
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-021-09759-y

ORIGINAL PAPER

Does Leader Same‑sex Sexual Orientation Matter to Leadership 
Effectiveness? A Four‑study Model‑testing Investigation

Gang Wang1  · David S. Steffensen Jr2 · Pamela L. Perrewé1 · Gerald R. Ferris1 · Samantha L. Jordan3

Accepted: 14 June 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2021, corrected publication 2021

Abstract
Despite the legalization of same-sex marriage in the United States (U.S.) and an increasing number of out gay and lesbian 
business leaders, we have little knowledge of the role played by leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation in the leadership process. 
To fill this important research void, we drew from a recent theoretical model on leaders’ sexual orientation and conducted 
four experimental studies designed to test and retest whether leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation affects followers’ leader-
ship perceptions and conformity to influence attempts, and how the intersectionality of leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation 
with leaders’ gender orientation and follower characteristics may modify the influences of leaders’ same-sex sexual orienta-
tion on the follower outcomes. Based on over 2,100 working adults in the U.S., the results of the four studies, where leaders 
were depicted as charismatic, indicate that leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation could have negative impacts on the follower 
outcomes. However, same-sex sexual orientation leaders did not suffer double stigma penalization by having additional mar-
ginalized identities (e.g., also being women). Female followers were more supportive of same-sex sexual orientation leaders 
than male followers. Our research advances knowledge of and responds to calls for more research attention to leader sexual 
orientation in the leadership process. Research and practical implications and directions for future research are discussed.
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Recent data suggest that about 2.4% of adult Americans 
self-identify as gay or lesbian (LGBT Demographics of 
the United States, n.d.). As such, leaders with gay or les-
bian sexual orientation across hierarchical levels in corpo-
rate America, mainly made up of heterosexual employees, 
constitute a unique minority group (Bialik, 2011; Burns 
& Krehely, 2011). Surprisingly, after decades of research 
on diversity and stigmatized identities in the leadership 
literature, and after the legalization of same-sex marriage 
in all 50 states of the United States (U.S.), we have little 

knowledge of the roles played by leaders’ same-sex sexual 
orientation or its intersection with leader gender orienta-
tion and follower characteristics in the leadership pro-
cess (Fassinger et al., 2010). Specifically, Fassinger et al. 
(2010) commented, “scholarly work on leadership has yet 
to consider the characteristics and perspectives that sexual 
minorities—that is, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) individuals—may bring to the process of leader-
ship” (p. 201). This lack of research poses ethical challenges 
to organizational decision-makers with respect to providing 
an affirmative work environment for leaders with same-sex 
sexual orientation.

On one hand, research on minority leaders with stigmatized 
identities (e.g., gender, race, disabilities) in the leadership lit-
erature suggests that sexual minority leaders are likely to be 
stigmatized, which may undermine their leadership effective-
ness (e.g., Colella & Stone, 2005; Koenig et al., 2011; Mar-
tinez et al., 2013; McKay et al., 2009; Sy et al., 2010). Thus, 
offering extra support for and understanding of leaders with 
same-sex sexual orientation is justified and necessary. On the 
other hand, leadership research suggests that due to sexual 
minority leaders’ position and reward power, their same-sex 
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sexual orientation would not compromise their leadership 
effectiveness (e.g., French et al., 1959; Rahim, 1989). If so, 
the extra support that leaders with same-sex orientation receive 
from organizations might appear to be unfair and unethical to 
heterosexual leaders.

In addition, Fassinger et al. (2010) proposed a theoretical 
framework, which suggests that leaders’ sexual orientation 
matters to their leadership effectiveness. Thus, to advance 
knowledge on what leaders’ sexual orientation brings to the 
leadership process and to subsequently provide research ref-
erences to ethical decision making in organizations, we con-
duct the current research to examine the role leaders’ same-
sex sexual orientation plays in their leadership effectiveness. 
We draw from Fassinger et al.’s (2010) multidimensional 
LGBT leadership enactment model to examine whether lead-
ers’ same-sex sexual orientation affects follower perceived 
leadership effectiveness and conformity to leader influence 
attempts, and how the intersectionality of leaders’ same-sex 
sexual orientation with leaders’ gender orientation and fol-
lower characteristics may modify the influences of leaders’ 
same-sex sexual orientation on the follower outcomes.

The primary responsibilities of leaders and key outcomes 
of the leadership process include (a) projecting positive lead-
ership perceptions to followers and (b) successfully mobi-
lizing followers to submit to leadership directives (Bass, 
1985; DeRue et al., 2011; Lord & Maher, 1993). As such, 
we focus on follower perceptions of leadership effective-
ness and follower conformity to leader influence attempts 
as our outcomes of interest. Moreover, we examine leaders’ 
same-sex sexual orientation because this constitutes a unique 
sexual minority group that deserves special research atten-
tion (Fassinger et al., 2010).

Specifically, as illustrated in Fig.  1, drawing from 
the LGBT literature and Fassinger et al.’s work—which 
posits that cultural, societal, and individual stigmas tend 

to marginalize LGBT leaders—we argue that compared 
with heterosexual leaders, gay and lesbian leaders will 
be perceived as less-effective leaders by their followers 
and receive less conformity to their influence attempts 
(Blashill & Powlishta 2009; Herek, 2007, 2008). Moreo-
ver, we expect that leaders’ gender orientation and situ-
ational factors (e.g., follower characteristics) intersect with 
leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation to influence follow-
ers’ leadership perceptions and conformity to leader influ-
ence attempts (e.g., Eagly & Karau, 2002).

Following recent recommendations for generalizability 
and reproducibility in organizational research (Hochwarter 
et al., 2011), we designed a four-study experimental inves-
tigation to test and retest the different linkages in our 
model. In our view, this research contributes to the lead-
ership literature in several important ways. First, diversity 
and stigmatized identity research in the leadership litera-
ture mainly focuses on visible marginalized identities such 
as leader gender (e.g., Eagly & Chin, 2010; Schuh, 2014) 
and race (e.g., Rosette & Livingston, 2012). Research on 
concealable stigmatized identities (e.g., leader sexual ori-
entation) is rare (Fassinger et al., 2010).

The current multistudy investigation contributes to 
leader diversity and stigmatized identity research by 
revealing whether and when leaders’ same-sex sexual ori-
entation, a concealable marginalized identity, may affect 
followers’ perceptions of leadership effectiveness and their 
conformity to leader influence attempts. The findings of 
this investigation provide important theoretical implica-
tions for leader diversity and stigmatized identity research, 
such as invoking the intersectional invisibility perspective 
(Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). Adding to dominant 
theories regarding various leadership styles or behaviors 
in the leadership literature (e.g., Bass, 1985; Tepper, 2000; 
Yukl, 2010), our theoretical framework suggests a novel 

Fig. 1  Theoretical model of the 
current research
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and complementary lens of understanding leaders’ influ-
ences on followers in the leadership process.

Second, the current four-study investigation represents 
one of the first attempts at partially testing the validity of 
Fassinger et al.’s (2010) multidimensional LGBT leadership 
enactment model, which posits that leader sexual orientation, 
gender orientation, and situation constitute three dimensions 
that collectively influence sexual minority leaders’ leadership 
in organizations. The findings of this research contribute to 
the precision and refinement of this theoretical model. For 
instance, our findings suggest that the additive model of inter-
section (e.g., Rosette & Livingston, 2012), which posits that 
the addition of each subordinate identity leads to more delete-
rious results, might not be a valid perspective to understand 
the intersection between leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation 
and their gender orientation. Instead, the interactive model 
of intersection, which submits that individuals with multiple 
marginalized identities have a unique social location and that 
increases of marginalized identities may not necessarily bring 
worse outcomes (Reece, 2019), appears to be an appropriate 
perspective.

Third, this investigation also offers much-needed ethical 
implications for various stakeholders, such as organizational 
decision-makers, sexual minority leaders, and followers. 
For instance, given the lack of research in this area, sexual 
minority leaders may have little understanding regarding 
the extent to which their sexual orientation may compro-
mise their influences on followers, or which followers may 
be more or less accepting of their sexual orientation. Such 
knowledge not only sheds light on some of the challenges 
that sexual minority leaders face but also helps them decide 
whether to disclose their sexual orientation at work. Further, 
this research helps to elucidate the ethical issues surrounding 
the organizational selection and promotion decisions of gay 
and lesbian employees into leadership positions. In the fol-
lowing sections, we first review the literature on leaders with 
stigmatized identities, then introduce the theoretical perspec-
tives that support our investigation, and, in turn, detail the 
four studies designed to test and retest our theoretical model 
illustrated in Fig. 1.

Research on Leaders with Stigmatized 
Identities

There is a growing stream of research in the leadership lit-
erature that focuses on leaders with stigmatized identities. 
Theory and evidence consistently indicate that prototypi-
cal leaders are white, male, and masculine (Koenig et al., 
2011; Rosette et al., 2008). Leaders who do not possess the 
prototypical leader characteristics are believed to be incon-
gruent with leadership roles and subject to extra scrutiny, 
marginalization, and discrimination (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 

A substantial amount of research has been conducted to 
understand the unique experiences of female leaders across 
organizational hierarchies (e.g., Hill et al., 2015; Johnson 
et al., 2008; Lewis, 2000; Ragins, 1989; Ryan & Haslam, 
2007). In general, despite being just as effective as male 
leaders, female leaders are found to be in a disadvantageous 
position when compared to equivalent male counterparts 
(Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Eagly & Karau, 1991; Eagly et al., 
1995). In fact, even female CEOs face more obstacles and 
are paid less than male CEOs (Jeong & Harrison, 2017; 
Wang et al., 2018).

Researchers also have considered the significant impli-
cations of racial minority leadership, with a specific focus 
on black (Bartol et al., 1978; Ospina & Foldy, 2009) and 
Asian and Hispanic leaders (e.g., Sy et al., 2010; Zapata 
et al., 2016). This body of research examines the roles racial 
minority leaders play across a variety of impactful outcomes 
(e.g., follower leadership perceptions and evaluations, lead-
ership behaviors, leader work attitudes, leader job perfor-
mance, consumer purchasing behavior, team effectiveness, 
etc.) (e.g., Avery et al., 2015; Sy et al., 2010). The results 
vary, are nuanced, and sometimes contingent on other fac-
tors. That said, rarely, if ever, did racial minority leaders fare 
better in the outcomes of interest than their non-minority 
counterparts.

Additionally, scholars have examined black female lead-
ers, who have dual-subordinate identities (e.g., Rosette & 
Livingston, 2012; Rosette et al., 2016). The limited findings 
so far suggest black female leaders tend to suffer a double 
stigma penalization, where they are viewed even more unfa-
vorably because they fall into more than one marginalized 
group (i.e., female and black). Finally, there also is lim-
ited and sporadic research on weight-based discrimination 
against leaders (Lynch, 2019). Taken together, research on 
leaders with stigmatized identities has been centered around 
visible marginalized characteristics and starts to examine the 
intersectionality of different stigmatized identities.

Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis 
Development

Although there has been some research on sexual minorities 
in colleges and at work (e.g., Goodman et al., 2008; Hoye 
& Lievens, 2003; King et al., 2017; Pellegrini et al., 2020), 
scholarship on adult sexual minority leaders is scant. As an 
exception, Snyder (2006) reported positive outcomes asso-
ciated with gay male executives, such as increased follower 
job satisfaction and engagement. However, this study was 
criticized for methodological flaws (Fassinger et al., 2010) 
and did not examine lesbian female leaders or the intersec-
tions of gay male leaders’ sexual orientation with their gen-
der orientation or situation.
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Conceptually based on intersectionality, Fassinger et al. 
(2010) developed a multidimensional LGBT leadership 
enactment model representing one of the first theoreti-
cal frameworks to explore how leaders’ sexual orienta-
tion operates in the leadership process. Intersectionality 
reflects the notion that there is no single identity cate-
gory that describes how we respond to our social envi-
ronment, or how we are responded to by others (Shields, 
2008). Much of the research on intersectionality has been 
focused on the experiences of groups holding multiple 
disadvantaged statuses (e.g., Crenshaw, 1991; Grzanka 
& Miles, 2016). Intersectionality researchers have argued 
that considering categories such as sexuality and gender 
independently may be limited because individuals experi-
ence these statuses simultaneously (Cole, 2009). Further, 
researchers recently have argued that intersectionality pro-
vides a theoretical lens for highlighting barriers to effec-
tive leadership (Breslin et al., 2017).

Drawing from the LGBT literature, Fassinger et  al. 
(2010) posit that cultural, societal, and individual stigmas 
tend to marginalize LGBT leaders. As one dimension of 
Fassinger et al.’s model, leaders’ sexual orientation may 
affect their own perceptions, and others’ judgments, of 
their leadership effectiveness, as well as their own and 
others’ behaviors. Sexual minority leaders are subject to 
sexual prejudice that “homosexuality” is sick, immoral, 
or evil (e.g., Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Goodman et al., 
2008; Herek, 2007, 2008). As such, gay or lesbian lead-
ers may carry “different sensibilities, values, skills, and 
experiences to the task of leadership” (Fassinger et al., 
2010, p. 208).

In addition, Fassinger et al. (2010) argued that the sec-
ond dimension in their model, leaders’ gender orientation, 
may intersect with leaders’ sexual orientation to impact the 
leadership process. Fassinger et al. (2010) defined gender 
orientation as “the way in which each individual’s gender 
is expressed,” which includes “not only biological/physi-
ological/assigned gender, but also gender roles, attitudes, 
cognitions, behavior, and presentation” (p. 210). Drawing 
from research on gender role stereotypes, which posits 
that leadership roles are stereotypically occupied by males 
(Koenig et al., 2011; Yoder, 2001), Fassinger et al. (2010) 
argued that leaders’ biological gender will intersect with 
their sexual orientation. Specifically, because gay leaders 
meet leader gender role expectations, attention and scru-
tiny will be focused on their sexual orientation, or how 
much they are perceived as “real men.” Thus, in line with 
the manager-as-male stereotype (Dodge, Gilroy, & Fenzel, 
1995), not only does gender matter in shaping perceptions 
of leadership but also the male-oriented stereotypical char-
acteristics we ascribe to leadership positions (e.g., leaders 
are assertive, independent, masculine, self-confident, etc.) 
also have an impact.

However, for lesbian leaders, they violate both leader 
gender role expectations and sexual orientation expecta-
tions, which put them in a double-bind situation. If they 
behave like “real” women, they are perceived to be less 
effective as leaders. If they “transgress” and behave like 
men, rather than behaving congruently with normative 
standards for biological women, they confirm sexual ori-
entation stereotypes (i.e., lesbians are perceived to act in 
masculine ways) and are at greater risk of more negative 
reactions by followers (Lehavot & Lambert, 2007).

The last dimension of Fassinger et al.’s (2010) model 
is situation, where the authors placed particular emphasis 
on followers. They suggested that followers’ experiences, 
predispositions, worldviews, and sexual orientation will 
intersect with leaders’ sexual orientation. They maintained 
that these situational factors may shape followers’ expec-
tations and acceptance of leaders’ sexual orientation and, 
therefore, influence the role leaders’ sexual orientation plays 
in the leadership process. As an example, Fassinger et al. 
(2010) reasoned that sexual minority leaders who express 
their sexual identity are perceived as more effective leaders 
among followers who are predominantly non-heterosexual 
than among followers who are mainly heterosexual.

Fassinger et al.’s (2010) model suggests various possible 
influences of leaders’ sexual orientation, such as influences 
on leaders’ own behavior, self-concept, leadership compe-
tencies, and followers’ perceptions and behaviors. In our 
four-study investigation, as noted earlier, we choose to study 
leaders with same-sex sexual orientation (i.e., gay and les-
bian leaders) and focus on the influences of leaders’ same-
sex sexual orientation on followers’ perceptions of leadership 
effectiveness and conformity to leaders’ influence attempts.

Study 1: Hypothesis Development

According to Fassinger et al. (2010), leaders with same-sex 
sexual orientation are sexual minorities in organizations 
that are predominantly made up of heterosexual individu-
als. These leaders are subject to followers’ sexual preju-
dice resulting from cultural, societal, and individual stigma 
toward same-sex individuals (e.g., Blashill & Powlishta, 
2009; Goodman et al., 2008; Herek, 2007, 2008). In con-
trast, leaders with heterosexual orientation do not suffer such 
sexual prejudice from their followers. In our society, hetero-
sexuality is the default. That is, individuals tend to presume 
and prefer heterosexuality in others. These presumptions and 
preferences, known as heteronormativity (Warner, 1991), 
affect individuals’ perceptions of others.

Individuals who violate heteronormative standards are 
viewed as inferior and incompetent (Pichler & Holmes, 
2017). Further, individuals who violate heteronormativ-
ity are often the targets of microaggressions that alienate 
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and disparage them (Platt & Lenzen, 2013). These views 
and subsequent reactions are found in organizational 
settings (Krupat & McCreery, 2001). Unlike straight 
employees, gay and lesbian employees violate the 
standards of heteronormativity and these violations are 
further compounded when gay and lesbian individuals 
aspire or hold leadership roles, which are often laden 
with even more stringent heteronormative expectations. 
Thus, when leaders engage in behavioral manifestations 
of their sexual orientation, violators of our society’s het-
eronormative standards—in this case, gay and lesbian 
leaders—will be “punished” by their followers. These 
“punishments” may occur via followers’ perceptions 
of their leaders’ characteristics and behaviors, evalua-
tions of their leadership effectiveness, or in their own 
personal job performance. As such, followers are likely 
to perceive leaders with same-sex sexual orientation as 
less effective and are less likely to conform to the lead-
ers’ influence attempts, as these leaders are presumed 
to be inferior to stereotypical leaders (e.g., Blashill & 
Powlishta, 2009; Koenig et al., 2011; Sy et al., 2010). 
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: Compared with heterosexual leaders, 
leaders with same-sex sexual orientation will (1a) be 
perceived as lower in leadership effectiveness by their 
followers and (1b) receive less follower conformity to 
their influence attempts.

In addition, Fassinger et  al.’s (2010) theoretical 
model suggests leaders’ gender orientation may inter-
sect with leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation in influ-
encing followers. As noted earlier, Fassinger et  al. 
(2010) argued that gender orientation includes both 
biological gender and gender presentation (i.e., whether 
one behaves in a masculine or feminine way). Research 
on gender roles (Eagly & Karau, 2002) consistently has 
shown that leadership roles are believed to be held by 
men, and stereotypically ascribed to be masculine in 
society (e.g., Koenig et al., 2011).

Thus, when lesbian women occupy leadership roles, 
there is an incongruity between their biological sex and the 
leadership role. They violate gender role stereotypes and 
are susceptible to prejudice related to descriptive norms, 
“which are consensual expectations about what members of 
a group actually do” (Eagly & Karau, 2002, p. 574). Driven 
by such descriptive norms, perceivers tend to regard les-
bian leaders as less qualified than gay leaders because the 
former are women, not men. Thus, followers whose leaders 
are lesbian tend to perceive their leaders as less effective, 
and they demonstrate less conformity to their leaders’ influ-
ence attempts than followers whose leaders are gay.

Hypothesis 2: Compared with gay leaders, lesbian leaders 
will (2a) be perceived as lower in leadership effectiveness 
by their followers and (2b) receive less follower conform-
ity to their influence attempts.

Study 1: Method

Participants and Design

Because of the sensitivity and ethical concerns of the 
topic, we followed Aguinis and Bradley’s (2014) recom-
mendations and adopted an experimental vignette meth-
odology (i.e., scenario or paper people studies) to test our 
hypotheses across all four studies in this investigation. 
This methodology allows us to test causal effects while 
addressing ethical dilemmas (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). 
Given that we intended to examine the effects of leader 
sexual orientation on followers in corporate America, we 
recruited adults who worked as followers (i.e., full-time 
employees who report to a direct supervisor) in American 
companies through Amazon’s eLancing site, Mechanical 
Turk (M-Turk).

eLancing data have been used in prior research in 
the organizational sciences (e.g., Caleo, 2016; Piccolo 
& Colquitt, 2006). According to Aguinis and Lawal 
(2012, 2013), eLancing provides a natural environment 
for researchers to conduct field experiments, allowing 
researchers to not only recruit participants quickly and less 
costly, but also to “improve generalizability, address the 
omitted variables problem, improve the operationalization 
of constructs, improve confidence regarding the nature of 
relationships, and address other challenges such as partici-
pant bias” (Aguinis & Lawal, 2012, p. 493).

Nine hundred twenty-eight working adults in the U.S. 
were recruited through M-Turk to take part in our research. 
Forty participants failed an attention check question and 
were immediately bumped off the data collection pro-
cess. Among the 888 respondents who participated in our 
research and passed the attention check question, eight 
did not respond to the measure for follower conformity to 
leader influence attempts. Complete data were available 
for 880 respondents. Fifty-six percent of the respondents 
were female, 43% were male, and three individuals iden-
tified themselves as neither male nor female. The aver-
age age of the respondents was 38.75 years (SD = 10.59). 
Thirty-seven percent reported having personal experience 
working with gay or lesbian leaders. Ninety percent of 
the respondents identified as heterosexual. The remaining 
selected “other” as their sexual orientation.

To test the Study 1 hypotheses, we adopted a 2 × 2 fac-
torial between-subject experimental design with leader 
sexual orientation (i.e., same-sex or heterosexual) and 
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leader biological gender (i.e., male or female) as inde-
pendent variables, and follower perceptions of leadership 
effectiveness and conformity to leader influence attempts 
as dependent variables respectively. Participants were 
randomly selected into each of the four vignettes.

Procedure

With reference to prior research (e.g., Blashill & Powlishta, 
2009; Lehavot & Lambert, 2007), we manipulated lead-
ers’ sexual orientation and biological gender using typical 
gender-specific first names (i.e., Robert and Mary), corre-
sponding normative pronouns (his/her), and their spouses’ 
first names. Specifically, as shown in a sample vignette in 
Appendix 1, by introducing “Robert” (or “Mary”) as the 
head of a marketing department, we manipulated the leader’s 
biological gender. Moreover, by introducing “his” (or “her”) 
spouse as “Greg” or “Linda” (or “Linda” or “Greg”), we 
manipulated the leader’s sexual orientation.

Next, the supervisors’ leadership behaviors were 
described. With reference to the scripts used by Grinnell 
(2002) and Powell et  al. (2008), and using Conger and 
Kanungo’s (1987) behavioral components of charismatic and 
non-charismatic leaders, we described the supervisor as a 
charismatic leader. These components have been validated 
in previous research (e.g., Vlachos et al., 2013). Identical 
information regarding the supervisor’s charismatic leader-
ship behaviors was provided across all four vignettes. By 
holding leadership behaviors constant, we wanted to exclude 
potential confounding effects of leadership behaviors on the 
influences of leader same-sex sexual orientation on follower 
outcomes.

