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Abstract Although researchers have long advocated taking
an intersectional approach in order to better understand how
race, gender, and other social identities influence social
experiences, this approach is only beginning to take hold
in the interracial interaction literature. This paper describes
the importance of considering gender (as well as other social
identities, such as sexual orientation) in addition to race in
the context of Black/White interracial interactions in the
United States. The role of prior experience is discussed
(i.e., encounters with prejudice at the intersection of race
and gender, gender differences in the content of racial ster-
eotypes, and the sometimes-conflicting messages of racial
and gender socialization). The ways in which gender and
racial identities interact with situational aspects of interracial
interactions are also considered. Finally, the current repre-
sentation of gender in the interracial interaction literature is
reviewed, and recommendations for future research are pro-
vided, including techniques for recruiting racial minority
participants.

Keywords Race . Gender . Sexual orientation .

Intersectionality . Interracial interactions . Intergroup
relations

Introduction

As the United States has become increasingly diverse,
interactions with people of different races have become

increasingly frequent, and researchers have made tremen-
dous progress in identifying the factors that predict how well
these interactions go (see Toosi et al. 2011, for a review).
Although a great deal is known about how individuals’
racial backgrounds predict their experiences in these
encounters, however, a more thorough understanding of
interracial interactions will require an intersectional ap-
proach: that is, a consideration of how other social identities
interact with racial identity to predict attitudes and behavior.
The primary focus of this paper is on the importance of
gender as an intersecting identity, because both racial and
gender identities are perceived immediately and automati-
cally (Ito and Urland 2003); are connected to numerous,
well-known stereotypes (Devine and Elliot 1995; Rudman
and Glick 2008); and shape how others react to us (Eagly
and Chin 2010). Rather than treating gender and race as
static and essential categories that directly and uniformly
influence individuals’ attitudes and behavior, this paper
advocates a contextual approach, examining the way that
the social meaning attached to these identities can shape
individuals’ experiences, and how those experiences in turn
interact with situational aspects of interracial interactions to
predict behavior (see Cole and Stewart 2001). Examples of
how these processes extend to the intersection of sexual
orientation with race and gender are also provided, in order
to demonstrate the applicability of an intersectional and
contextual approach to other social identities—even identi-
ties that are not always readily apparent.

This paper is structured in three parts: First, the impor-
tance of prior experience is discussed—specifically, encoun-
ters with prejudice at the intersection of race and gender,
gender differences in the content of racial stereotypes, and
the sometimes-conflicting messages of racial and gender
socialization. Next, situational aspects of interracial interac-
tions are considered: the gender composition of the
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interaction, the type of task involved, and the salience of
racial and gender identities. Finally, the current representa-
tion of gender in the interracial interaction literature is
reviewed, and specific recommendations for future research
are provided.

A few notes about the assumptions within the paper:
Because the majority of the extant interracial interaction
literature focuses on Black/White interactions in a U.S.
context, this paper also focuses on that set of interactions;
use of the term “race” throughout can be assumed to refer to
Blacks and Whites. Some of the broader theoretical points—
e.g., the way in which multiple identities interact to shape
individuals’ experience and behavior—may apply beyond
the U.S. Black/White binary, however (see Shih et al. 1999).
Additionally, because a great deal of research on interracial
interaction and intergroup attitudes is conducted at predom-
inantly White institutions, all of the empirical studies cited
can be assumed to have used White (or mostly White)
college student samples, unless otherwise noted. Finally,
the studies described did not report whether participant
gender moderated the findings (except as noted).

Interracial Interaction Concerns and the Role of Past
Experience

Research on the experiences of Whites and Blacks in inter-
racial interactions indicates that Whites are often concerned
about appearing prejudiced to Blacks, and Blacks are
concerned about prejudice from Whites (see Trawalter et
al. 2009, for a review). Although concerns about prejudice
in an interracial context might be assumed to stem solely
from past experiences with race, there are important ways in
which gender interacts with race to shape individuals’ con-
cerns and behavior in these contexts (Settles et al. 2008).
Specifically, experiences with prejudice, stereotypes, and
socialization at the intersection of race and gender are likely
to influence prejudice concerns in interracial interactions.

