive to emulate the appearance and

behavior of heterosexuals and suppress their same-sex feelings to

avoid suspicions that they are gay.

Given the negative consequences that may arise from being

perceived as a member of a stigmatized group, successful con-

cealmentofone’ssexualminoritystatuscouldbeviewedasadap-

tive (Miller & Major, 2000). Yet, despite the advantages inherent

to avoiding prejudice, studies examining disclosure of sexual

orientationsuggest thatefforts toconcealone’s sexualorientation

precipitate a number of negative outcomes. People who conceal

their sexual orientation experience greater psychological distress

(e.g., Frost & Meyer, 2009; Morris, Waldo, & Rothblum, 2001;

Schrimshaw,Siegel,Downing,&Parsons,2013),diminishedcog-

nitive ability (e.g., Critcher & Ferguson, 2014; see also Lane

& Wegner,1995),morefrequenthealthissues(e.g.,Cole,Kemeny,

Taylor, & Visscher, 1996a; Cole, Kemeny, Taylor, Visscher, &

Fahey,1996b;McGarrity&Huebner,2014;seealsoFrost,Parsons,

& Nanin, 2007), lower relationship quality (e.g., Frost & Meyer,

2009), and more negative attitudes toward work (Griffith &Hebl,

2002;King,Reilly, &Hebl, 2008;Legate,Ryan, &Weinstein,

2012). Furthermore, many researchers consider coming out to be

a sign of healthy sexual development because this milestone

signifies that one has come to terms with his or her same-sex

attractions and has overcome the self-stigmatization inherent

to internalized homophobia (e.g., Cain, 1991).

Coming outmay be a life-long process that largely dependson

situational factors, however. For example, individuals may be

reluctant to come out in an environment that is hostile toward

sexual minorities (D’Augelli & Grossman, 2001; D’Augelli,

Hershberger, & Pilkington, 1998; Griffith & Hebl, 2002; King

et al., 2008; Legate et al., 2012). Concealing one’s sexual orien-

tation may thus protect against a variety of negative outcomes,

and remaining in the closet might be considered a behavioral

manifestation of the attitudes (i.e., internalized homophobia) that

motivate one’s desire to avoid such challenging experiences.

Although some individualsmight work to conceal their sexual

orientation, studies in the last several decades have demonstrated

that people can reliably perceive others’ sexual orientation from

minimalcues(seeTskhay&Rule,2013a,forreview).Forinstance,

sexual orientation can be perceived with accuracy that exceeds

chance guessing from body motion (Ambady, Hallahan, &

Conner, 1999; Johnson, Gill, Reichman, & Tassinary, 2007;

Riegeretal.,2010),vocalcues (e.g.,Gaudio,1994;Linville,1998),

and even the face and its features (e.g., Rule, Ambady, Adams, &

Macrae, 2008; Tskhay, Feriozzo, & Rule, 2013). Furthermore,

sexual orientation can be perceived rapidly and automatically

(Rule & Ambady, 2008; Rule, Ambady, & Hallett, 2009; Rule,

Macrae, & Ambady, 2009), often scaffolded on simple assess-

ments of a target’s sex typicality (e.g., feminine men are per-

ceived as gay and masculine men as straight) (Freeman et al.,

2010; Rieger et al., 2010).

Most relevant to the present investigation, Sylva, Rieger,

Linsenmeier, and Bailey (2010) examined whether gay and

lesbian individuals might be able to pass as straight. Sylva

et al. asked gay and straight men and women to conceal their

sexual orientation in a casual interaction and in a professional

interaction across two studies. In the casual interaction, they

videotaped the targets describing a winter in the Midwest while

behaving in a sex-typical manner, a sex-atypical manner, and as

they naturally would (control). In the professional interaction,

they videotaped the targets as if they were interviewing for their

‘‘dream job’’by either someone who was accepting of their

sexual orientation or by a homophobic interviewer; thus,

they were instructed to conceal their sexual orientation or

‘‘act straight’’ with the latter interviewer. Participants then

rated the targets’ sexual orientation from the videos. Despite

some significant differences between the conditions, partici-

pants consistently distinguished the gay and lesbian targets

from the straight targets regardless of how they attempted to

manipulate theirbehavior.Thesefindings suggest that, although

expressions of sexual orientation may be malleable, targets may

not be able to successfully conceal their sexual orientation.

