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Abstract
Existing research suggests that young sexual minority Black men (YSMBM) must 
navigate racialized notions of desirability in the context of sex and intimacy. For 
YSMBM, identifying as a ‘top’ (i.e., the insertive sexual partner) may grant rela-
tive desirability, due to stereotypes that categorize Black men as tops. Thus, sexual 
positioning might be thought of as one facet of YSMBM’s erotic capital and may 
have consequences for partner-selection dynamics, such as self-reported subjec-
tive racial attraction. Using data from a cross-sectional web-survey of YSMBM 
(N = 1,778), a chi-square test of independence and multinomial logistic regression 
were performed to examine whether men’s sexual positioning role (identifying as 
mostly bottom, versatile, or mostly top) were associated with racial attraction (be-
ing mostly attracted to one’s same race, a different race, or having no racial prefer-
ences). Compared with men who identified as mostly bottom or versatile, men who 
identified as mostly top had significantly greater odds of reporting primary attrac-
tion to men of a different race/ethnicity than they were to report primary attraction 
to men of their same race/ethnicity, or to report having no racial preferences. The 
dynamics of erotic capital at the intersection of race and sexual position may lead 
to perceptions of (un)desirability among YSMBM, which may, in turn, influence 
subjective racial attraction differentially across sexual positioning roles. Future re-
search should examine these relationships using more sophisticated study designs 
and explore implications for mental health and well-being.
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Introduction

The landscape of romantic/sexual partnering among sexual minority (SM) men is 
highly racialized, with many men of color experiencing and enacting racial exclu-
sion, rejection, and fetishization (e.g., physical objectification) (Wade & Pear, 2022b; 
Stacey & Forbes, 2022; Wilson et al., 2009). These practices have been amplified in 
an increasingly hyper-digital age, given that online partner-seeking is highly preva-
lent among young SM men, and internet users face minimal repercussion for dis-
criminatory behavior perpetuated online. (Wade & Harper, 2020; Badal et al., 2018; 
Castro & Barrada, 2020; Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2012). The extent to which racial-
ized ‘preferences’ are neutral and separable from broader structures of racial prej-
udice is contentious, given that the experience of racialized sexual discrimination 
(RSD) has been found to predict negative mental health outcomes, like depression, 
among young sexual minority Black men (YSMBM) (Wade et al., 2021). Within this 
broader context of sexual racism, there are behaviors and expressions that afford or 
constrict Black men’s erotic capital, or embodied sociocultural resources within a 
sexual field—which can be leveraged to be seen as desirable by sexual partners (Dar-
oya, 2017; Mushtaq, 2021).

In the dating scene of queer men, Black men are stereotyped as being hypermascu-
line, hypersexual, and sexually aggressive; having large penises; and occupying the 
sexually insertive anal sex position (i.e., top) (Wilson et al., 2009). Indeed, research 
has documented instances of Black men being sought out by sexual partners, specifi-
cally due to their supposed roles as dominant and sexually aggressive tops (Rafalow 
et al., 2017; Teunis, 2007). The current literature also documents instances of Black 
men being explicitly asked by sexual partners to perform these stereotypes, such 
as being asked to wear a do-rag and Timberland boots during sex (Hammack et al., 
2022) or the expectation that they will always be the top (Teunis, 2007). Conversely, 
Black men have also reported experiencing consistent rejection if they told partners 
that they preferred the sexually receptive position (i.e., bottom) (Wilson et al., 2009). 
Seemingly then, these stereotypes are self-perpetuating, creating a paradox where 
conforming to such stereotypes may increase Black men’s desirability, while simul-
taneously becoming the only (or predominant) way in which Black men can garner 
desirability. Particularly, it could be argued that Black men who occupy the sexual 
positioning role of top have more erotic capital than Black men who occupy the role 
of bottom.

