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When Social Perception Goes Wrong: Judging Targets’ Behavior toward Gay
Versus Straight People

Jin X. Goha, Mollie A. Rubenb, and Judith A. Hall c

aUniversity of Washington; bUniversity of Maine; cNortheastern University

ABSTRACT
Accurate social perception depends on many factors, including the extent to which per-
ceivers hold correct beliefs about how behaviors reflect the characteristic being judged. In
Study 1, target participants recorded videos introducing themselves to either a gay or
straight student who was ostensibly in another room. Unbeknownst to the targets, the
other student was illusory and not real. Analysis of the targets’ videos revealed that they
behaved more positively toward the gay than straight student. Two subsequent studies
demonstrated that new perceivers were below chance in guessing the illusory student’s sex-
ual orientation from watching the male targets’ behavior, presumably because they
expected to see negative behavior toward the gay illusory student. The study documents
processes whereby social perception can go awry.

In the large literature on accuracy of interpersonal
perception, the emphasis has consistently been on
demonstrating how accurate people can be in judging
the meanings of other people’s cues. Researchers have
demonstrated people’s ability to accurately perceive
other people’s personality, social attributes, emotional
states, and thoughts, to name a few examples (Hall &
Bernieri, 2001; Hall, Schmid Mast, & West, 2016).
Researchers marvel at finding significant, and some-
times high, accuracy for judging even very degraded
or subtle stimuli—for example, recognizing facial
expressions of emotion shown for extremely short
durations (Matsumoto et al., 2000) and guessing target
individuals’ religious or political affiliations from pho-
tographs that have no obviously identifying cues
(Tskhay & Rule, 2013). Although a high accuracy rate
is the norm, especially with standardized tests of
accuracy that allow researchers to predetermine over-
all accuracy rates during test development (Hall,
Andrzejewski, Murphy, Schmid Mast, & Feinstein,
2008), accuracy is harder to attain in some domains
such as lie detection and judging sexual orientation,
where stimuli are not preselected to be judgeable.
Nonetheless, the narrative surrounding these research
domains usually describes how accuracy is still signifi-
cantly above chance on average (Bond & DePaulo,
2006; Tskhay & Rule, 2013).

Of course, there must be many kinds of interper-
sonal judgment on which perceivers cannot be

accurate beyond the guessing level. Chance-level
accuracy occurs either because the relevant informa-
tion is not present in the stimuli to be judged or
because perceivers do not have sufficient knowledge
to apply to the judgment task (Funder, 1995; Hartwig
& Bond, 2011). However, it is difficult to know how
often these situations have arisen in research, because
an accuracy task on which people could perform only
at the guessing level would probably not find its way
into publication.

The present article documents a third possibility
that is also rarely reported: the situation where per-
ceivers are systematically wrong; that is, their scores
are lower than the guessing (chance) level.
Anecdotally, many people have embarrassing stories
about times when they were completely off base in
judging someone else’s identity, thoughts, or emo-
tions. In some of these situations they probably were
just guessing and guessed wrong, but in others they
were likely applying an incorrect judgment principle—
such as listeners often do when told the story of the
gravely injured boy whose father just died in the same
car crash that injured the boy. The trauma surgeon
declares, “I cannot operate on this child—he is my
son!” Listeners predictably think such a reply is
impossible because they had just learned the boy’s
father was dead. Situations in which people are sys-
tematically inaccurate in a social inference occur
because an initial premise is wrong—in this case,
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people assume that trauma surgeons cannot be female
or that a child cannot have two fathers. Such situa-
tions, however, are rarely reported in research. An
example is a study on lie-detection accuracy in which
accuracy was significantly below the chance level
when perceivers were manipulated to try harder on
the task, presumably due to the systematic derailment
of otherwise correct judgment strategies (Porter,
McCabe, Woodworth, & Peace, 2007).

