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          Facial cues of sex modulate speeded categorization of facial 

expressions. When both male and female faces are presented, happy 

expressions are categorized faster on female faces, but not on male 

faces. One explanation for this effect implicates the structural 

similarity of sex and emotion cues (Becker et al., 2007). Another 

explanation proposes that females are positively evaluated relative to 

males. The congruence between happy expressions and positive 

evaluations facilitates a happy categorization advantage for female 

faces (Hugenberg & Sczesny, 2006).  

           Regardless of the underlying mechanism, these explanations 

assume the influence of sex on emotion categorization occurs once 

the face is presented. Previous research demonstrates an influence of 

the other faces seen within a task on the processing of emotional 

expression. The interaction of multiple cues like sex and emotion may 

also be influenced by previously observed faces. The aim of the 

current study was to investigate whether the influence of sex on 

emotion categorization is stimulus specific or whether it depends on 

the sex and emotion contexts elicited by the task. 

 

Method 

          Participants categorized emotional expressions on the same 

male and female models (Figure 1). These stimuli were presented 

under different conditions. Experiment 1 aimed to replicate previous 

studies (e.g. Becker et al., 2007; Hugenberg & Sczesny, 2006). In 

Experiment 2 the gender context was manipulated and in Experiment 

3 the emotion context was manipulated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Experiment 1 

          Participants completed one emotion categorization task. Happy 

and angry expressions were categorized on male and female faces. 

Both male and female faces appeared mixed within the task.  

Experiment 2 

          Participants completed two emotion categorization tasks. 

Happy and angry expressions were categorized  on male faces in one 

task and on female faces in the other. Sex was not varied within task. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

Experiments 3  

          Participants completed two emotion categorization tasks. Happy 

and neutral expressions were categorized in one task and angry and 

neutral expression were categorized in the other. Both male and 

female faces appeared within each task. 

 

Results 

Experiment 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Happiness was categorized faster than anger on female faces, 

t(29) = 5.10, p < .001, but not on male faces, t(29) = 1.17, p = .252, 

(Figure 2).  

 

Experiment 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

          The influence of face sex on the categorization of emotion was 

modulated by task order (see Figure 3). If the male task was 

completed first, there was a significant Happy Categorization 

Advantage for female faces, t(41) = 4.63, p < .001, but not for male 

faces, t(41) = 0.54, p = .592. When participants completed the female 

task first, happy faces were categorized faster than angry faces 

regardless of face sex F(1, 39) = 9.67, p = .003, ƞp
2 = .20. 

  

Experiment 3 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            

         

          The influence of sex on emotion categorization varied across 

emotion tasks. In the happy task, there was no Happy Categorization 

advantaged regardless of the gender of the face, Fs < 1.70, ps > 

.202. In the angry task, angry expressions were categorized faster 

than neutral expressions on male faces, t(28) = 3.71, p = .001, but 

not on female faces, t(28) = 0.42, p = .678 (Figure 4). Excluding 

neutral expressions from analysis reveals the same pattern as 

Experiment 1. There was a Happy Categorization Advantage for 

female faces, t(28) = 4.67, p < .001, but not for male faces, t(28) = 

0.45, p = .656. The influence of sex on happy and angry 

categorization was not altered by changing the emotional context. 

 

Discussion 

          The influence of facial cues of sex on categorization of happy 

and angry expressions depends on the gender context elicited by the 

task but not the emotion context. As in emotion perception, 

previously observed faces can impose a context that modulates the 

interaction of facial cues like sex and emotion. 
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Figure 2: Categorization times for angry and happy faces as a function of the sex of the 

face in Experiment 1. Error bars represent one SEM. 

Figure 1: Emotional and neutral male and female stimuli used (from Tottenham et al., 2009) 

Figure 3: Categorization times for angry and happy, male and female faces as a 

function of task order in Experiment 2. Error bars represent one SEM. 

Figure 4: Categorization times for angry happy and neutral for both angry task and 

happy tasks in Experiment 3. Error bars represent one SEM. 