Attraction and Desirability

Occupying social categories perceived as desirable, and thus, having erotic capital, 
likely enables individuals to be more selective in choosing romantic and sexual part-
ners. For example, Han (2006) discusses how, because Asian men are stereotyped 
as being passive and feminine, many SM Asian men in the queer dating scene can-
not be agentic in choosing partners, and feel as though they must wait to be chosen 
by White men. Because SM Black men are often similarly labeled as undesirable 
(Mushtaq, 2021), it is likely their agency is similarly restricted. This may, in turn, 
leave YSMBM unable to pursue a more racially diverse pool of partners. Such con-
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straints might be even more present for Black men who bottom, given stereotypes 
of Black men as tops (Wade & Pear, 2022a; Wilson et al., 2009). Indeed, research 
finds that, overall, Black men are viewed as less desirable within social and intimate 
contexts among queer men (Raymond & McFarland, 2009). One qualitative study 
(N = 111) asked SM men their racial ‘preferences;’ and though the Black men in the 
sample expressed ‘preferences’ for a more diverse set of racial identities, Black men 
were the second least ‘preferred’ group (after Asian men) among White and Latino 
men – and only one Asian man in the sample stated a ‘preference’ for Black men 
(Wilson et al., 2009). Other researchers highlight instances of overt exclusion and 
rejection of Black men as intimate partners among queer men (Conner, 2019; Paul 
et al., 2010).

Additionally, past research has documented pervasive narratives among queer 
men about what types of men are understood as realistic prospective partners for men 
of color. For Asian men, research has captured the stereotype that Asian men can only 
date older White men, based on the idea that those are the only people attracted to 
Asian men, which then contributes to the stereotype that Asian men are only attracted 
to older White men (Han, 2008). Other research documents queer men’s use of racial-
ized labels for men based on the racial identities of their partners, such as ‘potato 
queen’ for men of color dating White men and ‘dinge queen’ for White men (das Nair 
& Thomas, 2012; Jackson, 2014). This suggests a pervasive tendency to categorize 
and totalize men based on their partner selection, which may impact Black men and 
other men of color’s dating practices and ultimately denigrate queer men of color. It 
might also be the case that SM Black men’s racial ‘preferences’ are tailored to the 
restrictive stereotypes about who they are attracted to and who might be attracted to 
them.

Currently, quantitative research examining factors that limit and promote 
YSMBM’s erotic capital and the impact of YSMBM’s sexual positioning on partner 
selection dynamics remains sparse. Given the literature referenced, YSMBM’s sex-
ual position can be examined as one facet of their erotic capital, which then impacts 
sexual/romantic relations and agency. It is likely the case that Black men that top 
have more erotic capital, relative to Black men who bottom, because they conform 
to the expectation that Black men only top, and subsequently have more agency in 
selecting romantic and sexual partners. Because identifying as a top may increase 
Black men’s relative desirability, sexual positioning roles may be associated with an 
array of intimacy-seeking outcomes, such as partner selectivity and subjective racial 
attraction. However, research has yet to examine the relationship between YSMBM’s 
sexual positioning roles and subjective racial attraction. As an underexamined area 
of study, it will be important to provide an initial exploration of these relationships. 
Cross-sectional examinations of these dynamics are a useful first step in develop-
ing more pointed research questions, and will establish the groundwork for more 
rigorous investigations of how race/ethnicity, sexual roles, subjective attraction, and 
discrimination intersect to contextualize the experiences of sexual minority men who 
seek partners online.
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The Current Study

The current study examines differences in YSMBM’s self-reported subjective racial 
attraction by sexual position, among a sample of men who use dating/hook-up apps 
to find partners. Although YSMBM overall may be perceived as less desirable, con-
forming to racial stereotypes by identifying as tops may allow them to garner more 
desirability, and thus have more agency in selecting sexual partners. Therefore, we 
hypothesize that YSMBM who identify as mostly top will be more likely to express 
subjective racial attraction towards men of other racial identities, due to having more 
erotic capital.

Method

Participants

Eligibility Criteria  Participants had to meet the following eligibility criteria: (1) iden-
tify as a man; (2) be assigned male sex at birth; (3) identify primarily as Black, Afri-
can American, or with any other racial/ethnic identity across the African diaspora 
(e.g., Afro-Caribbean, African, etc.); (4) be between the ages of 18 and 29 inclusive; 
(5) identify as gay, bisexual, queer, same-gender-loving, or another non-heterosexual 
identity, or report having had any sexual contact with a man in the last 3 months; (6) 
report having used a website or mobile app to find male partners for sexual activity in 
the last 3 months; and (7) reside in the United States.