Assuming that relevant and judgeable information
is present in the stimuli (Funder, 1995), systematically
wrong responding could come about only if perceivers
are operating on the basis of erroneous beliefs about
how the characteristic being judged is reflected in the
cues they see or hear. Inaccuracy actually involves the
same processes that produce accuracy, as both fit
within Brunswik’s (1956) lens model. Specifically, per-
ceivers apply a set of decision rules (called cue utiliza-
tions) based on knowledge, stereotypes, or
expectations about how the characteristic being judged
is revealed in the measured behaviors, and then the
researcher determines whether these cue utilizations
align with the behavior actually associated with that
characteristic (cue validity). As an example, perceivers
who rate targets who have cheerful and energetic voi-
ces as extraverted would be accurate in their cue util-
ization to the extent that extraverts actually have
cheerful and energetic voices (Hirschm€uller, Egloff,
Nestler, & Back, 2013). But, inaccurate cue utiliza-
tion—such as considering extraverts to have timid,
soft voices—would contribute systematically to
inaccuracy unless the ill effects of that erroneous belief
were swamped by the salubrious effect of having
many beliefs that are accurate. The lens model frame-
work can be applied to many kinds of social judg-
ments that could be accurate or inaccurate (Hall &
Goh, 2017). It follows from the lens model logic that,
given the presence of cue validities (i.e., the relevant
information is available), systematic inaccuracy results
from incorrect cue utilizations.

The current research uses a paradigm in which per-
ceivers have to guess certain characteristics of an
unseen individual based on another person’s (target)
behaviors. Judgments like this are not uncommon in
everyday life. For instance, people might try to ascer-
tain who is on the other end of a phone call when
they can observe only the target person talking on the
phone. Or people might study someone’s conversa-
tional behavior to ascertain whether the person is
talking to a friend or a stranger, or a superior or a
subordinate. Two standardized tests of interpersonal
judgment accuracy—the Interpersonal Perception

Task (Costanzo & Archer, 1989, 1993) and its prede-
cessor, the Social Interpretations Task (Archer &
Akert, 1977)—used the phone call situation among
their test items: The test taker sees a woman talking
on the phone and has to guess whether she is talking
with her mother, a female friend, or her boyfriend. In
general, participants perform better than chance on
these scenarios. In similar studies, perceivers could
accurately discern whether people talking on the
phone were speaking to a romantic partner or a friend
(Farley, Hughes, & LaFayette, 2013; Montepare &
Vega, 1988). In one study, however, cue utilizations
were shown to be incorrect (Hall & Braunwald, 1981).
Perceivers guessed the gender of a speaker’s inter-
action partner from listening to the speaker’s voice
tone when addressing the partner. Perceivers applied
the erroneous belief (cue utilization) that a woman
speaking in a dominant tone was speaking to another
woman when, in fact, women’s dominant tone was
directed toward men.

The current research also employed the unseen
other paradigm. In Study 1, participants (targets)
made a videotape introducing themselves to another
student whom they thought was gay or straight and
whom they expected to meet face-to-face in an
upcoming interaction. This “other student” was actu-
ally illusory, and the interaction never took place.
These videos were used as stimuli in Studies 2 and 3,
which measured perceivers’ accuracy for judging sex-
ual orientation of the unseen other (illusory) student
from watching the targets’ behavior.

Study 1

Method

Participants
Two hundred undergraduates originally participated
in exchange for partial course credit. Twenty-nine
participants were excluded for failing manipulation
checks (described next), camera malfunctions, being
underage at the time of experiment without parental
consent, not reporting gender, expressing discomfort,
or not self-identifying as straight. There were 171
remaining participants (50.3% women; Mage = 19.11).

Procedure
After gaining consent, a female experimenter
informed the participants that this was a study on first
impressions and there was another student who would
be completing the study alongside them, but osten-
sibly in the next room. Unbeknownst to the partici-
pants, this other student was not real. Participants

64 J. X. GOH ET AL.



were told they would rate their first impressions based
on limited information. First, participants were told
that they would write a short autobiography that
would supposedly be exchanged with the other stu-
dent to make impression ratings. Second, they would
make a video of themselves, which would also be
exchanged for viewing and rating. Finally, participants
were told that they would interact with the other stu-
dent face-to-face, although this interaction never took
place. This setup allowed us to manipulate the illusory
student’s gender and sexual orientation (see Vorauer
& Turpie, 2004, for a similar procedure).

