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Health disparities exist between lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) individuals and
heterosexuals and can be explained by differential access to healthcare, unique
experiences with discrimination, and higher prevalence of HIV/AIDS. This article
will examine another possible explanation, namely healthcare stereotype threat
and social identity threat in the healthcare experiences of sexual minority indi-
viduals. In doing so, this article integrates previous research on stereotypes and
discrimination with regard to LGB individuals as well as research concerning
LGB individuals’ experiences with healthcare providers. The article concludes
with a discussion about future research and potential interventions to ameliorate
identity threats for LGB individuals in healthcare contexts. From a social justice
perspective, identity threats serve as an important contextual variable feeding
health disparities among sexual minorities. If better understood, such threats and
resultant disparities may be reduced via cost-effective changes in environmental
cues and educational strategies.

Health disparities exist between lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) individu-
als and heterosexuals (The Institutes of Medicine, 2011) with LGB individuals
showing elevated risks for mental health problems (King et al., 2008); physical
health problems (Lick, Durso, & Johnson, 2013); and substance abuse problems
(McCabe, Hughes, Bostwick, West, & Boyd, 2009) (for a review see Williams &
Mann, 2017). These differences can be explained, in part, by differential access
to healthcare and the continued higher impact of HIV/AIDS, particularly among
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gay men. Furthermore, minority stressors related to sexual orientation have been
linked with LGB health disparities (Frost, 2017; Meyer, 2003; Williams & Mann,
2017). Meyer (2003, 2013) characterizes these minority stressors as existing on
a continuum from those that are distal to the individual (emanating from outside
the individual) such as experiences of discrimination to those that are more prox-
imal (emanating from inside the individual) such as perceptions of stigma and
internalized homophobia.

The central purpose of this article is to expand upon this minority stress work,
examining two types of stigma, namely healthcare stereotype threat and social
identity threat, as potentially important, yet underexplored, factors contributing to
LGB health disparities. Though the general phenomena of stereotype and social
identity threats have been linked directly with poor health outcomes (Blascovich,
Spencer, Quinn, & Steele, 2001), we are interested in this article in examining
how these threats indirectly affect health by negatively impacting encounters in
healthcare contexts. We explore healthcare stereotype threat and social identity
threat, investigating key prerequisites for and potential consequences of these
threats as they apply to LGB health. We conclude with suggestions for future
research and interventions. We limit discussion to LGB health only (rather than
expand to transgender or other gender identities), as the research support thus far
is based on samples of sexual minorities.

Stigma: Stereotype and Social Identity Threats

In his formulation of minority stress, Meyer (2003) points to distinct forms
of stigma that serve as stressors in the lives of sexual minority individuals. On
one hand, he points to stereotype threat as a type of stigma, citing Claude Steele’s
early work with the construct. According to stereotype threat theory (Steele,
1997; Steele & Aronson, 1995), individuals who belong to groups about which
there are negative stereotypes can fear either being judged through the lens of
these stereotypes or confirming the stereotypes. Such fear leads to a cascade of
cognitive and physiological consequences, ultimately interfering with the task at
hand. Since its inception, hundreds of papers have been published documenting
that the presence of stereotypes in the environment can have deleterious conse-
quences for those to whom the stereotypes apply (Shapiro, Aronson, & McGlone,
2016). Many of these studies follow a similar paradigm: Individuals in the stereo-
typed group and individuals not in the stereotyped group perform some task in
contexts where the stereotype is either made salient or not. Across a variety of out-
comes, results typically show that when the stereotype is made salient, stereotyped
individuals underperform in comparison to those who are not stereotyped. Impor-
tantly, however, when the stereotypes are not salient, no performance differences
emerge. As an example of a classic stereotype threat study, Spencer, Steele, and
Quinn (1999) had men and women take a difficult math test after being told that
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previous administrations of the test produced gender differences (threat condition)
or not (no threat condition). As predicted by the theory, women underperformed
in comparison to men only when threat was present.

In addition to immediate consequences, stereotype threat can have down-
stream effects. For example, rather than contend with negative stereotypes, stereo-
typed individuals may ultimately opt out of, or disengage from, domains where
the stereotypes are applicable (Meyer, 2003; Steele, 1997). This idea has been put
forth, for example, to explain why women are absent from STEM fields: Rather
than deal with the anxiety, cognitive burden, and performance decrements asso-
ciated with stereotype threat, women simply leave fields where they are believed
to be inferior. Davies and colleagues examined women’s desire to pursue stereo-
typically male versus female domains (Davies, Spencer, Quinn, & Gerhardstein,
2002) as well as their leadership aspirations (Davies, Spencer, & Steele, 2005)
in contexts where stereotypes about women were either made salient or not.
When primed with stereotypes about women via television commercials, women
expressed less interest in pursuing quantitative educational and vocational do-
mains (i.e., stereotypically male domains) than verbal domains (i.e., stereotyp-
ically female domains) and also indicated less interest in taking on a leader-
ship role in a subsequent group problem-solving task. Once again, it is critical
to emphasize that when the threat was removed, women did not show these
effects.

