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The problem

Most asylum claims based on sexual 

orientation come down to one thing: whether 

the decision-maker believes the applicant is 

telling the truth about who they are. 

The risk that decision-makers rely on 

stereotypes is therefore great.

(E.g., Selim, H., Korkman, J., Pirjatanniemi, E., & Antfolk, J. (2023). Asylum claims 

based on sexual orientation: A review of psycho-legal issues in credibility 

assessments. Psychology, Crime & Law, 29(10), 1001-1030.)

65+
countries still criminalise

same-sex relations

Source: ILGA World: Lucas Ramon Mendos and Dhia Rezki 

Rohaizad, Laws On Us: A Global Overview of Legal Progress and 

Backtracking on Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, Gender 

Expression, and Sex Characteristics, 1st edition (Geneva: ILGA, May 

2024)



The central hypothesis:

Does being stereotype-congruent make an 
applicant seem more credible?

LOOK NARRATIVE



Narrative: excerpt from 
transcript

Interviewer: Tell me about 
any experiences in your 
teenage years that played a 
role in how you understood 
your sexuality.

Amir: My first experience was 
around seventeen. I met an 
older boy from my 
neighbourhood. People 
whispered that he was not like 
other boys, […] 

•Stereotype-congruent: [so I 
felt he might understand me. 
We started spending time 
together, at first just talking 
about our emotions.]

•Incongruent: [so I felt he 
might also like boys. We started 
spending time together, mostly 
to just have sex.]



Experimental design

The data analysis plan and all hypotheses and exploratory analyses were 

preregistered at the Open Science Framework prior to data collection

394 participants 
(220 women, 173 

men, 1 preferred not 
to state), mean age 

44

Fully crossed 
factorial: look ×

narrative × country 
of origin (Iraq vs. 

Nigeria)

Powered (90%) to 
detect effects as 
small as f² = .036 



Mechanisms to stereotyping

In our previous study moral character 

stood out as a strong predictor of 

credibility assessment. 

Here we further tested both the direct 

effect and the mediating effect of moral 

character on credibility.

Looks: Stereotype-
congruent

Perceived
moral character

Credibility
assessment



The central hypothesis: 

Does being stereotype-congruent make an applicant seem 
more credible?

• For looks, yes! 

(M = 85.6 SD = 15.3 vs. 79.5 SD = 18.6, b = 6.09, 

p < .001, partial η² = .03) 

• For narrative, no (?)
(b = 2.44, p = .15, partial η² = <.01),

interaction (b = -2.42, p = .48, partial η² = <.01)
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So why does looks matter?

Stereotype-congruent looks may make an applicant seem more 

authentically who they claim to be — and therefore more 

trustworthy.

Indirect effect via moral character: 43% mediated  (ACME = 2.60,  p = .018)

Direct effect remains significant  (ADE = 3.47,  p = .007)

Moral character alone predicted credibility (R² = 

.39). 

Looks: Stereotype-
congruent

Perceived
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Credibility
assessment



Despite a non-significant overall effect, stereotypical narratives 

may pull credibility in two opposing directions at once. 

Positive path 🡪 emotional & identity-focused🡪 higher credibility (ACME = 8.24, p < 

.001)

Negative path 🡪 congruent narratives directly lowered credibility (ADE = -5.88, p < .001)

Perceived
As more emotional & 

identity-focused
Credibility

assessment
Stereotype-
congruent 
narrative

What about the narrative?



If this bias is real, it doesn’t stop with the final verdict — it can 
shape how even supposedly objective criteria are judged.

Even the “objective” is not immune

Congruent

Incongruent

Congruent

Looks

Partial η² = .02–.04 across all three 

indicators — small, but this is 

variance that shouldn't exist at all.

Coherence Detail/specificity Plausibility



Summary: Does being stereotype-congruent 
make an applicant seem more credible?

Yes — but not by seeming more 

truthful. By seeming more moral, 

more trustworthy.

Even “objective” evidence isn’t 

immune. Same words, different 

verdict, depending on look alone.

And it happens without anyone 

consciously deciding it should.

65+
countries still criminalise

same-sex relations
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