Participants were first given 5min to write a short
autobiography with the prompt that they could dis-
cuss their upbringing, hometown, path to college, pos-
sible majors and career paths, and any current
romantic relationships. Afterward, the experimenter
ostensibly exchanged the autobiographies, giving each
participant a handwritten autobiography purportedly
written by the other student that disclosed the other
student’s gender through stereotypical male and
female names (Mike or Emily) and sexual orientation
(has a boyfriend or girlfriend). For instance, partici-
pants paired with a gay male student received an
autobiography ostensibly written by Mike who has a
boyfriend. All information other than the gender and
sexual orientation was exactly the same
across conditions.

Participants then completed questions concerning
their first impression of the other (illusory) student,
which included a list of demographic questions as
manipulation check. They then made a video intro-
ducing themselves to the other student. They were
instructed to talk about themselves and respond to
any information from the other student’s autobiog-
raphy. Participants were allowed to talk for up
to 5min.

Nonverbal behavior coding
All 171 videos were shortened to the first 30 s for uni-
form coding across videos due to variation across par-
ticipants’ speaking time (Ambady, Hallahan, &
Conner, 1999; Murphy, 2005; Murphy et al., 2015).
All videos were muted to ensure that only visible non-
verbal cues were being coded and that the coders
were not influenced by the gender and sexual orienta-
tion conditions (in case participants mentioned either
of these in their videos). Three trained female research
assistants individually coded all of the video excerpts,
and only variables with intercoder reliability of at least
.60 (Cronbach’s alpha) were used for analysis.

Coders rated their overall global impressions of the
participants’ nonverbal behaviors (positive/friendly,
engaged/interested, relaxed/comfortable, and assertive/
dominant) on 7-point scales. Intercoder reliabilities
for each of these four impressions were acceptable
(Cronbach’s a¼ .60–.84). Because these four items
correlated positively with one another (rs> .21), they
were averaged to form one global positivity score
(a¼ .79). Global impression ratings were used as the
primary coding procedure because research on lie
detection (Hartwig & Bond, 2011), physical pain
(Ruben & Hall, 2016a), and interracial interactions
(Dovidio & LaFrance, 2013) have demonstrated that
global impressions are better predictors of actual
intentions and feelings than more specific nonverbal
cues. These impressions were selected based on previ-
ous research on behavioral outcomes during inter-
group interactions, and these nonverbal impressions
have been successfully used in prior research as indi-
cators of positive nonverbal behaviors during inter-
group interactions (e.g., Dasgupta, 2004; Dasgupta &
Rivera, 2006; Goh & Hall, 2015; Mendes &
Koslov, 2013).

Manipulation check
Participants were asked to fill out a demographic
information sheet for the other student as a manipula-
tion check. For gender, participants indicated whether
they thought the other student was male, female, or
other (with a fill-in option). For sexual orientation,
participants chose from one of four options: gay,
straight, bisexual, or other (with a fill-in option).
Those who failed to identify the other student’s gen-
der and sexual orientation correctly according to their
assignment were excluded from analysis. To be con-
servative, participants who said the other student was
bisexual as opposed to gay were also excluded. A
research assistant watched all of the videos to examine
if participants appeared to take the task seriously and
if they completed it. All participants completed the
video-making task and did not question whether the
other student was real or fake in their videos
or afterward.

Results

The goal of Study 1 was to see how participants
behaved toward an illusory student who was believed
to be gay or straight. We used Cohen’s d as our unit
of effect size, with convention demarking small
(d¼ .20), medium (d¼ .50), and large (d¼ .80)
effect size.
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Participants gave more positive nonverbal impres-
sions when they believed that the student they were
addressing was gay (n= 84, M¼ 4.62, SD¼ .82) com-
pared to straight (n= 87, M¼ 4.26, SD¼ .65); this
between-group difference had a medium effect size
(d¼ .49). Of import, participants did not behave dif-
ferently toward a gay male student (n= 46, M¼ 4.61,
SD¼ .83) relative to a gay female student (n = 38,
M¼ 4.64; SD¼ .82)—effect size was near zero
(d¼�.04), suggesting that the preferential treatment
of gay student over straight student was not affected
by the gay student’s manipulated gender.1

Study 1 showed that participants behaved more
positively when introducing themselves on video to a
gay student relative to a straight student. There may
be more than one explanation for this result; as we
elaborate later, the college student targets may have
been authentically signaling their positive attitudes, or
they may have concealed different attitudes behind a
friendly facade. What matters for the current research
is the targets’ actual behavior captured in the videos.
Study 1 provided the necessary stimuli for Studies 2
and 3, in which perceivers viewed excerpts of these
videos and made judgments of the unseen student’s
sexual orientation.