Gender Differences in Experiences with Prejudice

Experiences with prejudice (broadly construed) may differ
for Black women and Black men. One theoretical perspec-
tive, the double jeopardy hypothesis, posits that Black wom-
en experience more prejudice, because both their race and
gender are devalued (Beale 1979; see also King 1988).
Other perspectives argue that Black men experience the
brunt of prejudice—either because competition for resour-
ces has historically occurred among men (Sidanius and
Pratto 1999), or because as the prototypical members of a
subordinate group, Black men are more visible, and thus are
more likely to be the targets of prejudice (Purdie-Vaughns

and Eibach 2008). Empirically, and across college student
and community samples, there is conflicting evidence re-
garding which gender experiences more racism: Some stud-
ies find that men and boys report more racism (e.g., Klonoff
and Landrine 1999; Seaton et al. 2008; Sellers and Shelton
2003); others find that women and girls report more racism
(e.g., Gibbons et al. 2004; Swim et al. 2003).

Regardless of whether Black men or women experience
more prejudice, however, research indicates that for each
group, bias is experienced at the intersection of race and
gender. For instance, Black men report more discrimination
from the police and within the legal system than do Black
women (Krieger and Sidney 1996). Research with both
community and student samples indicates that Black women
report experiencing sexism, racism, and other forms of
prejudice that cannot be attributed solely to either form of
bias, but represent a combination of the two (Moradi and
Subich 2003; Settles et al. 2008; Stewart and McDermott
2004). For example, a study of Black women firefighters
found that discrimination often could not be attributed to
gender or race alone; the women reported being the lowest-
status group in the workplace, ostracized by both Black men
and White women, and being subject to stereotypes specific
to their group (e.g., viewed as incompetent “beasts of bur-
den”—neither qualified for the job nor deserving of the
paternalistic protection White women received) (Dill 1979;
Yoder and Aniakudo 1997). Black women from both col-
lege and community samples also report racialized sexual
harassment—that is, sexual harassment reflecting racial ster-
eotypes about Black women’s bodies or behavior (e.g., the
stereotype that Black women are promiscuous) (Buchanan
and Ormerod 2002; Mecca and Rubin 1999).

Gender Differences in Racial Stereotypes

Just as there are differences in Black women’s and men’s
experiences of prejudice, there are related differences in the
content of the stereotypes applied to each group. Many
stereotypes of Black people—e.g., violent, criminal, aggres-
sive, and athletic—are actually applied more to Black men
than to Black women (Celious and Oyserman 2001; Goff,
Thomas, and Jackson, 2008). This is consistent with prior
work showing that stereotypes of cultural groups as a whole
generally reflect ideas about the men of that group more
than the women (Eagly and Kite 1987), and with the idea
that as the less-prototypical members of their racial group,
Black women are less associated with the image of Black
people in general than are Black men (Goff, Thomas, and
Jackson, 2008; Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008).

There are, however, stereotypes that apply specifically to
Black women. In general, Black women are seen as less
feminine but more sexual than White women; they are less
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likely to be seen in terms of the nurturing, domestic
feminine ideal associated with White women (Settles et
al. 2008). There are also specific stereotypes based on
historical images of archetypal Black women—the ma-
ternal Mammy, the promiscuous Jezebel, and the loud,
sassy Sapphire (see Hudson 1998; Reynolds-Dobbs et al.
2008; and West 1995, for the origins of these images).
More recently developed images include the welfare
queen (Celious and Oyserman 2001).

How does differing stereotype content affect interracial
interactions? Although little research directly addresses this
question, recent work has built on the notion of Black
women as less typical members of both their gender and
racial groups by looking at face categorization and memory.
One study found that when categorizing pictures or videos
of Black and White women and men by gender, participants
were most likely to err when categorizing Black women,
mistakenly indicating that they were men (Goff, Thomas,
and Jackson, 2008). Another study found that Black wom-
en’s faces were less likely to be remembered than those of
White women or White or Black men, and their contribu-
tions to discussions were more likely to be misattributed to
others (Sesko and Biernat 2009). Because both studies used
only pictures or videos of Black targets, it is not yet clear
how these processes might affect Whites’ behavior toward
Black women (e.g., in the context of an actual group dis-
cussion). Nor is it clear to what extent participant gender
moderates the results; Sesko and Biernat (2009) reported
that gender moderated one effect in one study, but lacking a
clear pattern of differences, they attributed that finding to
chance. The effect on Black women’s experiences of inter-
racial interaction is also not known.

Other work has found that stereotypical images influence
Whites’ judgments of Black women and men even in non-
stereotypical contexts: One study found that exposure to
specific, stereotypic images of Black women (e.g., the
Mammy or welfare queen image) led participants to activate
the stereotypes related to those images when later evaluating
a Black woman in a job interview (Monahan et al. 2005).
Other research shows that exposing White participants to
images of Black men leads to increased hostility, an in-
creased likelihood of misidentifying a tool as a weapon,
and increased activation of crime-related concepts (Chen
and Bargh 1997; Eberhardt et al. 2004; Payne 2006). Un-
fortunately, this research has not taken place in the context
of actual interracial interactions, so we know little about
how Whites behave toward Black women and men when
these stereotypes are activated, or how Black individuals
experience and shape that behavior through their own
responses (cf., Word et al. 1974).