Although people may not succeed in concealing their sexual

orientation on command, it remains unclear whether individuals

whochronicallyconceal their sexualorientationmaybe less leg-

ible relative to those who express their sexual orientation more

openly. Given previous research suggesting that internalized homo-

phobiamayrelate towhetherpeopleconceal their sexualorientation

(Frost & Meyer, 2009), we predicted that gay men who report

greater levels of internalized homophobia would report less dis-

closure of their sexual orientation, which in turn would relate to
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others’ perceptions of them. In other words, we predicted that

internalized homophobia would affect perceptions of gay men’s

sexual orientations indirectly via the degree to which they have

disclosed their sexual orientation to their family, friends, and col-

leagues.

Method

Participants

Targets

A total of 78 gay men participated in the study as targets (36

White, 17 Asian, 7 Black, 18 other race; age range of 18–66

years). We recruited gay men to participate as targets from the

introductory psychology subject pool and through campus

and online advertisements posted at different campus loca-

tions (e.g., library) or on craigslist.org and other online social

networking websites (facebook.com, reddit.com). Although

we aimed to recruit a total of 90 targets, one of the participants

came into the lab twice and so we eliminated his data from the

second session. Furthermore, 10 men declined to be pho-

tographed upon arrival in the laboratory. One additional par-

ticipant was mistakenly eliminated from the study because he

had no variance in his responses on an unrelated task.

We photographed all targets looking directly into the camera

while posing a neutral expression under conditions standardized

for lighting and distance from the camera. The targets then

proceeded to complete a number of tasks for unrelated studies

among which we assessed their levels of internalized homo-

phobia and outness (see Measures section below). We cropped

the photographs to the limits of the head (top of the hair, bottom

of thechin,andoutsideofears), standardizedthemtobeidentical

in height, and digitally removed any facial piercings.

Raters

A total of 49 individuals (23 female; 44 White, 4 Asian, 1

Black; age range: 19-65 years; 44 straight, 4 bisexual, 1 gay),

recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, participated as

raters. Although 54 participants began the study, five did not

complete the study—their data were not considered in the

analysis.

Measures

Internalized Homophobia (IHP; Martin & Dean, 1992)

The IHP consists of nine items that assess the degree to which

sexual minorities reject their sexual orientation and their same-

sex desires (Frost & Meyer, 2009; Meyer & Dean, 1998).

Participants answer items such as‘‘I wish I weren’t gay’’using a

5-point scale (1=StronglyDisagree, 5=StronglyAgree). Higher

scores on this scale represent higher levels of internalized homo-

phobia. The scale demonstrated an acceptable level of internal

consistency reliability in the present sample: Cronbach’sa=
.83.

Outness (Meyer, Rossano, Ellis, & Bradford, 2002)

Thismeasureassesses thedegreetowhichsexualminoritieshave

disclosed their sexual orientation to other people in their lives.

The scale consists of four items asking participants to indicate

‘‘How out of the closet are you to your family [straight friends,

LGBTQ friends, coworkers]?’’using a 4-point scale (1= Out

toNone, 4=Out toAll); thus, greater scores represent a greater

degree of disclosure of sexual orientation to other people. The

scale demonstrated an acceptable level of internal consistency

reliability in the present sample: Cronbach’s a= .81.

Procedure

Raters evaluated each of the 78 targets on‘‘How gay?’’they

appeared using a 7-point scale (1= Straight, 7=Gay) in a

random order. Each participant saw each target exactly once.

The information about targets’ sexual orientations was never

disclosed to the participants.

