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Height seems beneficial for men in terms of salaries and success;
however, past research on height examines only White men. For
Black men, height may be more costly than beneficial, primarily
signaling threat rather than competence. Three studies reveal the
downsides of height in Black men. Study 1 analyzes over 1 million
New York Police Department stop-and-frisk encounters and finds that
tall Black men are especially likely to receive unjustified attention
from police. Then, studies 2 and 3 experimentally demonstrate a
causal link between perceptions of height and perceptions of threat
for Black men, particularly for perceivers who endorse stereotypes
that Black people are more threatening thanWhite people. Together,
these data reveal that height is sometimes a liability for Black men,
particularly in contexts in which threat is salient.

racial stereotyping | height | threat | person perception | intersectionality

“When you deal with the police, you must be careful. You are big and
they will automatically see you as a threat.” — Charles Coleman, Jr.
(6′4″ Black attorney/writer), quoting his mother

Charles Coleman, Jr. evoked his mother’s warning when he
wrote about Eric Garner, an unarmed man choked to death

by police. Garner was both Black and 6′3″ tall. Coleman high-
lights the perils of “occupying a Black body that is inherently
threatening,” arguing that tall Black men receive dispropor-
tionate attention from police officers (1). This argument evokes
the “black brute” archetype, which portrays Black men as apelike
savages who use their imposing physical frame to threaten others
(2, 3). Although Black men face stereotypes of aggression and
threat (4–6), tall Black men may find themselves perceived as
especially threatening.
The idea that height has negative consequences contrasts with

previous psychological research on height in men, which argues
that taller is better. Research finds that tall men seem healthier,
more intelligent, more successful, and more physically attractive
(7–9). Tall men also stand a greater chance of being hired (10),
making more money (11, 12), gaining promotions (13, 14), and
winning leadership positions (7, 15).
However, this research almost exclusively explores perceptions

of White men (Table S1), who are already positively stereotyped
as competent and intelligent (16, 17). On the other hand, Black
men are negatively stereotyped; they are seen as hostile, ag-
gressive, and threatening (e.g., refs. 17–20) and are associated
with guns (4, 5). For Black men, height may be more often
interpreted as a sign of threat instead of competence.
Thus, being tall may not be inherently good or bad for men.

Instead, the accessibility of other traits, such as competence and
threat, may influence how people interpret height. Classic work in
social psychology demonstrates similar effects: Whether a target is
initially described as “warm” or “cold” changes how people in-
terpret the target’s other traits (e.g., intelligent, industrious) (21).
Considerable research demonstrates that Black men are specifi-
cally stereotyped as physically threatening and imposing (22, 23).
For this reason, height may impact judgments of threat more
strongly for Black men than for White men.

The Present Research
In three studies, we test whether taller Black men are judged as
more threatening than shorter Black men and than both taller
and shorter White men. We first examined whether New York
City police officers disproportionately stopped and frisked tall
Black men from 2006 to 2013 (study 1). We then investigated
whether height increases threat judgments more for Black men
than for White men by manipulating height both visually (study
2) and descriptively (study 3).

Cultural Stereotypes Pilot
Before conducting these three studies, we first conducted a pilot
examining participants’ knowledge of cultural stereotypes, test-
ing whether participants endorse knowledge of stereotypes that
tall Black men are seen as especially threatening and tall White
men are seen as especially competent. Results showed that cul-
tural stereotypes of threat are increased by tallness more for
Black targets than for White targets and, conversely, that cultural
stereotypes of competence are increased by tallness more for
White targets than for Black targets. Full reporting for this pilot
is provided in Pilot Study: Cultural Stereotypes About Height and
Race; a graph summarizing the results is shown in Fig. S1.

