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INTRODUCTION

Many lay people and psychologists alike believe that women are more
emotional than are men: Women are believed to experience and express
most emotions more intensely and more frequently than are men; men, if
they are emotional at all, are believed to experience and express more
anger. These beliefs pervade American culture, from self-help books to talk
shows, from films to comedy routines. Research confirms that these
stereotypes are widely held. Even preschool children hold stereotypic
beliefs about sex differences in emotional experience and expression
(e.g. Binbaum & Croll, 1984; Birnbaum, Nosanchuk, & Croll, 1980),
and these beliefs continue into adulthood (e.g. Grossman & Wood, 1993;
Hochschild, 1983; Lutz, 1990; Shields, 1987)."

Self-descriptions vs. Momentary Ratings

When emotionality is defined as a global disposition which is stable over
time and largely independent of social context, women consistently
describe themselves as more emotional than do men, citing more intense
and more frequent emotional experiences (e.g. Allen & Haccoun, 1976;
Diener, Sandvik, & Larsen, 1985; Dosser, Balswick, & Halverson, 1983;
Fujita, Diener, & Sandvik, 1991; Grossman & Wood, 1993; Kring, Smith,
& Neale, 1994; Snell, Miller, Belk, Garcia-Falconi, & Hernandez-Sanchez,
1989; Sprecher & Sedikides, 1993). To describe themselves, people must
remember, summarise, and integrate their past experiences into a consistent
set of global responses to the questionnaire items, but recalling such
information is a reconstructive process. Social cognitive researchers have
demonstrated repeatedly that heuristics, cognitive structures, implicit the-
ories, and motivations can lead to inaccurate recollections (for reviews
see Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nisbett & Ross,
1980; Ross, 1989; Schwarz & Sudman, 1994). Furthermore, participants
may be influenced selectively by more salient or theory-consistent experi-
ences when they create an “average’ perception on the basis of many
different experiences (Stone & Shiffman, 1994). Therefore, global, retro-
spective ratings of one’s emotional characteristics might be influenced by
culturally held beliefs about the link between gender and emotional
experience.

Several researchers have suggested that global, retrospective self-
descriptions may reflect sociocultural beliefs about gender differences in
emotional experience and expression. In a review, LaFrance and Banaji

! We use the term “sex difference”, rather than “gender difference”, because we are not
referring specifically to differences in gender role orientation.
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(1992) focused on the breadth of self-descriptions, concluding that sex
differences in emotion appear primarily when people must make sum-
mary judgements of their global emotionality rather than judgements
about particular emotional states. Shields (1991) focused on the retro-
spective nature of some self-descriptions, suggesting that sex differences
appear when people are asked to remember previous emotional experi-
ences because such reports are heavily influenced by underlying beliefs
about gender and emotion. When recalling their experiences, women
might think “I am a woman, and women are emotional, therefore I
must be emotional”’, whereas men might think “I am a man, and men
are not emotional, therefore I must not be emotional”’. In contrast, sex
differences are likely to disappear when ratings are made during or
immediately after the emotional experience because the immediate envir-
onmental cues are more salient and therefore more likely to determine
emotional responses.

Preliminary evidence has demonstrated that sex differences in emotional
experience are bounded by both the scope of the questions asked and the
degree to which respondents must rely on memory when reporting their
experiences (Feldman Barrett & Morganstein, 1996). In two studies,
female participants used global, retrospective ratings to describe them-
selves as experiencing and expressing more emotion than did the male
participants, but sex differences did not appear in the momentary reports of
emotional experiences that these same participants made across a 2 to 3
month time-span. The momentary ratings may have failed to show sex
differences, however, because they were not necessarily made during social
interactions; sex differences in emotional experience and expression are
more likely to occur in interpersonal, rather than impersonal, settings
(LaFrance & Banaji, 1992). The first goal of the present study was to
test the hypothesis that stereotypic sex differences appear in global, retro-
spective self-descriptions of emotional characteristics, but not in momen-
tary ratings of emotional experience and expression during social
interactions.

The Importance of Social Context

Reviews of this literature draw different conclusions regarding the status of
sex differences in emotional experience and expression. One conclusion is
that women experience selected emotions more intensely and more often
than do men (e.g. Brody & Hall, 1993; Fabes & Martin, 1991; Fischer,
1993). Another is that sex differences are stronger for the expression of
emotion than for emotional experience because men’s and women’s dif-
ferent social roles lead them to follow different display rules (e.g. Brody &
Hall, 1993; Shields, 1991). Finally, some social scientists propose a
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gender-in-context approach (e.g. Deaux & Major, 1987; Shields, 1991),
arguing that aspects of social situations interact with gender to enhance or
attenuate observable sex-related differences.

The second goal of the present study was to distinguish between emo-
tional experiences and emotional expression and to place them in their
social contexts. We focused on: (1) characteristics of the interaction
partner; and (2) characteristics of the interaction itself as the contexts
that might be especially likely to interact with sex in influencing emo-
tional experience and expression.

