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Membership in a valued group can provide an individual with a variety of benefits. As a result, people
should be motivated to avoid being misidentified as a member of an outgroup, particularly a stigmatized
outgroup. We argue that when group membership is not readily identifiable, concern over potentially
being mistaken for a member of the outgroup (i.e., social contagion concerns) can be potent and can lead
to avoidance of the outgroup. The current work shows that after controlling for negative attitudes toward
homosexuality, social contagion concerns independently predict anxiety and avoidance in response to
imagined, anticipated, and actual contact with a lesbian or gay individual. Results from these studies
suggest that concern over misclassification of sexual orientation is an important and unique predictor of
responses to contact with lesbian and gay people. Implications for intergroup contact and responses to
other stigmatized groups are discussed.

Keywords: sexual orientation, social identity, prejudice/stereotyping, intergroup relations, social
contagion

Membership in valued social groups affords considerable
benefits, including bolstered self-esteem, a sense of belonging
and affiliation, protection, and in some cases even material
rewards (Billig & Tajfel, 1973; Boen, Vanbeselaere, & Feys,
2002; Cialdini & Richardson, 1980; Correll & Park, 2005;
Greenberg et al., 1990; Harmon-Jones, Greenberg, Solomon, &
Simon, 1996; Hodson, Dovidio, & Gaertner, 2002; Leary &
Baumeister, 2000; Steele, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Thus,
it is not at all surprising that people would be highly protective
of their social group as well as their membership in important
social groups. Previous work and theory have focused on peo-

ple’s motivation and efforts to maintain the dominance, pres-
tige, and favorable evaluation of their ingroup (Jost & Banaji,
1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999;
Tajfel & Turner, 1986). We argue that similarly, people can be
highly motivated to retain their group membership and, thus,
may be sensitive to any threat that would exclude them from
their social group and, even worse, result in being miscatego-
rized as an outgroup member. In the present work, we focus
specifically on one such type of motivation, the motivation that
some heterosexual people experience to avoid being misiden-
tified as lesbian or gay.

The motivation to be correctly classified into one’s ingroup is
likely particularly strong when the social group to which people
belong is generally dominant and esteemed, and the outgroup is
stigmatized and/or devalued. We argue that in such situations,
the risk of being misclassified as an outgroup member would be
particularly threatening if group membership is not readily
apparent and even difficult to “prove” (such as one’s sexual
orientation, mental health status, or religion). Further, when
group membership is not easily or unambiguously identifiable,
we argue that some nonstigmatized people are likely to be
motivated to avoid situations that heighten the chance of mis-
classification as members of stigmatized outgroups by either
members of their ingroup or members of the stigmatized out-
group. One category of situations that presents an increased risk
of misclassification is the association (e.g., friendship, contact)
with outgroup members with concealable stigmas. Thus, the
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central premise of the current work is that one source of
avoidance of contact with lesbian and gay people by heterosex-
uals is the desire to prevent the potential of being misclassified
as lesbian or gay (LG).1

The current work examines whether some people experience
heightened concerns that contact with stigmatized outgroup mem-
bers risks misclassification as an outgroup member, which we term
social contagion concerns. In the present studies, we focus on a
likely prevalent and problematic form of social contagion con-
cerns: heterosexuals’ fear of social contagion regarding interacting
with LG individuals. We explore whether these social contagion
concerns result in the desire and intention to avoid contact with
lesbian/gay individuals. We argue that social contagion concerns
act above and beyond typical negative attitudes toward the out-
group (i.e., sexual prejudice) and independently influence out-
group avoidance.

Sexual orientation is an ideal candidate for examining social
contagion concerns because sexual prejudice is still prevalent and
sexual orientation is not readily identifiable. Although attitudes
toward lesbian/gay individuals have grown steadily more positive
in the last several decades (Yang, 1997), they still remain rela-
tively mixed. In a 2008 national poll by Gallup, about half of
Americans still believe that homosexuality is morally wrong, and
state referenda on same-sex marriage bans have repeatedly found
majority support (Saad, 2008). Views on the moral acceptability or
unacceptability of homosexuality have traditionally been at the
heart of most research on sexual prejudice (see Kite & Whitley,
1996). However, to date, researchers have not assessed the degree
to which people respond negatively toward LG people out of
concern that they will be misclassified as lesbian/gay.

We argue that because sexual orientation is not necessarily
readily apparent, a heterosexual person can be incorrectly catego-
rized by an observer as gay/lesbian. As a result of this potential
ambiguity, some heterosexual individuals may experience concern
that they will be misclassified as LG were they to affiliate with LG
individuals. As noted at the outset of this article, people are
strongly motivated to maintain and retain their membership in
valued social groups. When social group membership is a funda-
mental part of a person’s identity (e.g., for some this may include
their sexual orientation, religious group, political affiliation), mis-
classification threatens an important part of the self. For a hetero-
sexual individual, misclassification as gay/lesbian could result in
stigma and discrimination and, possibly, a loss in mating oppor-
tunities. Moreover, if the perceiver is a same-sex LG individual,
miscategorization could put the heterosexual person in a situation
where he or she has to try to clarify group membership and
potentially even respond to romantic advances. This threat of
misclassification and the potential consequences could be a source
of anxiety and discomfort for some heterosexual people and lead to
the desire to avoid situations that may increase the chances of
misclassification (e.g., avoid contact with LG individuals).

Social contagion concerns regarding misclassification as a stig-
matized group member may not be entirely unwarranted given the
previous research demonstrating that interacting with people from
stigmatized groups can result in stigma by association (Hebl &
Mannix, 2003; Neuberg, Smith, Hoffman, & Russell, 1994; Sigel-
man, Howell, Cornell, Cutright, & Dewey, 1991). For example,
Neuberg et al. (1994) found that a heterosexual man who is seen
interacting with a gay man is rated more negatively and avoided

more than when the same man is seen interacting with a hetero-
sexual partner. The broad implication of this work is that stigma is
contagious and that nonstigmatized people who associate with
stigmatized people take on some of that stigma. Further, because
sexual orientation is not readily apparent, it is possible that a
heterosexual person associating with a gay man or lesbian runs the
risk of being labeled as a member of the stigmatized group. In fact,
research has found that when a man whose sexual orientation is not
explicitly identified is seen voluntarily associating with a gay man,
prejudiced individuals perceive him as more likely to have homo-
sexual tendencies and stereotypically homosexual traits (Sigelman
et al., 1991). These findings suggest that when heterosexual people
are seen associating with a gay or lesbian individual, they run the
risk of being mislabeled as gay/lesbian themselves. Recent work
by Dwyer, Snyder, and Omoto (2013) further indicates that if
people anticipate stigma by association, it can have negative im-
plications for their responses toward stigmatized individuals. Spe-
cifically, they demonstrated that concerns about being the target of
stigma by association negatively impacted volunteerism with HIV/
AIDS patients among participants who were low in self-esteem.

Previous research has also provided some insight into the dis-
tress that may occur in response to potential misclassification.
Bosson and colleagues (Bosson, Prewitt-Freilino, & Taylor, 2005;
Bosson, Vandello, Burnaford, Weaver, & Wasti, 2009) suggested
that miscategorization into a stigmatized group can result in self-
conscious discomfort, a decreased desire for personal growth, and
in some cases even aggression. In their work, they found that when
heterosexual men engaged in gender role violating behavior, they
showed an increased degree of self-conscious discomfort. Impor-
tantly, this effect was mediated by their expectations of being
misclassified as gay (Bosson et al., 2005). In this same work, they
also showed that allowing male participants to publicly declare
their sexual orientation mitigated the effects of engaging in the
gender role violating behavior. Clearly, the potential for misclas-
sification as gay/lesbian is threatening to some heterosexual peo-
ple. Because lesbian/gay people are a stigmatized group, to be
miscategorized as gay or lesbian is to run the risk of experiencing
the prejudice and discrimination that the group faces.

Further work by Bosson, Taylor, and Prewitt-Freilino (2006)
showed that concern over misclassification did not interact with
sexual prejudice when predicting discomfort. That is, regardless of
level of sexual prejudice, participants who expected to be misclas-
sified as LG showed increased discomfort. This suggests that
heterosexual people who might otherwise not be opposed to ho-
mosexuality could still respond in a potentially biased manner
because of concerns that they will be incorrectly labeled by ob-
servers as gay/lesbian themselves. Moreover, it suggests that tra-
ditional measures of prejudice are unlikely to capture these social
contagion concerns. We argue that this concern over self-image
could lead even some low prejudiced heterosexual people to avoid
contact and express negative attitudes toward lesbian/gay people.

1 Although we suspect that similar processes may occur in response to
bisexual people, the current work focuses on responses to gay men and
lesbians. Therefore, when discussing the issues related to close contact and
avoidance, we use the acronym LG to clarify the focus on lesbians and gay
men. When appropriate or more accurate (e.g., when discussing a lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender college organization) more inclusive acro-
nyms are used.
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After all, avoiding a group and behaving negatively toward a group
are two effective ways of establishing oneself to others as a
nonmember.

Current Work

The current work tested the hypotheses that some people expe-
rience social contagion concerns regarding interacting with gay
men and lesbians and that these concerns result in the avoidance of
interorientation contact. Social and self-image concerns regarding
one’s own group membership have largely been neglected when
looking at intergroup attitudes and behaviors and the current work
directly explores these concerns. Across a series of studies, we test
whether social contagion concerns independently predict anxious/
threatened affect and avoidance of LG individuals after controlling
for traditional measures of sexual prejudice. In addition, we ex-
amine these issues with regard to measured individual differences
in social contagion concerns (Studies 1–4) and manipulated con-
tagion concerns (Study 5).

Study 1

As a preliminary examination into these issues, we were inter-
ested in whether people varied in the extent to which they expe-
rience social contagion concerns over contact with lesbian/gay
individuals and if these concerns were distinct from more tradi-
tional moral condemnation of homosexuality. To this end, we
created a measure with items designed to tap into contagion
concerns regarding interacting with LG people. In order to distin-
guish these contagion concerns from more traditionally assessed
concerns about morality, we also created a set of items to assess
condemnation of homosexuality for moral reasons.

We predicted that social contagion concerns are distinct from
moral condemnation and, thus, these two constructs should predict
different responses to contact with LG individuals. Therefore, in
this first study we explored the relationship between these two
measures and the emotional response to imagined contact with an
LG individual. Research has begun to examine the variety of
distinct emotional responses toward different stigmatized groups
(Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005). In considering responses to LG indi-
viduals, this previous work has tended to focus on disgust as the
prominent affective response to LG people (e.g., Cottrell & Neu-
berg, 2005). In addition, disgust sensitivity has been shown to be
related to both implicit and explicit sexual prejudice (Hodson &
Costello, 2007; Inbar, Pizarro, Knobe, & Bloom, 2009). We argue,
however, that anxiety may also play an important role for some
individuals when considering interacting with LG people. In par-
ticular, to the degree that an individual is concerned with social
contagion, contact with LG individuals should elicit feelings of
anxiety.

Therefore, we predicted that the two components of sexual
prejudice would be differentially related to distinct emotional
responses to intergroup contact. Because disgust sensitivity is
related to social conservatism (Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom, 2009) and
to moral hypervigilance (Jones & Fitness, 2008), we hypothesized
that moral condemnation of homosexuality would be related to
feelings of disgust. However, because social contagion concerns
instead involve anxiety over being misclassified as gay/lesbian, we
predicted that individuals who possess such concerns would re-
spond to contact with anxiety.

Method

Participants. Participants were 88 introductory psychology
students (57% female; 67% White; Mage � 18.87 years, SD �
1.13) who completed the study in partial fulfillment of a course
requirement. Data from two people identifying as gay and one
person identifying as bisexual were omitted from the analyses,
resulting in a final sample of 85.