Recruitment

A non-probability convenience sample of YSMBM were recruited using best prac-
tices for online survey sampling (Fricker, 2008; Bauermeister et al., 2012), between 
July 2017 and January 2018. Participants were recruited online to participate in the 
“ProfileD Study.” Most participants were recruited through Facebook (n = 86.7%) 
and the gay dating app Scruff (n = 9.5%). Prospective participants viewed advertise-
ments for the study and clicked on a link embedded in the advertisement that directed 
them to the study webpage. Advertisements on Facebook were only made viewable 
to men in the targeted age range who lived in the United States. Facebook ads were 
further tailored to target individuals who (1) indicated that they were “interested in” 
men, or who omitted information on the gender in which they were interested; (2) 
indicated interest in various LGBTQ-related pages on Facebook; (3) matched Face-
book’s behavior algorithms for U.S. African American Multicultural Affinity; or (4) 
indicated interest in various pages related to popular Black culture.

Procedure

Prospective participants were directed to a survey hosted on Qualtrics upon click-
ing on the study advertisement. Participants were presented with a set of screening 
questions to determine their eligibility. Those who met the eligibility criteria were 
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directed to a consent page, which contained detailed study information (i.e., purpose 
of the research, description of participant involvement, risk/discomforts; benefits; 
confidentiality etc.). Those consenting to participate proceeded to the full survey 
which lasted 30 to 45 min. Participants were not compensated for taking the survey. 
While completing the survey, participants were permitted to save their answers and 
return to the survey at a later time if they were not able to complete it in a single sit-
ting. Study data were kept in an encrypted and firewall-protected server, and all study 
procedures received IRB approval for ethics in human subjects research.

Measures

The self-reported age, relationship status, educational attainment, and sexual ori-
entation of each participant was collected. Participants were instructed to provide 
their numerical age. Participants were asked to indicate their relationship status by 
responding to the question, “are you single?” with an answer of 1 = ‘Yes’ and 2 
= ‘No.’ Participants could select one of 11 sexual orientation categories (e.g., gay, 
bisexual, questioning, etc.) and one of five educational attainment categories (e.g., 
high school graduate, college graduate, etc.). Participants were also asked to describe 
their sexual role with respect to anal sex. Participants could select one of six options: 
0 = ‘I do not have anal sex;’ 1 = ‘Bottom;’ 2 = ‘Versatile Bottom;’ 3 = ‘Versatile;’ 4 
= ‘Versatile Top;’ and 5 = ‘Top.’ Finally, participants responded to the prompt, “I am 
mostly attracted to men who are…” and were provided with three answer choices: 1 
= ‘My same race/ethnicity;’ 2 = ‘A different race/ethnicity;’ or 3 = ‘No preference.’

Data Analytic Strategy

A total of 2,188 eligible and consenting participants were recruited for the study. 
Participants indicating that they did not engage in anal sex (n = 227) were excluded. 
Participants with missing data were also excluded, resulting in a total of 1,778 par-
ticipants for analysis. For ease of interpretation, and to align with prior empirical 
work, participants identifying as bottoms or versatile bottoms (i.e., individuals who 
predominantly identify as bottom but will occasionally top) were collapsed into a sin-
gle category, “Mostly Bottom,” while those identifying as tops or versatile tops (i.e., 
individuals who predominantly identify as top but will occasionally bottom) were 
collapsed into a single category, “Mostly Top.” Descriptive statistics were computed 
for the study sample, including mean scores, frequency counts, and percentages for 
demographic characteristics and study variables.

Chi Square Analyses  To explore differences between sexual positioning roles and 
racial attraction, a 3 × 3 Chi-Square test of independence was conducted comparing 
three groups (those who identified as mostly bottom, versatile, or mostly top) across 
three different categories of racial attraction (being mostly attracted to one’s same 
race, a different race, or having no racial preferences). A post-hoc test examining the 
adjusted residuals (Z-scores) was conducted to determine if the observed count dif-
fered significantly from the expected count in each cell. To protect against the prob-
ability of committing a Type I error, we adjusted the p-value to establish statistical 
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significance (i.e., a Bonferroni correction) by dividing the conventional significance 
value of 0.05 by the number of cells being tested (Beasley & Schumaker, 1995). The 
resultant p-value (0.05 / 9) necessary to establish significance was thus p < .00556.

Multivariate Analyses  To examine the association between sexual positioning roles 
and racial attraction, we performed four multinomial logistic regressions with racial 
attraction as the dependent variable (DV) and sexual positioning roles entered as 
independent variables (IV). Two models included primary attraction to those of the 
same/race ethnicity as the DV referent category (with one model using ‘mostly top’ 
as the IV referent group and the other using ‘versatile’ as the IV referent group) and 
the other two models used no racial preferences as the DV referent category (with one 
model using ‘mostly top’ as the IV referent group and the other using ‘versatile’ as 
the IV referent group). We also included four covariates in each model: relationship 
status, age, education, and sexual orientation identity (with gay and bisexual identity 
entered into the model, and identifying as ‘Other’ serving as the referent group). All 
data was analyzed using SPSS v. 20.