Despite calls to conduct interracial interaction research
that incorporates Blacks’ perspectives (e.g., Shelton 2000;
Swim and Stangor 1998), there is also too little research

examining Blacks’ attitudes towards Whites, and even less
on how Blacks might view White women and men differ-
ently. Because both Whites and Blacks report concern about
prejudice in interracial interactions, the stereotype of Whites
as racist is likely to be the most relevant stereotype within
this context: Whites report concern about appearing racist,
and Blacks report concern about racism from Whites
(Babbitt and Sommers 2011; see also Vorauer et al. 1998).
The research available points to the possibility that White
women are seen as less racist than White men, however. In
one study, an ethnically diverse group of college students
listed the first adjectives that came to mind for White wom-
en and men. The list of traits most commonly applied to
White men included “racist;” this term was not used for
White women, who were more likely to be listed as pleasant
and sociable (Niemann et al. 1994). In addition, a national
survey study found that Blacks rated White women as easier
to get along with than White men (Timberlake and Estes
2007). Other work has looked at stereotypes of White wom-
en but not White men (Landrine 1985) or of White men but
not White women (Conley et al. 2010). The study examin-
ing perceptions of White men found that Asian, Latino, and
Black college students frequently rated White men as racist;
the study examining White women focused on comparisons
to Black women and among women of different class back-
grounds, and did not include “racist” among the trait options
(Conley et al. 2010; Landrine 1985).

Experiences of Prejudice at the Intersection of Race,
Gender, and Sexual Orientation

The advantages of an intersectional approach apply beyond
the specifics of gender and race; everyone has multiple
social identities, so an intersectional approach is broadly
applicable to social behavior. Sexual orientation is a good
example of an identity that, in connection with other iden-
tities (race, gender, and identities beyond the scope of this
paper, such as class), shapes individuals’ experiences and
expectations of prejudice. These experiences and expect-
ations can then interact with the context of a given interac-
tion to influence behavior. For example, Black and White
lesbians and gay men might have different expectations for
prejudice based on the various intersections of their
race, gender, and sexual orientation, all of which com-
bine to influence their experiences (Bowleg 2008; Ong
and Whitley 2009; Weber 1998). Some research sug-
gests that Black lesbians and gay men are at greater risk
of experiencing prejudice than White sexual minorities,
even from other Blacks (for a review, see Brooks et al.
2009). According to other studies, including two with
community samples, these individuals gain resilience
from their experience with multiple stigmatized identities,
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and should not be characterized as especially vulnerable (e.g.,
Moradi et al. 2010; Parks et al. 2004).

In either case, the importance of considering multiple
identities in order to understand experiences with prejudice
is clear. As with gender and race, the prejudice expectations
associated with sexual orientation can affect behavior in
social interactions. For example, in a majority-White com-
munity sample, gay men’s sensitivity to rejection predicted
unassertive interpersonal behavior (Pachankis et al. 2008).
Another study, also using a majority-White community
sample, found that gay men who expect discrimination
behave more positively in interactions with heterosexual
men (perhaps in an attempt to counteract prejudice) (Miller
and Malloy 2003; see Shelton 2003 for an example of this
effect in the context of interracial interactions). Identity
salience also plays a role: Gay male college students who
were reminded of their sexual orientation displayed more
nonverbal anxiety when interacting with young children
than gay men who were not reminded of their sexual orien-
tation—presumably because when sexual orientation was
salient, the stereotype that gay men are a danger to children
was salient as well (Bosson et al. 2004; Herek 1991).
Unfortunately, this literature has generally focused on the
experiences of White gay men; more work is needed
to understand how expectations of prejudice interact with
context to affect Black gay men or lesbians in social
interactions.