Procedure and materials. Participants were brought into a
classroom in small groups where they filled out a large question-
naire packet containing a series of attitude measures. In order to
heighten feelings of confidentiality, when participants completed
the packet, they placed it in a drop box at the front of the room.

Components of sexual prejudice. In order to measure the
different components of sexual prejudice, we created items spe-
cifically designed to tap into social contagion and moral condem-
nation. For social contagion, four items were created that assessed
concerns about being misperceived as lesbian/gay as a result of
interacting with a lesbian/gay individual (e.g., “If I was hanging
out with a homosexual person, I would worry that other people
would think I was a homosexual too”; “If I had to interact with a
homosexual person of my same gender, I would worry that he or
she would flirt with me”; see the Appendix for a complete list of
items). Some of the contagion items focused on a general public
perception and some of the items focused on how LG individuals
would respond. As we address in more detail in Study 2b, we were
open to the possibility that these two types of items reflected
distinct responses, but our findings consistently indicated that
these concerns reflected a single construct.

Four items were also created to measure moral condemnation
(e.g., “According to my personal morals, homosexuality is
wrong”). Participant agreement with the scale items was measured
using a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 � strongly disagree, 7 �
strongly agree). Individual item scores were averaged to create
two scales with higher scores indicating more negative attitudes.
Both of the scales showed solid internal reliability (e.g., social
contagion � � .84; moral condemnation � � .81).

Emotional response. To assess the different affective re-
sponses to a hypothetical intergroup interaction, participants were
instructed to imagine that they were interacting with a same-sex
LG person. They were then asked to respond to a list of emotions
by indicating to what degree each word would apply to how they
would feel in that situation on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 �
does not apply at all, 7 � applies very much). A measure of
disgust was created by averaging scores for four words (e.g.,
disgusted, sick; � � .85), and anxiety was created from six items
(e.g., nervous, anxious; � � .88).

Results

The items from the contagion and moral condemnation scales
were submitted to a principal components factor analysis with an
Oblimin rotation. Examination of the scree plot indicated the
presence of two factors. The first factor (Eigenvalue � 4.09)
accounted for 51% of the variance, and the second factor (Eigen-
value � 1.28) accounted for an additional 16% of the variance.
The items from the contagion scale all loaded onto the first factor
(loadings � .68–.85), and the items from the moral condemnation
scale all loaded onto the second factor (loadings above .51 or
below –.78). The correlation between the scales indicated that they
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were moderately related to each other but assessed different con-
structs (r � .54).

Because previous research on sexual prejudice has consistently
found a gender difference in prejudice, with men reporting higher
levels of sexual prejudice than women (see Kite & Whitley, 1996),
we examined whether there were gender differences in our two
scales. Based on these previous findings and the strong degree of
self-conscious discomfort that men experience when they engage
in stereotypically feminine behaviors and fear misclassification as
gay (Bosson et al., 2005), we anticipated that men would report
higher levels of both contagion concerns and moral condemnation.
Independent samples t-tests revealed that men reported higher
levels of contagion concerns (M � 3.26, SD � 1.28) than women
(M � 2.48, SD � 1.29), t(83) � 2.77, p � .007. Similarly men
reported a stronger moral condemnation of homosexuality (M �
3.65, SD � 1.53) than did women (M � 2.59, SD � 1.56), t(83) �
3.13, p � .002.

To test the hypothesis that the different components of sexual
prejudice would predict different emotional responses to interact-
ing with a same-sex gay/lesbian person, linear multiple regressions
were conducted on disgust and anxiety. For all regressions con-
ducted in this article, the predictor variables were centered. Be-
cause of the potential overlap between different types of negative
affect, the analysis predicting anxiety controlled for negative affect
due to disgust, and the analysis predicting disgust controlled for
the negative affect that could be attributed to anxiety. This method
has been used successfully in the past to distinguish between
different types of negative affect in response to intergroup inter-
actions (e.g., Butz & Plant, 2006) and provides a particularly
stringent test of our predictions. Because of the correlations be-
tween our various predictor variables, before interpreting the re-
sults we first examined the tolerance and the variance inflation
factors (VIFs). For both analyses, these values were acceptable and
indicated that there were not issues due to multicollinearity (i.e.,
for all predictors the tolerance was �.47, and the VIF was �2.1).

For the analysis of anxiety, anxiety was regressed onto the two
components of sexual prejudice, participant gender, disgust, and
the interaction between the two components of sexual prejudice.
When the analysis was conducted including a Gender � Contagion
interaction, the interaction was not significant (� � .10, p � .19),
so the simpler analysis is presented. Consistent with our predic-
tions, even when controlling for the relationship between disgust
and anxiety (� � .70, p � .001), social contagion concerns
predicted anxiety (� � .28, p � .003). The more participants
reported being concerned that they would be mistaken as LG if
they were to interact with an LG individual, the more they reported
such an interaction made them feel anxious. None of the other
predictors reached significance (p � .30).

For the analysis of disgust, disgust was regressed onto the two
components of sexual prejudice, participant gender, anxiety, the
interaction between the two components of sexual prejudice, and
the interaction between contagion and gender.2 As in the analysis
above, anxiety was strongly related to the disgust measure (� �
.63, p � .001). However, moral condemnation of homosexuality
also proved to be a significant, independent predictor of disgust
(� � .28, p � .001). The more participants expressed that homo-
sexuality was morally wrong, the more they said they would
experience disgust when interacting with a lesbian or gay man. In
addition, there was an interaction between gender and social con-

tagion concerns (� � –.17, p � .02). For men, social contagion
concerns were unrelated to feelings of disgust (� � .17, p � .22),
whereas for women higher social contagion concerns were related
to participants expressing marginally less disgust (� � –.22, p �
.05). None of the other predictors reached significance (ps � .30).

Discussion

Results from this study revealed that social contagion concerns
and moral condemnation of homosexuality were separate factors
and were differentially associated with distinct emotional re-
sponses to interacting with a same-sex lesbian/gay person. Partic-
ipants who were highly concerned about social contagion reported
that contact would result in anxiety, which is consistent with their
concerns about the potential negative implications regarding the
outcome of contact. In contrast, participants concerned about the
morality of homosexuality responded with feelings of disgust,
which is consistent with a concern of moral contamination.

Although the correlational design of this study precludes the
inference of a causal path from these data, they do suggest that the
reasons underlying people’s negativity toward LG individuals (so-
cial contagion or morality concerns) have implications for the
emotional responses to intergroup contact. In addition, although
recent work has focused on the role of disgust in responses to
homosexuality, these findings suggest that some people may re-
spond with heightened anxiety when interacting with lesbian/gay
individuals (see also Parrott, Zeichner, & Hoover, 2006). Inter-
group anxiety has troubling implications for intergroup contact,
including the avoidance of intergroup contact and outgroup hos-
tility (e.g., Plant & Devine, 2003; Stephan & Stephan, 1985). As a
result, we believe it is important for researchers examining inter-
orientation interactions to assess anxiety as well as disgust when
considering responses to such contact.

Given the moderate correlation between the social contagion
measure and traditional prejudice as well as the relationship be-
tween contagion concerns and intergroup anxiety, some might
wonder whether contagion concerns are simply a more socially
acceptable way of expressing negative attitudes toward LG indi-
viduals. Despite the relative acceptability of sexual prejudice com-
pared to other forms of prejudice, there are still social pressures
that may discourage some participants from honestly reporting
overt negative attitudes on the moral condemnation measure, and
social contagion concerns could just be a more subtle or appropri-
ate outlet for those attitudes.

To examine this possibility we ran a follow-up study in which
we tested the relationship between the social contagion and moral
condemnation scales with a measure of implicit attitudes toward
LG individuals. If the social contagion measure simply represents
a more circumspect outlet for participants to express sexual prej-
udice, which they might be suppressing on the moral condemna-
tion measure, then we would expect social contagion concerns to
predict implicit attitudes and likely more so than the moral con-
demnation measure.

2 Throughout the article, we consistently examined the interactions be-
tween gender and social contagion concerns. However, these interactions
are only reported in this analysis because it is the only analysis when the
interaction reached significance.
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Eighty-nine heterosexual students completed both of the explicit
measures and an Implicit Associations Test (IAT; Greenwald,
McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) designed to assess automatic posi-
tivity or negativity toward gay/lesbian individuals compared to
heterosexuals. This version of the IAT was modeled after a “Sex-
uality IAT” found on the project implicit website (https://implicit
.harvard.edu) using images representing gay/lesbian or straight
couples as the target stimuli. Participants’ scores on the IAT were
regressed on to explicit ratings of social contagion concerns, moral
condemnation of homosexuality, participant gender, and the inter-
action between moral condemnation and social contagion con-
cerns. The analysis only revealed a significant effect of moral
condemnation of homosexuality being associated with greater im-
plicit sexual prejudice (� � .31, p � .034; other �s between .20
and –.13, p � .31). These findings suggest that social contagion
concerns assess something beyond subtle negativity toward lesbi-
an/gay people.

Study 2a

Having demonstrated that people who expressed heightened
concerns about social contagion tended to report higher levels of
anxiety about interacting with a lesbian/gay individual, we wanted
to explore whether contagion concerns would also result in the
desire to avoid contact with LG individuals. Therefore, in the
current study we asked participants to imagine a scenario wherein
they had to interact with a lesbian/gay (or straight) student of their
same gender for a class project. We then assessed participants’
desire to avoid working with the student. We predicted that par-
ticipants’ contagion concerns would be a strong predictor of their
desire to avoid interacting with the gay/lesbian but not heterosex-
ual student. We further predicted that the effect of contagion on
desire to avoid contact with the lesbian/gay student would be
above and beyond any effect of traditional assessments of sexual
prejudice.

We were also interested in whether the effect of contagion
concerns on desire to avoid contact would be influenced by the
degree to which the contact with the LG individual was public. It
is possible that the greater the number of observers present during
contact, the higher the risk of sexual-orientation miscategorization.
Further, the presence of ingroup (i.e., heterosexual) observers
could be particularly important if contagion concerns are focused
on the potential for ingroup rejection. Alternatively, it is possible
that contagion concerns are activated by any potential contact
situation and are not sensitive to the number of observers. It may
also be that the potential for miscategorization by the interaction
partner would be enough to elicit an avoidance response for those
with contagion concerns. To test these possibilities, the type of
contact (public vs. private) in the scenario was manipulated.

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 127 undergradu-
ate introductory psychology students (50% female; 72% White;
Mage � 18.87 years, SD � 1.31) who completed the study in
partial fulfillment for a course requirement and who self-identified
as heterosexual. The hypothetical scenario that participants re-
sponded to had a 2 (partner orientation: gay/lesbian or straight) �
2 (type of interaction: public interaction or private interaction)

between subjects design. Scenarios were matched for gender, so
male participants always had a scenario with a male partner, and
female participants always had a female partner.

Procedure and materials. Participants were told that they
were going to fill out a questionnaire packet designed to assess
their attitudes and beliefs about other people. They were randomly
assigned to one of the four scenario conditions.

Scenarios. Participants read a short one paragraph scenario
that instructed them to imagine that they were going to be working
on a class project with a same-sex student. For half of the partic-
ipants, the first sentence of the scenario identified the partner as
gay or lesbian. For the other participants, no information was given
about the hypothetical student’s sexual orientation. This served as
the control condition. Though it was not explicitly stated in this
condition that the student was straight, without any information or
suggestion to the contrary, heterosexuality would most likely be
participants’ default assumption.

The description of the class project was also manipulated so that
in one condition participants were asked to imagine it was an oral
presentation that involved a significant amount of public collabo-
ration. In the other condition the assignment was a paper that could
be accomplished through private collaboration. The intent was to
manipulate the amount of public contact the participant imagined
having with the partner.

After reading the scenarios, the participants were asked to
respond to four items assessing their willingness to work with the
partner (e.g., “How likely are you to work with this student?”).
Responses were made using 7-point Likert type scales (1 � not at
all likely, 7 � very likely). These items were averaged to create a
general measure of desire to avoid contact, with higher values
indicating a greater desire to avoid contact with the partner
(� � .83).