Beyond presenting stereotype threat as a specific form of stigma, Meyer
(2003) also characterizes stigma as a fear of being discriminated against due to
a marginalized identity. Others have conceptualized this type of stigma and the
hypervigilance that arises from it as social identity threat (Steele, Spencer, &
Aronson, 2002). The two forms of stigma—stereotype threat and social identity
threat—are distinguishable in a couple important ways. First, whereas stereotype
threat involves concerns of being judged through the lens of specific negative
stereotypes and of potentially confirming those stereotypes, social identity threat
involves broader concerns of being discriminated against because of a devalued
identity. Second, and perhaps related, stereotype threat requires specific stereo-
types to be activated and relevant in a particular setting; social identity threat,
in contrast, is more diffuse and does not require that stereotypes be salient. In
their presentation of social identity threat, Murphy and Taylor (2011) suggested
a variety of cues, separate from the presence of stereotypes that elicit identity
threat. For example, cues can elicit threat by signifying whether or not a person is
welcome in a particular setting. For example, objects in a room, such as posters
or leaflets, can trigger social identity threat in an individual to the extent that they
do not contain images reflecting that individual’s identity. Prior discrimination
in a context, whether experienced directly or by similar others, can also trigger
identity threat and lead to hypervigilance for cues that such marginalization will
occur again.
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Stereotype and Social Identity Threats in Healthcare Contexts

To date, the overwhelming majority of studies examining stereotype and so-
cial identity threats have occurred in performance-related domains, with most of
the studies focusing on academic performance. Yet, the theories are quite gener-
alizable and could apply to any contexts in which negative perceptions of one’s
identities might be relevant. Scholars have begun thinking about ways in which
stereotype threat might be pervasive in the context of health and healthcare. In
the first experiment of its kind, Abdou and Fingerhut (2014) applied the tradi-
tional stereotype threat paradigm to examine whether African American women
experience healthcare stereotype threat, or stereotype threat specific to health-
care contexts. African American and Caucasian women participating in an online
study consisting of a virtual healthcare setting completed measures of anxiety, a
well-established mediator in the stereotype threat process, after waiting in a vir-
tual waiting room, which either contained or did not contain images that conveyed
negative stereotypes about African American women’s sexuality. In the threat con-
dition, the walls of the waiting room contained health-related posters which made
salient the stereotypes of African American women as hypersexual and irresponsi-
ble. One poster, for example, contained an image of a pregnant African American
teen. Results showed that African American women high in ethnic identity un-
der threat reported more state anxiety while in the “waiting room” than similarly
identified Caucasian women or African American women not under threat.

Abdou, Fingerhut, Jackson, and Wheaton (2016) examined social identity
threats in healthcare across a variety of social identities, not just race/ethnicity.
Approximately 1,500 older adults participating in the Health and Retirement Study
were asked whether they feared being judged by the doctor or other medical staff
based on a variety of identities including race/ethnicity, gender, age, weight and
socioeconomic status. In this sample, 17% of participants reported threat based on
at least one identity. Importantly, those who reported social identity threat were
more likely to be hypertensive and depressed and to report poorer self-rated health
and higher levels of physician distrust.

In addition to limited empirical work, others have theorized about potential
consequences of stereotype and social identity threats for minority individuals
(mostly conceptualized as ethnic minorities) on health behaviors and health out-
comes. Because of the anxiety that stereotype threat produces, Burgess, War-
ren, Phelan, Dovidio, and van Ryn (2010) suggested that within healthcare con-
texts, stereotyped individuals may feel uncomfortable communicating with their
providers for fear that they will be judged or that they will do something to con-
firm a stereotype. Furthermore, as Schmader and Johns (2003) show that identity-
related threats can place demands on cognition, we hypothesize that this could in
turn affect patients’ ability to take in a doctor’s recommendations potentially af-
fecting adherence to treatment. Ultimately, as a way to avoid these uncomfortable
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situations, Burgess and colleagues (Aronson, Burgess, Phelan, & Juarez, 2013;
Burgess, Warren, Phelan, Dovidio, & van Ryn, 2010) hypothesized that minority
individuals stop seeking care or delay seeking care, negatively impacting health
outcomes.

Prerequisites for Healthcare Stereotype and Social Identity Threats in LGB
Individuals

No data currently exist directly testing stereotype threat theory in the context
of LGB health. It is clear, however, that the theory holds great relevance for un-
derstanding LGB health disparities. The fundamental prerequisite of stereotype
threat theory—that negative stereotypes about a group exist and are relevant in the
context—is clearly met in the case of sexual minorities. Research on perceptions
of gay and lesbian individuals consistently supports gender inversion theory (Kite
& Deaux, 1987). In other words, gay men are stereotyped as feminine and lesbian
women as masculine. Even as attitudes toward LGB individuals have changed over
time, this stereotype has persisted (Blashill & Powlishta, 2009; Mitchell & Ellis,
2013). Other negative stereotypes have also emerged in research over the years.
Gay men, for example, have been stereotyped as hypersexual (Levitt & Klassen,
1976), perverted (Simmons, 1965), possessing political agendas (Anderson
& Kanner, 2011), closeted and (paradoxically) flamboyant (Clausell & Fiske,
2005), and as possessing symptoms of mental illness (Boysen, Vogel, Madon, &
Wester, 2006). Lesbian women have been stereotyped as sexually deviant, con-
fused, and angry (Geiger, Harwood, & Hummert, 2006). Research on stereotypes
of bisexuals is much more limited. An unpublished dissertation (Parent, 2012)
suggests the stereotypes for bisexuals are similarly negative and involve beliefs
about immorality and gender inversion. Zivony and Lobel (2014) further demon-
strated the existence of stereotypes of bisexual men in particular, showing that a
fictitious bisexual male target was rated as more confused and indecisive, more
likely to have had many previous relationships, less likely to be able to maintain a
long term relationship, and less trustworthy than a heterosexual or gay male target.