Study 2

Method

Stimuli and coding
Of the 171 participants in Study 1, 137 consented to
release their videos for future studies. From these 137
videos of participants (henceforth called targets), 40
videos of male targets and 40 videos of female targets
were randomly selected with equal distribution of the
other (illusory) student’s gender and sexual orienta-
tion conditions. For instance, in the set of 40 male
targets, 10 targets addressed a gay male student, 10
addressed a straight male student, 10 addressed a gay
female student, and 10 addressed a straight female
student. The first 5 s of each video was discarded
because targets often mentioned their names and the
gender or sexual orientation of the other student at
the beginning. We then extracted the following 15 s
for use in both Studies 2 and 3 to conserve time and
avoid participant fatigue. Videos in Study 2 (and in

Study 3, next) were shown with the audio on. The
order of video clips by the other student’s sexual
orientation and gender were intermixed.

Because these stimulus videos contained shorter
excerpts than those coded in Study 1, and were shown
with audio on rather than off, it was necessary to con-
firm that Study 1’s finding of more positivity toward
the gay than straight other student would still show
up in the shorter clips. Two new independent coders
rated each 15 s video muted (nonverbal channel), and
another two independent coders rated the same videos
with the audio on (full channel); all coders were blind
to the sexual orientation conditions that the targets
were in, and these coders were not involved in the
coding for Study 1. All ratings were based on five glo-
bal impressions using 7-point scales: smile a lot, posi-
tive/friendly, engaged/interested, relaxed/comfortable,
and dominant/assertive. The five ratings were aver-
aged to form a global positivity score for nonverbal
channel (a¼ .90) and full channel (a¼ .89).
Nonverbal and full channel correlated strongly and
positively (r = .75).

Analysis showed that, as in Study 1, targets were
rated as more positive nonverbally when speaking to
the gay (n¼ 40, M¼ 4.56, SD¼ 1.43) than straight
(n¼ 40, M¼ 3.86, SD¼ 1.52) other student, with a
medium effect size (d = .47). For full-channel positiv-
ity, targets were also rated as behaving more positively
toward the gay other student (n¼ 40, M¼ 4.41,
SD¼ 1.20) than the straight other student (n¼ 40,
M¼ 3.80, SD¼ 1.39), with the same magnitude as
before (d¼ .47). Thus, even when shorter video clips
were used, the greater positivity directed toward the
gay than straight other student was still evident.

Participants and procedure
Fifty-seven new straight undergraduate students
(77.2% women; Mage = 19.17) were then recruited for
Study 2 as perceivers. They were run in groups of one
to four. Each group was randomly assigned to watch
videos of all male or all female targets. Perceivers
watched the videos with the sound on (full channel),
and the videos were displayed on a television. The
experimenter explained the procedure of the stimuli-
generation phase, including the fact that the people in
the videos (targets) were introducing themselves to an
unseen (illusory) student whom the targets believed
was either gay or straight. Perceivers’ task was to
guess whether the target was addressing a gay or a
straight student. Perceivers recorded their responses
immediately after watching each video clip on paper,

1The difference between positive nonverbal impressions toward the
manipulated male student (n = 88, M¼ 4.36, SD¼ .78) compared to the
female student (n = 83, M¼ 4.52, SD¼ .73) was small (d¼�.21).
Furthermore, male participants (n = 85, M¼ 4.40, SD¼ .77) did not
behave differently than female participants (n = 86, M¼ 4.48, SD¼ .75),
with a small effect size (d¼�.11).
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which had the options of circling their guesses as
straight or gay/lesbian for each target.

Calculation of accuracy scores
Each perceiver watched 40 videos of male targets or
40 videos of female targets, and each perceiver judged
the sexual orientation (straight or gay/lesbian) of the
student being addressed by the target after watching
each video. Accuracy for judging sexual orientation
was scored as 1 for correctly identifying gay or
straight and 0 for incorrect guesses. Across all videos,
each perceiver’s mean accuracy score could range
from 0 to 1, with .50 as chance (guessing level).