Components of sexual prejudice. Participants completed the
measures of social contagion and moral condemnation of homo-
sexuality from Study 1. As in Study 1, factor analyses indicated
that the items loaded onto two factors, consistent with predictions
(moral condemnation, � � .82; social contagion concerns, � �
.86).

Attitudes toward lesbians and gay men. Attitudes toward gay
men and lesbians were measured using the five-item versions of
the attitudes toward gay men (ATG) and attitudes toward lesbians
(ATL) scales (Herek, 1998; e.g., “Sex between two men is just
plain wrong”; “Female homosexuality is a perversion”). Agree-
ment with scale items was measured using a 7-point Likert-type
scale (1 � strongly disagree, 7 � strongly agree). Although these
measures are highly correlated (r � .80, p � .001), they are
generally regarded as two distinct constructs, with higher scores
indicating more negative attitudes toward gay men (� � .87) and
lesbians (� � .84). These measures have repeatedly demonstrated
good reliability and validity (Herek, 1998).

Fear of negative evaluation. In order to distinguish the social
contagion concerns from more general concerns over negative
social evaluation, participants’ fear of negative evaluation was
measured using the Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale
(BFNE; Leary, 1983). Participants responded to 12 statements
dealing with general concerns over being evaluated negatively by
others (e.g., “I am afraid that others will not approve of me”) by
rating how characteristic each statement was of them. Responses
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were made using a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 � not at all
characteristic of me, 5 � extremely characteristic of me; � � .86).

Results

We first examined the correlations between our measures of
social contagion and moral condemnation with the ATG and ATL
indices for our male and female participants separately. As can be
seen in Table 1, there were no significant correlations between fear
of negative evaluation and the social contagion measure, which
provided some evidence of discriminant validity and indicates that
people who are more concerned about being incorrectly identified
as gay or lesbian are not more concerned about negative evaluation
from others in general.

Examination of the correlations also revealed that moral con-
demnation of homosexuality was strongly correlated with both the
ATG and ATL for both male and female participants. Social
contagion was significantly correlated with the ATG for both the
male and female participants (although the magnitude was larger
for the male participants) but was only correlated with the ATL for
the female participants. In addition when ATG and ATL were each
regressed onto moral condemnation, social contagion, and partic-
ipant gender, the morality component was a significant predictor of
both attitudes toward gay men (� � .75, p � .001) and lesbians
(� � .80, p � .001). As would be expected, there was a gender
effect on ATG scores with men reporting more prejudice toward
gay men (� � .14, p � .009). However, when moral condemnation
and gender were included in the analyses, contagion concerns did
not predict ATG or ATL scores (�s between –.11 and .07, ps �
.13). These findings are consistent with our argument that
contagion concerns are distinct from traditional measures of
sexual prejudice.

To examine the implications of sexual prejudice and social
contagion on responses to the scenario with a gay/lesbian or
heterosexual partner, we conducted a multiple regression analysis
on participants’ desire to avoid contact with the partner in the
scenario. Because the gender of the partner was matched to par-
ticipant gender, we used the ATG or ATL score that was relevant
to the scenario (e.g., ATG for male participants). In addition,
because gender is related to both sexual prejudice and social
contagion, we included the participants’ gender as a predictor.
Thus, avoidance scores were regressed onto social contagion,
sexual prejudice, participant gender, the scenario partner’s sexual
orientation (gay or straight), the type of interaction (public or

private), the interactions between the conditions and the individual
difference measures (contagion and prejudice), and the interaction
between contagion and prejudice with each other and jointly with
the experimental conditions. When the lower and higher order
interactions between gender, the experimental conditions, and so-
cial contagion concerns were included in the analysis, they did not
approach significance (ps � .68), so they were not included in the
reported analyses. In addition, the inclusion of BFNE as a cova-
riate did not influence the results, so the analysis without BFNE
included is reported. For all reported analyses in this study, toler-
ance was over .46, and the VIF was under 2.14 for all predictors,
indicating that multicollinearity is not an issue.

The analysis revealed a marginal main effect of participant
gender with men reporting more interest in avoiding the contact
overall (� � .15, p � .07). In addition, there was a main effect of
social contagion scores (� � .32, p � .002). This main effect was
qualified by a two-way interaction between social contagion and
the scenario partner’s orientation (� � .27, p � .007). None of the
other effects were significant (ps � .09).

Simple slopes analyses indicated that for the participants high in
social contagion, there was a strong effect of partner sexual ori-
entation (� � .51, p � .001). Specifically participants who were
concerned about social contagion were far more interested in
avoiding the gay/lesbian than the heterosexual partner. In contrast
for the participants low in social contagion, the effect of partner
sexual orientation showed a trend toward more avoidance in the
heterosexual partner than the gay/lesbian partner condition (� �
–.16, p � .10). For predicted values of this interaction representing
1 SD above and 1 SD below the mean for contagion, see Figure 1.
Considered the other way, in the gay/lesbian condition, social
contagion concerns were strongly predictive of avoidance (� �
.84, p � .001). In contrast, in the straight condition the tendency
for participants higher in contagion to report a greater interest in
avoiding contact with the same-sex partner was only marginally
significant (� � .17, p � .09).

It is worth noting that if the analyses were repeated using the
moral condemnation scale scores instead of the ATG/ATL scores,
the findings are virtually identical, and the key Contagion �
Sexual Orientation interaction is similar in significance and form
(� � .29, p � .001). Similar findings were also found if the ATG
and ATL scores were combined into an ATLG scale score (Con-
tagion � Sexual Orientation interaction, � � .37, p � .001).

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Self-Report Measures for Study 2a for Male and Female Participants Separately

Measure
Male participants Female participants

1 2 3 4 5M (SD) M (SD)

1. Morality 3.53 (1.68)a 2.83 (1.60)b — .48�� .86�� .68�� �.08
2. Contagion 3.41 (1.51)a 2.18 (1.60)b .46�� — .56�� .19 .14
3. ATG 4.06 (1.58)a 2.95 (1.58)b .77�� .28� — .73�� �.04
4. ATL 3.24 (1.35) 3.17 (1.61) .78�� .35� .94�� — .05
5. BFNE 2.83 (0.87) 2.94 (0.89) �.17 .11 �.18 �.14 —

Note. Men’s correlations are above the diagonal, and women’s correlations are below the diagonal. Means with different subscripts on the same row
indicate significant gender differences in the mean levels on the variable. ATG � attitudes toward gay men; ATL � attitudes toward lesbians; BFNE �
Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale.
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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Discussion

Results from Study 2a provide support for the hypothesis that
concern over being misclassified as lesbian or gay is an important
contributor to the desire to avoid contact with LG people. Specif-
ically, contagion concerns emerged as an important predictor of
responses to imagined contact with a same-sex gay or lesbian
individual. Whereas contagion concerns did not predict how par-
ticipants responded to interacting with a (presumably) heterosex-
ual same-sex partner, those who imagined interacting with a same-
sex lesbian or gay person had a greater desire to avoid the
interaction if they possessed greater contagion concerns. This was
the case even after controlling for traditional measures of sexual
prejudice or our scale of moral condemnation of homosexuality.
Further, the fact that sexual prejudice did not moderate the effect
of contagion concerns indicates that whether or not individuals
personally thought homosexuality was wrong, they wanted to
avoid contact with the lesbian or gay man if they were concerned
about being misidentified as gay or lesbian.

The current findings also indicated that the public nature of the
interaction did not influence the avoidance response. These find-
ings suggest that contagion concerns are elicited even in situations
where contact with an LG individual is not highly public. Of
course, working with another person can never truly be private
because it is a social activity. The partner makes the interaction
public simply by being a party to it, and participants run the risk
of being misclassified by the interaction partner even if others
would not be privy to the interaction. Therefore, these findings
suggest that any type of contact with a same-sex LG person would
elicit negative responses from those with existing contagion con-
cerns.

It is also worth noting that the examination of the correlations
between the variables revealed that contagion concerns were mod-
erately related to traditional measures of prejudice against gay and
lesbian people whereas moral condemnation was strongly corre-
lated with these measures. In addition, after controlling for moral
condemnation of homosexuality, social contagion did not predict
scores on the traditional measures of sexual prejudice. These
findings are consistent with our hypothesis that contagion concerns
are distinct from traditional measures of sexual prejudice.

Study 2b

The first two studies showed that contagion concerns predict
both anxiety in response to imagined contact with a same-sex LG
person and a desire to avoid such contact. However, in both cases,
contagion concerns were measured following the outcome vari-
ables. In order to rule out the possibility that contagion concerns
represent an after-the-fact rationale for avoidance, we conducted a
follow-up study in which contagion concerns and moral condem-
nation of homosexuality were assessed in a different setting, prior
to other responses. We predicted that social contagion concerns
assessed in a previous session would predict participants’ subse-
quent responses to hypothetical contact with a same-sex gay or
lesbian individual. The previous studies also focused solely on
how contagion concerns are related to imagined or hypothetical
contact. It stands to reason, though, that if these concerns are
related to a desire to avoid contact, then people who possess such
concerns should also have less actual contact with LG people. To
test this, Study 2b also included a measure of participants’ past
contact with lesbian/gay people.

The findings from Study 2a also indicated that contagion con-
cerns predicted a desire to avoid contact with a same-sex LG
classmate regardless of whether that contact would be primarily
private or public. These findings suggest that contagion concerns
reflect a general apprehension over being miscategorized as gay/
lesbian, without regard to who is doing the categorizing. However,
it is possible that heterosexuals’ concerns over being incorrectly
identified as gay or lesbian could vary depending on the sexual
orientation of the perceiver. That is, concerns over being miscat-
egorized by a gay or lesbian person might be distinct from con-
cerns over being miscategorized by other heterosexuals.

To test whether contagion concerns differ depending on whether
the miscategorization is made by a heterosexual or LG audience, a
modified version of the contagion measure was administered dur-
ing the experimental session. In this measure, new items were
combined with those from the original scale to create two concep-
tually distinct measures, one assessing ingroup contagion concerns
(concerns over being misperceived by other heterosexuals) and the
other assessing outgroup contagion concerns (concerns over being
misperceived by LG people). We examined whether these items
loaded onto separate factors and whether they differentially pre-
dicted responses to LG contact.

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 59 heterosexual
undergraduate introductory psychology students (70% female;
64% White; Mage � 20.37 years, SD � 5.68) who completed the
study in partial fulfillment of a course requirement. Six additional
participants who identified as LG were not included in the analy-
ses. Forty of the participants also took part in a pretest assessment
of both contagion concerns and moral condemnation of homosex-
uality.

Procedure and materials. Several weeks prior to participat-
ing in the study, participants had the opportunity to complete an
online survey as part of a larger mass prescreening. The social
contagion and moral condemnation measures were included in this
survey. Where available, participants’ data from this pretest mea-
sure were matched to their responses in the laboratory session.
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Figure 1. The effect of a sexual orientation on desire to avoid contact for
participants with high and low levels of contagion concerns, Study 2a.
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Participants were brought to the lab and were given a question-
naire packet, which they were told was designed to assess their
attitudes toward other people and groups. This questionnaire began
with a hypothetical scenario that described contact with a same-sex
LG individual. After responding to the scenario, participants filled
out a revised version of the social contagion measure, the moral
condemnation measure, and items assessing actual positive past
contact with LG individuals. The last page of the questionnaire
packet asked for demographic information, including participant
sexual orientation. After they finished filling out the questionnaire
packet, participants were debriefed and dismissed.