Given the existence of these stereotypes in the broader culture, it is likely
that these representations appear in healthcare contexts as well—and, importantly,
these stereotypes have direct relevance for health and healthcare. In line with this,
Mohr, Chopp, and Wong (2013) suggested that assumptions that gay men are
effeminate can affect the way a clinician treats a client and that such treatment
may vary depending on whether the clinician holds traditional or nontraditional
views about gender roles. Furthermore, to the extent that a lesbian patient is
assumed to be more masculine, healthcare providers may assume this means she
is less communicative and less emotional and thus treat her accordingly. If gay and
bisexual men are viewed as hypersexual, treatment may be guided by and perhaps
narrowly focused on this assumption, though it may not be relevant in a particular
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case. Highlighting the relevance of sexual orientations for healthcare settings,
and in particular within the context of therapy, Mohr et al. (2013) concluded the
following:

. . . stereotyping based on sexual orientation . . . may lead therapists to overlook idiosyn-
cratic characteristics of individual clients, perceive stereotype-consistent characteristics
when they are not present in clients, and reach incorrect conclusions about clients’ present-
ing problems and overall level of functioning (pp. 40–41).

Prerequisites related to the broader concept of social identity threat also are
apparent in the case of LGB health. Most central are data demonstrating: (1)
that the medical community possesses negative attitudes toward sexual minority
patients and (2) that LGB individuals often report being discriminated against in
healthcare contexts and receiving subpar care. These conditions set the stage for
LGB individuals entering healthcare contexts to worry that they may be marginal-
ized due to their minority sexual orientation. In an older study of doctors in the San
Diego area (Mathews, Booth, Turner, & Kessler, 1986), almost 33% of respon-
dents indicated feeling “sometimes uncomfortable” when treating a homosexual
patient, and another 7% reported feeling “often uncomfortable.” In a more recent
follow-up study with individuals from the same San Diego association of doctors
(Smith & Mathews, 2007), attitudes proved to be less negative. In this round,
16% indicated feeling “sometimes uncomfortable” when treating a homosexual
patient and 1.6% reported feeling “often uncomfortable” (D. Smith, personal com-
munication, May 18, 2015). Thus, as with general societal attitudes toward LGB
persons (Hicks & Lee, 2006), attitudes within healthcare have improved over time;
however, a significant percentage still seem to feel negatively toward their sexual
minority patients.

Despite potentially positive changes in attitudes across time, LGB people
themselves continue to report discrimination and dissatisfaction with healthcare
providers. In a study conducted by Lambda Legal (2010) concerning healthcare
fairness for LGBT people and those living with HIV, 28.5% of the LGB participants
indicated concern that they would be treated differently by medical personnel
because of their sexual orientation, with 9.1% fearing that they would be refused
service because of being LGB. Clift and Kirby (2012) found that individuals in
same-sex couples were significantly less likely than individuals in different-sex
couples to feel that doctors spent enough time with them or showed them respect.

Studies examining sexual minority men and women separately also reveal
continued perceptions of discrimination. Beehler (2001) used in-depth interviews
with gay men to ascertain their experiences with healthcare workers. Though the
men reported attempting to build open relationships with primary care physicians,
they also reported that the healthcare system was largely homophobic and hetero-
sexist. Additionally, the men reported that healthcare providers remained largely
ignorant of the special healthcare needs of the gay population. Paralleling the
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existing work with gay men, Mosack, Brower, and Petroll (2013) found that sex-
ual minority women reported less satisfaction with their healthcare providers than
heterosexual women. In a sample of Canadian sexual minority women, Geddes
(1994) reported that 19% had a negative experience when disclosing their sexual
orientation to doctors

The disconnect between reports of doctors’ accepting attitudes and patients’
reports of discrimination and pervasive heterosexism may reflect the existence
of subtle, nonconscious homophobia among healthcare workers and in health-
care settings. In the context of race, this form of subtle prejudice, whereby one
claims to not be racist but subtly treats individuals differently based on their race,
is referred to as aversive racism (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004; Major, Mendes, &
Dovidio, 2013). Penner et al. (2010) examined aversive racism in medical con-
texts involving African American patients and non-African American providers.
Physicians completed measures of both explicit and implicit racism, while patients
completed measures assessing their reaction to the provider, including constructs
such as satisfaction with care and perceptions of the doctor’s warmth and friend-
liness. Patients responded particularly negatively to doctors who were aversive
racists, or those who scored low in explicit prejudice but high in implicit prejudice
(i.e., those who see themselves as egalitarian, but who, in fact, harbor prejudi-
cial attitudes). In fact, patients responded more negatively to these individuals
than to those who reported prejudice at both the explicit and implicit levels. The
aversive racists likely behave in distinct, yet subtle ways as a means to express
their underlying prejudice that the stigmatized patients can “feel” and respond
to in a negative manner. Although this study was done in the context of race, a
similar phenomenon may occur with sexual minorities and explain why doctors
self-report positive attitudes yet patients perceive them as homophobic. Finally,
to the extent LGB individuals report experiencing poorer healthcare on account
of their sexual orientation and beliefs that doctors marginalize sexual minorities,
social identity threats become likely in future encounters within healthcare.