Analytic Strategy

We hypothesized that targets’ internalized homophobia would

negatively relate to their degree of outness, which in turn would

affect the perceivers’ ratings of targets’ sexual orientation (see

Table 1fordescriptivestatisticsandcorrelations).Wetested this

mediation hypothesis using cross-classified structural equation

modeling to account for the unique variance in judgments of

sexual orientation due to each target, each rater, and their rela-

tionship (e.g., the Social Relations Model; Kenny & La Voie,

1984). This analysis is, therefore, an extension of multilevel

structural equation modeling techniques used for assessing

statistical mediation (Preacher, 2011; Preacher, Zhang, &

Table 1 Means, standard deviations, and correlations between homo-

phobia, outness, and ratings of perceived sexual orientation for each

target

Variable M (SD) 2 3

1. Homophobia 2.07 (0.70) -.45*** -.14

2. Outness 3.15 (0.80) – .26*

3. Perceived sexual orientation 3.21 (0.70) –

* p\.05; *** p\.001. df= 76. Homophobia assessed along a 5-point

scale (i.e., from 1–5), Outness along a 4-point scale (i.e., 1–4), and

perceived sexual orientation along a 7-point scale (i.e., 1–7)
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Zyphur, 2011) to a cross-classified design that is commonly

used in research involving multiple targets and raters (see

Judd, Westfall, & Kenny, 2012).

Specifically, we partitioned the variance in the judgments

of sexual orientation as a function of perceiver effects (assum-

ingthateachperceivershouldrateall targetssimilarly)andtarget

effects (assuming that each target should be rated similarly by all

perceivers). To achieve this, we specified latent variables repre-

senting the perceptions of sexual orientation for both the per-

ceivers and targets (both Level 2 variables). Next, because both

internalized homophobia and outness are attributes inherent to

the targets, we specified a mediation model only on the target

level. We fit the model using a Bayesian estimator in Mplus

(Muthén & Muthén, 2011) and assessed the model fit using the

Posterior Predictive P value (PPP) and the 95 % confidence

interval (CI) around the difference between the observed and

replicated v2 statistics, whereby a PPP[.05 and a 95 % CI

surrounding 0 are considered indicators of good model fit

(Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012). We report unstandardized

regression coefficients, accompanied by their standard errors and

95 % confidence intervals. Confidence intervals not including

zero should be interpreted as statistically significant.

Results

Overall, the model fit was excellent: PPP= .42, 95 % CI

[-12.46, 14.78]. Gay men who reported greater levels of inter-

nalized homophobia were less likely to be out to their families,

friends, and colleagues, b=-0.52, SE=0.12, 95 % CI [-0.76,

-0.28], and subsequently less likely to be perceived as gay,

b=0.22, SE= .12, 95 % CI [0.03, 0.53]. Importantly, the indi-

rect effect from internalized homophobia to perceptions of sex-

ual orientation via degree of outness was statistically reliable:

b=-0.11, SE=0.07, 95 % CI [-0.30, -0.02]; see Fig. 1.

Furthermore, we wanted to contextualize the magnitude of

the concealment effects on perceptions of sexual orientation.

To achieve this, we compared the faces of closeted gay men in

our sample to faces of straight men from a previously vali-

dated sample (Rule & Ambady, 2008). Specifically, we used

data from an independent group of 59 participants (39 female;

44 White, 6 Hispanic, 4 Black, 2 Asian, 3 other race; age range:

18–69 years) recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to rate

44facesof straightmen using the samesexualorientation scale

as above.1 The faces of the participants who were not out to

their friends, families, and colleagues in the current sample

were rated as more likely to be straight (bintercept= 2.72, SE=

0.22)2 than the faces from the norming sample of straight men:

M= 3.88, SD= .90.