Results
Study 1: New York Police Department Stop-and-Frisk. In 2013, Judge
Shira Scheindlin of the Federal District Court in New York ruled
that the New York Police Department’s (NYPD’s) stop-and-frisk
program was unconstitutional because of its clear history of ra-
cial discrimination (24). Black and Hispanic people faced dis-
proportionate odds of being stopped by police officers, despite
the fact that this “racial profiling” was ineffective. In study 1 we
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tested whether tall Black men were especially likely to be stopped
by NYPD officers.
Before analysis, we cleaned the dataset and made three re-

strictions. (i) We only used data for non-Hispanic Black and
White males, avoiding issues with different distributions of
height in the population (i.e., Hispanics are shorter than non-
Hispanics; women are shorter than men). (ii) We restricted our
data to include only people between 5′4″ and 6′4″. This range in
height includes over 98% of Black and White males and prevents
outliers (particularly those created by clerical errors) from
influencing our results. (iii) We restricted our data to include
only people of weights between 100 and 400 lb to prevent out-
liers created by clerical errors.
Recent work demonstrates that young Black men are perceived

as taller and more threatening than young White men, controlling
for actual height (22). To account for the alternate explanation
that police officers simply perceived Black men as taller than
White men (25), we analyzed only cases in which suspects pro-
vided photographic identification, which almost always lists height
alongside other information that cannot be guessed or estimated,
such as date of birth (thus making it highly probable that officers
record the listed value for height, rather than estimating it) (26).
These restrictions left us with 1,073,536 valid targets for analysis.
The stop-and-frisk dataset is large and includes numerous po-

tential dependent variables. For our analysis, we focus on police
officers’ decisions to stop individuals, as this decision is made be-
fore any interactions with police, making it more reliant on person
perception (27). We recognize the potential issue of flexible
analyses and partly address this issue by estimating standardized
effect sizes for many variables, which allows comparison of the
relative magnitude of effects (especially given that the sample size
is large enough to allow accurate estimation of effect size).
We accounted for target weight and the interaction of height

and weight to isolate height as a predictor (12). Furthermore, to
address an ecological explanation for race effects (28), we nested
our data within precinct (to account for variability in geographical
factors such as crime rate and land value), included precinct-level
felony rates (from 2005–2013), and also included a variable in
which officers report whether the stop was made in a high-crime
area. Finally, because some research suggests that only young
Black men are stereotyped as threatening (29), we include age and
the interaction between height and age in our model.
Ratio of Black to White stops. Under stop-and-frisk rules, police
officers had the authority to stop anyone they deemed suspicious
or threatening. If tall Black men seem especially threatening,
then the ratio of Black to White stops (i.e., how many Black men
are stopped per White man) should increase with height.
Accounting for precinct-level felonies, weight, age, and per-

ceived local crime, height still showed a meaningful main effect,
B = 0.079, t(1,073,526) = 23.98, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.070, 0.085].
At 5′4″, police stopped 4.5 Black men for every White man; at
5′10″, police stopped 5.3 Black men for every White man; and
at 6′4″, police stopped 6.2 Black men for every White man. These
results suggest that taller Black men face a greater risk of being
stopped than shorter Black men.
Notably, the ratio of Black to White stops was also greater for

heavier men, B = 0.041, t(1,073,526) = 11.80, P < 0.001, 95% CI
[0.035, 0.048]. At 115 lb, police stopped 4.5 Black men for every
White man; at 175 lb (the average weight in the dataset), police
stopped 5.2 Black men for every White man; and at 235 lb, police
stopped 5.7 Black men for every White man. Finally, height and
weight interacted, B = 0.047, t(1,073,526) = 15.71, P < 0.001,
95% CI [0.041, 0.053], such that each 1-SD increase in weight
increases the standardized effect of height by 0.047. Because
weight estimates were not provided on photograph IDs (here-
after, “photo IDs”), we interpret these results with caution.
We also found effects for other variables in the model. Un-

surprisingly, areas with more crime, as reported by police and

captured in precinct-level data, exhibit higher ratios of Black to
White stops. The ratio of Black to White stops was also larger for
younger men. Interestingly, height and age interacted, such that
height’s effect on the ratio of Black to White stops was larger for
older Black men. See Table S2 for the full coefficients and a
replication of results with both photo and verbal IDs included.
Discussion. Study 1 demonstrates that tall Black men receive dis-
proportionate attention from police officers. During 8 y of
NYPD’s stop-and-frisk program, tall Black men were particularly
likely to face unjustified stops by police officers, and these pat-
terns were not explained by biased height estimates (since offi-
cers received photo IDs).
In the next two studies, we test whether these results might be

explained by an interaction between race and height, such that
tallness primarily increases perceptions of threat for Black men and
primarily increases perceptions of competence for White men.