Consequences of Healthcare Stereotype and Social Identity Threats in LGB
Individuals

Data on stereotypes about and attitudes toward LGB individuals suggest that
the prerequisites for stereotype and social identity threat to occur are apparent
in healthcare contexts. Additional research suggests that consequences of these
threats in general are also present specifically in the context of LGB health (e.g.,
impaired communication with providers due to anxiety, cognitive load, and, ulti-
mately, disengagement with the healthcare domain).

Central to effective communication between sexual minority patients and
their providers is the disclosure of one’s minority sexual identity. Yet, many LGB
individuals report that they have not “come out” to their healthcare providers and
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that they fear doing so. In a diverse sample of LGB adults gathered in New York
(Durso & Meyer, 2013), 10% of gay men and 12.9% of lesbian women reported
that they had not disclosed their sexual orientation to their doctors. The numbers
were significantly higher for bisexual men (39.3%) and bisexual women (32.6%),
suggesting that these subpopulations may be at even greater risk for healthcare
stereotype threat. In a study of gay and bisexual men in the United Kingdom
(Guasp, 2011), 34% of the men were not out to their healthcare providers, a higher
portion than those not out to coworkers or managers.

Also in line with the outcomes proposed by stereotype threat theory, research
consistently shows that LGB individuals are more likely than heterosexuals to
delay seeking healthcare or to avoid it altogether—clear signs of disengagement.
Data, for example, show that lesbian and bisexual women are less likely to receive
preventative care than heterosexual women. In data pooled across studies of lesbian
health and then compared with general population data, Cochran et al. (2001) found
that lesbian women were significantly less likely than heterosexual women to have
received a pelvic exam or a mammogram. Similarly, Matthews, Brandenburg,
Johnson, and Hughes (2004) found that while there were not sexual orientation
differences in whether a woman had ever received a Pap test, lesbians were
significantly less likely than heterosexual women to have routine annual Pap
testing. In comparisons of men who have sex with men (MSM) and general
population data, Alvy et al. (2011) found that MSM were over two times less
likely to have visited the doctor in the past two years. This could be because these
men were healthier, though the larger literature on health disparities suggests that
this is not likely to be the case. It is more probable that these men did not seek
out care either because of a lack of insurance and/or because of fears of being
stigmatized, again potentially indicating disidentification with healthcare.

In terms of delaying care, data reveal a very similar story. For example, in
data collected from lesbian and heterosexual women between 1996 and 1997,
36.8% of lesbian women reported delaying healthcare in the year prior because of
sexual identity concerns (van Dam, Koh, & Dibble, 2001). In contrast, only 2.7%
of heterosexual women reported such a concern. In addition, 30.4% of the lesbian
women reported that fear of discrimination based on sexual identity always or
most of the time contributed to incidents of delaying healthcare. Less than 1% of
heterosexual women reported similar fears.

More recent data corroborate these findings. In analyses of the 2007 Cali-
fornia Health Interview Survey (Krehely, 2009), 29% of LGB adults had delayed
receiving healthcare in comparison to only 17% of heterosexual adults. In a Har-
ris Interactive Poll commissioned by the Mautner Project (Harris Interactive,
2005), separate samples of LGB individuals, lesbian women, and heterosexuals
were queried as to whether they had ever delayed obtaining healthcare and, if
so, whether a variety of reasons accounted for the delay. Whereas 54% of the
heterosexuals had delayed receiving healthcare, 63% of the LGB and 75% of the
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lesbian samples reported delaying care. For all the samples, the leading causes
for delaying care concerned economics (i.e., concerns about healthcare costs, lack
of insurance). However, stigma-related issues appeared more prominently in the
sexual minority than the heterosexual samples. For example, whereas only 12%
of heterosexuals reported delaying care due to previous bad experiences with
healthcare providers, 22% of the LGB and 27% of the lesbian sample reported this
reason. Similarly, whereas only 3% of the heterosexuals reported delaying care
for fear of being discriminated against, 15% of the LGB and 16% of the lesbian
samples reported this reason.