Hypothetical scenario. Participants were asked to imagine a
hypothetical scenario in which they moved into a new apartment
and found out that their roommate was gay or lesbian (scenarios
and follow up questions were matched to the participant’s gender).
They were then asked to respond to five items designed to assess
their desire to avoid their new roommate (e.g., “How likely are
you to become friends with your roommate?”; “You don’t have
anything to do one night, and s/he invites you to go out with
her/him and some of her/his friends. How likely are you to take
her/him up on her/his offer?”). Responses were provided on a
7-point Likert-type scale. Item scores were averaged to create a
measure of participants’ general desire to avoid contact, with
higher scores indicating a greater desire to avoid (� � .85).

Components of sexual prejudice. Social contagion concerns
and moral condemnation of homosexuality were assessed prior to
the study in the mass screening and again in the questionnaire
packet at the end of the study. The items used in the mass
screening were the same as in the previous studies (contagion � �
.81; moral condemnation � � .70). The items used to assess moral
condemnation in the study session were also the same as in the
previous studies (� � .83). However, additional items were in-
cluded in the contagion measure assessed in the study session (see
description below).

New items were added to the contagion measure that was
administered at the end of the study to distinguish between con-
tagion concerns involving ingroup members (concerns over being
misperceived by other heterosexuals) and concerns involving out-
group members (i.e., concerns over being misperceived by LG
people). This approach allowed us to examine whether these two
different concerns reflected an overarching contagion concern or if
they reflected distinct constructs. Three additional items were
included to assess contagion concerns where the target audience of
concern was unspecified but presumably heterosexual,3 and three
additional items were included to assess concerns when the target
audience of concern was the outgroup (i.e., LG individuals).

Past contact. Positive past contact with LG individuals was
assessed using a four-item self-report measure (e.g., “Over the
course of my life, I have had many homosexual friends”; “In the
past, my experiences with homosexual people have been pleasant”;
� � .82). Participants rated their agreement on a 7-point Likert-
type scale. Items were averaged to create an index of positive past
contact, with higher values indicating more agreement with the
statement.

Fear of negative evaluation. As in Study 2a, participants
completed the Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNE;
Leary, 1983) in order to distinguish concerns about social conta-
gion from social concerns more generally (� � .90).

Results

To test whether contagion concerns measured at an earlier
session would predict responses to the hypothetical interorienta-
tion contact scenario, participants’ desire to avoid the LG room-
mate was regressed on to the pretest measures of social contagion,
moral condemnation, and participant gender (for all analyses,
tolerance was over .75, and the VIF was under 1.5). For this and
all other analyses in this study, a Gender � Contagion interaction
was also included in the analysis to explore whether social conta-
gion concerns had similar associations with avoidance for men and
women. However, because the interaction term was not significant
in any of the analyses (ps � .44), the more streamlined analyses
are reported. Including participants’ fear of negative evaluation as
a covariate did not influence the results, so the analyses without
BFNE are presented. As in the previous study, contagion concerns
were the only significant predictor of participants’ responses.
Greater contagion concerns at the pretest assessment predicted
greater desire to avoid the gay or lesbian roommate (� � .65, p �
.001). None of the other predictors were significant (ps � .19).

To test whether contagion concerns also predicted participants’
actual contact with LG people, the measure of past contact as-
sessed in the lab was similarly regressed onto the pretest contagion
and moral condemnation measures, participant gender, and the
interaction between gender and social contagion. Once again,
contagion concerns were the only significant predictor of past
contact with LG people (� � –.51, p � .006), with greater
contagion concerns predicting less frequent past contact with LG
individuals. None of the other predictors were significant (ps �
.78).

Ingroup and outgroup contagion concerns. In order to de-
termine whether contagion concerns are best defined as general
concerns over being misclassified as gay or lesbian or if they are
unique to different audiences, an exploratory factor analysis was
conducted on the expanded version of the contagion measure that
was assessed at the end of the study session. Examination of the
scree plot suggested only one meaningful factor (Eigenvalue �
5.60). Further, when a two factor structure was forced, the second
factor was comprised of only two items, one ingroup and one
outgroup, that were syntactically similar. Additionally, compari-
son of the reliability analyses for the ingroup (� � .88), outgroup
(� � .77), and combined contagion (� � .91) measures suggests
that combining the two measures results in the highest level of
internal reliability.

When the analysis of the desire to avoid the roommate was
repeated with each of the three versions of the contagion measure,

3 Because the items assessing the responses of heterosexual people did
not explicitly mention the sexual orientation of the presumed audience
(e.g., “It would bother me if other people mistakenly thought I was
homosexual”), we wanted to confirm that participants interpreted the items
as referring to a heterosexual audience. Therefore, 45 heterosexual partic-
ipants (76% female) completed this 10-item version of the contagion scale
and then were asked to indicate for each item of the scale whether they
were thinking of other heterosexuals, lesbians and gay men, or both groups
when they originally completed the questionnaire. For all but one of the
items assessing concerns involving ingroup members, 96%–98% of the
participants indicated that they were only thinking of heterosexuals when
completing the item. For the remaining item, 91% indicated they were only
thinking of heterosexuals. These findings confirmed that the items were
being interpreted as we intended.
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in all three equations, the measure of contagion was the only
significant predictor of desire to avoid contact with the same-sex
LG roommate, and in all cases, the measure explained similar
levels of variance (Outgroup, � � .65; Ingroup, � � .61; Com-
bined, � � .67; ps � .001). Regardless of how contagion was
assessed, participants who possessed greater contagion concerns
felt a greater desire to avoid the same-sex LG roommate.

Discussion

The results of Study 2b provide further evidence that social
contagion concerns are an important element of responses toward
contact with sexual minorities. Results replicated earlier findings
that greater contagion concerns predicted more negative responses
to hypothetical contact with a same-sex LG individual when par-
ticipants reported their contagion concerns several weeks prior at
a mass screening pretest session. In addition, contagion concerns
predicted actual past positive contact with LG people. Participants
expressing greater contagion concerns reported less positive past
contact with LG individuals.

Analysis of the contagion construct itself also suggests that
contagion concerns are not necessarily directed toward a particular
audience. A factor analysis and reliability analyses both suggested
that contagion concerns are best conceptualized as global con-
cerns. That is, contagion concerns appear to reflect concerns about
misclassification in a general sense rather than distinct concerns
about responses from either ingroup or outgroup members. There-
fore, people who tend to possess concerns about being misclassi-
fied by ingroup members also possess concerns about being mis-
classified by outgroup members. A series of regression analyses
using expanded measures of contagion, which addressed ingroup
and outgroup concerns separately, further showed that, regardless
of the target of the concerns, contagion similarly predicted desire
to avoid a hypothetical gay or lesbian roommate.

Study 3

Thus far, we have established that contagion concerns are as-
sociated with anxiety and avoidance in response to hypothetical
interactions with LG people. Study 3 expands upon these findings
by testing how contagion concerns predict participants’ responses
when they believe they are about to take part in an interorientation
interaction. Participants in Study 3 were told that they would
engage in an interaction with a same-sex lesbian or gay man. After
finding out about the interaction, they completed questionnaires
assessing their contagion concerns, anxiety, desire to avoid the
upcoming interaction, and levels of traditional sexual prejudice.
We predicted that contagion concerns would predict anxiety about
interacting with a lesbian or gay interaction partner and the desire
to avoid the interaction. In the current study, we also examined
whether the impact of contagion concerns on the desire to avoid
interorientation contact was via the experience of anxiety about
such contact. We hypothesized that concerns about being misclas-
sified as LG create anxiety about the implications of contact and
that this anxiety contributes directly to the desire to avoid contact.

In the present study, we also assessed participants’ specific
concerns that their gay/lesbian partner would try to make sexual
advances toward them. We predicted that participants who were
concerned about being misidentified as gay/lesbian by their inter-

action partner would be more concerned about sexual advances
from their partner. However, we did not expect these concerns to
be the key predictor of their desire to avoid the interorientation
contact. That is, although sexual advances may be one outcome of
misclassification, we do not believe the avoidance of LG contact
we have seen in the previous studies by people high in contagion
concerns was simply due to concerns about sexual advances. By
assessing concerns about sexual advances in the present study, we
were able to determine the degree to which they underlie the desire
to avoid contact.

Method

Participants. Respondents were 56 heterosexual introductory
psychology students (64% female; 75% White; Mage � 19.63
years, SD � 1.65) who participated in exchange for course credit.
One participant who identified as bisexual and three participants
who did not report sexual orientation completed the procedure but
were not included in any analyses. Eight additional participants
completed the procedure but were excluded from analyses because
they either incorrectly recalled their partner’s sexual orientation
(n � 6) or did not believe they were going to have an interaction
(n � 2). However, inclusion of these participants did not influence
the results of the analyses.

Procedure. Participants came to the lab individually and were
greeted by a female experimenter who explained that the research
project examined interactions between people who differed in their
sexual orientation. They were then told that they would engage in
an interaction with a same-sex lesbian or gay student. Participants
were told that before having the interaction, they would complete
a series of questionnaires. After completing the questionnaires,
participants were probed for suspicion about the upcoming inter-
action, informed that no interaction would take place, thanked for
their time, and dismissed.

Materials. Participants first completed a series of questions
about their thoughts and feelings regarding the upcoming interac-
tion. Responses were made on a rating scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Ten of these items tapped
into the participants’ contagion concerns about being misperceived
as gay or lesbian during the interaction with higher scores indi-
cating greater contagion concerns (e.g., “I am concerned that my
interaction partner will think that I am a lesbian/gay man”; “If
other people see me interacting with my interaction partner, I
worry they will think I’m a lesbian/gay man”; � � .71). Partici-
pants were also asked to evaluate the degree to which they were
experiencing different emotions in response to the upcoming in-
teraction (e.g., happy, anxious) on a scale ranging from 1 (doesn’t
apply at all) to 7 (applies very much). Ten of these items assessed
anxiety (e.g., uneasy, anxious; � � .80) and were combined to
create an index with higher scores indicating greater levels of
anxiety. Also included were four items assessing participants’
concerns that their interaction partner would flirt or make sexual
advances toward them (e.g., “I am concerned that my partner will
flirt with me”; “I worry that my interaction partner is going to
make sexual advances toward me”; � � .80). Higher scores
indicate more concerns about sexual advances. Participants’ desire
to avoid the interaction was assessed via six items (e.g., “If given
the option, I would avoid having this interaction”; � � .84) that
were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
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(strongly agree) and averaged so that higher scores indicated a
greater desire to avoid the interaction.

Participants next completed the five-item versions of Herek’s
(1998) ATG and ATL scales to assess their levels of sexual
prejudice as in Study 2a. Of key interest were the female partici-
pants’ scores on the ATL (� � .66) and male participants’ scores
on the ATG (� � .81). Participants then responded to two items
asking them to recall the gender and sexual orientation of their
interaction partner. Finally, participants completed a basic demo-
graphics form that asked about their age, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, and race/ethnicity.

Results

Participants’ responses were examined using regression analy-
ses. Of interest was whether contagion concerns would predict
anxiety about and the desire to avoid the upcoming interaction
above and beyond gender and sexual prejudice (across analyses,
tolerance was over 0.65 and VIF under 1.5). We were also inter-
ested in the possible role of anxiety as a mediator in the relation-
ship between contagion concerns and the desire to avoid the
interaction.

Since all participants expected to have an interaction with a
same-gender lesbian or gay man, as in Study 2a, in all analyses we
used the participants’ sexual prejudice scores that assessed atti-
tudes toward same-sex lesbian or gay individuals. In addition, all
analyses were repeated including a Participant Gender � Conta-
gion interaction, but because the interaction term was not signif-
icant in any of the analyses, the more streamlined analyses are
reported. Across the analyses, effects that are not explicitly men-
tioned did not approach significance.

Anxiety. Linear regression was used to examine the roles of
contagion concerns, gender, sexual prejudice, and the interaction
between contagion and prejudice in predicting participants’ anxi-
ety about their upcoming interaction. Results indicated that con-
tagion was a significant predictor of anxiety (� � .55, p � .001),
such that participants with greater contagion concerns expressed
increased anxiety about the upcoming interaction relative to par-
ticipants with lower contagion concerns.