Study 2: Manipulating Height with Perspective. We experimentally
manipulated height and race to test whether they interact to influ-
ence judgments of threat and competence. To manipulate height,
we took photographs of 16 young men—eight Black and eight
White—from two perspectives: above the target and below the
target. These different perspectives naturalistically manipulated the
experience of encountering someone who is tall or short. A ma-
nipulation check indicated that perspective significantly influenced
participants’ free response estimates of target height, b = 1.78, F(1,
427) = 16.42, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.91, 2.65], such that targets that
were looking down were perceived as taller [mean (M) = 71.6 in.]
than targets that were looking up (M = 69.8 in.). See Method for a
more detailed description of the perspective manipulation.
Participants rated 16 photographs for adjectives describing

both threat and competence. Then, because we expected judg-
ments to depend on participants’ individual beliefs about Black
and White people, we assessed participants’ beliefs that Black
people are more threatening than White people. We predicted
that stronger beliefs about Black threat (BaBT) would increase
participants’ tendency to identify tall Black men as especially
threatening. We also tested the complementary hypothesis that
stronger BaBT might make tall White men seem especially com-
petent. We preregistered these predictions at https://aspredicted.
org/465w9.pdf. We also previously conducted another study with a
nearly identical design; the results of this study are detailed in
Previous Iteration of Study 2.
Race, height, and racial stereotypes. To test whether those with
higher BaBT would judge tall Black men as especially threat-
ening, we fit a three-way multilevel model predicting threat with
race, height, and BaBT. This analysis yielded an expected two-
way interaction between target race and BaBT, b = 0.19, F(1,
437) = 61.40, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.14, 0.23], such that those
higher in BaBT rated Black men as more threatening relative to
White men. Importantly, this analysis also yielded the key three-
way interaction, b = 0.15, F(1, 2,081) = 10.97, P = 0.001, 95% CI
[0.06, 0.24]. No moderating effect of participant gender emerged
(Fig. 1).
For Black targets, the two-way interaction between height and

BaBT was significant, b = 0.12, t(833) = 3.67, P < 0.001, 95% CI
[0.06, 0.19]: Those higher in BaBT saw tall black men as espe-
cially threatening. For White targets, this two-way interaction
was not significant, b = −0.03, t(834) = −0.83, P = 0.41, 95% CI
[−0.09, 0.04]. These results suggest that the predictive utility of
BaBT is moderated by height for stereotype-relevant targets
(Black men) but not for stereotype-irrelevant targets (White
men). See Additional Analyses for Study 2 for BaBT main effects
by race and height.
Although BaBT captures the endorsement of stereotypes about

threat and not competence, we nevertheless tested for a three-way
interaction with competence ratings. We found an expected
two-way interaction between target race and BaBT, b = 0.16,
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F(1, 459) = 70.27, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.20], such that those
higher in BaBT rated White men as more competent relative to
Black men. We also found a three-way interaction, b = 0.12, F(1,
1,097) = 7.52, P = 0.006, 95% CI [0.03, 0.20], such that BaBT
predicted competence especially strongly for tall White men.
Participant gender did not moderate effects. This interaction is
further broken down statistically (Additional Analyses for Study 2)
and graphically (Fig. S2).
Suppressed height effects. Height did not increase threat for White
men, nor did it increase competence for Black men. However, our
pilot study revealed main effects of height on stereotypes of both
competence and threat. One possible explanation for this null
finding is that, for judgments of tall White men, perceived com-
petence suppressed gains in threat, and, for judgments of tall Black
men, perceived threat suppressed gains in competence. Because we
found significant race by height interactions for both threat and
competence at mean levels of BaBT, we were able to conduct Sobel
mediations using the entire sample to test these hypotheses.
For White targets, we found a negative indirect effect of height

on threat, ab = −0.04, z = −4.30, P < 0.001; being taller makes
targets seem more competent and thus less threatening. Once this
indirect effect was accounted for, height no longer decreased
threat for White men, b = −0.05, t(1,406) = −1.40, P = 0.16.
Conversely, for Black targets, we found a negative indirect effect
of height on competence, ab = −0.09, z = −6.07, P < 0.001; being
taller makes targets more threatening and thus less competent.
Notably, once this indirect effect was accounted for, height
increased perceived competence for Black targets, b = 0.09,
t(1,406) = 2.75, P = 0.006, suggesting that height may be bene-
ficial for Black men in contexts that sufficiently nullify concerns
about threat (e.g., the corporate boardroom).
Discussion. Study 2 experimentally demonstrates that height am-
plifies threat for Black men and competence for White men,
particularly for perceivers who endorse beliefs that Black people
are more threatening than White people. Study 2 also found
indirect negative effects of height on competence for Black men
and threat for White men.