There is more research on attitudes toward gay men and
lesbians. Men generally report more negative attitudes than
women do (especially toward gay men) (Kite and Whitley
1996; Whitley et al. 2011). Evidence for racial differences in
attitudes has been mixed: One study found no attitude differ-
ences between White and Black respondents in a national
sample of heterosexual adults (Herek and Capitanio 1995).
A meta-analysis found almost no differences in adults’
attitudes, but a significantly larger difference in college
students’ attitudes, with White students expressing more
positive attitudes than Black students (Whitley 2008). More
recent work, examining the attitudes of White and Black
college students, found that men expressed more negative
attitudes than women (particularly toward gay men), and
Black participants expressed more negative attitudes than
White participants (Whitley et al. 2011). These differences
do not mean that race and gender predict attitudes in a direct
and fixed way, however: Two studies found that although
White college students expressed more positive attitudes
than did Black students, this difference disappeared when
religious attitudes and socioeconomic status were controlled
for (Negy and Eisenman 2005; Schulte and Battle 2004).
Similarly, the gender differences in attitudes are better
explained by differences in self-concept than by inherent
male–female differences: More egalitarian attitudes toward
gay men and lesbians are related to endorsement of the

feminine self-concept, such that participants who identify
more with stereotypically feminine traits such as warmth
and empathy are also less prejudiced (Ratcliff et al. 2006).

Although most research does not examine race and gen-
der as simultaneous predictors of attitudes toward gay men
and lesbians, some work suggests that the apparent racial
difference in attitudes is driven by differences among wom-
en: specifically, that Black women express more negative
attitudes than White women do (Ernst et al. 1991). More
recent work found that Black women viewed gay men more
negatively than they viewed lesbians, whereas White wom-
en expressed more positive attitudes overall and did not
perceive gay men and lesbians differently (Vincent et al.
2009). There are a number of sociocultural factors that could
help explain this difference in attitudes, including the greater
visibility of the White gay and lesbian subcultures, and the
potential concern that gay Black men further limit the pool
of same-race partners available to Black women; however,
target race was not specified in the attitude measures, and
none of these explanations was tested directly (Vincent et al.
2009). Indeed, research generally has not examined how
target race affects attitudes toward gay men and lesbians—
though one recent study indicates that this variable is im-
portant. White participants rated photos of Black and White
gay and heterosexual men (the sexual orientation of the men
was not disclosed to participants). Interestingly, gay Black
men were seen as more likable than heterosexual Black men
(whereas gay White men were seen more negatively than
heterosexual White men)—demonstrating the importance of
an intersectional approach even when one identity is com-
monly thought of as concealable (Remedios et al. 2011; for
more on the concealability of sexual orientation, see Rule
and Ambady 2008 and Rule et al. 2009).

Although more work is needed to examine how the race
and gender of both the target and perceiver intersect to
influence attitudes—and what factors may underlie any
racial and gender differences that arise—it is clear that
efforts to understand the prejudice experienced by gay
men and lesbians should consider not only those individuals'
own gender and race, but also the gender and race of the
person with whom they are interacting.

Gender and Racial Socialization

Socialization—that is, learning about the values of a broader
culture—is another aspect of past experience that could help
to shape behavior in interracial interactions (e.g., Hughes et
al. 2006). Importantly, children are shaped by both gender
and racial socialization (Hamm 2001; Rudman and Glick
2008). Gender socialization occurs through exposure to
messages from parents, media, teachers, or other sources
about what is appropriate for girls and women versus for
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boys and men (Rudman and Glick 2008). Girls learn that it
is appropriate to be warm and nurturing and to concern
oneself with social relationships; boys learn that it is appro-
priate to be aggressive and agentic and to concern oneself
with ambition (Leaper and Friedman 2007). For example,
female characters in children’s books are shown as more
nurturing than male characters, and male characters are
more likely to be shown outdoors and in paid occupations
(Hamilton et al. 2006).

Racial socialization occurs for both White and Black
children, though in different ways (Hamm 2001). For Black
children, racial socialization occurs through direct messages
from parents: One study found that 96% of Black parents in
a community sample had taught their children about race—
usually in terms of achievement (e.g., the importance of
education), racial pride, and overcoming racism (Thomas
and Speight 1999). And although other studies (also using
community samples) have reported no gender differences in
Black parents’ socialization messages (e.g., Frabutt et al.
2002), Thomas and Speight (1999) found slight differences
in the messages to girls and boys: Girls were more likely
than boys to receive messages about racial pride and
achievement, whereas boys were more likely than girls to
hear about negative stereotypes and ways to cope with
racism. Similar gender differences were found in earlier
community-based research: Girls were more likely to re-
ceive messages about racial pride, whereas boys were more
likely to be told about racial barriers (Bowman and Howard
1985).