Future Research and Interventions

This article represents a new line of thinking among scholars linking stereo-
type and social identity threats to nonperformance domains and, more specifically,
to healthcare contexts and to population-level health disparities. Given the nascent
stage of this work, research is needed to establish the existence and effects of
healthcare stereotype threat and social identity threat in the healthcare experi-
ences of LGB people. Although the research reviewed in this article suggests that
these threats are likely to be present in the healthcare experiences of LGB persons,
direct tests of healthcare stereotype threat and social identity threat need to be
conducted with the LGB population. Such studies should include lab experiments
that mimic traditional stereotype threat studies. Following Abdou and Fingerhut
(2014), for example, LGB participants could be randomly assigned to conditions
where LGB stereotypes are present or not in a simulated healthcare context to see
how this affects a variety of outcomes. Of course, unlike traditional stereotype
threat work in which performance (usually academic performance) is measured
as the outcome, performance is not likely a relevant outcome in healthcare con-
texts. Instead, researchers might measure the extent to which salient stereotypes
affect outcomes such as perceptions of stigma, trust of the healthcare provider,
anxiety and cognitive load. Researchers would also be wise to extend beyond the
lab to examine how identity threats manifest in actual healthcare settings. Such
research will need to sample widely from the LGB population and not rely solely
on participants seeking healthcare as many individuals may have already disen-
gaged from the healthcare domain on account of the very threats we are suggesting
occur.

Future research will need to pay attention to the fact that the LGB community
and the experiences of LGB individuals are not monolithic. At the most basic level,
experiences of threat as experienced by gay men, as opposed to lesbian women
and bisexual men and women, must be disentangled. This becomes particularly
important as the stereotypes, and therefore the threat of stereotypes, vary between
groups. For example, though gay men may fear being judged through a stereotype
that suggests that they are promiscuous and carriers of HIV/AIDS, lesbian women
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likely do not worry about being seen through such a lens, and may instead worry
about being seen as too “butch” or angry or perhaps seen as not sexual at all
given stereotypes about lesbian bed death. Furthermore, LGB individuals exist
within a multitude of other communities, and the intersection of these social
environments and identities likely affects how identity threats are experienced and
embodied. How, for example, a Latina lesbian contends with stereotypes about
her minority ethnic identity, her sexual orientation, and her gender individually,
let alone stereotypes that may arise as a result of the confluence of these identities,
is unknown.

Context may be an important moderating variable. For example, geographic
location may ultimately determine the extent to which identity threat becomes a
relevant construct. Stigma and marginalization based on sexual orientation vary
from place to place, and this affects mental health directly and indirectly. Hatzen-
buehler, Keyes, and Hasin (2009) made this point clearly in investigating how
statewide variations in policies supporting LGB rights are associated with mental
health outcomes for LGB individuals. Similar analyses need to be done at more of
a micro level (e.g., regions within a state to compare more versus less populated
areas) and at a larger macro level (e.g., across countries and cultures), as geography
likely dictates the degree to which stereotypes are salient, whether prior discrim-
ination in healthcare has occurred, and whether LGB people are represented in
the medical environment. Internationally, for example, there are countries, many
of which are located in Africa or Asia, where same-sex sexual behavior is still
criminalized (Carroll & Itaborahy, 2015). Identity threats for LGB individuals
are likely most present and impactful in these countries as an encounter with a
physician that calls one’s LGB sexual orientation or sexual behavior into question
has potentially dire consequences.

In addition to documenting healthcare stereotype threat and effects in LGB
patients, future work could focus on reducing threat. Extrapolating from work on
stereotype threat reduction in academic settings (e.g., Murphy, Steele, & Gross,
2007), Abdou and Fingerhut (2014) suggested that one possible and probable way
to reduce stereotype threat in medical settings is to provide cues that the environ-
ment is open and accepting and that stereotypes are not relevant in the context.
Healthcare facilities could create environments where inclusiveness is reflected.
For example, healthcare centers could post mission statements where clearly artic-
ulated commitments to diversity are made (Burgess et al., 2010). Instead of having
posters that only include heterosexual families, for example, an office waiting
room could include images of same-sex couples or other nontraditional family
groups. Steele, Tinmouth, and Lu (2006) suggested that one way to signify that
a medical provider is accepting of sexual minorities is to include demographic
questions regarding sexual orientation on intake forms. Similarly, they suggested
that a provider’s willingness to directly ask about a patient’s sexual orientation
positively influences disclosure, ultimately benefitting health outcomes.
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Such suggestions, however, highlight the complexities inherent in healthcare
stereotype threat, and stereotype threat in general, as well as in harm reduction
strategies. On one hand, including sexual orientation on forms demonstrates that
the doctor or other healthcare provider does not presume heterosexuality and
is, therefore, open to a variety of sexualities. On the other hand, it highlights
the identity and makes it salient within an environment that may already be
assumed to be homophobic, potentially exacerbating the experience of threat.
Research is needed specifically within medical contexts to better understand how
situational cues, especially those directly related to social identities, serve to
protect or exacerbate healthcare stereotype threat and broader identity threats.

Research on intergroup relations more generally may offer possible solutions.
For example, Penner et al. (2013) utilized the theory of Common Ingroup Identity
(CII; Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) to ameliorate tensions in African American
patient/non-African American provider healthcare situations. CII suggests that
intergroup tensions can be decreased by reframing who is in the ingroup and
by casting a wider net so that previously considered outgroups are now part of
the ingroup. To the extent that individuals recast others as part of the ingroup as
opposed to the outgroup, they should treat these “others” better and interactions
should proceed more smoothly. To create a sense of oneness between patient and
provider, researchers told their participants that they would need to work as a team
to come up with a solution for the patient’s healthcare issue. Additionally, both
patients and providers were told that their team was designated with a team color
and were given buttons signifying the team name and color, further substantiating
a shared identity. Other participants were not given such information. Though
this intervention did not result in any immediate effects, it did produce longer-
term effects. Specifically those in the CII condition demonstrated greater trust
of their physician and physicians in general four and 16 weeks later and greater
adherence to the physician’s recommendations 16 weeks later. Such an intervention
is interesting in that it does not require highlighting any single identity and still
succeeds in reducing identity threat.