Study 3: Manipulating Height with Descriptions. Although the
photographs from study 2 have naturalistic validity, they may also
confound height with intimidation (30). We address this concern
by manipulating height with text vignettes (e.g., “As you ap-
proach each other, you can see that he is very short/quite tall”)

and manipulating race with standardized photographs. See Tex-
tual Descriptions of Height Used in Study 3 for text descriptions
of height.
Participants rated 16 targets on the same threat and compe-

tence adjectives used in study 2. They then completed the BaBT
scale. As in the previous experiment, we predicted that those
higher in BaBT would make especially strong threat judgments
for tall Black men and especially strong competence judgments
for tall White men. We preregistered these predictions at https://
aspredicted.org/sp3aj.pdf.
Race, height, and racial stereotypes. We again fit a multilevel model
predicting threat with race, height, and BaBT. We replicated the
key findings of study 2; those higher in BaBT rated Black men as
more threatening relative to White men, b = 0.15, F(1, 374) =
30.83, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.10, 0.20], and this effect was especially
large for tall Black men, b = 0.16, F(1, 1,548) = 9.04, P = 0.003,
95% CI [0.06, 0.27]. Participant gender did not moderate effects
(Fig. 2).
We also replicated the competence results of study 2: Those

higher in BaBT rated White men as more competent relative to
Black men, b = 0.11, F(1, 320) = 20.36, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.05,
0.17], and this effect was especially large for tall White men, b =
0.10, F(1, 1,518) = 3.78, P = 0.052, 95% CI [−0.00, 0.20]. No
moderating effect of participant gender emerged. See Additional
Analyses for Study 3 for the breakdown of both the threat and
competence interactions.
Discussion. Study 3 addressed stimuli concerns from study 2 and
again demonstrated that, for those higher in BaBT, tall Black
men seem especially threatening compared with short Black men
and both short and tall White men.

General Discussion
In three studies, we showed that taller is not always better; al-
though tall White men may benefit from increased perceptions of
competence, tall Black men are burdened with increased per-
ceptions of threat. We first revealed that NYPD police officers
stopped tall Black men at a disproportionately high rate (study 1).
We then demonstrated that, for perceivers who endorse stereo-
types that Black people are more threatening than White people,
tall Black men seem especially threatening (studies 2 and 3).
Previous research has amply demonstrated that people may

interpret traits and behaviors as positive or negative depending
on the accessibility of other concepts. For example, a classic
study revealed that a target’s ambiguous actions are negatively
evaluated when participants are first primed with hostility-related

0

1

2

-2 0 2 4

T
hr

ea
t R

at
in

gs

Beliefs about Black Threat

Short White
Tall White
Short Black
Tall Black

Fig. 1. Study 2 ratings of threat by race, height, and BaBT. Positive values
indicate beliefs that Black people are more threatening than White people;
negative values indicate beliefs that White people are more threatening
than Black people.
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Fig. 2. Study 3 ratings of threat by race, height, and BaBT. Positive values
indicate beliefs that Black people are more threatening than White people;
negative values indicate beliefs that White people are more threatening
than Black people.
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traits (versus kindness-related traits) (31). Racial stereotypes alter
the accessibility of traits during person perception, which influ-
ences how people interpret other traits—in this case, height. For
people who already perceive Black men as threatening, height
confers extra threat.
Our findings have important implications when considered

alongside recent research demonstrating that young Black men
are perceived as taller and more muscular than young White
men of equivalent size, which causes them to also seem more
threatening to non-Black participants (22). The present findings
suggest that the negative consequences of these biased height
perceptions (i.e., increased threat perceptions) hinge on how
strongly the perceiver believes that Black people are threatening
(thus interpreting height as a sign of threat).
Height may also interact with more subtle cues of race, such as