White children learn about race as well, though the mes-
sages they receive may be less explicit (Hamm 2001). Many
White adults are reluctant to acknowledge racial categories,
adopting a colorblind approach with the idea that they
cannot seem racist if they do not see race (Apfelbaum et
al. 2008; Norton et al. 2006). By the age of 10, White
children are following suit: One study found that 10- and
11-year-olds performed worse than younger children on a
photo-identification task, in which they tried to identify a
target photograph from a photo array using as few questions
as possible. When success on the task involved acknowl-
edging racial group membership—half of the photos were of
White people, and half of Black people—younger children,
who had not yet learned to avoid mentioning race, actually
performed better than older children (Apfelbaum et al.
2008). Another study identified serious consequences of this
colorblind approach: After exposure to colorblind messages,
8- to 11-year-old children were less likely to correctly iden-
tify instances of overt racial discrimination (Apfelbaum et
al. 2010).

Thus, White and Black children grow up with a variety of
messages that may affect their behavior in interracial inter-
actions as adults. For example, White women may have
learned that as women, they should work to convey

friendliness and warmth, yet as Whites, they should be
cautious about acknowledging their interaction partner’s
race or speaking about race at all. Gender socialization
may also affect racial attitudes, however, leading White
women to use behavioral strategies in interracial interaction
that run counter to the typical avoidance strategy (Norton et
al. 2006). Specifically, research with community samples
and high school students has generally found that White
women report more positive racial attitudes than do White
men (e.g., Eagly et al. 2004; Johnson and Marini 1998;
Sidanius et al. 1994). White women also report being more
personally motivated to avoid prejudice (Hausmann and
Ryan 2004). This combination of personal motivation and
positive racial attitudes predicts positive behavior during
stressful interracial interactions (Trawalter et al. 2009). In-
deed, there is evidence that White women behave more
positively than White men in interracial encounters: One
study found that White women increased their friendliness
toward an other-race partner when experiencing intergroup
anxiety, whereas White men showed the opposite pattern
and decreased their friendliness when experiencing inter-
group anxiety (Littleford et al. 2005). This finding is con-
sistent with earlier work suggesting that women are more
likely than men to respond in stressful situations with friendly,
engaged behavior (Taylor et al. 2000).

How do Black individuals’ past experiences—both in
terms of socialization and experiences with prejudice and
stereotyping—manifest themselves in interracial interac-
tions? The extant interracial interaction literature indi-
cates that Blacks often have concerns about prejudice
from a White interaction partner, and may therefore react
anxiously during the interaction (Mendoza-Denton et al.
2002; Richeson et al. 2005). Given the extent of Blacks’
experience with White racism, it makes sense that anxi-
ety about prejudice would be a common thread through
interracial interaction experiences (Swim et al. 2003).
But do Black women and men have different expect-
ations based on their unique experiences of race- and
gender-related prejudice and socialization? For instance,
Black men may have learned that as men, they should be
confident and assertive, but that as Blacks, they should
be wary of Whites’ negative stereotypes about them
(e.g., that they are hostile) (Devine and Elliot 1995).
Indeed, one study found that Black men were less likely
than Black women to respond to racist incidents—per-
haps because they were reluctant to be seen as a stereo-
typically hostile Black man (Swim et al. 2003). Steele
(2010) relates the story of one Black man who took to
whistling Vivaldi and other classical pieces to put fellow
pedestrians at ease as he walked down the street. The
extent to which Black men work to counter the stereo-
type that they are hostile during interracial encounters
has yet to be examined empirically, however.
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Gender and Situational Factors

Gender’s influence on interracial interactions is likely to be
context-dependent. For instance, research finds that even the
mere fact of sharing a social identity makes a difference:
When the members of a dyad differ in race but are the same
gender, they see each other more positively than when they
differ in both race and gender, if only because they differ on
one social category rather than two (Crisp and Hewstone
2007).

The type of activity featured in an interaction is also
likely to interact with gender to influence outcomes: A
recent meta-analysis of interracial interactions found that
women are more likely to behave in an egalitarian way in
free-form interracial interactions, when social concerns are
likely to be paramount (e.g., get-acquainted discussions),
whereas men are more likely to behave in an egalitarian
way in structured interracial interactions, when performance
on an assigned task is the primary concern (Toosi et al.
2011). This finding complements previous work showing
that women and men respond differently in social- or task-
focused groups: Men are more likely to be concerned about
task-related aspects of group behavior, whereas women are
more likely to be concerned about social-related aspects
(Dovidio et al. 1988; Wood and Karten 1986). And although
men are generally more likely than women to become lead-
ers in initially-leaderless groups, women are more likely
than men to become leaders when the group task is more
socially complex (Eagly and Karau 1991).