After reading the vignettes, participants were asked to 
assess “their supervisor’s” effectiveness. Next, they were 
told that “their supervisor” wanted them to write down as 
many uses of a brick as possible in three minutes. The num-
ber of viable uses was counted as a measure of the par-
ticipants’ conformity. This task, known as the Brick Uses 
Test (Guilford, 1975), has been used in previous studies 
(e.g., Frick et al., 1959; Porath & Erez, 2007). In the current 
research, we adapted the Brick Uses Test to make it a higher 
fidelity activity. We told participants that the marketing firm 
for which they worked was approached by a brick manu-
facturer that was looking to expand its clientele, and thus 
needed help marketing its product to new customers. In addi-
tion, participants were asked to assess “their supervisor’s” 
sexual orientation as a manipulation check. To ensure data 
quality, we also added an attention check question. Finally, 
we asked participants to report their demographic informa-
tion, including their age, education level, gender, sexual ori-
entation, years of work experience, and whether they had 
ever worked with a gay or lesbian supervisor.

Measures

Manipulation check To verify that participants remem-
bered the manipulations, we asked them to rate “their 
supervisor’s” sexual orientation using an adapted one-item 
Klein Sexual Orientation Grid (KSOG; Klein et al., 1985) 
on a 7-point scale ranging from “heterosexual only (1)” to 
“homosexual only (7).”

Follower perceptions of leadership effectiveness We meas-
ured this construct with a six-item scale (α = 0.95) used 
by Giessner and van Knippenberg (2008). Sample items 
include: “Robert (Mary) is a good leader,” “Robert (Mary) 
is very effective,” and “I like working together with Robert 
(Mary).”

Follower conformity to leader influence attempts We used 
the number of viable uses of brick that participants wrote 
down as a measure of their conformity to leader influence 
attempts. The authors of the paper independently counted 
the uses, and their interrater reliability was high (their codes 
correlated at 0.93).

Study 1: Results

Manipulation Checks

We conducted a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) on 
followers’ perceptions of the leaders’ sexual orientation. The 
two-way ANOVA results indicated that our manipulation 
of leaders’ sexual orientation was successful. There was a 
significant main effect of leaders’ sexual orientation on fol-
lowers’ perceptions of the leaders’ sexual orientation, F (1, 
884) = 1123.71, p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.56, such that leaders in the 
same-sex conditions were rated much higher on same-sex 
sexual orientation (M = 5.63; SD = 2.10) than leaders in the 
heterosexual conditions (M = 1.79; SD = 1.21). Neither the 
main effect of leader biological gender nor the interaction 
between leader sexual orientation and biological gender was 
significant.

Hypothesis Testing Results

Hypothesis 1a posited that leaders with same-sex sexual ori-
entation (i.e., gay and lesbian leaders) would be perceived 
to be less effective by their followers than heterosexual 
leaders. As shown in Table 1 (Two-way ANOVA analysis 
on follower perceptions of leadership effectiveness), a two-
way ANOVA analysis on follower perceptions of leadership 
effectiveness shows that there was a significant main effect 
of leaders’ sexual orientation, F(1, 884) = 4.07, p = 0.044). 
Neither the main effect of leaders’ biological gender nor the 
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interaction between leaders’ sexual orientation and biologi-
cal gender was significant. Consistent with Hypothesis 1a’s 
prediction, the results of planned contrast analysis reveal that 
leaders with same-sex sexual orientation (i.e., gay and les-
bian leaders) (M = 6.04; SD = 0.89) were perceived to be sig-
nificantly less effective than heterosexual leaders (M = 6.15; 
SD = 0.83).

Hypothesis 1b predicted that leaders with same-sex sexual 
orientation would receive less conformity to their influence 
attempts from their followers than heterosexual leaders. As 
summarized in Table 1 (Two-way ANOVA analysis on fol-
lower conformity to leader influence attempts), a two-way 
ANOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influence 
attempts demonstrates that there was a significant main effect 
of leaders’ sexual orientation, F(1, 876) = 8.68, p = 0.003. The 
main effect of leaders’ biological gender was also significant, 
F(1, 876) = 31.32, p < 0.001, whereas the interaction between 
leaders’ sexual orientation and biological gender was not 
significant. Supporting Hypothesis 1b, the results of planned 
contrast analysis indicate that leaders with same-sex sexual 
orientation (i.e., gay and lesbian leaders) (M = 9.58; SD = 4.75) 
received significantly less follower conformity than heterosex-
ual leaders (M = 10.53; SD = 5.21). Taken together, Hypothesis 
1a and 1b were supported.

Hypothesis 2a proposed that lesbian leaders would be per-
ceived as less effective than gay leaders. The results of planned 
contrast analysis reveal that there was not a significant difference 
(F(1, 884) = 0.21, p = 0.645) in perceived leadership effective-
ness between lesbian (M = 6.06; SD = 0.86) and gay (M = 6.02; 
SD = 0.93) leaders. Thus, Hypothesis 2a was not supported. 
Hypothesis 2b predicted that lesbian leaders would receive less 
conformity to their influence attempts than gay leaders. Con-
trary to Hypothesis 2b, the results of planned contrasts show 
that lesbian leaders (M = 10.24; SD = 5.31) received significantly 
(F(1, 876) = 8.06, p = 0.005) more conformity to their influence 
attempts than gay leaders (M = 8.91; SD = 3.99).

Study 1: Discussion

The main purpose of Study 1 was to examine whether leader 
same-sex sexual orientation affects follower leadership per-
ceptions and conformity to leader influence attempts, as well 
as the intersection between leader same-sex sexual orienta-
tion and leader biological gender. The above results suggest 
that leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation undermines their 
role as effective leaders, in that same-sex leaders are per-
ceived by their followers to be less effective and receive less 
conformity from their followers than heterosexual leaders. 
These findings provide fresh evidence for the discrimination 
that leaders with same-sex sexual orientation may face and 
are also consistent with prior findings that minority (e.g., 
sexual minority and demographic minority) people face 
unwarranted discrimination in society and at work.

The concealable nature of same-sex sexual orientation 
sets it apart from other visible marginalized characteristics 
(e.g., sex, race, physical disability, etc.), and raises questions 
on whether findings on the visible marginalized characteris-
tic would be generalizable to nonvisible marginalized groups 
as well. Our results showing that same-sex leaders are per-
ceived to be less effective and receive less follower conform-
ity than heterosexual leaders indicate that, like others with 
visible marginalized characteristics, same-sex leaders tend 
also to suffer discrimination once their same-sex sexual ori-
entation becomes evident to followers.

Results of the intersection between leaders’ same-sex 
sexual orientation and biological gender reveal some unex-
pected and interesting findings. To be noted, it appears that 
same-sex leaders’ biological gender makes no difference 
in follower perceptions of leadership effectiveness. This 
finding is different from past evidence that male leaders 
were repeatedly believed to be more effective leaders than 
female leaders (Koenig et al., 2011). It could be that fol-
lowers categorized same-sex leaders into the same group 

Table 1  Study 1 results

df, degree of freedom
a R2 = .007
b R2 = .046

Variables df Mean square F Significance η2
p

Two-way ANOVA analysis on follower perceptions of leadership  effectivenessa

  Leader sexual orientation (LSO) 1 3.03 4.071 .044 .002
  Leader biological gender (LBG) 1 1.403 1.885 .170 .005
  LSO * LBG 1 .383 .515 .473 .001
  Error 884 .744

Two-way ANOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influence  attemptsb

  Leader sexual orientation (LSO) 1 208.075 8.676 .003 .010
  Leader biological gender (LBG) 1 751.123 31.32 .000 .035
  LSO * LBG 1 58.280 2.430 .119 .003
  Error 876 23.982
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regardless of their biological gender. Nonetheless, our 
finding suggests potential caveats in understanding prior 
research on gender differences in leadership and calls into 
question the commonly used additive model of intersec-
tionality in diversity research (e.g., Keith et al., 2017; 
Livingston et al., 2012; Rosette & Livingston, 2012). Dif-
ferent from what an additive model would predict, this 
finding indicates that same-sex leaders’ biological gender 
did not add insult to injury.

Perhaps the most unexpected finding in Study 1 was that 
lesbian leaders received more conformity to their influence 
attempts than gay leaders. Prior research on leader gender 
differences generally suggests male leaders tend to gain 
more conformity from followers than female leaders (e.g., 
Eagly & Karau, 1991, 2002). Our finding that lesbian leaders 
had an edge at gaining follower conformity over gay leaders 
adds nuanced knowledge to the literature of leader gender 
differences. Research on gender inversion may shed light 
on this unexpected finding (Clausell & Fiske, 2005; Herek, 
2002; Kite & Deaux, 1987; Madon, 1997; Taylor, 1998). 
According to scholarship on gender inversion, people ste-
reotypically assume gay men to behave like women, and 
lesbians to behave like men.

In the four vignettes in the current study, no information on 
the gay and lesbian leaders’ gender presentation (i.e., whether 
they behave in a masculine or feminine way) was provided. 
Thus, it was likely that study participants’ gender inversion ste-
reotypes against gay and lesbian made them implicitly assume 
that the gay leaders behaved like women and that lesbian 
leaders behaved like men (Kite & Deaux, 1987). As a result, 
research on the masculinity of leader stereotypes (e.g., man-
ager-as-male stereotype; Dodge et al., 1995) suggests study 
participants might have shown more conformity to lesbian 
leaders than to gay leaders (Koenig et al., 2011; Shinar, 1975).

Study 2: Hypothesis Development

Although Study 1 did not find the expected intersection 
between leader same-sex sexual orientation and biologi-
cal gender, research on gender inversion suggests that the 
intersection could be contingent upon leader gender pres-
entation (Ellis, 1927; Kite & Deaux, 1987; Madon, 1997; 
Taylor, 1998). Thus, in Study 2, we investigate how leader 
gender presentation may affect the intersection between 
leader same-sex sexual orientation and biological gender. 
In addition, bringing in the third dimension in Fassinger 
et al.'s (2010) theoretical model, we examine whether fol-
lower characteristics may intersect with leader same-sex 
sexual orientation to influence follower leadership percep-
tions and conformity to leader influence attempts.

As noted earlier, research on gender inversion suggests 
that gay men are stereotypically believed to behave like 

women, whereas lesbians are believed to behave like men 
(Clausell & Fiske, 2005; Herek, 2002; Kite & Deaux, 
1987; Madon, 1997; Taylor, 1998). Thus, followers often 
expect gay leaders to behave femininely and lesbian lead-
ers to behave masculinely. Compared with gay leaders 
who behave masculinely, gay leaders who behave femi-
ninely further violate leader gender role stereotypes (i.e., 
they should behave masculinely like men). We argue that 
such feminine behaviors tend to cue their followers to 
pay increased attention to their same-sex sexual identity. 
Therefore, gay leaders’ gender presentation may modify 
the effects of their same-sex sexual orientation on follow-
ers’ leadership perceptions and behaviors, in such a way 
that gay leaders who appear to be feminine tend to be per-
ceived as less effective and receive less conformity to their 
influence attempts than gay leaders who appear to be mas-
culine. Empirical evidence in the LGBT literature shows 
that feminine gay males were perceived more negatively 
than masculine gay males by predominately heterosexual 
males and females (Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Lehavot 
& Lambert, 2007), suggesting a plausible intersection 
between gay leaders’ sexual orientation and their gender 
presentation.

In addition, lesbian leaders who behave in a masculine 
way fall under stereotypes about lesbians, and are believed to 
be less effective than lesbian leaders who behave femininely 
(Lehavot & Lambert, 2007), because the former violates 
leader gender role stereotypes and injunctive norms (i.e., 
they are women and should behave femininely like women). 
Similarly, we argue that lesbian leaders’ masculine behav-
iors tend to cue their followers to attend to their same-sex 
sexual identity and that compared with the latter, the for-
mer is likely to receive less conformity to their influence 
attempts. Empirically, Lehavot and Lambert (2007) reported 
that heterosexual individuals disliked masculine lesbians to 
a greater extent than feminine lesbians.