Results

Chi-Square Analyses

The mean age of the sample was 24.13 years (SD = 3.24). Most participants identi-
fied as gay (70.7%) or bisexual (17.0%) and most participants were single (85.9%). 
Approximately two-fifths of the sample had graduated from college or received a post 
college education (39.3%), and nearly half (47.5%) of participants had received some 
college education. A little more than one-third of the sample identified as mostly 
bottom (35.3%) or mostly top (37.6%); the remaining participants identified as ver-
satile (27.1%). Approximately half of participants (52.9%) indicated that they had no 
preferences in racial attraction. Among the remaining participants, racial attraction 
was evenly split between being attracted to men of their same race (23.6%) or men 
of a different race (23.5%) (see Table 1). The Chi-Square test of independence was 
significant (χ2 (4) = 22.82, p < .001), indicating that racial attraction differed by sexual 
position among the study participants. Post-hoc tests indicated that men identifying 
as mostly top (Count = 196, Expected Count = 156.7) were significantly overrepre-
sented in being attracted to men of a different race/ethnicity (Z = 4.55, adj. p < .00111) 
(See Table 2; Fig. 1).

Multivariate Analyses

Referent: Primary Attraction to Same-Race  In the models with primary attraction 
to the same race/ethnicity as the referent category, several covariates emerged as 
significant. Compared with men identifying as other (sexual orientation), gay men 
(Exp(B) = 3.12; p < .001) and bisexual men (Exp(B) = 2.55; p < .001) had signifi-
cantly higher odds of reporting primary attraction to men of a different race/ethnic-
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Table 2  Chi-Square Examining Sexual Positioning Roles by Racial Attraction
I am mostly attracted to men who are…
My same 
race/ethnicity

A different 
race/ethnicity

No 
Preference

Mostly Bottom
  Count 164 129 335
  Expected Count 148.3 147.3 332.4
  % Within Sexual Position 26.1% 20.5% 23.5%
  Adjusted Residual (Z) 1.83 -2.14 0.26
Versatile
  Count 120 92 270
  Expected Count 113.9 113 255.1
  % Within Sexual Position 24.9% 19.1% 56.0%
  Adjusted Residual (Z) 0.771 -2.650 1.59
Mostly Top
  Count 136 196 336
  Expected Count 157.8 156.7 353.5
  % Within Sexual Position 20.4% 29.3% 50.3%
  Adjusted Residual (Z) -2.51 4.55** -1.72
χ2 (4) = 22.82, p < .001
** p < .00111 (adjusted)

Categorical Variables N (M) % (SD)
Sexual Orientation
  Gay 1257 70.7%
  Bisexual 302 17.0%
  Other 219 12.3%
Relationship Status (Single) 1526 85.8%
Education
  Less than high school 11 0.6%
  High school graduate 222 12.5%
  Some college 845 47.5%
  College graduate 500 28.1%
  Post college 200 11.2%
Sexual Position
  Mostly Bottom
  Versatile

628
482

35.3%
27.1%

  Mostly Top 668 37.6%
Racial Attraction
  Same race/ethnicity 420 23.6%
  A different race/ethnicity 417 23.5%
  No preference 941 52.9%
Continuous Variables M SD Min Max
Age 24.13 3.24 18 29

Table 1  Descriptive Statistics 
for Study Sample
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ity than primary attraction to men of the same race/ethnicity. In addition, compared 
with men who identify as other, gay men (Exp(B) = 2.34; p < .001) and bisexual men 
(Exp(B) = 2.17; p < .001) had significantly higher odds of reporting no racial prefer-
ences than reporting primary attraction to men of the same race/ethnicity. Education 
also emerged as significant; every unit increase in education was associated with sig-
nificantly lower odds (Exp(B) = 0.80; p < .05) of reporting no racial preferences than 
reporting primary attraction to men of the same race/ethnicity.