Summary and Conclusion

Health disparities among LGB individuals exist for a variety of health out-
comes. The Institutes of Medicine (2011) called for heightened research on under-
standing sexual minorities’ health, health experiences, and factors that ameliorate
and exacerbate disparities. Central to this research agenda should be examinations
of LGB healthcare stereotype threat and social identity threat as prior research in
different domains and among different populations makes clear that such threats
are associated with a cascade of adverse outcomes. Ultimately such research will
aid in both explaining and reducing disparities via cost-effective mechanisms.



504 Fingerhut and Abdou

References

Abdou, C. M., & Fingerhut, A. W. (2014). Stereotype threat among Black and White women in health
care settings. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 20, 316–323.

Abdou, C. M., Fingerhut, A. W., Jackson, J. S., & Wheaton, F. (2016). Healthcare stereotype threat
in older adults in the Health and Retirement Study. American Journal of Preventive Medicine,
50(2), 191–198.

Alvy, L. M., McKirnan, D. J., Du Bois, S. N., Ritchie, N., Fingerhut, D., & Jones, K. (2011). Health
care disparities and behavioral health among men who have sex with men. Journal of Gay and
Lesbian Social Services, 23, 1–15.

Anderson, K. J., & Kanner, M. (2011). Inventing a gay agenda: Students’ perceptions of
lesbian and gay professors. Journal of Applied Social Psychology, 41, 1538–1564.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2011.00757.x

Aronson, J., Burgess, D., Phelan, S. M., & Juarez, L. (2013). Unhealthy interactions: The role
of stereotype threat in health disparities. American Journal of Public Health, 103, 50–56.
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300828

Beehler, G. P. (2001). Confronting the culture of medicine: Gay men’s experiences with primary care
physicians. Journal of the Gay and Lesbian Medical Association, 5, 135–141.

Blascovich, J., Spencer, S. J., Quinn, D. M., & Steele, C. M. (2001). African Americans and high
blood pressure: The role of stereotype threat. Psychological Science, 12, 225–229.

Blashill, A. J., & Powlishta, K. K. (2009). Gay stereotypes: The use of sexual orientation as a cue for
gender-related attributes. Sex Roles, 61, 783–793.

Boysen, G. A., Vogel, D. L., Madon, S., & Wester, S. (2006). Mental health stereotypes about gay
men. Sex Roles, 54, 69–82.

Burgess, D. J., Warren, J, Phelan, S., Dovidio, J., & van Ryn, M. (2010). Stereotype threat and health
disparities: What medical educators and future physicians need to know. Journal of General
Internal Medicine, 25, S169–S177.

Carroll, A., & Itaborahy, L. P. (2015). State sponsored homophobia: A world survey of
laws: criminalisation, protection and recognition of same-sex love. Retrieved from
http://old.ilga.org/Statehomophobia/ILGA_State_Sponsored_Homophobia_2015.pdf

Clausell, E., & Fiske, S. T. (2005). When do the parts add up to the whole? Ambivalent stereotype
content for gay male subgroups. Social Cognition, 23, 157–176.

Clift, J., & Kirby, J. (2012). Health care access and perceptions of provider care among individuals in
same-sex couples: Findings from the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey (MEPS). Journal of
Homosexuality, 59, 839–850.

Cochran, S. D., Mays, V. M., Bowen, D., Gage, S., Bybee, D., Roberts, S. J., Goldstein, R. S., Robison,
A., Rankow, E. J., & White, J. (2001). Cancer-related risk indicators and preventive screen-
ing behaviors in lesbian and bisexual women. American Journal of Public Health, 91, 591–
598.

Davies, P. G., Spencer, S. J., Quinn, D. M., & Gerhardstein, R. (2002). Consuming images: How
television commercials that elicit stereotype threat can restrain women academically and pro-
fessionally. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 28, 1615–1628.

Davies, P. G., Spencer, S. J., & Steele, C. M. (2005). Clearing the air: Identity safety moderates
the effects of stereotype threat on women’s leadership aspirations. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 88, 276–287.

Dovidio, J. F., & Gaertner, S. L. (2004). Aversive racism. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental
social psychology (pp. 1–52). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Durso, L. E., & Meyer, I. H. (2013). Patterns and predictors of disclosure of sexual orientation to
health care providers among lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals. Sexuality Research and Social
Policy, 10, 35–42.

Frost, D. M. (2017). The benefits and challenges of health disparities and social stress frameworks for
research on sexual and gender minority health. Journal of Social Issues, 73, 462–476.

Gaertner, S. L., & Dovidio, J. F. (2000). Reducing intergroup bias: The common ingroup identity
model. New York: Psychology Press.