After Study 2 was completed, it was discovered that
one of the female targets (talking to gay Emily) did
not pass our conservative manipulation check (i.e.,
indicated Emily was bisexual instead of gay). For this
reason, ratings of this particular target were excluded,
and all accuracy scores for the female target condition
were based on 39 videos rather than 40 videos.

Results and discussion

We calculated effect size (d) by subtracting chance
level (.50) from the mean of all the individual partici-
pants’ mean accuracy scores and then dividing the dif-
ference by the standard deviation. A positive effect
size indicates that perceivers were accurate above
chance, whereas a negative effect size indicates that
perceivers were below chance (i.e., inaccurate), and an
effect size of zero means their accuracy was at the
guessing level. Overall, perceivers (n¼ 57, M¼ .49,
SD¼ .07) were slightly below chance (d¼�.14).
Inaccuracy was substantially more evident when per-
ceivers were making judgments from male targets’
behaviors specifically (n¼ 30, M¼ .46, SD¼ .07,
d¼�.57). Perceivers’ accuracy in judging the illusory
student’s sexual orientation from female targets was
slightly above chance (n¼ 27, M¼ .51,
SD¼ .06, d¼ .17).2

This study examined accuracy in detecting the sex-
ual orientation of the recipient of a communication
based on short excerpts of the targets’ behaviors.
Perceivers were below chance in judging the unseen
illusory student’s sexual orientation when the targets
(i.e., the speakers) were men. This showed that, at a
rate exceeding chance, perceivers said the male targets
were addressing a gay student when it was actually a
straight student, and vice versa. To be systematically

wrong in this way, perceivers would first have
detected the behavioral differences in the video clips,
which they could do (because our coders could), and
then made the wrong inference regarding the sexual
orientation of the other student based on their
assumption about how targets would speak to a gay
versus straight student. In other words, perceivers
made the assumption that male targets behaved more
positively toward straight than gay people and they
were wrong because, in fact, the difference went the
other way. Study 3 was designed as a replication of
Study 2.

Study 3

Method

Participants and procedure
Eighty-eight straight undergraduate students (75.0%
women; Mage¼ 18.45) were recruited as perceivers.
They were run in groups of one to four. As in Study
2, each group was randomly assigned to watch videos
of male targets or female targets displayed on a televi-
sion and perceivers recorded their responses on paper
with the options to circle either straight or gay/lesbian
as their guess for each target.3

Videos
Among the set of female target videos, one new target
was selected to replace the target who failed the
manipulation check (see Study 2 Method). The set of
male target videos remained the same as in Study 2.

Results and discussion
Accuracy scores and effect sizes were calculated in the
same manner as in Study 2. Overall, perceivers per-
formed below chance in judging the sexual orientation
of the other student (n¼ 88, M¼ .48, SD¼ .07,
d¼�.29). This overall inaccuracy was again primarily
driven by those in the male target condition. When
perceivers made judgments based on male targets’
behaviors, they performed considerably below chance
(n¼ 45, M¼ .45, SD¼ .06, d¼�.83), replicating
Study 2. Perceivers’ accuracy for judging female

2Overall accuracy rate did not differ greatly between male perceivers
(n¼ 13, M¼ .49, SD¼ .08) and female perceivers (n¼ 44, M¼ .48,
SD¼ .06, d¼ .15).

3Study 3 included an additional manipulation that sought to increase
accuracy through an instructional change for half of the perceivers. They
were instructed that sometimes people act very positively even when
they hold negative attitudes or anxiety toward certain social groups. This
did not influence accuracy: Perceivers who received the instructional
change (n¼ 44, M¼ .48, SD¼ .08) did not differ much from those that
did not receive additional information (n¼ 44, M¼ .47, SD¼ .07, d¼ .13).
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targets did not differ from chance (n¼ 43, M¼ .50,
SD¼ .08, d¼ .00).4