Hypothesis 3: For leaders with same-sex sexual orien-
tation, their biological gender, and gender presentation 
interact, such that feminine gay leaders tend to (3a) be 
perceived as lower in leadership effectiveness by their 
followers and (3b) receive less follower conformity to 
their influence attempts than masculine gay leaders, and 
that masculine lesbian leaders tend to (3c) be perceived 
as lower in leadership effectiveness by their followers 
and (3d) receive less follower conformity to their influ-
ence attempts than feminine lesbian leaders.

Moreover, Fassinger et al. (2010) argued that followers’ 
worldviews serve as a third dimension that also may intersect 
with leaders’ sexual orientation. Two follower characteristics 
that reflect follower distinct identities and worldviews, and 
are relevant to their receptivity of leaders’ same-sex sexual 
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orientation, are follower sexual orientation and biological 
gender. First, it stands to reason that heterosexual and non-
heterosexual (i.e., sexual minority) followers react differently 
to leaders with same-sex sexual orientation. As noted earlier, 
due to homophobia towards gay and lesbian individuals and 
stereotypes regarding prototypical leaders, heterosexual fol-
lowers tend to perceive leaders with same-sex sexual orienta-
tion as less effective and exhibit low levels of conformity to 
these leaders’ influence attempts.

In contrast, sexual minority followers are more likely to 
identify socially with their sexual minority leaders and cat-
egorize them as in-group members (Avolio, 2007; Chatman, 
1991; Tajfel & Turner, 1985). As such, these followers are 
less likely to be distracted by their leaders’ same-sex sexual 
orientation. Taken together, for same-sex leaders, their non-
heterosexual followers tend to perceive them as more effec-
tive and demonstrate higher levels of conformity than their 
heterosexual followers. Empirically, findings that gay and 
lesbian individuals experienced more discrimination in pre-
dominantly heterosexual workgroups than in sexual minority 
groups (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001) provide some support to 
the above arguments.

Hypothesis 4: For leaders with same-sex sexual orienta-
tion, their heterosexual followers tend to perceive them as 
lower in leadership effectiveness (4a) and are less likely 
to conform to their influence attempts (4b) than their non-
heterosexual followers.

Second, abundant research on gender differences suggests 
that male and female followers face different role norms and 
form different worldviews (e.g., Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Johnson, 
1990). According to social role theory, societal norms and prac-
tices regarding gender roles maintain that men and women are 
expected to occupy roles corresponding with stereotypical attrib-
utes of men and women (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001). 
With respect to leader–follower roles, because “stereotypes of 
leaders are decidedly masculine” (Koenig et al., 2011, p. 634), 
female followers are expected to accept their low-status follower 
roles, be receptive and submissive to their leaders, and behave in 
a communal way such as being kind, helpful, and compassionate 
more than their male counterparts (e.g., Eagly & Johnson, 1990; 
Koch et al., 2015).

Conforming to such social norms and pressure, female 
followers are more likely to internalize the follower role 
expectations and become more obedient to and support-
ive of leaders than male followers (e.g., Duehr & Bono, 
2006; Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Lord et  al., 1980). By 
extension, compared with their male counterparts, female 
followers tend to tolerate to a greater extent same-sex 
leaders’ non-stereotypical sexual orientation. As such, 
female followers may perceive their same-sex leaders 
to have higher levels of leadership effectiveness and are 

more likely to conform to their influence attempts than 
male followers. In support, Lehavot and Lambert (2007)
reported that female undergraduate participants rendered 
less harsh judgments of gay men than did male under-
graduate participants.

Hypothesis 5: For leaders with same-sex sexual orienta-
tion, their female followers (5a) tend to perceive them 
as higher in leadership effectiveness and (5b) are more 
likely to conform to their influence attempts than male 
followers.

Study 2: Method

Participants

As in Study 1, we recruited study participants through Ama-
zon’s M-Turk to take part in our research in Study 2. In order 
not to include Study 1 participants, the invitations for Study 
2 were not sent to those who responded to Study 1 using 
their M-Turk IDs. Nine hundred and nineteen working adults 
in the U.S. participated. Forty-three respondents failed an 
attention check question and were instantaneously excluded 
from the study. Among the 876 participants who passed the 
attention check question, 14 did not respond to the measure 
of followers’ conformity to leader influence attempts. Com-
plete data were available for 862 working adults in the U.S. 
Fifty-five percent of the respondents were female, 45% were 
male, and five individuals identified themselves as neither 
male nor female. The average age of the respondents was 
37.44 years (SD = 10.05). Forty-one percent reported work-
ing with gay or lesbian leaders, whereas 59% did not have 
such experiences. Eighty-nine percent of respondents identi-
fied as heterosexual. The remaining selected “other” as their 
sexual orientations.

As in Study 1, we implemented a 2 × 2 factorial between-
subject experimental design with same-sex leaders’ gender 
expression (i.e., behaving masculinely or behaving femi-
ninely) and leader biological gender (i.e., male or female) 
as independent variables, and follower perceptions of lead-
ership effectiveness and conformity to leader influence 
attempts as dependent variables respectively. Participants 
were randomly selected into each of the four vignettes.

Procedure

We designed this study to test Hypothesis 3, which predicted 
that same-sex leaders’ gender presentation and biological 
gender would interactively affect follower leadership effec-
tiveness perceptions and conformity to leader influence 
attempts. The same procedure and design as in Study 1 
were used. The vignette for the gay male supervisor (Robert 
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whose spouse is Greg) and the vignette for the lesbian super-
visor (Mary whose spouse is Linda) in Study 1 were adapted. 
We manipulated Robert’s (Mary’s) gender presentation by 
introducing his (her) after-work hobbies. In the masculine 
condition, Robert (Mary) was portrayed as someone who 
enjoys masculine activities such as “rock-climbing, camping, 
and brewing craft beer.” In the feminine condition, Robert 
(Mary) was described as someone who likes feminine activi-
ties such as “baking, reality TV, and repurposing vintage 
clothes and knick-knacks to sell on his (her) online store.” 
Like in Study 1, leader biological gender was manipulated 
using typical gender-specific first names (i.e., Robert and 
Mary) and pronouns (i.e., his and her).

Measures

The survey measures (e.g., follower perceptions of lead-
ership effectiveness [α = 0.95]) used in Study 1 also were 
used in Study 2. For follower conformity to leader influence 
attempts, we asked participants to think of uses for wood 
rather than brick because one participant in Study 1 indi-
cated that s/he had been asked to complete a similar activity 
in the past. The reliability estimate for follower conformity 
was computed via interrater reliability (the authors indepen-
dently coded the number of uses for wood, and their codes 
correlated at 0.97). Finally, following prior research (e.g., 
Goodman et al., 2008; Lehavot & Lambert, 2007), we asked 
participants to rate the vignette leaders’ masculinity and 
femininity along a scale from “not at all (0)” to “extremely 
(10)” and reverse-coded scores for femininity. The average 
of the two ratings was used to check our manipulations of 
leaders’ gender presentation. Follower sexual orientation 
was measured with a dummy variable (i.e., 0 = heterosexual; 
1 = non-heterosexual), and follower biological gender was 
coded with a dummy variable (i.e., 0 = male; 1 = female).

Study 2: Results

Manipulation Checks

We performed a two-way ANOVA to see whether our 
manipulation of gay and lesbian leaders’ gender presentation 
was successful. The results revealed a significant main effect 
of same-sex leaders’ gender presentation on followers’ per-
ceptions of the leaders’ masculinity, F (1, 872) = 1,762.39, 
p < . 001, η2

p = 0.67, such that the leaders in masculine con-
ditions (M = 5.62; SD = 1.11) were perceived to be signifi-
cantly higher in masculinity than those in feminine condi-
tions (M = 2.54; SD = 1.06). Neither the main effect of leader 
biological gender nor the interaction between leader gender 
presentation and biological gender was significant.

Hypothesis Testing Results

To rule out potential confounding effects of followers’ sexual 
orientation and biological gender, we performed a factorial 
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) with the two variables 
as covariates. As shown in Table 2 (Two-way ANCOVA 
analysis on follower perceptions of leadership effective-
ness), a two-way ANCOVA analysis on follower perceptions 
of leadership effectiveness was conducted, and there were 
no significant main effects or interactions between same-
sex leaders’ biological gender and gender presentation. The 
results of planned contrasts show that there was not a signifi-
cant difference between feminine (M = 6.08; SD = 1.00) and 
masculine (M = 6.07; SD = 0.98) gay leaders with respect to 
their leadership effectiveness (F(1, 862) = 0.00, p = 0.987). 
Thus, Hypothesis 3a, which predicted that feminine gay 
leaders would be perceived as less effective than masculine 
gay leaders, was not supported. Additionally, the results of 
planned contrasts show that there was not a significant dif-
ference between masculine (M = 6.10; SD = 0.89) and femi-
nine (M = 6.09; SD = 0.85) lesbian leaders with respect to 
their leadership effectiveness (F(1, 862) = 0.02, p = 0.890). 
Thus, Hypothesis 3c, which predicted that masculine lesbian 
leaders would be perceived as less effective than feminine 
lesbian leaders, was not supported.

Moreover, as summarized in Table 2 (Two-way ANCOVA 
analysis on follower conformity to leader influence attempts), 
the results of a two-way ANCOVA on follower conformity 
to leader influence attempts indicate that the main effects of 
same-sex leaders’ biological gender and gender presenta-
tion were not significant, and the interaction between same-
sex leaders’ biological gender and gender presentation was 
not significant either. Planned contrasts were conducted to 
test Hypothesis 3b, which posited that feminine gay lead-
ers would receive less follower conformity than masculine 
gay leaders. The results of planned contrasts show that there 
was not a significant (F(1, 851) = 1.03, p = 0.311) differ-
ence in follower conformity between feminine (M = 14.01; 
SD = 7.53) and masculine (M = 13.12; SD = 6.69) gay lead-
ers. Thus, Hypothesis 3b was not supported. In addition, 
the results of planned contrasts illustrate that there was not 
a significant (F(1, 851) = 0.17, p = 0.684) difference in fol-
lower conformity between masculine (M = 14.30; SD = 6.66) 
and feminine (M = 14.51; SD = 10.66) lesbian leaders. Thus, 
Hypothesis 3d was not supported.

Hypothesis 4 posited that same-sex leaders’ heterosexual 
followers would perceive them as less effective (Hypoth-
esis 4a) and exhibit less conformity (Hypothesis 4b) than 
their non-heterosexual followers. Independent t-test results, 
based on the four conditions in Study 2, revealed that 
there were not significant differences between non-heter-
osexual followers and heterosexual followers regarding 
their leadership perceptions (t (871) =  − 0.61, p = 0.543, 
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two-tailed; Mnon-heterosexual = 6.14; SDnon-heterosexual = 0.92; 
Mheterosexual = 6.08; SDheterosexual = 0.93) or conformity to 
leader influence attempts (t (860) = 0.03, p = 0.974, two-
tailed; Mnon-heterosexual = 13.95; SDnon-heterosexual = 6.70; 
Mheterosexual = 13.98; SDheterosexual = 8.25). Thus, Hypothesis 
4 was not supported.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that same-sex leaders’ female fol-
lowers would perceive them to be more effective (Hypothesis 
5a) and exhibit more conformity (Hypothesis 5b) than their 
male followers. Supporting Hypothesis 5, independent t-test 
results, based on the four conditions in Study 2, indicate 
that female followers perceived same-sex leaders as more 
effective (t (866) = 4.85, p < 0.01, two-tailed; Mfemale = 6.22; 
SDfemale = 0.85; Mmale = 5.92; SDmale = 0.99) and demon-
strated more conformity to their leaders’ influence attempts 
(t (855) = 3.96, p < 0.01, two-tailed; Mfemale = 14.97; 
SDfemale = 8.91; Mmale = 12.79; SDmale = 6.81) than male 
followers.