Afrocentric features (32, 33), and the effect of height may be
determined by contextual cues. Once we controlled for perceived
threat in study 2, taller Black men were actually perceived as
more competent than shorter Black men. When competence is
clearly more relevant than threat, Black men may also benefit
from height. Alternately, Black men may also benefit from
height if they possess other traits that reduce threat, such as
babyfacedness (34).
More broadly, these results highlight the importance of inter-

sections between social categories and physical traits. Just as social
categories such as race, gender, age, and socioeconomic status
intersect in important ways with each other (35, 36), so too do they
influence the impact of physical factors such as height (37), weight
(38), babyfacedness (34), and facial attractiveness (39).
We recognize that our findings do not necessarily generalize to

perceptions of women. We limited our targets to men because
police profiling and threatening stereotypes both target Black
males. However, future research should investigate whether the
same race–height interactions apply for women. Previous work
indicates that White women enjoy at least some of the same
benefits of height as White men (7), but no work to date has in-
vestigated the effects of height for perceptions of Black women.
We also recognize the potential role of weight in perceptions

of threat. Consistent with others’ previous work (22, 25), our
stop-and-frisk analyses suggest that weight also plays a key role
in judgments of suspicion. Because of accuracy concerns about
the weight estimates, which may have been biased (22), and the
relatively large effect size of height, we chose to focus on height;
however, future work should further investigate how height and
weight combine with categories such as race and gender to
influence judgments.
Being tall is often discussed as a wholly good trait, so much so

that Randy Newman wrote a satirical song that lists reasons why
“short people got no reason to live.” However, height means
something different for Black men: Height amplifies already
problematic perceptions of threat, which can lead to harassment
and even injury. When Charles Coleman, Jr.’s mother told him
that he “was big and they would automatically see [him] as a
threat,” she eloquently summarized what we empirically showed—
for Black men, being tall may be less a boon and more a burden.

Method
The University of North Carolina Institutitional Review Board (IRB) approved
studies 2 and 3 aswell as the pilot study. Participants in these studies indicated
consent electronically and received debriefing at the end of the studies. Study
1 did not use human subjects and required no IRB approval.

Study 1 data are available at www1.nyc.gov/site/nypd/stats/reports-anal-
ysis/stopfrisk.page. Data for the pilot study, study 2, and study 3 are avail-
able in Supporting Information.

Study 1.We combined 8 y of publicly available data (2006–2013) documenting
the NYPD’s stop-and-frisk program. These data include information about
every person stopped as part of the program, including race, age, gender,
height, weight, and whether the person was frisked, searched, arrested, or

issued a summons. Notably, we only analyzed stops in which officers re-
ceived photo ID, ensuring the relative accuracy of the reported height and
age (26).

We cleaned the data by filtering caseswith clear errors (i.e., a large number
of people had ages of 99 y or higher, or birth years of 1900).We also restricted
the dataset to non-Hispanic Black and White males. By focusing on non-
Hispanic Black and White males, we minimized problems of distribution:
Adult Black andWhite males have nearly identical means and distributions of
height (40).

Study 2.
Participants and design. Two hundred participants (73%White, 6% Black, 42%
women, Mage = 36 y) completed a 2 × 2 [Target Race: Black, White by Target
Perspective: Looking Down (Tall), Looking Up (Short)] within-subjects study.
With n = 200 at level 2 and n = 16 at level 1 and a subject slope variance of
0.39, we had ∼88% power to detect a small cross-level interaction (41).
Materials.

Creating stimuli to manipulate height and race. To create stimuli, we photo-
graphed 16 male students from the University of North Carolina. Eight
students were White, and eight were Black. We photographed each student
from two perspectives: looking up and looking down. We intended to ma-
nipulate perceived height: If someone is looking down on you, they are likely
taller, but if they are looking up at you, they are likely shorter. This per-
spective manipulation allowed us to manipulate height in a within-subjects
design, addressing both power and stimulus sampling issues (42). In particu-
lar, our attention to stimulus sampling reduces the likelihood that our effects
were driven by the traits of a particular photograph and minimizes the pos-
sibility that small variations in luminance or target size explain our effects (42).
See Fig. 3 for examples of stimuli.