Discussion

We found that gay men who reported greater levels of inter-

nalized homophobia were less likely to be out to their fam-

ilies, friends, and colleagues. In turn, men who reported a

greater degree of concealment were perceived as more likely

to be straight by unacquainted observers viewing photos of

their faces. These data, therefore, suggest that internalized

homophobia affects the legibility ofmen’s sexual orientation.

Thus, the current work adds to the expanding literature on

perceptions of sexual orientation by demonstrating that indi-

vidual differences in targets’ internalized homophobia and con-

cealment affect perceptions of their sexual orientation from

photos of their faces.

Although closeted gay men may have lower levels of well-

being (Cole et al., 1996a; Frost & Meyer, 2009; Schrimshaw

Fig. 1 Graphical representation

of the multilevel structural

equation model examining the

hypothesized mediation of the

relationship between an

individual’s internalized

homophobia and others’

perceptions of his sexual

orientation (SO) via the degree to

which he is out to others. All

estimates are unstandardized and

accompanied by standard errors.

**p\.01; ***p\.001

1 We did not collect information about the sexual orientation of the

raters judging the straight targets.
2 We centered the Outness scale at 1 (Out to None).
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et al., 2013), these findings suggest that they may be able to

avoid many of the negative outcomes associated with being

openly gay because they are relatively more successful in con-

cealing their sexualorientation. Specifically, somegay men may

be able to pass as straight and thus avoid discrimination and

prejudice (Herek, 2004; Herek et al., 2002; Katz-Wise & Hyde,

2012). Furthermore, the present findings also suggest that the

expression of sexual orientation might in some cases be malleable,

though additional research would need to test this possibility (see

also Sylva et al., 2010).

In the current work, we focused exclusively on how internal-

ized homophobia may affect perceptions of sexual orientation

from faces. Although it may appear that there may be some basic

physiognomic differences in gay men who experience greater

versus lower levels of internalized homophobia, the current inves-

tigation did not directly test this possibility as a mechanism.

Instead, the results appear to be more consistent with the social

constructivist view of sexual orientation (Kite & Deaux, 1987;

Tskhay & Rule, 2015a). Specifically, individuals who expressed

higher levels of internalized homophobia were less likely to be

out to their friends and family. Furthermore, this latter variable

mediated the relationship between internalized homophobia and

perceptions of sexual orientation, suggesting that gay men who

behaviorally concealed their sexual orientation were more likely

to be perceived as straight. Following this logic, individuals

exhibiting higher levels of internalized homophobia may have

adhered to more heteronormative standards of grooming (e.g.,

hairstyle, dress; Fridell, Zucker, Bradley, & Maing, 1996; Rule

et al., 2008; Zucker, Wild, Bradley, & Lowry, 1993), or

expressed either fewer or more negative emotions (Tskhay

& Rule, 2015b) to communicate greater masculinity and thus

portray a heterosexual orientation to the outside world (e.g.,

McDermid,Zucker,Bradley,&Maing,1998;Riegeretal.,2010).

However, another account of the current findings is also pos-

sible. For example, it could be that gay men with more feminine

appearances were‘‘forced’’to come out, as their behaviors, appear-

ances, and mannerisms would reliably and consistently communi-

cate theirsexualorientation.Furthermore, thesegaymenmayhave

accepted their sexual orientation earlier in life and therefore may

experience lower levels of internalized homophobia. On the other

hand, gay men with more stereotypically masculine appearances

and behaviors may not need to come out, as their appearance does

not immediately communicate their sexual identity thereby allow-

ing them to pass as straight. Furthermore, the discrepancy between

the positive outcomes afforded from being perceived heterosexual

and the negative stereotypes associated with gay men may clash in

these men’s minds, resulting in increased levels of internalized

homophobia.Althoughthesemechanismscanpossiblyexplain the

link between internalized homophobia and perceptions of sexual

orientationvia thedegreeofoutness, future research isnecessary to

precisely identify the mechanisms underlying the present findings

and to replicate these relationships in other modalities of presen-

tation (e.g., dynamic nonverbal behavior).