Compared with men identifying as mostly top, men identifying as mostly bot-
tom (Exp(B) = 0.48; p < .001) and versatile (Exp(B) = 0.49; p < .001) had significantly 
lower odds of reporting primary attraction to men of a different race/ethnicity than 
reporting primary attraction to men of the same race/ethnicity. In addition, compared 
with men identifying as mostly top, men identifying as mostly bottom (Exp(B) = 0.73; 
p < .001) had significantly lower odds of reporting no racial preferences than report-
ing primary attraction to men of the same race/ethnicity. Finally, compared with men 
identifying as versatile, men identifying as mostly top (Exp(B) = 2.05; p < .001) had 
significantly higher odds of reporting primary attraction to men of a different race/
ethnicity than primary attraction to men of the same race/ethnicity (see Table 3).

Referent: No Racial Preferences  In the models with no racial preferences as the refer-
ent category, only education emerged as a significant covariate. Every unit increase 
in education was associated with significantly higher odds (Exp(B) = 1.17; p < .05) of 
reporting primary attraction to individuals of a different race/ethnicity than reporting 
no racial preferences. Compared with men identifying as mostly top, men identifying 
as mostly bottom (Exp(B) = 0.66; p < .01) and versatile (Exp(B) = 0.59; p < .01) had 
significantly lower odds of reporting primary attraction to men of a different race/eth-

Fig. 1  Subjective Racial Attraction by Sexual Positioning Role
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nicity than reporting no racial preferences. Finally, compared with men identifying 
as versatile, men identifying as mostly top (Exp(B) = 1.69; p < .001) had significantly 
higher odds of reporting primary attraction to men of a different race/ethnicity than 
reporting no racial preferences (see Table 3).

Discussion

The current study aimed to explore the association between sexual positioning and 
self-reported subjective racial attraction among YSMBM. Nearly an equal amount of 
YSMBM in the sample identified as mostly bottom (35.3%) and mostly top (37.6%). 
This is a potentially notable finding given the stereotype that Black men primarily 
identify as tops (Rafalow et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2009), but is also congruent 
with prior research indicating that race/ethnicity is not associated with a sexual posi-
tioning identity (Moskowitz & Roloff, 2017). Also, in the overall sample, most men 
reported having no racial preferences (52.9%), while the number of men reporting 
a same-race preference (23.6%) and a different-race preference (23.5%) were nearly 
identical. This is also notable, given other research finds that racial ‘preferences’ 
are common (Wilson et al., 2009) and that many SM men find it appropriate to state 
racial ‘preferences’ (Callander et al., 2015).

Table 3  Multivariate Analyses Examining Sexual Positioning Roles on Racial Attraction
Referent Group = Same-Race Attracted Referent Group = No 

Preference
Different Race 
Attracted

No Preference Different Race 
Attracted

Exp(B)1,2 95% CI Exp(B)3 95% CI Exp(B)4 95% CI
Relationship Status 
(Single)

0.95 0.64–1.40 0.92 0.66–1.29 1.03 0.74–1.43 – –

Age 1.03 0.98–1.08 1.01 0.97–1.05 1.02 0.98–1.06 – –
Education 0.94 0.78–1.12 0.80* 0.69–0.93 1.17* 1.00–1.36 – –
Gay 3.12*** 2.03–4.80 2.34*** 1.68–3.26 1.33 0.88–2.01 – –
Bisexual 2.55*** 1.52–4.29 2.17*** 1.44–3.27 1.18 0.73–1.90 – –
Other(referent) – – – – – – – –
Mostly Bottom 0.48*** 0.35–0.67 0.73* 0.55–0.98 0.66** 0.50–0.87 – –
Versatile 0.49*** 0.34–0.70 0.82 0.61–1.11 0.59** 0.44–0.80 – –
Mostly Top(referent) – – – – – – – –
Mostly Bottom 0.99 0.69–1.42 0.89 0.67–1.19 1.11 0.81–1.52 – –
Mostly Top 2.05*** 1.44–2.93 1.20 0.90–1.64 1.69*** 1.25–2.27 – –
Versatile(referent) – – – – – – – –
1 * p < .05, ** p < .01, and *** p < .001
2 Odds ratio comparing those who are predominantly attracted to a different race to those predominantly 
attracted to their same race
3 Odds ratio comparing those who have no racial preferences in attraction to those predominantly 
attracted to their same race
4 Odds ratio comparing those who are predominantly attracted to a different race to those who have no 
racial preferences in attraction
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In line with our hypotheses, YSMBM who identified as mostly top had signifi-
cantly higher odds of reporting subjective racial attraction to men of a different race/
ethnicity compared with men who identified as versatile or mostly bottom. These 
findings align with that of a previous study of Black gay and bisexual Toronto men, 
which found that Black men who had sex with White and different-race men were 
more likely to be tops, than those who had sex with Black men (Husbands et al., 
2013). This might be interpreted as Black tops having a greater ability to select a more 
diverse array of partners, due to having more erotic capital by virtue of conforming to 
the stereotype that Black men are tops. Conversely, YSMBM who identify as mostly 
bottom or versatile men may have less choice, due to occupying positions outside of 
the stereotype, and thus having lower erotic capital. YSMBM who identify as mostly 
bottom may report less subjective attraction to men of a different race, because they 
perceive the intersection of their race/ethnicity and sexual position to be less desir-
able to non-Black sexual minority men. Black bottoms might then internalize the 
notion that men of a different race do not find them attractive, and may be less likely 
to report subjective attraction to men of a different race as a result. Another possibil-
ity is that YSMBM identifying as mostly bottom may have experienced more dispro-
portionate rejection from non-Black men (relative to YSMBM identifying as mostly 
top) and these experiences may contribute to reporting less different-race subjective 
attraction. We could also interpret sexual positioning differences in terms of behavior. 
For example, Black tops are more likely to engage in insertive rather than receptive 
sex. Because they engage in sexual behavior in line with the broader perceptions of 
queer men’s communities, this might then create more opportunities to partner with 
men of another race, relative to YSMBM who identify as mostly bottom or versatile. 
Having more options for partners, as well as potentially having more actual experi-
ences with men of a different race, may influence Black tops’ self-reported subjective 
racial attraction to those of a different race.