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1559-1816.2011.00757.x
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300828
http://old.ilga.org/Statehomophobia/ILGA_State_Sponsored_Homophobia_2015.pdf


Healthcare Stereotype Threat and Social Identity Threat in LGB Health Disparities 505

Geddes, V. A. (1994). Lesbian expectations and experiences with family doctors: How much does the
physician’s sex matter to lesbians? Canadian Family Physician, 40, 908–920.

Geiger, W., Harwood, J., & Hummert, M. L. (2006). College students’ multiple stereotypes of lesbians:
A cognitive perspective. Journal of Homosexuality, 51, 165–182.

Guasp, A. (2011). Gay and bisexual men’s health survey. Retrieved from http://www.stonewall.
\org.uk/documents/stonewall_gay_mens_health_final_1.pdf

Harris Interactive Poll. (2005). New national survey shows top causes for delay by lesbian in obtaining
health care. Retrieved from http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/new-national-survey-
shows-financial-concerns-and-lack-of-adequate-health-insurance-are-top-causes-for-delay-
by-lesbians-in-obtaining-health-care-54217237.html

Hatzenbuehler, M. L., Keyes, K. M., & Hasin, D. S. (2009). State-level policies and psychiatric
morbidity in lesbian, gay, and bisexual populations. American Journal of Public Health, 99,
2275-228.

Hicks, G. R., & Lee, T. T. (2006). Public attitudes toward gays and lesbians. Journal of Homosexuality,
51, 57–77.

IOM (Institute of Medicine). (2011). The health of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people:
Building a foundation for better understanding. Washington, DC: The National Academies
Press.

King, M., Semlyen, J. K., See Tai, S., Killaspy, H., Osborn, D., Popelyuk, D., & Nazareth, I. (2008).
A systematic review of mental disorder, suicide, and deliberate self-harm in lesbian, gay and
bisexual people. BMC Psychiatry, 8.

Krehely, J. (2009). How to close the LGBT health disparities gap. Retrieved from https://cdn.
americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2009/12/pdf/lgbt_health_disparities_race.pdf
Center for American Progress, 1–9.

Kite, M. E. & Deaux, K. (1987). Gender belief systems: Homosexuality and implicit inversion theory.
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 11, 83–96.

Lambda Legal. (2010). When health care isn’t caring: Lambda Legal’s survey of discrimination against
LGBT people and people with HIV. New York: Lambda Legal.

Levitt, E. E., & Klassen, A. D. (1976) Public attitudes toward homosexuality. Journal of Homosexuality,
1, 29–43. https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v01n01_03

Lick, D. J., Durso, L. E., & Johnson, K. L. (2013). Minority stress and physical health among sexual
minorities. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 8, 521–548.

Major, B., Mendes, W. B., & Dovidio, J. (2013). Intergroup relations and health disparities: A social
psychological perspective. Health Psychology, 32, 514–524.

Mathews, W. M. C., Booth, M., Turner, J. D., & Kessler, L. (1986). Physician’s attitudes toward
homosexuality: Survey of a California county medical society. Western Journal of Medicine,
144, 106–110.

Matthews, A. K., Brandenburg, D. L., Johnson, T. P., & Hughes, T. L. (2004). Correlates of underuti-
lization of gynecological cancer screening among lesbian and heterosexual women. Preventive
Medicine, 38, 105–113.

McCabe, S. E., Hughes, T. L., Bostwick, W. B., West, B. T., & Boyd, C. J. (2009). Sexual orientation,
substance use behaviors and substance dependence in the United States. Addiction, 104(8),
1333–1345. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2009.02596.x

Meyer, I. H. (2003). Prejudice, social stress and mental health in lesbian, gay, bisexual populations:
Conceptual issues and research evidence. Psychological Bulletin, 129, 674–697.

Mitchell, R. W., & Ellis, A. L. (2013). Cat person, dog person, gay, or heterosexual: The effect of
labels on a man’s perceived masculinity, femininity, and likability. Society and Animals, 21,
1–16. https://doi.org/10.1163/15685306-12341266

Mohr, J. J., Chopp, R. M., & Wong, S. J. (2013). Psychotherapists’ stereotypes of hetero-
sexual, gay, and bisexual men. Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 25, 37–55.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538720.2013.751885

Mosack, K. E., Brouwer, A. M., & Petroll, A. (2013). Sexual identity, identity disclosure, and health
care experiences: Is there evidence for differential homophobia in primary care practice?
Women’s Health Issues, 23, 341–360.

http://www.stonewall.org.uk/documents/stonewall_gay_mens_health_final_1.pdf
http://www.stonewall.org.uk/documents/stonewall_gay_mens_health_final_1.pdf
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/new-national-survey-shows-financial-concerns-and-lack-of-adequate-health-insurance-are-top-causes-for-delay-by-lesbians-in-obtaining-health-care-54217237.html
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/new-national-survey-shows-financial-concerns-and-lack-of-adequate-health-insurance-are-top-causes-for-delay-by-lesbians-in-obtaining-health-care-54217237.html
http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/new-national-survey-shows-financial-concerns-and-lack-of-adequate-health-insurance-are-top-causes-for-delay-by-lesbians-in-obtaining-health-care-54217237.html
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2009/12/pdf/lgbt_health_disparities_race.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/issues/2009/12/pdf/lgbt_health_disparities_race.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1300/J082v01n01_03
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2009.02596.x
https://doi.org/10.1163/15685306-12341266
https://doi.org/10.1080/10538720.2013.751885


506 Fingerhut and Abdou

Murphy, M. C., & Taylor, V. J. (2011). The role of situational cues in signaling and maintaining
stereotype threat. In M. Inzlicht & T. Schmader (Eds.), Stereotype threat: Theory, process, and
application (pp. 17–33).New York: Oxford University Press.