Although we focused on perceptions of sexual orientation

from faces here, previous work has demonstrated that sexual

orientation is legible from other modalities as well (e.g., Johnson

etal.,2007;Riegeretal.,2010).Thus,gaymenwhoconceal their

sexual orientation may be perceived differently from their body

motion, mannerisms, and voices than from their faces, particu-

larly as these are all channels of information in which‘‘nonver-

bal leakage’’is often more likely to occur (e.g., Zuckerman,

DePaulo, & Rosenthal, 1981). Indeed, Sylva et al. (2010) found

that perceivers could accurately identify men’s and women’s

sexual orientation from dynamic information when the targets

were explicitly asked to conceal their sexual orientation, sug-

gesting that they could not fully control the expression of their

sexual orientation via dynamic cues. Although we do not know

the extent to which Sylva et al.’s targets were open about their

sexualorientation, these judgmentswerebasedonmore than just

still photos of faces. Thus, it is possible that individuals may be

better able to modulate their expression of sexual orientation

fromtheir faces than fromtheirbodiesandothercues (seeTskhay

& Rule, 2013a; see also Ekman & Friesen, 1969), and that the

sexual orientation of even closeted gay men may be legible from

othercues.Moreover,herewedidnotexamine themalleabilityof

a given individual’s concealment as Sylva et al. did, nor did we

assess the accuracy of perceivers’ impressions (as we focused

only on gay targets). Extending the present work in these ways

may therefore constitute important future directions for recon-

ciling how individual differences in the motivation to conceal

one’s sexual orientation can affect its perception from minimal

cues. Moreover, it may also be important to extend this investi-

gation to female targets, who have been relatively less studied in

the literature on the perception of sexual orientation, despite gen-

erally facilitating greater accuracy than male targets (e.g., Lyons,

Lynch,Brewer,&Bruno,2014;Tabak&Zayas,2012).Although

we anticipate that internalized homophobia would still affect the

degreeofoutnessforfemaletargetsandsubsequentperceptionsof

their sexual orientation, future research should test this question

empirically.

Furthermore, previous research has suggested that the extent

to which one conceals or expresses his or her sexual orientation

may vary in different contexts (Griffith & Hebl, 2002), exam-

ining whether perceptions of sexual orientation differ according

to context may therefore be informative. It is also unclear what

specific cues varied as a function of gay men’s openness about

their sexual orientation in the present research. For example,

closeted men may try to appear more masculine or to act in ways

that are consistent with traditional gender roles to conceal their

sexualorientation (seealsoRule&Ambady,2008).Futurework

may wish to explore such possibilities to better understand the

legibility of sexual orientation from facial cues.

One final limitation is that all of our targets were to some

extent out about their sexual orientation, as they were all indi-

vidualswhohadrespondedtoarequest forgaymentoparticipate

inapsychologystudy.Assuch, thecurrentsampleof targetsmay
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bebiasedbyself-selection.Althoughwecanassumethatnoneof

the targets in the current samplewere highly motivated to shroud

their sexual orientation, our data demonstrate a relatively wide

rangeofoutness.Therefore,weanticipate that theeffectsmaybe

stronger if we were able to sample gay men who were not out to

their friends and family. Future work may wish to test for similar

relationships among individuals who guard their sexual orien-

tation even more closely, or perhaps among individuals who are

not out at all.

These limitations notwithstanding, the current work provides

evidence for systematic variability in the expression of sexual

orientation amonggay men.Gaymen with higher levelsof inter-

nalized homophobiaexpressed greatereffort tokeep their sexual

orientation a secret. In turn, their efforts appeared to be some-

what successful: gay men who indicated less openness about

their sexual orientation were judged as less likely to be gay in

photos of their faces. Thus, we identified one characteristic of

targets that may be relevant to perceptions of sexual orientation

and that may provide fodder for future investigations wishing to

furtherunderstand target-levelvariability in judgmentsof sexual

orientation.
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