Concern with sexual advances. In order to examine partici-
pants’ concerns about being the target of sexual advances from
their partner, a linear regression was conducted on the concerns
about sexual advances scores with contagion concerns, gender,
sexual prejudice, and the interaction between contagion and prej-
udice as predictors. Results indicated that contagion was a signif-
icant predictor of concerns over sexual advances (� � .56, p �
.001), such that participants with greater contagion concerns ex-
pressed increased concerns that their interaction partner would
make sexual advances.

Avoidance. To examine the effects of contagion concerns on
avoidance, participants’ desire to avoid the upcoming interaction
was regressed on contagion, gender, sexual prejudice, and the
interaction between contagion and prejudice. Contagion was a
significant predictor of the desire to avoid the interaction (� � .42,
p � .001), with participants higher in contagion concerns express-
ing a greater desire to avoid the interaction than participants lower
in contagion concerns. Sexual prejudice emerged as a marginally
significant predictor of the desire to avoid (� � .23, p � .06),
indicating that participants with higher levels of sexual prejudice

tended to express a greater desire to avoid the upcoming interac-
tion than participants with lower levels of sexual prejudice.

Mediation analyses. Finally, we explored whether anxiety
mediated the relationship between contagion and the desire to
avoid the upcoming interaction. The linear regression analysis of
avoidance was repeated with anxiety as an additional predictor. In
this analysis, anxiety significantly predicted avoidance (� � .50,
p � .001), indicating that as anxiety increased so did the desire to
avoid the interaction. Further, when anxiety was included in the
regression, contagion no longer predicted participants’ desire to
avoid the interaction (� � .14, p � .26). Mediation using the
bootstrapping method (Preacher & Hayes, 2008) indicated that the
indirect effect differed significantly from zero (CI [0.16, 0.68],
p � .05), suggesting that anxiety significantly mediated the rela-
tionship between contagion concerns and the desire to avoid the
upcoming interaction.

When parallel analyses were conducted to examine whether
avoidance mediated the effect of contagion on anxiety, contagion
continued to be a strong predictor of anxiety (� � .35, p � .005)
when avoidance was included in the regression equation (� � .49,
p � .001). Further, if concern with sexual advances was included
in analyses predicting avoidance instead of anxiety, sexual ad-
vances did not predict avoidance over and above social contagion
concerns (� � –.04, p � .80). Similarly, sexual advances did not
predict anxiety over and above social contagion concerns (� � .17,
p � .24).

Discussion

The results from Study 3 provide further evidence that conta-
gion concerns play an important role in interorientation interac-
tions. Above and beyond traditional sexual prejudice, contagion
concerns predicted anxiety and the desire to avoid an interaction
with a same-sex lesbian or gay man. Specifically, participants with
greater contagion concerns reported more anxiety and a greater
desire to avoid the upcoming interaction than did participants with
lower contagion concerns. In contrast, when contagion concerns
were entered into analyses, traditional sexual prejudice did not
significantly predict anxiety and only marginally predicted the
desire to avoid the interaction.

Study 3 also shed light onto the role that contagion concerns
play in the desire to avoid LG people. Results from the mediation
analyses indicate that the influence of contagion concerns on
avoidance is through anxiety. Specifically, participants with
heightened contagion concerns experience increased anxiety about
interorientation interactions and this anxiety is related to an in-
creased desire to avoid LG people.

In the current study, we also found that people who were
concerned about being misidentified as gay or lesbian were also
more concerned about being the target of sexual advances by their
same-sex gay or lesbian interaction partner. Although we had
anticipated that concerns about sexual advances would be one
implication of contagion concerns, we did not expect that it would
be the sole concern precipitating the avoidance of LG individuals.
Consistent with our predictions, concern with sexual advances did
not account for the effect of social contagion concerns on either
avoidance or anxiety.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

950 BUCK, PLANT, RATCLIFF, ZIELASKOWSKI, AND BOERNER



Study 4

The results of Study 3 demonstrated that social contagion con-
cerns play an important role in anticipated interorientation inter-
actions. Specifically, the results indicate that contagion concerns
contribute to both heterosexuals’ anxiety about and desire to avoid
interacting with lesbians and gay men. These findings suggest that
social contagion concerns might interfere with pleasant and pro-
ductive interactions between heterosexual and LG individuals.
However, Study 3 did not directly examine the role that contagion
concerns play in actual behaviors regarding interorientation inter-
actions. Thus, Study 4 examined how contagion concerns manifest
in actual behaviors.

As in Study 2B, we assessed contagion concerns and general
sexual prejudice prior to the experimental session to further illus-
trate that contagion concerns are not a post hoc justification for the
desire to avoid lesbians and gay men. During the experimental
session, participants in Study 4 exchanged video greetings with a
same-sex interaction partner (actually a confederate) who indi-
cated that he/she was heterosexual or gay/lesbian. Independent
coders then rated participants’ video greetings for avoidant and
unpleasant behavior. We included unpleasant as well as avoidant
responses because one effective way of demonstrating that one is
not a member of a group is to behave negatively toward the
group’s members. We predicted that participants’ contagion con-
cerns would uniquely predict avoidant and unpleasant behavior
during the video greeting if their partner was a lesbian or gay man,
but that contagion concerns would be unrelated to responding to
the straight partner.

Method

Participants. Respondents were 49 heterosexual introductory
psychology students (65% female; 82% White; Mage � 18.57
years, SD � 1.00) who participated in exchange for course credit.
Eight additional participants completed the procedure but were
excluded from analyses because they incorrectly recalled their
partner’s sexual orientation on the manipulation check.

Procedure and materials. Up to 3 months prior to participat-
ing in the study, participants completed an online survey as part of
a larger mass prescreening. Included in this survey were the
four-item version of the contagion scale (� � .88) and the six-item
version of Herek’s (1998) Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay
Men scales (ATL and ATG). Of key interest were female partic-
ipants’ scores on the ATL (� � .85) and male participants’ scores
on the ATG (� � .87). Space constraints in the mass screening
precluded using longer versions of the contagion or ATL and ATG
scales.

During the experimental session, participants were told that the
study examined interactions between people who had not previ-
ously met and that prior to meeting with another research partic-
ipant, they would exchange video greetings. The partner was in
reality a confederate whose gender was always matched to the
participant’s gender. Participants were randomly assigned to the
heterosexual or gay/lesbian partner condition.

The video greetings consisted of basic, getting-acquainted in-
formation (e.g., favorite class). Participants were told that since
they had arrived to the lab after their partner, their partner had
already made his or her video. Therefore, the participant would
first watch the partner’s video and then make a video to exchange.

Included in the getting-acquainted questions was an item asking
about favorite activities. In the answer to this question, the con-
federate revealed that he or she was either heterosexual or gay/
lesbian by stating that he or she liked doing things with his or her
boyfriend or girlfriend. Participants then made a video greeting for
the partner.

After making the video for their partner, participants responded
to two items asking them to recall the gender and sexual orienta-
tion of their interaction partner. Participants also completed a
measure of general social anxiety, Mattick and Clarke’s (1998)
social interaction anxiety scale, so that we could distinguish be-
havior arising from social contagion concerns from that due to
general social anxiety. Participants indicated across 19 items (e.g.,
“When mixing socially, I am uncomfortable”; � � .87) the degree
to which each statement was characteristic of them on a scale
ranging from 0 (not at all characteristic or true of me) to 4
(extremely characteristic or true of me). Participants also provided
demographic information regarding their age, gender, sexual ori-
entation, and race/ethnicity. Finally, participants were probed for
suspicion about the upcoming interaction, informed that no inter-
action would take place, debriefed, and dismissed.

Video rating. Two coders independently watched and rated
the participants’ video greetings. Coders were blind to the partic-
ipants’ experimental condition and the purpose of the study. Par-
ticipants’ video greetings were coded on a series of items to assess
avoidant/unpleasant behavior (e.g., discomfort, expressiveness,
friendliness, engagement, speech flow, and self-disclosure). The
raters had good agreement in their initial item ratings (rs �
.70–.90) and for the full scale combined (r � .88). Discrepancies
in ratings were discussed by raters until a consensus was reached.
If a consensus could not be reached, scores from raters were
averaged (3% of ratings). Video rating items were reverse scored
where necessary and averaged so that higher scores indicated more
uncomfortable and unpleasant responses (� � .83).

Results

In the current study, we sought to examine the effect of conta-
gion concerns on the degree to which participants displayed
avoidant and unpleasant responses in the video greetings they
made for their partner as a function of the partner’s sexual orien-
tation. We regressed ratings of participants’ videos on participant’s
gender, contagion concerns, general social anxiety, and partner’s
sexual orientation as well as the interaction between contagion
concerns and partner’s sexual orientation. When all possible inter-
actions with gender and contagion and partner’s sexual orientation
were included in the analyses, there were no effects involving
gender (ps � .10). Thus, these interactions were removed for the
reported analyses. As in the previous studies, the tolerance and
VIF scores for all predictors (over 0.93 and under 1.07, respec-
tively) indicated that multicollinearity is unlikely to be an issue.

The analysis revealed no significant main effects of participants’
gender, contagion concerns, general social anxiety, or partner’s
sexual orientation on video ratings (ts � 0.48, ps � .63). However,
as predicted, there was a significant interaction between contagion
concerns and partner’s sexual orientation (� � .38, p � .01; see
Figure 2). Simple slopes analyses indicated that contagion con-
cerns were a significant predictor of responses to the gay/lesbian
interaction partner such that participants who were higher in con-
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tagion concerns were rated as more avoidant and uncomfortable
than participants who were lower in contagion concerns (� � .41,
p � .05). However, contagion concerns were not a significant
predictor of avoidant and uncomfortable behaviors toward a het-
erosexual partner (� � –.35, p � .09). Considered the other way,
for participants with high levels of contagion concerns (1 SD
above the mean), participants who made a video for a gay/lesbian
partner were rated as more avoidant and unpleasant than partici-
pants who made a video for a heterosexual partner (� � .44, p �
.04). However, for participants with low levels of contagion con-
cerns (1 SD below the mean), there was no difference in ratings
based on whether the video was made for a gay/lesbian or hetero-
sexual partner (� � –.31, p � .13).

Analyses using sexual prejudice. We also wanted to examine
the extent to which contagion concerns specifically, and not sexual
prejudice generally, predicted more avoidant and uncomfortable
responses to a lesbian/gay interaction partner. To this end, we
repeated the analyses but replaced the social contagion concerns
with attitudes toward same-gender lesbian or gay individuals.
Results indicated, as with the analyses examining the role of
contagion concerns, there were no significant main effects of
gender, social anxiety, or partner’s sexual orientation on the video
responses (ts � 0.45, ps � .65). There was a marginal main effect
of general sexual prejudice such that higher self-reported sexual
prejudice was related to more avoidant video responses (� � .28,
p � .07), but general sexual prejudice did not interact with part-
ner’s sexual orientation (� � .06, p � .67).4

Discussion

Results from Study 4 provide evidence that contagion concerns
play an important role not only in imagined and anticipated inter-
actions with lesbians and gay men, but also in behavioral responses
to lesbians and gay men. When making a video greeting for a
same-sex lesbian or gay interaction partner, participants higher in
contagion concerns were rated as more avoidant and unpleasant
than participants lower in contagion concerns. Results from Study
3 indicated that heterosexuals high in contagion concerns report
more anxiety about and a greater desire to avoid contact with
lesbians and gay men than did those low in contagion concerns.

The findings from Study 4 suggest that when contact with lesbians
and gay men cannot be avoided, heterosexuals high in contagion
concerns act in avoidant and unpleasant ways toward lesbians and
gay men. The findings from the current study further indicate that
these behavioral responses could not be attributed to general social
anxiety on the part of the participants. Also noteworthy, the
analyses examining the role of general sexual prejudice also re-
vealed that it is contagion concerns specifically, and not sexual
prejudice more generally, that predict avoidant and uncomfortable
responses to a gay/lesbian interaction partner.