Murphy, M. C., Steele, C. M., & Gross, J. J. (2007). Signaling threat: How situational cues affect
women in math, science, and engineering settings. Psychological Science, 18, 879–885.

Parent, M. (2012). Content mapping and operationalization of stereotypes about lesbian women, gay
men, bisexual women, and bisexual men (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of
Florida, Gainesville FL.

Penner, L. A., Dovidio, J. F., West, T. V., Gaertner, S. L., Albrecht, T. L., Dailey, R. K., & Markova,
T. (2010). Aversive racism and medical interactions with Black patients: A field study. Journal
of Experimental Social Psychology, 46, 436–440.

Penner, L. A., Gaertner, S., Dovidio, J. F., Hagiwara, N., Petrocelli, J., Markova, T., & Albrecht, T.
L. (2013). A social psychological approach to improving the outcomes of racially discordant
medical interactions. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 28, 1143–1149.

Schmader, T., & Johns, M. (2003). Converging evidence that stereotype threat reduces working memory
capacity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85, 440–452.

Shapiro, J., Aronson, J., & McGlone, M. S. (2016). Stereotype threat. In T. D. Nelson, T. D. Nelson
(Eds.), Handbook of prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination (2nd ed., pp. 87–105). New
York, NY, US: Psychology Press.

Simmons, J. L. (1965). Public stereotypes of deviants. Social Problems, 13, 223–232.
Smith, D. M., & Mathews, W. C. (2007). Physicians’ attitudes toward homosexuality and HIV: Survey

of a California medical society-revisited (PATHH-II). Journal of Homosexuality, 52, 1–9.
Spencer, S. J., Steele, C. M., & Quinn, D. M. (1999). Stereotype threat and women’s math performance.

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 35, 4–28.
Steele, C. M. (1997). A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape intellectual identity and performance.

American Psychologist, 52, 613–629.
Steele, C. M., & Aronson, J. (1995). Stereotype threat and the intellectual test performance of African

Americans. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69, 797–811.
Steele, C. M., Spencer, S. J., & Aronson, J. (2002). Contending with group image: The psychology

of stereotype and social identity threat. In M. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in Experimental Social
Psychology (Vol. 34, pp. 379–440). New York, NY: Academic Press.

Steele, L. S., Tinmouth, J. M., & Lu, A. (2006). Regular health care use by lesbians: A path analysis
of predictive factors. Family Practice, 23, 631–636.

van Dam, M. A., Koh, A. S., & Dibble, S. L. (2001). Lesbian disclosure to health care providers and
delay of care. Journal of the Gay and Lesbian Medical Association, 5, 11–19.

Williams, S. L., & Mann, A. K. (2017). Sexual and gender minority health disparities as a social
issue: How stigma and intergroup relations can explain and reduce health disparities. Journal
of Social Issues, 73, 450–461.

Zivony, A., & Lobel, T. (2014). The invisible stereotypes of bisexual men. Archives of Sexual Behavior,
43, 1165–1176. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-014-0263-9

ADAM W. FINGERHUT is an Associate Professor in the Department of Psy-
chology at Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles CA. He received his
BA in Psychology from Stanford University in 1996, and his PhD in Psychol-
ogy from UCLA in 2007. His research focuses on prejudice, discrimination, and
stereotyping, examining these phenomena from the perspectives of targets and
perpetrators, individuals, and couples. Examples of Dr. Fingerhut’s research in-
clude: survey studies of heterosexuals’ stereotypes of gay and lesbian individuals;
daily experience studies of minority stress among LGB individuals and same-sex
couples; and experimental studies of stereotype threat in healthcare decision mak-
ing among African American women. For his contributions to scholarship and

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10508-014-0263-9


Healthcare Stereotype Threat and Social Identity Threat in LGB Health Disparities 507

service, Dr. Fingerhut received the Michele Alexander Early Career Award from
the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues.

CLEOPATRA ABDOU is an Assistant Professor of Gerontology and Psychology
at the University of Southern California. Dr. Abdou received her PhD from UCLA
in 2008 and was a postdoctoral fellow in the University of Michigan’s Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation Health and Society Scholars Program. Dr. Abdou investigates
minority health and minority aging, focusing on critical developmental phases
across the individual lifespan and intergenerationally—including early life, older
adulthood, and reproduction, which represents the first link between generations.
This lifespan and intergenerational perspective on health and aging is reflected in
her model of human development, Aging before Birth and Beyond. Dr. Abdou
developed the Culture and Social Identity Health Theory. Dr. Abdou developed the
concept of healthcare stereotype threat, which she discovered in the course of her
community research with women and their children. Her research has been funded
by multiple arms of the NIH, NSF, and others, and she is a selected member of
the Fulbright Specialists Roster.