An alternative explanation, that flips the directionality of the relationship between 
sexual position and subjective racial attraction, might be that non-Black SM men 
are more likely to hold stereotypes about Black men as being more likely to embody 
traits that reflect the archetype of the ‘ideal’ top (e.g., having larger penises, being 
sexually assertive or psychically imposing). Thus, YSMBM who top are more likely 
to be sought out by non-Black partners, compared to those who bottom. Being sought 
out by more men of a different race/ethnicity may then shape Black men’s subjective 
racial attraction, such that they develop a stronger attraction to men of other races/
ethnicities because they perceive themselves as being more attractive, in relative 
terms, to non-Black men. Though yet to be applied to research with Black men spe-
cifically, this notion that people are more likely to be attracted to those who express 
attraction towards them has been termed reciprocal liking or the reciprocity of liking 
effect (Montoya & Horton, 2012; Montoya & Insko, 2007). Relatedly, it might be the 
case that queer men who identify as bottom are interested in seeking out tops, which 
increases the likelihood that they seek out Black partners, due to the idea that Black 
men are mostly tops by default. This would thereby increase the racial diversity of the 
dating pools of Black tops. In line with this, another study examined a small sample 
of dating profiles of sexual minority men in Boston. They found that identifying as a 
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bottom was associated with greater odds of expressing attraction to Black and Latino 
men, but not attraction to White or Asian men (White et al., 2014).

Yet another explanation for our findings could be that subjective attraction to a 
different race and identifying as a top reflects a desire to increase one’s relative erotic 
capital, rather than actually being perceived as more desirable. In other words, it 
is possible that YSMBM identify as mostly tops and seek out non-Black partners, 
because identifying as a top and partnering with men of different race are both per-
ceived as being likely to increase erotic capital. Whereas identifying as a top may 
be seen as more desirable because it aligns with stereotypes of Black men’s sexual 
positioning roles, pursuing non-Black men may be seen as such because having a 
non-Black partner may garner more desirability or elevated social standing relative 
to having a Black partner. This might be particularly so if different-race attraction 
is in part expressed as attraction to White men. Indeed, the literature suggests that 
within queer men’s sexual relations, having a White partner is sometimes treated as 
a status symbol (Crockett, 2020; Ridge et al., 1999). Even outside of queer men’s 
communities, the social value in having a White partner has been documented. In 
one study, researchers interviewed an Asian man, whose family advised him not to 
break up with a wealthy partner and remarked ‘at least he’s not Black’ (Robinson & 
Frost, 2018). Other scholars have argued that queer Black men who primarily seek 
out White partners do so due to internalizing negative stereotypes about themselves, 
with some stereotypes related to having lower status (e.g., being uneducated, less 
intelligent) (Han, 2007). Thus, rather than top identification increasing desirability 
and enabling more choice in partner selection, it may be that both top identification 
and different-race attraction are implicitly understood as garnering erotic capital, and 
thus, it is the desire to be seen as more attractive that drives both.