Finally, the relative salience of individuals’ social identi-
ties is likely to impact interracial interaction outcomes as
well. In a typical interracial interaction, Whites’ racial iden-
tity is most likely to be salient: Past work shows that for
Whites, the prospect of being evaluated by a member of a
minority group brings to mind meta-stereotypes (e.g., that
Whites are cold, arrogant, and prejudiced), making the in-
teraction more threatening (Vorauer et al. 2000). Blacks’
racial identity is also likely to be salient for them: Blacks
frequently experience prejudice from Whites (Swim et al.
2003), and this past experience can lead to expectations of
future bias (Mendoza-Denton et al. 2002).

A shift in context, however, can change whether a given
identity is salient. For example, one study found that for
women who took a challenging math test, the presence of
even one man was enough to make their gender identity
more salient and lead to performance decrements (Inzlicht
and Ben-Zeev 2000; for more on stereotype threat, the
process that leads to this decrement, see Steele 1997). Con-
textual factors, including group composition, can also lead
Black women’s racial identity to become more or less salient
(Shelton and Sellers 2000). Shifting the salience of gender
and racial identities can in turn shift which stereotypes about
the self are activated (Shih et al. 1999; Shih et al. 2006). For

example, White women may act more positively when their
gender identity (which involves stereotypes of warmth and
caring) is activated instead of their racial identity (which
involves stereotypes of coldness and prejudice). Because the
stereotypes of Whites overlap with the stereotypes of men
(Vorauer and Kumhyr 2001), White men’s experience of
interracial interactions may not change significantly when
their gender identity is activated. For Black men, a context
in which gender is more salient than race may lead to lower
expectations of prejudice, whereas for Black women, whose
gender identity is also devalued, prejudice expectations may
not change.

The stereotypes applied to one’s partner may also shift
with identity salience—gender stereotypes may dominate
racial stereotypes when gender is more salient (e.g., Pittinsky
et al. 2000; Pittinsky et al. 2006), meaning that Black women,
for example, would be viewed in terms of stereotypes about
women rather than stereotypes about Blacks. Alternatively,
subtyping could occur, with stereotypes specific to Black
women dominating stereotypes of Blacks in general or wom-
en in general (see Bodenhausen 2010, for a review of these
processes).

Taken together, these findings indicate that gender can
interact with the broader context of an interaction, rather
than simply moderating responses on an individual level.
This conclusion emphasizes the importance of taking a
relational approach (Shelton and Richeson 2006)—that is,
examining the intersection of gender and race within the
context of a social interaction between participants—in ad-
dition to looking at individuals’ responses to other-race
targets on computer tasks and attitude surveys.

Gender in the Interracial Interaction Literature

Because gender is so fundamental in shaping behavior and
expectations, its potential influence in interracial interac-
tions should not be overlooked (Reid and Comas-Diaz
1990). Unfortunately, gender is rarely examined as a factor
in interracial interaction studies, making its effects difficult
to determine. Although differences should not be automat-
ically tested for with the assumption that gender is a stable,
essential difference among people, gender is a useful lens in
interracial contexts (Reid and Comas-Diaz 1990). Unfortu-
nately, a review of the interracial interaction literature indi-
cates that gender is not often considered. There is no glaring
omission of either gender; both men and women are repre-
sented, but inconsistently. Several studies include only men
or only women (e.g., Eastwick et al. 2009; Hosoda et al.
2004). Others include both women and men, but in unequal
numbers that render efforts to look for gender differences
within conditions impossible (e.g., Amodio 2008). Still
other studies do not report gender composition, or do not
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report whether gender differences were tested for (e.g.,
Towles-Schwen and Fazio 2006). As an illustration, consid-
er the interracial interaction meta-analysis mentioned above.
Out of the 108 participant samples included, researchers
checked for gender differences in only 26%—yet when
researchers did examine gender, differences were found in
61% of the samples (Toosi et al. 2011).

This muddled representation of women and men in the
literature makes it difficult to detect any broad pattern of
gender effects (e.g., differences in outcomes for mixed-sex
and same-sex interactions). This is not likely to be due to
researcher bias; it simply reflects a focus on other factors—
as well as logistical challenges. For example, men are un-
derrepresented when participant pools are drawn from
disproportionately female psychology classes. Black partic-
ipants are notoriously scarce at predominantly White insti-
tutions, meaning that White participants often interact
instead with a Black experimenter or confederate, typically
of only one gender. The problem persists when White par-
ticipants respond to descriptions or photographs of Black
targets: Participants often see targets of only one gender, and
Black men are used more often than Black women (e.g.,
Goff, Steele, and Davies, 2008; Hofmann et al. 2008; Kaiser
and Pratt-Hyatt 2009). Indeed, this use of Black men rather
than Black women is sometimes strategic—because Black
men elicit stereotypes and prejudice more easily than do
Black women (Goff, Steele, and Davies, 2008; Hofmann et
al. 2008), or because they are more threatening to Whites
(Kaiser and Pratt-Hyatt 2009).