Study 5

Thus far all of our findings have focused on self-reported
individual differences in social contagion concerns. Although we
anticipate that people differ in the degree to which they experience
these concerns, we also anticipate that situational factors are likely
to influence the degree of social contagion concerns. We wanted to
demonstrate the implications of manipulating social contagion
concerns on people’s actual behavior when interacting with a
lesbian or gay man. To this end, we conducted an experiment in
which we manipulated whether participants felt publicly (high
contagion) or privately (low contagion) associated with their col-
lege’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) organization
(S.O.U.L.). Following the manipulation, all participants interacted
with the vice president of S.O.U.L., a gay male college student.

We predicted that the experience of social contagion concerns
about being misidentified as gay or lesbian would heighten peo-
ple’s motivation to avoid behaviors or situations that could con-
tribute to the misclassification of their sexual orientation. As a
result, the high contagion condition participants were expected to
feel more anxious while interacting with the S.O.U.L. representa-
tive, have a greater desire to avoid the interaction, and be more
likely to physically distance themselves from the S.O.U.L. repre-
sentative compared to the low contagion condition participants.

We anticipated that the avoidant responses of our participants in
the high contagion condition would influence their behaviors dur-
ing the interaction and be identifiable by the confederate. Previous
work examining intergroup interactions found that people who
engage in an interaction with an avoidance-focus (i.e., the desire to
avoid the interaction) behave in a more anxious, avoidant, and less
friendly manner that is apparent to their interaction partner (Plant
& Butz, 2006). Therefore, we predicted that the confederate would
perceive individuals in the high contagion condition to be more
anxious and avoidant and less friendly than those in the low
contagion condition. In addition, we predicted that the S.O.U.L.
representative would feel more anxious when interacting with
individuals high in social contagion concerns relative to those who
were low in social contagion concerns.

Because the representative of the club was always a gay man, it
was possible that when social contagion concerns were heightened
our male participants in the current study would respond more
strongly than our female participants. However, in the present
study we targeted concerns over misidentification through associ-

4 The analyses were also repeated including contagion, attitudes toward
lesbians and gay men (ATLG), partner sexual orientation, and all possible
interactions. Although this analysis was a bit underpowered, there was no
indication of a three-way interaction (� � .03, p � .88).
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Figure 2. Avoidant and unpleasant behavior toward the interaction part-
ner as a function of social contagion concerns and sexual orientation of
partner, Study 4.
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ation with the LGBT organization, and the young man was serving
as a representative of that organization as a whole. In addition,
contagion concerns have to do with an overall threat of misclas-
sification, rather than simply concerns regarding sexual advances
(as illustrated in Study 3). As a result, we expected male and
female participants in the high contagion condition would both
respond to the confederate with heightened anxiety and avoidance
(i.e., to disassociate with the organization).

In this final study we also examined the role that social conta-
gion concerns play in willingness to engage in public support of
lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) rights (e.g., sign a petition, attend
a rally) as well as private support for LGB rights (e.g., voting
behavior, writing an anonymous letter). We argue that in addition
to leading people to want to avoid contact with gay men and
lesbians, concerns with being misidentified as gay would also lead
people to shy away from any behavior they perceive as increasing
the likelihood of misidentification, including publicly supporting
LGB rights. However, social contagion concerns were not hypoth-
esized to influence willingness to engage in more private support.

Method

Participants and design. Participants were 40 undergraduate
college students (50% female) who completed the study in partial
fulfillment of a requirement for their introductory psychology
course. Participants were at least 18 years of age and self-identified
as heterosexual. Contagion concerns were manipulated by asking
participants to create a poster publicizing the S.O.U.L. club that
would be displayed in the student union and to write their name on
the poster (high contagion) or to complete the same poster without
their name on it (low contagion). Participants were randomly
assigned to contagion condition.

Procedure. Participants came to the lab individually to com-
plete a study that they believed focused on the role of personality
in creativity. Upon entering the lab, participants were led into a
room containing materials to construct a poster for a campus club.
Participants were instructed that they would have 10 min to utilize
the materials provided to create a poster for one of the campus
clubs, and that they had been assigned to create a poster for the
S.O.U.L. LGBT club. Half of the participants were instructed to
write their name on their poster, and half were not instructed to
write their name on their poster. The experimenter explained that
the poster would be displayed with others in the student union to
be judged by a panel of their student body peers to determine the
most creative. They were further informed that if their poster was
chosen, it would be utilized in the creation of actual advertising
posters across campus. Participants were then informed that the
clubs participating in the experiment had representatives present
who would like to talk with them and that they would meet with
the vice president of S.O.U.L. to discuss the club.

Participants were then led to an adjacent room in the lab that
contained two chairs facing one another that were placed 18 in.
(45.72 cm) apart. Participants were told that they would meet with
the S.O.U.L. representative next and that they could move their
chair so that they would be comfortable during the interaction. The
experimenter then left the lab to retrieve the vice president of
S.O.U.L., who was blind to the experimental condition. After
introducing the participant to the representative, the experimenter
left the room, and the representative initiated a scripted conversa-

tion with each participant that included information about
S.O.U.L., some questions for the participant, and an opportunity
for participants to ask questions.

At the conclusion of the interaction, which took about 5 min on
average, the experimenter led participants back to the first room to
complete a series of questionnaires on a computer. The question-
naire included assessments of their experience during the interac-
tion, some filler questionnaires related to personality, and mea-
sures of proactive behavior supporting LGB rights. During this
time, the confederate also completed a questionnaire regarding his
experience during the interaction and his impressions of the par-
ticipant’s reactions, and the experimenter measured the distance
between the chairs from the interaction portion of the experiment.
After completion of the questionnaires, participants were debriefed
and given an opportunity to ask questions.

Materials.
Poster materials. Poster materials included a magnetic white

board, four colored markers, a variety of magnetic pictures depict-
ing gay themed images, and an instruction sheet providing infor-
mation regarding the club information that should be included on
the poster. In the high contagion condition, the instruction sheet
also indicated that participants should write their name on the
poster.

State contagion concerns. To assess whether the poster ma-
nipulation influenced participants’ contagion concerns specifically
regarding their interaction with the S.O.U.L. representative, an
eight-item situational measure of state social contagion concerns
was created (e.g., “If my poster is chosen, I will worry that others
may think that I am gay”; “I am glad other participants are not
present, because I would worry that they would think I am gay”).
Responses were made using a 9-point Likert type scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree). These items were
then averaged to create a measure of social contagion concerns,
with higher values indicating greater concern (� � .80).

Sexual prejudice. Our manipulation was designed to influ-
ence contagion concerns but not general attitudes toward gay men
or lesbians. Thus, participants also completed the attitudes toward
gay men and lesbians scale (� � .94) to confirm that this was the
case.

Participant interaction questionnaire. Participants’ level of
anxiety during the interaction and their desire to avoid the inter-
action were assessed via an adapted version of the Social Interac-
tion Questionnaire (Plant & Butz, 2006). Participants responded to
five items related to anxiety (e.g., “During the interaction I felt
anxious”; � � .80) and six items related to avoidance (e.g., “I wish
I could have avoided this specific interaction”; � � .82) on a scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree). Items
were reverse scored where necessary and averaged so that higher
scores indicated more anxiety and a greater desire to avoid the
interaction, respectively.

Support for LGB rights. We anticipated that the contagion
manipulation would influence participants’ willingness to publicly
support LGB rights but not their willingness to privately support
LGB rights. Therefore, participants were asked to indicate how
likely they would be to engage in each of a series of behaviors
supporting LGB rights on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9
(strongly agree). Seven of these behaviors clearly involved public
support (e.g., “Attend a gay pride parade”; “Volunteer at a straight/
gay alliance booth at a community festival”; � � .95). Six of these
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items clearly involved private support (e.g., “Vote for a political
candidate who is pro gay marriage”; “Write an anonymous letter to
a local paper in support of a gay cause”; � � .88). Finally,
participants were offered an opportunity to sign a petition to
support the creation of an LGBT center on campus. Participants
viewed a petition on the computer that included fictional signa-
tures, and then they were offered an opportunity to sign the
petition. Presumably, if the participants chose to sign the petition,
future participants would see their names on the list and know they
had supported the LGBT center. Participants indicated whether
they wished to sign the petition or if they wished to decline.

Confederate interaction questionnaire. To assess the confed-
erate’s perception of the participant’s reactions, he rated each
participant on a scale ranging from 1 to 9 in terms of the partici-
pant’s level of anxiety, desire to avoid the interaction, and overall
friendliness. The confederate also rated his own level of anxiety
during the interaction. Higher scores indicated greater levels of
each variable.

Results

Initial analyses were conducted on all participant responses to
the interaction using analysis of variance (ANOVA), with exper-
imental condition and participant gender as factors. However, the
results revealed that the only effect of gender was a main effect for
avoidance such that male participants reported more of a desire to
avoid the interaction (M � 4.55, SD � 1.34) across conditions than
the female participants (M � 3.09, SD � 1.24), F(1, 36) � 10.20,
p � .01. Therefore, to simplify presentation, simple t-test results of
condition are presented.

Participant responses. Examination of participants’ current
social contagion concerns (i.e., state contagion scores) revealed
that individuals in the high contagion condition expressed
greater contagion concerns than did those in the low contagion
condition, t(38) � 4.25, p � .001, d � 1.47 (see Table 2 for
means and standard deviations). Examination of the ATLG
scores both combined and separately for attitudes toward gay

men and lesbians revealed that there was no effect of the
manipulation on general attitudes toward gay men or lesbians
(ts � 1.45, ps � .16). Thus, as intended, the manipulation
influenced contagion concerns but not general sexual prejudice.

As predicted, individuals in the high contagion condition
expressed greater anxiety during the interaction than did those
in the low contagion condition, t(38) � 3.16, p � .003, d �
1.03. Also consistent with predictions, individuals in the high
contagion condition expressed a greater desire to avoid the
interaction than did those in the low contagion condition,
t(38) � 2.63, p � .01, d � 0.84. Similarly, there was a trend for
individuals in the high contagion condition to actually physi-
cally distance themselves from the confederate by sitting fur-
ther away from him than did those in the low contagion con-
dition, t(38) � 1.77, p � .09, d � 0.57.

In order to examine public and private support for LGB rights
as a function of condition, we conducted a mixed-model anal-
ysis of variance with public versus private support as the
repeated measure and contagion condition as the between sub-
jects factor. We also conducted these analyses with gender as an
additional between-subjects factor in the analysis, but the only
effect involving gender was a tendency for the female partici-
pants to report greater support for gay rights (M � 5.76, SD �
1.82) across conditions than the male participants (M � 4.51,
SD � 2.24), F(1, 36) � 5.72, p � .02, partial �2 � .14, so the
simplified analyses are presented. The analysis revealed a main
effect of public versus private support, F(1, 38) � 7.82, p �
.008, partial �2 � .17, which was qualified by the predicted
Condition � Public Versus Private interaction, F(1, 38) � 6.97,
p � .01, partial �2 � .16 (see Figure 3). Whereas participants
in the low contagion condition reported similar levels of public
(M � 5.22, SD � 2.51) and private (M � 5.26, SD � 1.89)
support for LGB rights and causes, t(38) � �0.37, p � .71,
participants in the high contagion condition reported more
private (M � 5.01, SD � 2.36) than public (M � 3.73, SD �
2.51) support for LGB causes, t(38) � –2.09, p � .04. Consid-
ered the other way, the high contagion condition resulted in less
public support than the low contagion condition, t(19) � –3.40,
p � .003, but the conditions did not result in different levels of
private support, t(38) � – 0.13, p � .90.