Mini meta-analysis of Studies 2 and 3

We next conducted a “mini” meta-analysis to examine
the mean effect sizes across Studies 2 and 3 (Goh,
Hall, & Rosenthal, 2016). We first converted the effect
size metric from d to r. These correlations were
Fisher’s z transformed for analysis and converted back
to regular Pearson correlation as well as to Cohen’s d
for presentation. As earlier, a positive effect indicates
accuracy above chance and a negative effect indicates
accuracy below chance (i.e., inaccuracy). Overall, per-
ceivers performed below chance with a small meta-
analytic effect size (N¼ 145, M r¼�.11, d¼�.22).
Perceivers were more inaccurate when viewing male
targets specifically (N¼ 75, M r¼�.34, d¼�.72).
Finally, perceivers’ accuracy was close to chance when
viewing female targets (N¼ 70, M r¼ .03, d¼ .06).
Thus, across both studies, inaccuracy occurred in
judging sexual orientation of the unseen other student
when perceivers were observing male
targets’ behavior.

It is important to note that these results were not
due to perceivers simply guessing “gay” less often
than “straight” to match what they may have thought
was the base rate in the student population (i.e., that
there are fewer gay than straight people). We can
assert this for two reasons. First, if perceivers were
simply using perceived base rates (i.e., deliberately
choosing “gay” less often than “straight” but in a ran-
dom fashion), the same degree of inaccuracy would
have occurred for judgments of female targets, but
this did not happen. Second, we correlated the coded
full-channel positivity in the 15-s clips used in Studies
2 and 3 with the pooled “gay” (= 1) versus “straight”
(= 0) guesses from both studies. This correlation was
substantially negative in the case of judgments of male
targets (r¼�.45, N¼ 40 targets). In other words,
when male targets were rated as displaying more posi-
tivity, perceivers were more likely to guess that these
targets were addressing a straight student (and less
likely to guess that the student was gay). The corre-
sponding correlation for judgments of female targets
was very small (r¼�.10, N¼ 40 targets). These corre-
lations demonstrate that guessing “gay” versus
“straight” was tied to the cues displayed in the
video clips.

General discussion

This research examined circumstances under which
social perception can go awry. In Study 1, participants
(targets) introduced themselves in a video that they
thought would be shown to a student they believed
was in another room and whom they believed was gay
or straight. Video coding found that the targets
behaved more positively toward the gay than straight
student. This finding provided the basis for testing
whether perceivers would be accurate in guessing the
other (unseen) student’s sexual orientation from
watching excerpts of these videos. The answer would
depend on the judgment processes used by perceivers,
which would presumably be guided by their stereo-
types and knowledge of data on negative attitudes
about homosexuality in the population, and perhaps
by their own possibly negative attitudes about (or dis-
comfort with) homosexuality. If, for any of these rea-
sons, they assumed that a gay student would be
addressed with more negativity than a straight stu-
dent, this would logically mislead their judgments and
produce below-chance accuracy.

Studies 2 and 3 both found exactly this result:
inaccuracy (i.e., guessing below chance), but only
when perceivers’ judgments were based on viewing
male targets’ (not female targets’) behavior. Men gen-
erally hold more antigay prejudice than women
(Herek & McLemore, 2013), and perceivers may have
used this knowledge to assume that the male targets
would be conflicted (uncomfortable, anxious, or even
hostile) when introducing themselves to a gay student,
and they would exhibit more negativity toward the
gay student as a result. Given that targets in our
stimulus set actually conveyed more positive behaviors
toward the gay than straight student, such a belief
would have led perceivers to make incorrect judg-
ments about male targets.

It may be surprising that Study 1 found more posi-
tive behavior directed toward a gay person consider-
ing that people generally express more nonverbal
negativity toward someone from a different social
group (Stephan, 2014; Toosi, Babbitt, Ambady, &
Sommers, 2012). However, as societal demand to be
nonprejudiced increases, overt expression of negativity
toward minorities is discouraged (Dasgupta, 2004;
Mendes & Koslov, 2013; Norton, Dunn, Carney, &
Ariely, 2012; Plant & Devine, 1998). Furthermore, the
targets were recruited from a major private university
in one of the most lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans-
gender friendly cities in the United States.
Nonetheless, it is interesting that the perceivers, who
were from the very same population as the original

4Accuracy rate did not differ by perceivers’ gender. Male perceivers
(n¼ 22, M¼ .48, SD¼ .07) did not differ greatly from female perceivers
(n¼ 66, M¼ .47, SD¼ .08, d¼ .13).
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targets whose behavior they judged (and arguably
would share the same knowledge, attitudes, norms,
and stereotypes with participants in Study 1), still mis-
attributed their behavior and were inaccurate with
respect to male targets in particular. It appears that
perceivers’ stereotype-based assumptions outweighed
any awareness of their peers’ likely actual behaviors
towards gay and straight people.