To check whether our manipulation of height actually worked, we pre-
dicted the estimated height of each target by target perspective. The analysis
revealed a main effect of target perspective on estimated height, b = 1.78,
F(1, 427) = 16.42, P < 0.001, 95% CI [0.91, 2.65], such that targets who were
looking down were perceived as taller (M = 71.6 in.) than targets who were
looking up (M = 69.8 in.). We found no main effect of race, b = −0.39, F(1,
427) = 0.80, P = 0.37, 95% CI [−1.26, 0.48], although we did find a race by
perspective interaction, b = 1.77, F(1, 2,322) = 4.12, P = 0.043, 95% CI [0.06,
3.48], such that perspective had a larger effect for Black targets. Simple main
effects show that Black looking-up targets were perceived as 1.3 in. shorter
than White looking-up targets, b = −1.27, t(899) = 2.05, P = 0.041, 95% CI
[−2.49, −0.05]. The difference between Black and White looking-down tar-
gets was not significant, b = 0.49, t(3,018) = 0.80, P = 0.42, 95% CI
[−0.72, 1.72].

BaBT. Participants answered questions adapted from the General Social
Survey (gss.norc.org/). We used these questions because they are less con-
founded with political beliefs than other scales (43) and directly target
stereotypes of Black threat. Participants provided their attitudes toward
Black, Hispanic, and White people on seven-point bipolar scales for
“nonviolent/violent,” “nonthreatening/threatening,” “nonaggressive/
aggressive,” and “not dangerous/dangerous.” Questions about Hispanic

Fig. 3. Two of the 16 male students whose photographs were used in study
2. The men in the photographs on the left (looking down) were perceived as
taller than the same men in the photographs on the right (looking up).
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targets were included to decrease the focus on Black and White targets and
reduce the effect of social desirability on responses.

To create an index variable representing participants’ BaBT, we subtracted
participants’ attitudes about White targets from their attitudes about Black
targets to capture the relative difference in participants’ attitudes (believing
Blacks are more violent than Whites) rather than their overall attitudes
(believing people are generally violent regardless of race). Then, we aver-
aged the four difference scores together.
Procedure. Participants rated 16 photographs of college-agedmales on five traits:
competent, likable, attractive, threatening, and aggressive. These photographs
were counterbalanced, such that each target was seen by half of the participants
as looking up and by the other half as looking down. The first item captured
competence, and the last two items captured threat. We initially included
“likable” and “attractive” as competence items but removed them as suggested
by reviewers and the editor; this change did not influence our results. Partici-
pants also estimated the height of each target, in inches. After completing these
ratings, participants completed the BaBT scale.
Analytic strategy. We again accounted for between-participant variance by
using hierarchical linear modeling, with responses nested within participants.
We allowed slopes to vary for both race and perspective manipulations to
provide a more precise model and allow cross-level interaction with BaBT.

Study 3.
Participants and design. Two hundred eight participants (75% White, 10%
Black, 61% women, Mage = 38 y) completed a 2 × 2 (Target Race: Black,

White by Described Height: Tall, Short) within-subjects study. This study
sought to replicate the three-way interaction of study 2 with stimuli that
more specifically manipulate height. With n = 208 at level 2 and n = 8 at
level 1 and a subject slope variance of 0.28, we had ∼90% power to detect a
small cross-level interaction (41).
Materials and procedure. To manipulate race, we used 20 Black male and 20
White male faces from the Chicago Face Database (44). These faces were
chosen based on age; all targets were between 21 and 29 y old. To manip-
ulate height, we described an encounter with each target in which the
target was either taller or shorter than the participant. Participants rated
eight targets using the same competence and threat items as in study 2.
Participants then completed the BaBT scale. The analytic strategy was
identical to that of study 2.

Preregistration Details. We note a few points of discrepancy between our
preregistrations and the presented results. (i) The study 2 preregistration did
not include the specific hypothesis that people higher in BaBT would judge
tall White men as especially competent. (ii) The study 3 preregistration notes
the inclusion of BaBT as a potential moderator but does not explicitly state
the specific hypotheses. (iii) The specific traits used in the “competence” and
“threat” composites were not listed in the preregistrations.
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