In order to examine the role of contagion in proactive behav-
ior supporting sexual minorities, the petition data were sub-
jected to a chi square analysis. Results revealed that a higher
proportion of individuals in the low contagion condition signed
the petition (75%) than did those in the high contagion condi-
tion (45%), 	2(1, N � 40) � 3.75, p � .05.

Confederate responses. Consistent with the participants’
ratings of their own anxiety, there was a marginal effect of
contagion condition on the confederate’s ratings of participants’
anxiety, such that the confederate tended to perceive more
anxiety in participants in the high contagion condition than in
those in the low contagion condition, t(38) � 1.90, p � .07, d �
0.62. Similarly, the confederate perceived a greater desire to
avoid the interaction among participants in the high contagion
condition than in those in the low contagion condition, t(38) �
2.20, p � .03, d � 0.71. Finally, the confederate also rated
participants in the high contagion condition as less friendly than

Table 2
Means and Standard Deviations for Participant and Confederate
Dependent Variables as a Function of Contagion Condition in
Study 5

Dependent measure

Contagion condition

High contagion Low contagion

M SD M SD

Participant
Contagion concerns 2.49 1.17 1.31 0.43
Interaction anxiety 3.08 1.47 1.86 0.90
Avoidance 4.39 1.45 3.25 1.29
Physical distancing† 28.83 7.70 24.92 6.22

Confederate
Personal anxiety 1.98 1.25 1.23 0.62
Participant anxiety† 2.25 1.51 1.53 0.80
Participant avoidance 2.65 2.20 1.43 1.17
Participant friendliness 5.00 2.21 6.27 1.48

Note. Means for all dependent variables are significantly different across
condition at p � .05 unless noted with a superscript dagger.
† p � .10.
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those individuals in the low contagion condition, t(38) �
�2.13, p � .04, d � 0.69.5

Examination of the confederate’s personal experience of anxiety
during the interaction revealed that the confederate experienced
more anxiety during interactions with individuals in the high
contagion condition than during those with individuals in the low
contagion condition, t(38) � 2.40, p � .02, d � 0.78.

Mediation analyses. We hypothesized that the reason our
participants in the contagion condition responded with anxiety and
avoidance to interacting with the S.O.U.L. representative and were
less publicly supportive of LGB rights compared to participants in
the low contagion condition was because they were concerned
about being misidentified as gay or lesbian. In order to explore this
possibility, we examined whether experimental condition contin-
ued to significantly predict the participants responses when we
controlled for self-reported state contagion concerns.

Supporting mediation, when we conducted regression analyses
predicting participants’ anxiety and avoidance during the interac-
tion and included state contagion concerns as a predictor, the
previously significant effect of experimental condition dropped
below significance (ps � .55) and state social contagion was a
significant predictor (for anxiety, � � .69, p � .001; for avoid-
ance, � � .52, p � .003). Similarly, social contagion concerns
were a strong predictor of participants’ public support of LGB
rights (� � –.66, p � .001), but contagion condition was not a
predictor when self-reported contagion concerns were included in
the same regression equation (p � .73).

In order to examine whether or not state social contagion con-
cerns influenced participants’ decision to sign the petition support-
ing the LGBT center, we conducted a parallel analysis using
logistic regression. Self-reported contagion concerns predicted
signing the petition (odds ratio [OR] � 2.80, p � .03) but exper-
imental condition did not (OR � 0.82, p � .81) when both were
included in the analysis. It is important to note that experimental
condition continued to significantly predict self-reported social
contagion concerns (ps � .016) when each of these analyses were
reversed and state contagion was the dependent variable.

We followed up our regression analyses with the bootstrapping
procedure outlined by Preacher and Hayes (2008) in order to

examine whether the indirect effect of condition through state
social contagion concerns was significant. In each case, the anal-
ysis indicated that the indirect effect was significant (anxiety CI
[�0.86, �0.27]; avoidance CI [�0.80, �0.15]; public support CI
[0.47, 1.47]; agreeing to sign petition CI [�1.85, �0.07]).

Having explored mediation in the participants’ responses, we
next moved to examine the confederate’s responses. However,
initial examination of the confederate’s responses to the interaction
did not support the idea that self-reported state social contagion on
the part of the participants was accounting for the effect of con-
dition on the confederate’s experiences. That is, the confederate
did not appear to be picking up directly on the participants’ degree
of social contagion concerns. Previous work by Plant and Butz
(2006) suggested that the degree of avoidance-focus of the partic-
ipants may have influenced the confederate’s experiences. Specif-
ically, Plant and Butz demonstrated that when White participants
engaged in an interracial interaction with strong interest in avoid-
ing the interaction, their Black interaction partners rated them as
more avoidant and the interaction as less pleasant than if the White
participants were less avoidant-focused. Based on this work, we
wondered whether the confederate in the present study was sensi-
tive to the degree to which the participants had an avoidance-focus
during the interaction. If so, then the effect of the contagion
condition on the confederates’ ratings may be mediated by the
participants’ motivation to avoid the interaction. Initial analyses
confirmed that participants’ avoidance-focus was correlated with
the confederate rating the participant as less friendly (r � –.54,
p � .001) and more anxious (r � .39, p � .01) and avoidant (r �
.39, p � .01) and reporting he personally experienced more anxiety
during the interaction (r � .37, p � .02).

Next, we conducted regression analyses on the confederate’s
ratings with experimental condition and participants’ avoidance as
the predictors. For confederate’s personal anxiety, perceptions of
participants’ avoidance, and participant friendliness the experi-
mental condition was not a significant predictor when participant’s
avoidance was included as a predictor (ps � .11 with the betas
dropping by .10 or more). In addition, the marginal effect of
condition on the confederate’s ratings of the participants’ anxiety
dropped (from � � –.29, p � .07, without participant avoidance to
� � –.17, p � .31, with avoidance included). In each of these
analyses participants’ avoidance was a significant or marginal
predictor above and beyond experimental condition (participant
avoidance, � � .31, p � .06; friendliness, � � –.49, p � .02;
anxiety, � � .33, p � .05; and confederate anxiety, � � .27, p �
.10).

Bootstrapping analyses indicated that there was a significant
indirect effect of condition through the participant’s motivation to
avoid the interaction for each of the confederate’s evaluations of
the interaction (confederate anxiety CI [�0.34, �0.003]; partici-
pant friendliness CI [0.11, 0.86]; participant avoidance CI [�0.63,
�0.04]; and participant anxiety CI [�0.43, �0.03]).

5 It could be argued that outside coder ratings to verify the confederate’s
assessments would bolster confidence in his ratings. However, we would
argue that the current method is directly assessing the reactions and
emotions of a sexual minority in an ecologically valid manner, and his
subjective experiences in these interactions would not likely be accurately
assessed by outside raters who were not sexual minorities directly in his
situation (see Gilbert, 2006).
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Figure 3. Willingness to engage in behaviors supporting lesbian, gay, and
bisexual (LGB) rights as a function of contagion condition and the pub-
licity of the behavior.
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It was also possible that the confederate was picking up on the
participants’ anxiety as opposed to their avoidance and this anxiety
was accounting for his evaluations. However, based on Plant and
Butz’s (2006) findings, we did not predict that the participant’s
anxiety would contribute negatively to the confederate’s experi-
ence. Specifically, Plant and Butz found that after controlling for
an avoidance-focus, heightened anxiety regarding interracial inter-
actions among White participants actually led to somewhat more
positive interaction experiences for the Black interaction partners.
Consistent with our predictions, when the above analyses were
repeated with participant anxiety as the mediator, it did not indi-
cate that there was a significant indirect effect of condition through
the participant’s anxiety (i.e., the confidence intervals in each case
included 0).

Discussion

The findings from the current study reveal that situations that
increase the concerns about being misidentified as gay or lesbian
lead to heightened anxiety about and avoidant responses to in-
terorientation interactions. These avoidant responses were not only
acknowledged by the participants after the interaction but also
apparent to the gay interaction partner. These findings are impor-
tant because they provide experimental evidence that factors that
increase concerns about being misclassified as gay or lesbian
influence people’s emotional experiences and actual behavioral
responses when interacting with a gay man.

Specifically, individuals induced to feel high contagion con-
cerns reported greater anxiety and avoidance motivation following
an interaction with a sexual minority than did individuals low in
contagion concerns. There was also a trend for participants in the
high contagion condition to physically distance themselves more
from the S.O.U.L. representative than did those individuals in the
low contagion condition. In addition, the heightening of the social
contagion concerns lead to less public support of LGB rights by
the participants but had no concomitant impact on private support
for LGB rights. Mediation analyses revealed that the participants’
anxious and avoidant responses during the interaction and relative
lack of support for LGB rights in the high contagion condition
were due to their heightened concerns that they would be misiden-
tified as gay or lesbian compared to the control condition partic-
ipants.

Examination of the S.O.U.L. representative’s data revealed that
he detected greater avoidance motivation in the participants in the
high contagion condition relative to those in the low contagion
condition. There was also a trend for the representative to notice
more anxiety in participants in the high contagion condition than in
those who were in the low contagion condition. Correspondingly,
the representative reported greater personal anxiety following in-
teractions with high contagion participants than following interac-
tions with low contagion participants. Mediation analyses con-
firmed that it was the confederate’s sensitivity to the heightened
avoidance focus on the participants in the high relative to low
contagion condition that contributed to his ratings of the partici-
pants’ anxiety, friendliness, and avoidance and the confederate’s
own anxiety during the interaction. Taken together, these results
suggest that situational factors that induce high contagion concerns
negatively impact the individual experiencing the contagion con-
cerns as well as the LG people with whom they interact.

In the current study, participants interacted with a gay male
confederate who was the vice president of the LGBT organization.
Because he was male, it was possible that our male participants
would respond more negatively in the high contagion condition
than our female participants. However, we had anticipated that
because the manipulation threatened public association with an
LGBT organization, both our male and female participants would
respond with avoidant reactions to the gay man affiliated with the
organization. Consistent with this prediction, in the current study,
gender did not interact with the contagion condition and increasing
concerns about being associated with the LGBT organization led
to anxious and avoidant responses for both our male and female
participants. It will be interesting in future work to examine
whether contagion concerns lead to the avoidance of cross-gender
interorientation interactions in general. We had anticipated that, in
more typical interaction settings, these concerns would be highest
in interactions with a gay man or lesbian who matched the partic-
ipant’s gender, which is why we chose these types of interactions
for our initial studies. However, it would be interesting to test this
possibility directly in future work.

Finally, the results from Study 5 suggest that contagion concerns
lead individuals to be less willing to engage in proactive support of
sexual minorities. Specifically, individuals in the high contagion
condition were less likely than their low contagion counterparts to
publically sign a petition supporting LGBT campus initiatives or to
anticipate publicly supporting LGB rights. Given that majority
group members have more power to affect social change than do
minority group members, due to their relative status and greater
numbers (van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008), the finding that
contagion concerns inhibit heterosexual individuals’ willingness to
engage in such support is alarming. The fact that social contagion
concerns did not influence willingness to privately support LGB
rights is wholly consistent with the conceptualization of the expe-
rience of social contagion. It is not that the heterosexual people
who experience social contagion concerns are unwilling to support
LGB rights, it is that they fear such support will result in being
labeled as gay or lesbian themselves.