Inaccurate perception can hold implications for
intergroup relations, and it informs us about the
nature of interpersonal social perception as well. In
the field of interpersonal accuracy, perceivers are often
accurate (or at least above chance) in judging the
qualities or characteristics of visible or unseen targets
(Hall et al., 2016). It is extremely rare for research to
report inaccuracy. However, human beings are not
perfect interpreters of social information. When per-
ceivers are provided false evidence or when they hold
a wrong theory about information given to them, they
would, predictably, be inaccurate in their judgment.

The present findings can be placed within Funder’s
(1995, 2012) realistic accuracy model (RAM), which
offers four preconditions for making accurate judg-
ments of others. The RAM argues that cues relevant
to the aspect of the target that is being judged must
be available for judges (i.e., perceivers) to perceive,
and then judges must detect and correctly use (i.e.,
interpret) these cues. The RAM was developed for
accurate perception of personality traits but has been
applied in many other judgment domains (e.g., Ruben
& Hall, 2016b) and is a suitable framework for under-
standing the current results.

In our stimuli, the relevant cues were displayed
and were available (or else the coders would not have
observed them), and clearly the perceivers detected
them (or else they could not have been inaccurate).
So something went wrong at the cue utilization stage.
Specifically, perceivers understood which cues were
positive, but they misunderstood what the positive
cues meant to the targets. Perceivers thus exercised
good cue utilization for the lower order inference
about the positivity of cues but fell down on the
higher order inference about how positivity reflected
the targets’ intentions, assuming the positivity was a
manifestation of attitudes that were more favorable to
straight than gay students.

In any social context where targets have attitudes
and motives vis-�a-vis communication partners, per-
ceivers may make erroneous assumptions, even to the
point of being systematically inaccurate. What we
learn from the present analysis is that cue utilization
involves a hierarchy of judgments that likely become

increasingly error prone as one moves from simpler
judgments to more complex ones. In the field of per-
sonality judgment, a relatively simple judgment might
be what emotion a face showing lowered brows and a
tight mouth conveys, whereas the more complex judg-
ment would be how the identified emotion contributes
to a correct assessment of someone’s personality (Hall,
Gunnery, Letzring, Carney, & Colvin, 2017). Or, in
the present study, the first judgment is about the
affective tone of the cues and the second, more com-
plex judgment is about what attitudes or intentions
motivate the target to send those cues. If the second
judgment rests mainly on guesswork, we might expect
accuracy to hover around the chance level; but if the
second judgment rests on a shared stereotype that
happens to be wrong, accuracy will dip below chance
as in the present studies. It follows that if the shared
stereotype is correct, accuracy would follow, other
things being equal (Hall & Goh, 2017).

We hope that the present studies will encourage
researchers to consider inaccuracy more critically and
willingly (Hall & Goh, 2017). To fully comprehend
the extent or limits of accurate social perception,
research is needed to understand the conditions under
which perceivers are accurate as well as inaccurate
and what types of information and interventions can
alter this inaccuracy. In the real world, inaccurate
judgments of an unseen person’s sexual orientation
(e.g., being present during a friend or colleague’s
phone conversation) could lead one to treat the
unseen person differently once they meet them as first
impressions of others have strong and permeating
influences on our future attitudes and behaviors
(Ambady & Skowronski, 2008). These inaccurate judg-
ments could also lead one to treat the seen person dif-
ferently. For example, if one believed their friend or
colleague was being less warm over the phone because
the other person was a sexual minority, we may like
that person less. For a characteristic as sensitive and
personally relevant as sexual orientation, factors per-
mitting erroneous judgment should be taken seriously
as potential sources of confusion, pain, or frustration.
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