Unfortunately, this tendency to use targets, confederates,
and experimenters of only one gender—rather than naïve
participants of both genders—creates a major obstacle to
learning how Whites respond differently to Black women
and men, and how Blacks’ experience of interracial interac-
tion is predicted by their own and their partner’s gender.
Until both Black women and men are better represented in
these studies, our understanding of the interplay between
race and gender is necessarily incomplete.

Recommendations

Increase the Representation of Both Black Women and Men
in Interracial Interaction Research

As described above, Blacks are underrepresented in the
literature, making gender comparisons all but impossible
and creating the impression that the experiences of Black
women and men are interchangeable. Yet past research
indicates that gender does influence how Blacks are per-
ceived and stereotyped. How do these different experiences
affect how Black women and men think about or behave in
interracial interactions? How do Whites respond when their

interaction partner is a Black woman versus a Black man?
Do Blacks have different expectations of interactions with
White women and men? The only way to answer these
questions is to include more Black women and men as
research participants.

Although it can be difficult to recruit Black participants at
predominantly White institutions, there are several techni-
ques to facilitate the process. Researchers with the ability to
pay participants can post advertisements on online univer-
sity job boards, or work directly with Black student centers
to recruit participants. Community-based samples can be
recruited with postings on local job sites. Clinical research-
ers have developed a number of minority participant recruit-
ment strategies that could be applied to behavioral research
as well (for a review of these methods and their effective-
ness, see Yancey et al. 2006).

There are also a number of techniques available to those
with limited funds. Data can be collected online—for ex-
ample, by posting an advertisement on the online university
job board seeking Black students for a research study, and
including a link to the study (hosted on a free survey-
creation site) within the advertisement. Students who com-
plete the study can be entered into a raffle for a gift certif-
icate, making this type of data collection quite inexpensive.
There are also sites that allow participants to complete
online studies for very small amounts of money; posts can
specify that Black participants are needed (e.g., Babbitt and
Sommers 2011, Study 2b). These online resources have
proved a quick, inexpensive way of conducting correlational
or experimental research with a much more diverse partic-
ipant sample than is typically available on college campuses
(Buhrmester et al. 2011; Gosling and Johnson 2010; Gosling
et al. 2010). Researchers can also take questionnaires or a
laptop with a computer-based study to the campus student
center or a community festival, where passers-by are often
happy to complete a short study for a very small reward
(e.g., Apfelbaum et al. 2008, Studies 3 & 4). Finally, research-
ers can make use of archival or other large data sets (e.g., the
General Social Survey, which records participants’ race, gen-
der, and attitudes on a number of social issues), or collaborate
with someone at a more diverse institution.

Consider Gender in Study Design

In addition to diversifying their participant samples, research-
ers can consider gender at the design and interpretation stages
of a study. For example, is the context of the interaction likely
to interact with past experience and socialization to influence
outcomes? If the task is socially complex and open-ended
rather than structured, women’s behavior may be friendlier
or more confident (Eagly and Karau 1991; Toosi 2011; Toosi
et al. 2011). If gender is salient (e.g., because of the gender
composition of the interaction), gender stereotypes are more

Sex Roles



likely to affect behavior (Inzlicht and Ben-Zeev 2000; Shih et
al. 1999). Although researchers will not have access to all
participants’ personal experiences at the intersection of their
various social identities, they can consider to what extent race
and gender are salient for participants within a given study,
and how the relative salience of these identities could interact
with participants’ past experience to affect behavior. For ex-
ample, does the overlap of racial and gender socialization
make White women more likely to respond with friendly,
engaged behavior when gender is made salient, and cautious,
withdrawn behavior when race is made salient? Are Black
men more likely to behave assertively when gender is made
salient and to work to avoid confirming negative stereotypes
of aggression when race is made salient? No single study can
pinpoint the exact effects of context, identity salience, and past
experience, but researchers can add to our understanding of
these processes by noting and reporting relevant details in
their own studies (as in Littleford et al. 2005).