General Discussion

As noted at the outset of this article, this work addresses a gap
in the literature on intergroup relations concerning the role of
social and self-image concerns related to group membership. We
proposed that when group membership is not clearly identifiable,
concerns over being misclassified as a member of a stigmatized
group, or social contagion concerns, influence responses toward
outgroup members. In the current article, we were particularly
interested in the implications of these social contagion concerns
with regard to concerns over being misidentified as a sexual
minority. We believe that social contagion concerns are an impor-
tant and previously unexplored factor in the avoidance of gay men
and lesbians. As we conceptualize it, social contagion concerns
reflect the fear that others will misidentify an important aspect of
one’s identity. Just as people are motivated to maintain the dom-
inance, prestige, and favorable evaluation of their ingroup (Jost &
Banaji, 1994; Jost et al., 2004; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Tajfel &
Turner, 1986), we believe that people may be sensitive to any
threat that would exclude them from their social group and, even
worse, result in being miscategorized as an outgroup member.
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Across a series of studies, we demonstrated the importance of
these social contagion concerns on responses to contact with LG
people. Heterosexual participants’ concerns over being incorrectly
identified as a sexual minority, whether such concerns were mea-
sured or manipulated, predicted their anxiety about and desire to
avoid contact with lesbian and gay individuals. More specifically,
Study 1 revealed that whereas moral condemnation of homosex-
uality predicted disgust in response to imagined contact with a
same-sex LG person, contagion concerns uniquely predicted anx-
iety. In Studies 2a and 2b, contagion concerns uniquely predicted
avoidant responses to hypothetical contact with a same-sex LG
person regardless of whether that contact was private or public
(Study 2a). Further, contagion concerns independently predicted
actual past contact with LG individuals (Study 2b). In Study 3, we
demonstrated that contagion concerns predicted both anxiety about
and the desire to avoid an anticipated interaction with a same-sex
LG person. Study 4 revealed that contagion concerns resulted in
actual avoidant and unpleasant behavior when sharing a video
greeting with a same-sex gay or lesbian prior to an anticipated
interaction.

Finally, Study 5 demonstrated that situational factors that in-
crease the threat of misidentification as gay or lesbian increase
social contagion concerns and lead to heightened avoidant re-
sponses toward a gay man and less willingness to publicly support
LGB rights or proactively support an LGBT center on campus.
Mediation analyses showed that the experimental manipulation led
participants to become concerned about being misidentified as gay
or lesbian, which in turn, predicted increased anxiety, a motivation
to avoid contact with the gay head of the LGBT club, and a lack
of willingness to publicly support LGB rights. This avoidance
motivation on the part of the participants was apparent to the
confederate and was associated with a heightening of the confed-
erate’s anxiety and his perception that the participants were less
friendly, more avoidant, and marginally more anxious.

Across our studies, we repeatedly demonstrated that contagion
concerns predicted avoidance above and beyond more traditional
assessments of sexual prejudice. In fact, social contagion concerns
consistently emerged as the strongest and sometimes as the sole
predictor of anxiety and avoidance. These findings underscore the
importance of these previously unexamined social contagion con-
cerns in predicting negativity toward lesbians and gay men. In
addition, sexual prejudice did not moderate the effects of conta-
gion concerns across our studies, indicating that whether or not
individuals possess negative attitudes toward lesbians and gay
men, they responded in a more avoidant and unpleasant manner to
lesbian/gay people if they were concerned about being misidenti-
fied as gay or lesbian.

Analysis of the contagion construct further showed that conta-
gion concerns are not dependent on the sexual orientation of the
person potentially doing the misclassifying. For instance, in Study
2a, responses to imagined public and private contact with a same-
sex LG person were both predicted by participants’ contagion
concerns. Study 2b provided further evidence that contagion con-
cerns are not tethered exclusively to ingroup or outgroup members.
Separate contagion items that specifically addressed the nature of
the audience (ingroup or outgroup) did not show up as distinct
factors in an exploratory factor analysis and did not differently
predict responding to hypothetical contact with a same-sex LG
person. Thus, although the implications of misclassification for an

individual likely vary depending on the audience doing the mis-
classification, our findings suggest that people who possess con-
tagion concerns tend to possess concerns about both ingroup and
outgroup members misidentifying their sexual orientation.

Expanding our examination of sexual prejudice to include these
social contagion concerns is critical because these concerns have
the potential to limit the likelihood of positive contact with LG
people. Across the reported studies, participants who had strong
social contagion concerns were anxious about interacting with LG
individuals, reported the desire to avoid contact, and reported
having engaged in less intergroup contact in the past. Such avoid-
ance of intergroup contact is highly problematic because positive
contact is an effective way of reducing negative outgroup attitudes,
reducing intergroup anxiety, and promoting positive future inter-
group contact (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Plant, 2004; Plant &
Devine, 2003). Further, it is possible that the effect of social
contagion concerns on the likelihood of expressing public support
for an outgroup could, through the absence of such support,
contribute to a perceived social norm of intolerance toward the
outgroup being acceptable.

Limitations and Future Directions

In the present work, we tested how concerns over misidentifi-
cation might uniquely predict responses to contact with members
of a stigmatized outgroup. Although across all the reported studies,
the contact was with a sexual minority, we believe that these
concerns could influence behavior toward other social groups for
which membership could be misconstrued. Future work should
address social contagion concerns as they apply to other groups
where group membership is concealable or not easily identified
(e.g., groups based on religion, mental health, political beliefs).
For example, because religious beliefs are internal and hard to
prove, religious group membership is not always readily apparent,
and miscategorization is possible. Concerns about being misiden-
tified as a member of a religious outgroup might then be one
reason why some individuals avoid interfaith contact. Similarly,
some may choose to avoid interacting with people who possess
mental illness for fear of being misclassified as mentally ill.

In future work, we would also like to explore other implications
of social contagion concerns for proactive egalitarian behavior. For
example, the findings from Study 5 indicate that when people are
concerned about being misclassified as gay/lesbian they are more
hesitant to publicly support gay rights (e.g., sign a petition, post a
sign supporting a marriage equality act, attend a rally). It is
possible that confronting prejudice or social injustice might itself
be threatening for some people. Individuals high in social conta-
gion concerns may be unwilling to confront perpetrators of prej-
udice for fear that such public responses would arouse accusations
of belonging to the outgroup. For example, if someone were to
witness a classmate bullying a fellow student for (presumably)
being gay, social contagion concerns may stop the observer from
stepping in and putting an end to the cruelty.

Because contagion concerns are important predictors of nega-
tive responses to contact with outgroup members and public sup-
port of LGB rights, future work should explore how concerns
might be mitigated and whether interventions designed to reduce
contagion concerns can increase the likelihood and positivity of
intergroup contact. For instance, giving people the opportunity to
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express their group membership while they are engaging in inter-
group contact might reduce concerns about misclassification. Sim-
ilarly, observing known ingroup members showing support for
outgroups or participating in intergroup contact might serve as a
model for behavior and signal that such behavior is “safe.” If an
ingroup member can engage in intergroup contact without being
misclassified, then concerns about misclassification might be al-
leviated.

Conclusion

The results of the above studies highlight the importance of
contagion concerns for interorientation contact. Social contagion
concerns repeatedly stood out as a unique predictor of negative
responses to contact with LG people. The role of contagion con-
cerns in predicting biased responding is particularly important
because these concerns might lead people who are not necessarily
opposed to homosexuality to respond with bias toward LG people.
In addition to reducing the likelihood of positive interorientation
contact, such avoidant behaviors have the potential to impact the
attitudes and behaviors of others. Specifically, in as much as we
can learn about the norms of an environment by observing the
behaviors of others around us, avoidant behaviors expressed by
individuals with chronic contagion concerns along with their de-
creased likelihood of public support could also have the negative
effect of perpetuating an environment in which the stigmatization
of LG people is normalized.
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Appendix

Social Contagion and Moral Condemnation Items

Ingroup Contagion Concerns

1. If I was hanging out with a homosexual person, I would
worry that other people would think I was a homosexual too.�

2. I would worry that others would think I was homosexual if
they knew I was friends with a homosexual person.�

3. It would bother me if other people mistakenly thought I was
homosexual.

4. If I went out to dinner with a gay/lesbian person of my same
gender, I would worry that people would think we were on a
date.

5. If I had a gay or lesbian friend, I would not be concerned that
other people would think I was gay. (reverse scored)

Outgroup Contagion Concerns

1. If I had to interact with a homosexual person of my
same gender, I would worry that he or she would flirt
with me.�

2. If I were friendly toward a homosexual person of my
same gender, he or she would likely mistake my friend-
liness for flirtation.�

3. If I were to become friends with a gay or lesbian person
of my own gender, I would be concerned that he or she
might think I was homosexual too.

4. If I was working closely with a same-sex gay or lesbian
person, I would want him or her to know that I was
straight.

(Appendix continues)
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5. It wouldn’t bother me if a gay person thought I was gay
too. (reverse scored)

Moral Condemnation

1. According to my personal morals, homosexuality is
wrong.

2. The growing acceptance of homosexuality indicates a
decline in American morals.

3. Homosexuals can be moral and ethical people. (reverse
scored)

4. Homosexuality is unnatural.

Note. Items with an asterisk are from the original contagion measure.
Additional items were added in Study 2b.

Received October 5, 2011
Revision received March 19, 2013

Accepted April 24, 2013 �

New Editors Appointed, 2015–2020

The Publications and Communications Board of the American Psychological Association an-
nounces the appointment of 6 new editors for 6-year terms beginning in 2015. As of January 1,
2014, manuscripts should be directed as follows:

● Behavioral Neuroscience (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/bne/), Rebecca Burwell, PhD,
Brown University

● Journal of Applied Psychology (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/apl/), Gilad Chen, PhD,
University of Maryland

● Journal of Educational Psychology (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/edu/), Steve Graham,
EdD, Arizona State University

● JPSP: Interpersonal Relations and Group Processes (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/psp/),
Kerry Kawakami, PhD, York University, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

● Psychological Bulletin (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/bul/), Dolores Albarracín, PhD,
University of Pennsylvania

● Psychology of Addictive Behaviors (http://www.apa.org/pubs/journals/adb/), Nancy M. Petry,
PhD, University of Connecticut School of Medicine

Electronic manuscript submission: As of January 1, 2014, manuscripts should be submitted
electronically to the new editors via the journal’s Manuscript Submission Portal (see the website
listed above with each journal title).

Current editors Mark Blumberg, PhD, Steve Kozlowski, PhD, Arthur Graesser, PhD, Jeffry
Simpson, PhD, Stephen Hinshaw, PhD, and Stephen Maisto, PhD, will receive and consider new
manuscripts through December 31, 2013.

T
hi

s
do

cu
m

en
t

is
co

py
ri

gh
te

d
by

th
e

A
m

er
ic

an
Ps

yc
ho

lo
gi

ca
l

A
ss

oc
ia

tio
n

or
on

e
of

its
al

lie
d

pu
bl

is
he

rs
.

T
hi

s
ar

tic
le

is
in

te
nd

ed
so

le
ly

fo
r

th
e

pe
rs

on
al

us
e

of
th

e
in

di
vi

du
al

us
er

an
d

is
no

t
to

be
di

ss
em

in
at

ed
br

oa
dl

y.

960 BUCK, PLANT, RATCLIFF, ZIELASKOWSKI, AND BOERNER


	Concern Over the Misidentification of Sexual Orientation: Social Contagion and the Avoidance of  ...
	Current Work
	Study 1
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure and materials
	Components of sexual prejudice
	Emotional response


	Results
	Discussion

	Study 2a
	Method
	Participants and design
	Procedure and materials
	Scenarios
	Components of sexual prejudice
	Attitudes toward lesbians and gay men
	Fear of negative evaluation


	Results
	Discussion

	Study 2b
	Method
	Participants and design
	Procedure and materials
	Hypothetical scenario
	Components of sexual prejudice
	Past contact
	Fear of negative evaluation


	Results
	Ingroup and outgroup contagion concerns

	Discussion

	Study 3
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Materials

	Results
	Anxiety
	Concern with sexual advances
	Avoidance
	Mediation analyses

	Discussion

	Study 4
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure and materials
	Video rating

	Results
	Analyses using sexual prejudice

	Discussion

	Study 5
	Method
	Participants and design
	Procedure
	Materials
	Poster materials
	State contagion concerns
	Sexual prejudice
	Participant interaction questionnaire
	Support for LGB rights
	Confederate interaction questionnaire


	Results
	Participant responses
	Confederate responses
	Mediation analyses

	Discussion

	General Discussion
	Limitations and Future Directions
	Conclusion

	References