Additionally, drawing from research on gender inversion 
(e.g., Herek, 2000; Kite & Deaux, 1987; Madon, 1997; Tay-
lor, 1983), we reasoned that one potential explanation for the 
unexpected finding that lesbian leaders received more fol-
lower (i.e., participant) conformity than gay leaders in Study 
1 might be that participants in Study 1 assumed that the lesbian 
leader was more masculine and that the gay leader was more 
feminine. To the extent that masculinity is a stereotypically 

necessary leader quality, participants in Study 1 might have 
reacted more favorably to the lesbian leader. Followers’ (i.e., 
participants’) levels of conformity to the masculine lesbian 
leader and the feminine gay leader in the current study allow 
us to put this potential explanation to the test. Post hoc analy-
sis results show that the masculine lesbian leader (M = 14.21; 
SD = 6.69) received slightly more, but statistically insignificant 
(F (1, 421) = 0.074, p = 0.786), follower conformity than the 
feminine gay leader (M = 14. 03; SD = 7.51). Thus, the post 
hoc analysis results in Study 2 appear not to provide support 
for the potential explanation we gave in Study 1.

Study 2: Discussion

The main purpose of Study 2 was to examine whether leader 
gender presentation affected the intersection between leader 
same-sex sexual orientation and leader biological gender in 
influencing follower perceived leadership effectiveness and 
conformity to leader influence attempts, as well as whether 
follower characteristics intersected with leader same-sex 
sexual orientation. The findings of this study suggest that 
leader gender presentation plays no role in the intersection 
between leader same-sex sexual orientation and biological 
gender as far as follower leadership effectiveness perceptions 
and conformity to leader influence attempts are concerned. 

Table 2  Study 2 results

Follower sexual orientation (0 = heterosexual; 1 = non-heterosexual) and biological gender (0 = male; 1 = female) were dummy coded
df, degree of freedom
a R2 = .027
b R2 = .023

Variables df Mean square F Significance η2
p

Two-way ANCOVA analysis on follower perceptions of leadership  effectivenessa

  Covariates
    Follower sexual orientation 1 .134 .158 .691 .000
    Follower biological gender 1 19.410 22.932 .000 .026
  Focal variables
    Same-sex leader’s gender presentation (SSLGP) 1 .010 .012 .912 .000
    Same-sex 1eaders’ biological gender (SSLBG) 1 .127 .150 .699 .000
    SSLGP * SSLBG 1 .006 .008 .931 .000
  Error 862 .846

Two-way ANCOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influence  attemptsb

  Covariates
    Follower sexual orientation 1 18.389 .285 .593 .000
    Follower biological gender 1 1039.639 16.134 .000 .019
  Focal variables
    Same-sex leader’s gender presentation (SSLGP) 1 64.914 1.007 .316 .001
    Same-sex 1eaders’ biological gender (SSLBG) 1 182.247 2.828 .093 .003
    SSLGP * SSLBG 1 11.528 .179 .672 .000

Error 851 64.437
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One possible explanation may be that followers categorized 
same-sex leaders as ineffective leaders and reacted accord-
ingly regardless of their gender presentation and biological 
gender.

These findings suggest that the intersections of leaders’ 
same-sex sexual orientation with their biological gender and 
gender presentation do not necessarily bring doubly worse 
outcomes. In other words, being gay and behaving femi-
ninely was not worse than being gay and behaving mascu-
linely, and being lesbian and behaving masculinely was not 
worse than being lesbian and behaving femininely. In fact, 
additional analyses revealed that being gay and behaving 
masculinely, which has the closest resemblance with proto-
typical leaders, did not have better follower outcomes than 
any of the other three conditions (i.e., being lesbian and 
behaving masculinely, being lesbian and behaving femi-
ninely, and being gay and behaving femininely). These find-
ings challenge widely held beliefs that marginalized identi-
ties (e.g., being women and being black) tend to interconnect 
in additive ways such that the addition of marginalized iden-
tities (e.g., black women) would produce even worse out-
comes (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Rosette & Livingston, 2012).

The results regarding the intersection between leader 
same-sex sexual orientation and follower sexual orientation 
suggest follower sexual orientation has no bearing on the 
influences of leader same-sex sexual orientation on follow-
ers. This may be because sexual minority followers did not 
regard sexual minority leaders as in-group members due 
to their status difference (Derks et al., 2016). This finding 
also is consistent with past research suggesting that similar 
to majority group members, minority group members also 
can hold biases toward other minority group members (e.g., 
Derks et al., 2015; Hekman et al., 2010).

In addition, consistent with our expectations, female fol-
lowers appeared to be more tolerant and supportive of gay 
and lesbian leaders than their male counterparts. This find-
ing stresses the importance of follower biological gender in 
comprehensively understanding the effects of leader same-
sex sexual orientation in the leadership process.

Finally, although not designed to test our explanation 
for the unexpected finding in Study 1 that lesbian leaders 
received more follower conformity than gay leaders, follow-
ers’ levels of conformity to the masculine lesbian leader and 
the feminine gay leader in the current study help shed light 
on the validity of this explanation. The post hoc analysis 
indicates that the masculine lesbian leader and the feminine 
gay leader received similar levels of follower conformity, 
raising questions about the validity of our speculation for the 
unexpected finding in Study 1 and suggesting the likelihood 
of other plausible explanations for the unexpected finding.

Nevertheless, prior research suggests whereas masculinity 
is the appropriate gender role standard for males, “females 
who engage in both female and male gender behaviors are 

often seen in a positive light” (Schope & Eliason, 2004, 
p. 77). Thus, gender inversion stereotypes—such as gays 
and lesbians exhibit prototypical mannerism of the opposite 
sex (e.g., Herek, 2000; Kite & Deaux, 1987)—might have 
implicitly influenced Study 1 participants to react to the gay 
leader and the lesbian leader in such a way that they might 
have harshly punished the gay leader for not adhering to 
sex-role norms for men, but given little punishment to the 
lesbian leader or even rewarded the lesbian leader for being 
presumably masculine, a stereotypically necessary leader 
quality (e.g.,.g., Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Eagly & Karau, 
2002; Schope & Eliason, 2004; Wong et al., 1999).

However, in Study 2, explicit information on the lesbian 
leader’s masculinity (“rock-climbing, camping, and brewing 
craft beer”) and the gay leader’s femininity (“baking, real-
ity TV, and repurposing vintage clothes and knick-knacks 
to sell on his (her) online store) might have drawn Study 2 
participants’ attention to the two leaders’ same-sex sexual 
orientation, which violates the heteronormative standards 
for leaders (e.g., Fassinger et al., 2010; Pichler & Holmes, 
2017). As such, it is possible that both leaders had received 
harsh punishments from Study 2 participants and had been 
categorized as equally unqualified leaders (Lord et  al., 
1984). To the extent the foregoing reasoning is not far from 
the truth, Study 2 participants might have reacted similarly 
to the masculine lesbian leader and the feminine gay leader.

Retests of Study 1 and Study 2

The hypotheses in both Study 1 and Study 2 were tested 
using eLancers, specifically, Amazon’s M-Turkers. Although 
data from eLancing platforms have been frequently used 
in organizational research (e.g., Caleo, 2016; Lanaj et al., 
2014; Piccolo & Colquitt, 2006), some argue that the use of 
eLancing samples, such as M-Turk samples, may limit the 
degree to which research findings will hold with target popu-
lations and suffer from range restriction, as M-Turkers were 
reported to be younger and driven by financial motivation, 
and self-select into studies (Cheung et al., 2017; Landers & 
Behrend, 2015).

In addition, it is probable that asking study participants 
also to respond to our manipulation checks might have 
amplified our studies’ demand characteristics making study 
participants aware of the focus of our research. Thus, as an 
attempt to address these concerns, we decided to redo Stud-
ies 1 and 2 with conventional samples and omit manipula-
tion checks. In the following sections, we report Study 3 
and Study 4, which repeat Study 1 and Study 2, respectively.
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Study 3: Method

Participants

We invited undergraduate students to recruit working adults 
who have full-time employment in U.S. organizations and 
report to a direct supervisor. Specifically, undergraduate stu-
dents enrolled in two business courses at two large south-
eastern universities in the Spring semester of 2020 were 
asked to recruit study participants who met our inclusion 
criteria. In addition, half of the undergraduates who enrolled 
in a large business course at one of the two large southeast-
ern universities in the Summer of 2020 were also invited to 
recruit study participants who met our inclusion criteria. In 
exchange, undergraduates in all of the three courses who 
recruited study participants received course credit, and those 
who could not or chose not to recruit study participants were 
given alternative assignments worth the same course credit.

In total, undergraduate students recruited 662 working 
adults and provided their contact information. We emailed 
all the recruits to invite them to take part in our research 
by clicking the link to our vignettes. The recruits were 
informed that their participation was voluntary, that their 
responses would be confidential, and that they were free 
to leave the research at any time. Four hundred and nine 
recruits participated in our research. Among those par-
ticipants, 186 failed an attention check question and were 
excluded from the data collection process. The remain-
ing 223 participants passed the attention check question 
and completed the survey. Of the 223 participants, 53% 
were female, and 47% were male, and three individuals 
did not report their gender. The average age of the partici-
pants was 44 years old (SD = 12.17). Of the 223 partici-
pants, 34% reported working with gay or lesbian leaders, 
whereas 66% did not have such experience; 92% identified 

as heterosexual, and the remaining eight percent selected 
“other” as their sexual orientation.

As in Study 1, we used a 2 × 2 factorial between-subject 
experimental design with leader biological gender (i.e., 
male or female) and leader sexual orientation (i.e., same-
sex or heterosexual) as independent variables, and follower 
perceptions of leadership effectiveness and conformity to 
leader influence attempts as dependent variables, respec-
tively. Participants were randomly selected into each of 
the four vignettes.

Procedures and Measures

Because the purpose of this portion of the current study is 
to re-examine Study 1 without manipulation checks, the 
exact same vignettes and procedures in Study 1 were used 
in the current study, Study 3, with the only exception that 
the manipulations of leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation 
were not measured. In brief, participants were randomly 
assigned to read four vignettes in which leaders’ same-sex 
sexual orientation and biological gender were manipulated 
using their first names (i.e., Robert and Mary) and their 
spouses’ first names (i.e., Greg and Linda). After that, par-
ticipants were asked to evaluate vignette leaders’ effective-
ness, complete a conformity task, and report their demo-
graphic information. Follower perceptions of leadership 
effectiveness (α = 0.93) and conformity to leader influence 
attempts (the codes from two coders correlated at 0.95) 
were measured the same way as in Study 1.