Further, YSMBM identifying as mostly bottoms and versatile did not significantly 
differ in their reported racial attraction. This is of potential interest given that ver-
satile men would likely engage in insertive sex more frequently than bottoms. We 
might have expected there to be somewhat of a stair-stepper pattern, wherein tops 
would be most likely to express different-race attraction, followed by versatile men, 
with Black bottoms being least likely to express different-race attraction. One pos-
sible explanation is that versatile men may not be perceived as being ‘real tops,’ and 
thus, they’re assigned to the category of bottoms (Elstad, 2021; Kirk, 2016). Other 
researchers have documented the construction of the top/bottom binary among queer 
men, such that some men view or feel that they can only be viewed as being one or 
the other, and that indeed, some versatile men emphasize presenting as more mascu-
line (even such that they appear as tops), due to concerns about being perceived as 
bottoms (Ravenhill & de Visser, 2018).

In addition to our primary variables of interest, several covariates in our study 
emerged as significant, and may be worthy of note. Participants identifying as gay 
or bisexual had higher odds of reporting primary attraction to men a different race 
or having no racial preferences than reporting primary attraction to men of the same 
race. These findings might be better understood by turning to an established literature 
base examining how some Black sexual minority individuals have come to adopt 
alternative sexual identity labels, such as same gender loving (SGL; Malebranche et 
al., 2004). SGL and other terms have emerged due to the perception that traditional 
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labels—such as gay, bisexual, and lesbian—reflect Eurocentric conceptions of both 
sexual and sociopolitical identity that have, historically, not been culturally affirm-
ing of Black Americans and other racially minoritized groups (Lassiter, 2015; Tobin 
& Moon, 2020). Thus, by extension, it is possible that the adoption of traditional 
gay/bisexual identity labels may reflect greater assimilation into mainstream White 
LGBTQ culture/community—assimilation that may be associated with a greater pro-
pensity for developing attraction towards White or otherwise non-Black partners. 
This possibility calls for closer investigation of the ways in which identity, cultural, 
and community involvement intersect to influence subjective attraction among this 
population.

Educational attainment also emerged as significant in our analyses, albeit in unex-
pected ways. Curiously, higher education was associated with lower odds of report-
ing no racial preferences than predominantly same-race attraction, and higher odds 
of reporting predominantly different-race attraction than no racial preferences. It 
is not immediately clear why education would be associated with subjective racial 
attraction in the manner observed, though this finding may point to other factors that 
may be correlated with education (e.g., social network composition, class/income, 
workplace environment, place of residence or neighborhood characteristics, etc.) that 
may exert influence over subjective racial attraction and prospective dating pools. To 
further clarify these possibilities, it will be important for future research to account 
for additional variables that may play a role in subjective attraction among sexual 
minority men of color.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our study was limited in that our findings cannot directly shed light on the direction of 
the association between sexual positioning and subjective racial attraction—whether 
YSMBM who top are more likely to be selective by expressing different-race attrac-
tion, or whether YSMBM who top are most likely to be sought out by non-Black part-
ners. Our use of a convenience sample of predominantly Facebook users also limits 
the generalizability of our findings. It will be important for researchers to use repre-
sentative samples and/or multiple recruitment venues in future studies. Additionally, 
due to the cross-sectional nature of the study, we are unable to account for variations 
in sexual positioning roles over time, though researchers have indicated that several 
factors (e.g., relationship dynamics with partners, partners’ sexual positioning identi-
ties, sexual health status, community norms) may contribute to individuals changing 
their role in different contexts and at different points in their lives (Pachankis et al., 
2013). Future research examining the relationship between sexual positioning and 
other outcomes of relevance to SM men should employ longitudinal designs or more 
nuanced assessments of positioning roles.

The potential for social desirability bias in reporting racial attraction is also a 
potential limitation to note, especially given that a slight majority of participants 
reported having no racial preference. This potential pattern of overreporting might 
be expressed disproportionately across sexual positioning roles—specifically, there 
could be higher concentrations of either same-race or (more likely) different-race 
attraction for all groups, after accounting for social desirability. It is also possible that 
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no preference was selected by many participants because the other two categories of 
same- and different-race attraction are unable to capture the complexity of people’s 
attraction. For example, a man might claim to only be attracted to Black and Latino 
men, but not attracted to Asian men, and may thus report having no preference—
though this also would not be a precise reflection of the nature of their attraction.