Put Gender Differences in Context

The issue of testing for and interpreting gender differences
is a complicated one (for a review, see Hegarty and Pratto
2010). An examination of gender differences adds the most
to our understanding of interracial interactions when
researchers analyze and discuss these differences in terms
of the social meaning attached to gender—rather than treat-
ing differences as static and biologically based. For exam-
ple, some researchers have shown that gender differences on
intergroup attitude measures may be better explained by
participants’ endorsement of stereotypically masculine and
feminine traits than by their biological sex: Ratcliff et al.
(2006) found that women were more likely than men to
describe themselves with traits such as “compassionate”
and “sympathetic,” and that endorsement of these feminine
traits in turn predicted their internal motivation to avoid
prejudice—providing a more nuanced explanation for the
typically seen gender differences in attitudes toward gay
men and lesbians. Similarly, Foels and Pappas (2004) dem-
onstrated that gender differences on social dominance ori-
entation—i.e., a preference for hierarchical systems and
group inequality—are better accounted for by individuals’
ratings of their own masculinity and femininity than by their
biological sex.

Even studies that are not designed to examine gender can
contribute to an intersectional understanding of social inter-
action. For example, Littleford et al. (2005) did not set out to
examine the role of gender in Whites’ responses to inter-
group anxiety, but found that participant gender moderated
behavior in intergroup interactions. Importantly, they then
provided context for this finding by discussing it in terms of
previous work on gender roles, socialization, and stress.

When gender cannot be examined because of logistical
obstacles, authors can mention that fact. For example, Vora-
uer et al. (2000) reported that although they did not find
gender differences, there might not have been sufficient
power to detect those differences if they did exist. When
participants or confederates were of only one gender by
design, authors can explain the reasoning (as in Kaiser and
Pratt-Hyatt 2009). Not every study focused on race can
feasibly include gender as well, but the decision should be
conscious and explicit (Warner 2008).

Be Cautious About Generalizing from Results Obtained
with Individuals of Only One Gender

This is especially important when previous research sug-
gests that gender is relevant. For example, one study dem-
onstrated that Black faces trigger the concept of crime for
White participants, and exposure to crime-related images
leads to greater attention to a Black (versus White) face
(Eberhardt et al. 2004). The results were discussed in gen-
eral terms, implying that they applied equally to Black men
and women, although the study used only faces of Black
men. Because Black men are more associated with crime
than are Black women (Goff, Thomas, and Jackson, 2008),
however, gender may moderate this effect. And so although
the finding had obvious practical and theoretical impor-
tance, the significance for Black women was unclear. Are
Black women also automatically associated with crime, and
thus subject to suspicion in the same contexts as Black men?
One recent study examined this question directly, using both
male and female faces in a computer shooting simulation
(Plant et al. 2011). Participants pressed one key to shoot
target faces paired with a weapon, and pressed another key
to not shoot faces paired with neutral objects. Responses to
Black women and men did differ: White participants were
biased toward shooting at Black men (i.e., more likely to
mistakenly shoot unarmed targets), but biased away from
shooting at Black women (i.e., more likely to mistakenly not
shoot armed targets). If researchers had used only Black
male faces, as in previous work in this area (e.g., Correll
et al. 2002), our understanding of this phenomenon would
remain incomplete.

Similarly, gender should be considered when drawing
conclusions based on previous work—again, especially
when gender is theoretically relevant to the findings. For
instance, a recent review paper made an excellent case for
the applicability of a stress and coping framework to the
interracial interaction literature (Trawalter et al. 2009). One
of the coping behaviors described in the model is antago-
nism, or hostile behavior toward an interaction partner. The
authors discuss factors that may predict the use of this
behavior as a coping mechanism in stressful interracial
interactions, but gender is not mentioned as a potential
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moderator. Unfortunately, the previous work in this area
makes it difficult to determine whether gender should have
been mentioned: Each of the studies cited as evidence of
interracial antagonism included only men as participants,
giving Trawalter et al. (2009) no information about whether
gender plays a role in predicting this behavior. In fact, there
is evidence that gender should have been considered in
those earlier studies: A meta-analysis of the aggression
literature indicates that men are more physically and verbal-
ly aggressive than women (Archer 2004). This does not
mean that women are incapable of antagonism—either in
interracial contexts or elsewhere—but it does suggest that
gender has a place in the study of this behavior.

Conclusions

Interracial interaction research has made considerable
strides in the past few decades, moving from a focus on
Whites’ attitudes toward passive Black targets, to a new
emphasis on interactions as dynamic and relational, with
an appreciation of the importance of Blacks’ perspectives
(Shelton 2000). There is also a growing understanding of
the importance of variability within social groups—e.g., that
Blacks’ racial phenotypicality affects their experiences of
prejudice (Maddox 2004). These developments have all
served to complicate study designs and make participant
recruitment more challenging—and an emerging focus on
intersecting identities will be no exception. The reward,
however, is a more complete and nuanced understanding
of interracial interaction.
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