Table 3  Study 3 results

df, degree of freedom
a R2 = .022
b R2 = .027

Variables df Mean square F Significance η2
p

Two-way ANOVA analysis on follower perceptions of leadership  effectivenessa

  Leader sexual orientation (LSO) 1 1.154 1.912 .168 .009
  Leader biological gender (LBG) 1 .628 1.040 .309 .005
  LSO * LBG 1 1.411 2.336 .128 .011
  Error 219 .604

Two-way ANOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influence  attemptsb

  Leader sexual orientation (LSO) 1 9.205 .598 .440 .003
  Leader biological gender (LBG) 1 79.766 5.184 .024 .023
  LSO * LBG 1 .850 .055 .814 .000
  Error 219 15.386
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Study 3: Results

As shown in Table 3 (Two-way ANOVA analysis on fol-
lower perceptions of leadership effectiveness), the results 
of a two-way ANOVA on follower perceptions of lead-
ership effectiveness show that neither the main effect of 
leader sexual orientation nor the main effect of leader bio-
logical gender was significant. The interaction between 
leader sexual orientation and biological gender was not 
significant. We further conducted planned contrast analy-
ses, which show that there was no significant difference 
in leadership effectiveness (F(1, 219) = 1.91, p = 0.168) 
between same-sex leaders (M = 5.70; SD = 0.85) and het-
erosexual (M = 5.84; SD = 0.70) leaders. Thus, Hypothesis 
1a, which posited that leaders with same-sex sexual ori-
entation would be perceived by followers as less effective 
than heterosexual leaders, was not supported.

Additionally, as summarized in Table  3 (Two-way 
ANOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influ-
ence attempts), the results of a two-way ANOVA on 
follower conformity show that the main effect of leader 
biological gender was significant (F(1, 219) = 5.18, 
p = 0.024), whereas the main effect of leader sexual ori-
entation and the interaction between leader sexual orienta-
tion and biological gender were not significant. Planned 
contrast analysis results indicate that there was no signifi-
cant difference in follower conformity (F(1, 219) = 0.60, 
p = 0.440) between leaders with same-sex sexual orien-
tation (M = 9.15; SD = 3.69) and heterosexual leaders 
(M = 8.69; SD = 4.00). Thus, Hypothesis 1b, which pre-
dicted that leaders with same-sex sexual orientation would 
receive less follower conformity to their influence attempts 
than heterosexual leaders, was not supported.

Hypothesis 2a predicted that lesbian leaders would be 
perceived as less effective than gay leaders. The results of 
planned contrasts reveal that the difference in perceived 
leadership effectiveness between lesbian (M = 5.83; 
SD = 0.79) and gay (M = 5.56; SD = 0.91) leaders was 
not statistically significant at conventional levels (F(1, 
219) = 3.20, p = 0.075). Thus, Hypothesis 2a was not sup-
ported. Hypothesis 2b predicted that lesbian leaders would 
receive less conformity to their influence attempts than 
gay leaders. The results of planned contrasts show that 
the difference in follower conformity between lesbian 
(M = 9.76; SD = 3.28) and gay (M = 8.44; SD = 3.91) lead-
ers was not statistically significant at conventional levels 
(F(1, 219) = 3.11, p = 0.079). Thus, Hypothesis 2b was not 
supported.

Study 3: Discussion

Study 3 was conducted to re-examine Study 1 with con-
ventional samples and with the omission of manipulation 
checks. As summarized in Table 5, the significant findings 
in Study 1 that same-sex leaders were perceived as sig-
nificantly less effective by followers and received signifi-
cantly less follower conformity than heterosexual leaders 
were not reproduced in Study 3. The findings in Study 3 
show that there were no significant differences in follower 
perceptions of leadership effectiveness and conformity to 
leader influence attempts between same-sex leaders and 
heterosexual leaders.

Among others, one possible explanation  for the 
different findings between Study 1 and Study 3 could 
be that the manipulation check question in Study 
1 might have drawn par ticipants’ attention to the 
vignette leaders’ sexual orientation and then trigged 
their prejudice and discrimination against the same-
sex vignette leaders (Goodman et  al., 2008). Prior 
research on derogatory remarks toward marginalized 
individuals provides some support for this explana-
tion. Specifically, Goodman et  al. (2008) reported 
that a male confederate gay undergraduate student 
received more negative evaluations when he was 
derogated by an experimenter as “being so gay” than 
when he appeared to be gay but didn’t receive such 
a derogatory remark from the experimenter or when 
he appeared to be straight and didn’t receive any 
derogatory remarks.

Thus, it was likely that our manipulation check question 
served as a derogatory remark that cued Study 1 M-Turk-
ers to express their prejudice against same-sex individuals. 
Alternatively, it might be that participants in Study 3 were 
more mellow, rounded, and tolerant of differences as they 
were older than participants in Study 1 (Carstensen, 1991, 
1992). If so, same-sex vignette leaders in Study 3 might 
have received less discrimination from participants in the 
forms of perceived leadership effectiveness and conform-
ity than same-sex leaders in Study 1.

As in Study 1, being female did not make same-sex 
leaders (i.e., lesbian leaders) less effective or receive 
less conformity from followers. Different from the unex-
pected finding in Study 1, lesbian leaders did not receive 
significantly more conformity than gay leaders in Study 
3. Taken together, the findings in Studies 1 and 3 raise 
questions on the additive perspective that is commonly 
used to understand the intersection of biological gender 
with other marginalized characteristics (e.g., Fassinger 
et  al., 2010; Rosette & Livingston, 2012). It appears 
that women who also possess other marginalized iden-
tities (e.g., having same-sex sexual orientation) have 
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unique identities, which may not be the simple addition 
of two marginalized identities that produce doubly bad 
outcomes.

In summary, the significant findings in Study 1 were 
not reproduced in Study 3. Nevertheless, the effect sizes 
across Studies 1 and 3 are similar and small. For instance, 
as reported in Table 1, the η2

p of leader same-sex sexual 
orientation was 0.009 and 0.003 respectively in Studies 
1 and 3, suggesting that only 0.9% and 0.3% variance in 
follower conformity to leader influence attempt could be 
explained by leader same-sex sexual orientation respec-
tively. Admittedly, the relatively small sample size in 
Study 3 reduced its power to detect statistically significant 
small effect sizes, which offers another potential explana-
tion as to why the significant findings in Study 1 were not 
duplicated in Study 3.

Study 4: Method

Participants

Like in Study 3, we invited undergraduate students to recruit 
working adults who have full-time employment in U.S. 
organizations and report to a direct supervisor. In fact, the 
other half of the undergraduates who enrolled in the large 
business course at one of the two large southeastern univer-
sities in the Summer of 2020 were invited to recruit study 
participants who met our inclusion criteria for the current 
study. Likewise, those students who recruited study par-
ticipants received course credit, and those who could not or 
chose not to recruit study participants were given alternative 
assignments worth the same amount of course credit.

In total, the undergraduate students recruited 350 working 
adults and provided their contact information. We emailed 
all the recruits to invite them to take part in our research 
by clicking on the link to our vignettes. The recruits were 
informed that their participation was voluntary, that their 
responses would be confidential, and that they were free 
to leave the research at any time. Two hundred ninety-five 
recruits participated in our research. Among those par-
ticipants, 145 failed an attention check question and were 
excluded from the data collection process. The remaining 
150 participants passed the attention check question and 
completed the survey. Of the 150 participants, 52% of the 
respondents were female, and 47% were male, and two indi-
viduals did not report their gender. The average age of the 
participants was 44 years old (SD = 11.03). Of the 150 par-
ticipants, 35% reported working with gay or lesbian leaders, 
whereas 65% did not have such experience; 92% reported to 
be heterosexual, and the remaining 8% selected “other” as 
their sexual orientation.

As in Study 2, we used a 2 × 2 factorial between-subject 
experimental design with same-sex leaders’ gender expres-
sion (i.e., behaving masculinely or behaving femininely) 
and leader biological gender (i.e., male or female) as inde-
pendent variables, and follower perceptions of leadership 
effectiveness and conformity to leader influence attempts 
as dependent variables, respectively. Participants were ran-
domly selected into one of the four vignettes.

Procedures and Measures

The purpose of the current study is to reexamine Study 2 and 
omit manipulation checks. As such, the exact same vignettes 
and procedures in Study 2 were used in the current study, 
Study 4, with the only exception that the manipulations 
of same-sex leaders’ masculinity and femininity were not 
measured. In short, participants were randomly assigned 
to read four vignettes in which same-sex leaders’ gender 
presentation and biological gender were manipulated using 
their after-work hobbies (e.g., “rock climbing” vs. “repur-
posing vintage clothes and knick-knacks”) and their first 
names (i.e., Robert vs. Mary). After that, participants were 
asked to evaluate vignette leaders’ effectiveness, complete a 
conformity task, and report their demographic information. 
Follower perceptions of leadership effectiveness (α = 0.92) 
and conformity to leader influence attempts (the codes from 
two coders correlated at 0.99) were measured the same way 
as in Study 2. As in Study 2, Follower sexual orientation 
was measured with a dummy variable (i.e., 0 = heterosexual; 
1 = non-heterosexual), and follower biological gender was 
coded with a dummy variable with 0 = male and 1 = female.

Study 4: Results

Like in Study 2, two-way ANCOVA analyses with follower 
sexual orientation and biological gender as covariates were 
conducted. As shown in Table 4 (Two-way ANCOVA analy-
sis on follower perceptions of leadership effectiveness), the 
main effects of same-sex leaders’ biological gender and 
gender presentation were not significant, and the interac-
tion between the two variables was not significant either. The 
results of planned contrasts show that there was not a signifi-
cant difference between feminine (M = 5.67; SD = 0.93) and 
masculine (M = 5.81; SD = 0.68) gay leaders with respect to 
their leadership effectiveness (F(1, 141) = 0.30, p = 0.583). 
Thus, Hypothesis 3a, which predicted that feminine gay 
leaders would be perceived as less effective than masculine 
gay leaders, was not supported.

Additionally, the results of planned contrasts show that 
there was not a significant difference between masculine 
(M = 5.92; SD = 0.79) and feminine (M = 5.74; SD = 0.78) 
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lesbian leaders with respect to their leadership effective-
ness (F(1, 141) = 1.19, p = 0.277). Thus, Hypothesis 3c, 
which predicted that masculine lesbian leaders would be 
perceived as less effective than feminine lesbian leaders, 
was not supported.

Moreover, as summarized in Table  4 (Two-way 
ANCOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influ-
ence attempts), the results of a two-way ANCOVA on fol-
lower conformity to leader influence attempts indicate that 
the main effect of same-sex leaders’ gender presentation 
was not statistically significant at conventional levels (F(1, 
141) = 3.447, p = 0.065), and the main effect of same-sex 
leaders’ biological gender and the interaction between 
same-sex leaders’ biological gender and gender presenta-
tion was not significant. Planned contrasts were conducted 
to test Hypothesis 3b, which posited that feminine gay lead-
ers would receive less follower conformity than masculine 
gay leaders. The results of planned contrasts show that there 
was not a significant (F(1, 141) = 0.90, p = 0.344) differ-
ence in follower conformity between feminine (M = 12.35; 
SD = 6.34) and masculine (M = 13.68; SD = 5.43) gay lead-
ers. Thus, Hypothesis 3b was not supported. In addition, 
the results of planned contrasts illustrate that the difference 
in follower conformity between masculine (M = 15.42; 
SD = 6.18) and feminine (M = 12.92; SD = 5.65) lesbian 

leaders was not statistically significant at conventional lev-
els (F(1, 141) = 2.87, p = 0.093). Thus, Hypothesis 3d was 
not supported.