By extension, our category of different-race attraction does not distinguish 
between YSMBM who are attracted to White men and YSMBM who are attracted 
to men of color of another race. This distinction is important, because while a racial 
‘preference’ for White men may reflect internalized racial biases, attraction to men of 
color of a different race might be interpreted as an appreciation for racial diversity, 
evidenced by seeking partners outside of one’s typical dating pool. In a similar vein, 
Le and Kler (2022) found that among a sample of young SM Asian American men, 
internalized racism was positively associated with having a White dating ‘prefer-
ence,’ while it was negatively associated with having a same-race dating ‘preference.’ 
Research has yet to fully examine the nuances of having a White vs. non-White (but 
not same-race) racial ‘preference’ in the context of sexual racism. Additionally, our 
item for subjective racial attraction does not clearly distinguish between whether it 
measures attraction as an attitude or is capturing a pattern of behavior. Specifically, in 
response to the prompt, “I am mostly attracted to men who are…” participants may 
have responded based on who they perceive evoke feelings of attraction or based on 
who they actually have had or pursued sexual relationships with. As such, our inter-
pretations of our results should be taken with some caution. Future analyses should 
better distinguish and measure these constructs of subjective attraction and patterns 
of actual and pursued sexual partnering.

In light of an emergent literature demonstrating a link between racialized expe-
riences in partner-seeking contexts and adverse mental health outcomes (Wade et 
al., 2021; Hidalgo et al., 2020; Thai, 2019), researchers should consider how sexual 
positioning and subjective racial attraction factor into these associations. In a recent 
study with YSMBM, we reported that rejection from White partners was not sig-
nificantly associated with mental health outcomes, though same-race rejection was 
associated with elevated depressive symptoms (Wade et al., 2021). However, we only 
tested main effects, and it is possible that sexual positioning and subjective racial 
attraction may modify these relationships. For example, YSMBM who are predomi-
nantly attracted to men of a different race may report worse mental health outcomes 
when rejected from non-Black men, compared with YSMBM who are predominantly 
attracted to other Black men. YSMBM who identify as mostly bottom may also be 
more significantly impacted by rejection than YSMBM who identify as mostly top, 
given that they have less erotic capital as a bottom. There could also be an interaction 
effect between sexual positioning and subjective racial attraction, such that Black 
tops who are predominantly attracted to men of a different-race may report greater 
frequency of – or stronger negative reaction to – outgroup rejection, compared to 
Black tops who are predominantly attracted to men of the same-race. This may, in 
turn, result in differential patterns of mental health outcomes. Figure  2 illustrates 
these possible scenarios.

Finally, future research on subjective attraction among YSMBM could be strength-
ened by including measures and analyses of skin tone. Skin tone is another point 
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of within-group variation among Black men, upon which they experience differen-
tial treatment, such that those with darker skin tones may face more discrimination 
and more adverse socioeconomic outcomes (Monk Jr, 2014, 2015). Skin tone may 
have far reaching implications for Black men’s experiences in the context of inti-
mate partner-seeking, though there is limited research in this area as it pertains to 
sexual minority men. Though most research on colorism has concluded that those 
with darker skin tones experience greater marginalization than those with lighter 
skin tones (Keyes et al., 2020), some scholars have suggested that those with darker 
skin are perceived to be more masculine (Ford, 2011; Hall, 2015; Joseph-Salisbury, 
2018). This may complicate subjective appraisals of attraction, given that mascu-
linity is a privileged characteristic and confers greater erotic capital among sexual 
minority men. Still, some sexual racism scholars have noted that sexual minority 
men with darker skin may be seen as less attractive (Jordens & Griffiths, 2022), 
while other scholars—investigating the associations between skin tone and social/
behavioral health outcomes among sexual minority men—have reported null find-
ings (Alon et al., 2019. Given that limited and inconclusive literature in this area, it 
will be important for researchers to investigate the ways in which skin tone interacts 
with sexual positioning dynamics and subjective racial attraction among YSMBM 
and other racially minoritized populations.

Conclusion

To conclude, the current study expands on the body of research examining the asso-
ciation between sexual positioning and subjective racial attraction among YSMBM. 
We found that YSMBM identifying as mostly top had significantly higher odds of 
reporting attraction to men of a different race/ethnicity. This study highlights the 
need to interpret findings on queer men of color’s partnering dynamics within exist-
ing racialized contexts of unequal desirability and undesirability. This report also 
offers new analytic directions for future research in this important yet vastly under-
investigated area of study.
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