Hypothesis 4 posited that same-sex leaders’ heterosexual 
followers would perceive them as less effective (Hypothesis 
4a) and exhibit less conformity (Hypothesis 4b) than their 
non-heterosexual followers. Based on the four conditions in 
Study 4, independent t-test results reveal that the difference 
in perceived leadership effectiveness between heterosexual 
followers (M = 5.80; SD = 0.77) and non-heterosexual fol-
lowers (M = 5.60; SD = 1.03) was not statistically signifi-
cant at conventional levels (t (147) = 0.85, p = 0.395, two-
tailed). Thus, Hypothesis 4a was not supported. Different 
from Hypothesis 4b, there was not a significant difference (t 
(147) = 1.60, p = 0.113, two-tailed) in follower conformity 
to leader influence attempts between heterosexual follow-
ers (M = 13.80; SD = 5.91) and non-heterosexual followers 
(M = 10.92; SD = 7.01). Taken together, Hypothesis 4 was 
not supported.

Hypothesis 5 predicted that same-sex leaders’ female fol-
lowers would perceive them to be more effective (Hypoth-
esis 5a) and exhibit more conformity (Hypothesis 5b) than 
their male followers. Independent t-test results based on 
the four conditions in Study 4 indicate that different from 
Hypothesis 5a, female followers (M = 5.88; SD = 0.76) 

Table 4  Study 4 results

Follower sexual orientation (0 = heterosexual; 1 = non-heterosexual) and biological gender (0 = male; 
1 = female) were dummy coded
df, degree of freedom
a R2 = .025
b R2 = .051

Variables df Mean square F Significance η2
p

Two-way ANCOVA analysis on follower perceptions of leadership  effectivenessa

  Covariates
    Follower sexual orientation 1 .008 .013 .910 .000
    Follower biological gender 1 1.372 2.235 .137 .016
  Focal variables
    Same-sex leader’s gender presentation (SSLGP) 1 .815 1.328 .251 .009
    Same-sex 1eaders’ biological gender (SSLBG) 1 .235 .382 .537 .003
    SSLPG * SSLBG 1 .079 .129 .720 .001
  Error 141 .614

Two-way ANCOVA analysis on follower conformity to leader influence  attemptsb

  Covariates
    Follower sexual orientation 1 81.597 2.385 .125 .017
    Follower biological gender 1 .929 .027 .869 .000
  Focal variables
    Same-sex leader’s gender presentation (SSLGP) 1 117.945 3.447 .065 .024
    Same-sex 1eaders’ biological gender (SSLBG) 1 45.045 1.317 .253 .009
    SSLPG * SSLBG 1 8.166 .239 .626 .002
  Error 141 34.214
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did not perceive same-sex leaders to be significantly more 
effective (t (146) = 1.39, p = 0.168, two-tailed) than male 
followers (M = 5.71; SD = 0.79). Additionally, there was 
no significant difference in follower conformity to their 
leaders’ influence attempts (t (146) =  − 53, p = 0.600, two-
tailed) between female (M = 13.34; SD = 5.92) and male 
(M = 13.85; SD = 5.87) followers. Thus, Hypothesis 5b was 
not supported.

In addition, like in Study 2, followers’ (i.e., participants’) 
conformity to the masculine lesbian leader and the feminine 
gay leader allowed us to test our speculation for the unex-
pected finding in Study 1 that lesbian leaders received 
more follower conformity than gay leaders. Post hoc results 
showed that there was no statistically significant difference 
(F (1, 83) = 0.156, p = 0.694) in follower conformity to the 
masculine lesbian leader (M = 13.19; SD = 5.86) and the 
feminine gay leader (M = 13. 68; SD = 5.43). Again, the post 
hoc analyses in the current study did not provide support for 
the potential explanation we provided in Study 1.

Study 4: Discussion

The objective of Study 4 was to reexamine Study 2 with 
conventional samples while omitting manipulation checks. 
As shown in Table 5, consistent with Study 2, Study 4 did 
not find same-sex leaders’ gender presentations that were 
consistent with gender inversion expectations led to worse 
outcomes: being perceived as less effective leaders by fol-
lowers or receiving less follower conformity.

Similar to what was reported in Study 2, results in Study 
4 indicate that followers’ sexual orientation made no differ-
ence in their leadership effectiveness perceptions or their 
conformity to same-sex leaders’ influence attempts. Given 
that the number of non-heterosexual followers (N = 18) in 
Study 4 was limited, we remind readers to interpret these 
findings with caution. With respect to follower biological 
gender, different from what was reported in Study 2, there 
were no differences between female and male followers 
regarding their perceptions of leadership effectiveness or 
conformity to same-sex leaders’ influence attempts. This 
might be because female participants in Study 4 were older, 

Table 5  Summary of hypothesis 
testing results and unexpected 
significant findings

Hypothesis 1: Compared with heterosexual leaders, leaders with same-sex sexual orientation tend to be 
perceived as lower in leadership effectiveness (1a) by their followers and receive less follower conform-
ity to their influence attempts (1b). Hypothesis 2: Compared with gay leaders, lesbian leaders will (2a) be 
perceived as lower in leadership effectiveness by their followers and (2b) receive less follower conform-
ity to their influence attempts. Hypothesis 3: For leaders with same-sex sexual orientation, their biologi-
cal gender and gender presentation interact, such that feminine gay leaders tend to be perceived as lower 
in leadership effectiveness (3a) by their followers and receive less follower conformity to their influence 
attempts (3b) than masculine gay leaders, and that masculine lesbian leaders tend to be perceived as lower 
in leadership effectiveness (3c) by their followers and receive less follower conformity to their influence 
attempts (3d) than feminine lesbian leaders. Hypothesis 4: For leaders with same-sex sexual orientation, 
their heterosexual followers tend to perceive them as lower in leadership effectiveness (4a) and are less 
likely to conform to their influence attempts (4b) than their non-heterosexual followers. Hypothesis 5: For 
leaders with same-sex sexual orientation, their female followers tend to perceive them as higher in leader-
ship effectiveness (5a) and are more likely to conform to their influence attempts (5b) than male followers

Hypotheses Study 1 Study 3
  H1a Supported Not supported
  H1b Supported Not supported
  H2a Not supported Not supported
  H2b Not supported Not supported
  Unexpected significant findings Lesbian leaders received more conformity to 

their influence attempts than gay leaders
None

Hypotheses Study 2 Study 4
  H3a Not supported Not supported
  H3b Not supported Not supported
  H3c Not supported Not supported
  H3d Not supported Not supported
  H4a Not supported Not supported
  H4b Not supported Not supported
  H5a Supported Not supported
  H5b Supported Not supported
  Unexpected significant findings None None
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more experienced, and/or less submissive or obedient than 
female participants in Study 2.

Taken together, the results in Studies 2 and 4 were largely 
similar. However, the significant findings that female fol-
lowers perceived same-sex leaders to be more effective and 
showed more conformity than male followers in Study 2 
were not found in Study 4. Apart from what was discussed 
above, the relatively small sample size in Study 4 could have 
reduced our power to detect statistically significant differ-
ences. For instance, the mean level of perceived leadership 
effectiveness by female followers (i.e., participants) was 
slightly higher than that by male followers (i.e., partici-
pants), albeit statistically insignificant.

Additionally, like in Study 2, our post hoc analyses indi-
cate that followers (i.e., participants) in the current study 
reacted similarly to the masculine lesbian leader and the 
feminine gay leader with respect to conformity to the leaders’ 
influence attempts, rendering no support for our speculation 
that the lesbian leader received more followers’ conformity 
than the gay leader in Study 1, because of followers’ assumed 
masculinity for the lesbian leader. Again, as discussed in 
Study 2, we suspect that explicit information on the lesbian 
leader’s masculinity and the gay leader’s femininity in the 
current study might have trigged study participants to focus 
on the leaders’ sexual orientation and resulted in harsh pun-
ishments from the study participants on both leaders for their 
violation of the heteronormative standards for leaders (e.g., 
Fassinger et al., 2010; Pichler & Holmes, 2017). Moreover, 
the relatively small sample size in the current study could 
also have lowered its power to identify significant results.

General Discussion

The overall purpose of this four-study investigation, based 
on over 2100 working adults in the U.S., was to repeatedly 
examine whether leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation might 
affect followers’ leadership perceptions and conformity to 
their influence attempts, and how the intersectionality of 
leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation with leaders’ gender 
orientation and followers characteristics may modify the 
influences of leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation on follow-
ers’ leadership perceptions and conformity to their influence 
attempts. The results across the four studies suggest that 
leaders’ sexual orientations can have implications for the 
follower outcomes, that same-sex leaders with other margin-
alized identities (e.g., being women) may not suffer a double 
stigma penalization, and that female followers tend to react 
more positively to same-sex leaders than male followers.

Specifically, Study 1 showed that same-sex leaders received 
lower levels of follower perceptions of leadership effectiveness 
and less follower conformity than heterosexual leaders. How-
ever, being women did not produce worse follower outcomes for 

leaders with same-sex sexual orientation. On the contrary, being 
leaders with same-sex sexual orientation and being women (i.e., 
being lesbian leaders) had some advantages (i.e., more follower 
conformity) than being leaders with same-sex sexual orientation 
and being men (i.e., being gay leaders). Study 2 illustrated that 
same-sex leaders’ gender presentation (behaving masculinely 
or femininely) did not make any difference in the intersection 
between leader same-sex sexual orientation and biological gen-
der. Aimed at redoing Study 1, Study 3 did not reproduce the 
differences in the follower outcomes between same-sex and het-
erosexual leaders. Study 4 largely reproduced Study 2’s results.

In addition, results in Study 2 show that followers’ sexual 
orientation made no difference in their responses to same-
sex leaders, whereas followers’ biological gender made 
some differences with female followers responding more 
positively than male followers. Study 4 reproduced similar 
results regarding the effects of follower sexual orientation. 
The exceptions are that female followers were found to have 
perceived same-sex leaders to be more effective and shown 
more conformity to leader influence attempts in Study 2 but 
not in Study 4.

Taken together, our large-scale and rigorous investiga-
tion of leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation offers important 
implications for research and practice and suggests ample 
future research directions.

Research Implications

Collectively, the results of our four studies provide multi-
ple thought-provoking research implications. To begin, our 
research contributes to the literature on leaders with mar-
ginalized characteristics by focusing on a concealable stig-
matized identity: same-sex sexual orientation. The contrast 
findings on differences between same-sex and heterosexual 
leaders in Study 1 and Study 3 suggest social cues and con-
texts matter for concealable stigmatized identities. As noted 
in Study 3’s discussion section, asking participants to recall 
vignette leaders’ sexual orientation might have cued them 
to pay attention to this concealable identity and trigger their 
prejudice against vignette leaders with same-sex sexual 
orientation (Goodman et al., 2008). Our findings suggest 
that differences between concealable and non-concealable 
characteristics deserve careful attention in future research 
on leaders with marginalized characteristics.

Perhaps the most noteworthy and robust findings across 
the four studies are the largely unsupported intersection 
results. Together, these results suggest that same-sex lead-
ers’ visible subordinate characteristics (e.g., being female 
and behaving femininely) may not produce a double stigma 
penalization for same-sex leaders. The differences are largely 
inconsequential. In fact, having another subordinate charac-
teristic (e.g., being women) may occasionally do same-sex 
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leaders more good than harm. The pattern of our results was 
in stark contrast with major findings of prior research on 
the intersectionality of leaders’ visible subordinate charac-
teristics (e.g., black women leaders, Rosette & Livingston, 
2012). For instance, several studies have shown that being 
female results in worse outcomes for racial minority leaders 
(e.g., Key et al., 2012; Littrell & Nkomo, 2005; Lynch, 2019; 
Rosette & Livingston, 2012; Rosette et al., 2016). We sus-
pect that the different patterns of intersectionality might be 
due to the concealability of leaders’ same-sex sexual orienta-
tion. Clearly, more research is needed to better understand 
the different patterns.

Drawing from gender inversion research, we argued that 
the unexpected finding in Study 1, that the lesbian leader 
received more conformity than the gay leader, might have 
been due to higher levels of masculinity implicitly ascribed 
to the lesbian leader (Kite & Deaux, 1987). However, post 
hoc analyses based on the masculine lesbian leader condition 
and the feminine gay leader condition in Study 2 and Study 
4 did not provide support for our speculation in that both 
leaders received similar conformity across the two studies.

Alternatively, the intersectional invisibility perspective 
(Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008; Smith et al., 2019) may 
help us understand the unexpected finding that lesbian lead-
ers had better follower outcomes than gay leaders in Study 1. 
This perspective posits that individuals having multiple sub-
ordinate identities tend to be perceived as non-prototypical 
members of each of the constituent subordinate groups and 
thus become socially invisible. As such, these individuals 
may suffer less from stereotypes and prejudice toward pro-
totypical members in each of the constituent subordinate 
groups and fair better than individuals having one constitu-
ent subordinate identity (Rosette & Livingston, 2012). It fol-
lows that lesbian leaders are likely to have better outcomes 
than gay leaders because the former has two subordinate 
identities (i.e., being women and having same-sex sexual 
orientation), whereas the latter have one subordinate identity 
(i.e., having same-sex sexual orientation).

In addition, our findings offer important implications for 
Fassinger et al.’s (2010) theoretical model. To our knowl-
edge, the present research represents one of the first attempts 
to validate Fassinger et al.’s multidimensional model of 
LGBT leadership enactment. To be clear, our research was 
only focused on “L” (lesbian) and “G” (gay) leaders and may 
not speak to “B” (bisexual) or “T” (transgender) leaders. 
Nonetheless, we believe our findings still provide valuable 
knowledge on the validity of this model and suggestions 
for refinement. In general, our results indicate that leaders’ 
same-sex sexual orientation can have significant influences 
on important follower outcomes and that leaders’ gender 
orientation and follower worldviews measured with follower 
sexual orientation and biological gender also may intersect 
with leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation. Our findings 

largely support the importance of the tenet of Fassinger 
et al.’s model but suggest some refinements to their model.

For instance, the inconsistent findings on the main 
effects of leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation across 
Study 1 and Study 3 suggest the influences of leaders’ 
same-sex orientation in the leadership process appear to be 
less blunt and direct than Fassinger et al. (2010) predicted. 
It might be because same-sex sexual orientation is not as 
visible as other stigmatized characteristics, such as being 
non-white or overweight, and that social cues might be 
needed to enact stigma toward same-sex leaders. Addi-
tionally, when discussing intersections of leaders’ sexual 
orientation with leaders’ gender orientation, Fassinger 
et al. (2010) appear to have relied on additive perspec-
tives of intersectionality. Our findings render no support 
for the additive perspectives. Therefore, other perspectives 
such as interactive models and intersectional invisibility 
might be considered to refine intersections of leaders’ 
same-sex sexual orientation with the other two dimen-
sions in Fassinger et al.’s (2010) model. Last, given that 
the non-heterosexual orientations have different features 
(e.g., degree of concealability), it might be worthwhile to 
examine their roles in the leadership process individually.

To be noted, consistent with Fassinger et al.’s (2010) 
arguments, situations, such as followers’ worldview meas-
ured with followers’ biological gender, made differences 
in same-sex leaders’ influences in the leadership process. 
Our results show that female followers could react more 
favorably to same-sex leaders than male followers, and that 
female followers could show more conformity to same-sex 
leaders’ influence attempts than male followers. These sig-
nificant findings provide evidence and support for calls to 
pay more research attention to followers in the leadership 
process (Shamir, 2007). Adding to prior research (e.g., Li 
et al., 2013), our investigation indicates followers are not 
interchangeable recipients of leader influence attempts and 
deserve more research attention (Wang et al., 2019).

Lastly, our research also sheds light on some similari-
ties and differences, and pros and cons, between e-Lancing 
samples and conventional samples. Consistent with prior 
research on this topic (e.g., Cheung et al., 2017; Landers 
& Behrend, 2015), M-Turkers appear to be younger than 
conventionally recruited participants. It was convenient 
to recruit M-Turkers and faster to collect data. However, 
different from prior research’s finding that e-Lancers were 
inattentive, our experience suggests that M-Turkers were 
more attentive than conventionally recruited participants 
in that a higher percentage of the latter failed the attention 
check question.

We suspect that the context of our data collection using 
the conventionally recruited participants might have con-
tributed to their inattentiveness. They were invited to take 
part in our research at the early stage of the COVID-19 
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pandemic, which disrupted their work and life and might 
have reduced their attention to a voluntary survey. In any 
event, we believe both sampling strategies have pros and 
cons, and using both sampling strategies to replicate find-
ings is a strength of our and future research.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

Admittedly, this research has limitations that provide 
future research opportunities. Although the experimental 
methodology is advantageous to establishing causality, 
the generalizability of experimental findings needs further 
investigation. Given the nascence of this leadership topic 
(Fassinger et al., 2010), there are many opportunities for 
future research to cross-examine the generalizability of 
our findings. For instance, a non-experimental, or an alter-
nate experimental approach, would be an important step 
to validate the generalizability of our findings. However, 
given the relatively small proportions of gay and lesbian 
leaders, as well as the potentially sensitive nature of the 
topic, a non-experimental investigation of leader sexual 
orientation undoubtedly would prove difficult.

For example, researchers would need to consider the 
ethical implications of gathering information from follow-
ers who perceive their leaders to be gay or lesbian. Fur-
ther, gathering an adequate sample of out gay and lesbian 
leaders who would be willing to participate in this type of 
research might be a challenge. Because of challenges such 
as this, we felt justified in using a “paper leader” meth-
odology (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). However, if future 
researchers cannot gather organizational data, they poten-
tially could consider an alternative (e.g., video recording) 
to a paper leader experimental design. To be noted, since 
we just gave participants three minutes to write down uses 
of brick or wood, our conformity measure was suscep-
tible to a ceiling effect. We recommend future research 
gives participants longer time to engage in experimental 
activities.

The vignettes we used in our studies placed our par-
ticipants in a work setting that may have been conducive 
to some of the factors that led to the results we found. 
For example, lesbian leaders were found to have received 
more conformity to their influence attempts than gay lead-
ers. The style, behavior, and perceived skills of the female 
leaders, lesbian or not, may have been more congruent 
with the nature of our hypothetical workplace. Researchers 
should consider manipulating the situation to explain “the 
conditions that support or penalize leaders who self-iden-
tify as sexual minorities” (Fassinger et al., 2010, p. 213). 
One relevant situational factor is organizational culture, 
especially organizational inclusive culture.

As one of the initial attempts in this area, we only 
focused on leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation in the 
current research. Researchers are encouraged to examine 
the role of other sexual minority leaders such as bisexual 
and transgender leaders in shaping follower outcomes. 
Additionally, it is perplexing that more than 30% of par-
ticipants reported having experience working with gay 
or lesbian leaders across the four studies. Some research 
suggests that due to the concealable nature of sexual ori-
entation, people tend to deduce others’ sexual orientation 
to be homosexual when information about others’ sexual 
orientation is unavailable (Blashill & Powlishta, 2009).

Nevertheless, we encourage future research to investigate 
why a relatively large proportion of workers have worked 
with gay or lesbian leaders. In addition, we do not know the 
implications of working with same-sex leaders over time. 
Future research is needed to examine whether negative per-
ceptions of same-sex leaders are salient in the short term 
or if these perceptions dissipate as followers have extended 
interactions with their leader. Finally, given that the sam-
ple sizes in Studies 3 and 4 are much smaller than those in 
Studies 1 and 2, we remind readers not to take the former as 
rigorous replications of the latter. To remedy this limitation, 
we encourage future researchers to replicate Studies 1 and 2 
with comparable conventional samples.

Practical Implications

Our findings across the four studies offer important mana-
gerial implications. To begin, the results in Study 1 suggest 
that it is likely that simply because of their non-prototyp-
ical sexual orientation, same-sex leaders are perceived to 
be less effective and receive less follower conformity than 
heterosexual leaders. Superiors of same-sex leaders need to 
be aware of this possibility, especially for same-sex lead-
ers whose followers are relatively young. Extra care (e.g., 
giving less weight to follower ratings) needs to be taken to 
ensure same-sex leaders are fairly evaluated in performance 
reviews.

Moreover, the largely inconsequential effects of gay and 
lesbian leaders’ gender presentation reported in Studies 2 
and 4 suggest organizations may encourage gay and lesbian 
leaders to freely express their gender identity. This may 
reduce sexual minority leaders’ stress of not being able to 
present their true gender identity at work and increase their 
self-confidence, which may, in turn, strengthen their leader-
ship effectiveness (De Cremer & van Knippenberg, 2004).

In addition, findings across the four studies suggest man-
agers with same-sex sexual orientation need to be aware 
that different followers react to their leadership differently. 
Specifically, female followers tend to be more supportive 
of them than male followers. Sexual minority managers are 
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advised to increase communications with followers, espe-
cially male followers to enhance understandings and sup-
port. Thus, there are ethical concerns surrounding discrimi-
nation in the hiring or promotion of same-sex leaders as well 
as the hiring of followers. Although the U.S. Supreme Court 
has legalized many LGBT rights, these rights continue to 
vary by state and jurisdiction. Recent research has suggested 
that laws prohibiting discrimination in the workplace based 
on sexual orientation and gender identity spurs innovation 
and leads to higher firm performance (Hossain et al., 2019). 
Thus, continued research on diversity such as LGBT issues 
in the workplace remains important for organizations.

Conclusions

This four-study investigation advances knowledge on the 
role of leaders’ same-sex sexual orientation in the leader-
ship process. We found leaders’ same-sex sexual orienta-
tion could negatively impact their leadership effectiveness. 
However, same-sex leaders didn’t appear to suffer a double 
stigma penalization by having additional subordinate iden-
tities (e.g., also being women). Female followers could be 
more supportive of same-sex leaders than male followers. 
Our findings offer meaningful implications for research and 
practice, and we hope this reserach stimulates further work 
in this important area in the future.

Appendix 1. A Sample Vignette Used 
in Study 1

You are a member of the marketing department of D&S 
Marketing LLC, located in New York City. The department 
consists of 8 people in total: you, your team members, and 
the manager of the department, Robert Johnson. Robert has 
been the head of this unit for a few years now. He and his 
spouse, Greg, like to go to the movies and travel as often as 
their schedules allow.

Robert is an individual who opposes the “status quo” and 
seeks to do things in untraditional ways. Before taking over 
as manager, he either received or was nominated for multiple 
regional and national marketing awards for his creative cam-
paigns. This unconventional mindset, fueled by a disregard 
for the “norm” has carried into Robert’s management style. 
At a recent company event, your co-worker introduced Rob-
ert with a sentiment that is shared within your department: 
“He is always challenging us to think outside of the box, to 
view things from multiple angles, and to push the limits of 
our own creativity.”

Though Robert is all about being unconventional, he does 
not alienate members of the department by having unde-
fined directions for the future. In fact, Robert’s vision for the 

future of the department is very clear. On top of that, he has 
the personality to not only articulate this vision, but also to 
inspire you to follow. Weekly meetings with Robert are not 
the dull, hour-wasters that are so typical elsewhere. Because 
of his clear plan for the team, as well as the conviction with 
which he relays this message, these meetings are typically 
very motivating. Robert is an easy leader to follow, and is 
the type of leader that many in the department would hope 
to become someday.
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