Characteristics of the Interaction Partner

Previous research using global, retrospective questionnaire methods has
indicated that the sex of an interaction partner is an important contextual
factor for sex differences in emotional disclosures, but the direction of the
effect is far from clear. One study (Snell, Miller, & Belk, 1988) found that
women were willing to disclose their emotions with both men and women,
whereas men were more willing to disclose only to women. In contrast,
another study (Snell et al., 1989) indicated that women were more willing
to discuss emotions with other women. Other work (Allen & Haccoun,
1976) found, however, that both sexes reported expressing more emotion in
opposite-sex interactions, but that this effect was more consistent for
women than for men. Based on this research, we hypothesised that sex
of interaction partner would be a contextual variable that differentially
affects how men and women express their emotions, although the precise
nature of the effect remains to be determined.

Closeness of the interaction partner is a second contextual variable that
differentially affects how men and women express their emotions.
Although women tend to disclose more than do men, this difference is
particularly salient when interacting with strangers (Dindia & Allen, 1992).
Women are much more likely to disclose information to a stranger than are
men, who tend to reserve their disclosures for close others. Thus, a gender
in-context perspective would predict that sex differences in emotional
expression should be most evident in interactions with strangers and less
evident in interactions with close others. Whereas women might feel free to
express emotion with a wide variety of interaction partners, men might
reserve emotional disclosures for particularly close partners.

We also explored the potential impact of interaction partner character-
istics on differences in emotional experience. No specific predictions were
made, however, because to our knowledge these relationships have not
been previously addressed in the literature.



SEX DIFFERENCES IN EMOTION 559
Characteristics of the Interaction

We examined whether sex-related emotion differences would vary as a
function of characteristics of the interaction. Popular culture and scientific
inquiry alike attribute intimacy and communal motives to women, but
power, control, and agency motives to men. Because intimacy and social
control are thought to be differentially associated with gender, they may
evoke different patterns of emotional response for men versus women
(Brody & Hall, 1993).

Miller’s (1984) relational theory holds that women’s experience of the
self is organised around being able to establish and maintain affiliative
relationships, primarily because they are powerless in society. In the course
of socialisation, women are thought to learn to connect to others, to
maintain those connections as a source of self-worth, and to define them-
selves in terms of their relationships (Joseph, Markus, & Tafarodi, 1992;
Markus & Oyserman, 1989). Women describe their friendships as more
intimate than do men (Sherrod, 1989), and their manner of communication
is more intimacy-promoting than is men’s (Dindia & Allen, 1992; Snell et
al., 1988, 1989). Women also report more of an interpersonal basis for their
emotional responses (Allen & Haccoun, 1976). Much of this research
linking women with intimacy and affiliation motives is based on global,
retrospective self-report, and thus may suffer from the same weakness as
self-descriptions of emotion characteristics; that is, these self-report ratings
might be influenced by culturally held, gendered beliefs about relation-
ships. If we formulate a hypothesis based on these findings, however, then
we would predict that sex differences in emotional experience or expres-
sion should be enhanced during intimate interactions.’

Issues of power and control are thought to be more relevant for men than
for women. According to such theorists as Chodorow (1978) and Miller
(1984), men learn to define themselves in terms of their separateness and
their status in the social system. According to this line of thinking, dom-
inance is more central to men’s self-concept than it is to women’s (Josephs
et al.,, 1992). Indeed, same-sex male dyads more frequently engage in
behaviour to maintain dominance and position in the social hierarchy
than do other types of dyads (Maccoby, 1990). This research, too, might
reflect sex stereotypes, because much of the evidence is based on self-report
data. Nonetheless, the hypothesis derived from these findings would be that
interactions which involve very little (or very much) personal control may
enhance sex-related differences in emotional experience or expression.

2 The degree of intimacy experienced in a social interaction can be separated from the
closeness of the partner, in that participants might have feelings of intimacy in interactions
with partners whom they have not known long enough or do not know well enough to consider
those partners close. Thus, predictions for the two types of contexts vary from one another.
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THE PRESENT STUDY

In the present study, male and female participants initially described their
emotional characteristics by completing a series of individual difference
questionnaires. Participants also provided detailed quantitative descriptions
of their social experiences, their interaction partners, and their emotional
reactions immediately after every social interaction for a one-week period
using a variant of the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR; Reis & Wheeler,
1991). We predicted that sex differences would appear in global, retro-
spective self-descriptions of emotion characteristics, but not in momentary
reports of emotion. Next, we explored whether aspects of social situations
interacted with gender to enhance or attenuate observable sex differences
in emotional experience and expression. We predicted that the character-
istics of the interaction partner would provide a context for the appearance
of sex differences in emotional expression. The sex of an interaction
partner should produce sex differences, such that either men would
express more emotion to women partners, or both sexes would report
expressing more emotion in opposite-sex interactions. The closeness of
an interaction partner should produce sex differences, such that men and
women would look most different in their emotional expressions when
interacting with strangers. In addition, we explored the relationships
between the characteristics of the interaction partner and sex differences
in momentary emotional experience, although we had no formal predic-
tions per se. Finally, we explored whether aspects of the interaction itself
provided a context for the appearance of self-related differences in
emotion. If intimacy and communal motives are linked to women’s
roles, whereas power and control motives are linked to men’s roles,
then intimate social interactions or interactions where personal control
is constrained or enhanced might produce sex differences in emotional
experience or expression.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 70 participants (28 male, 42 female) who had
complete data for the interaction record ratings.’ Missing data exist
because some participants left some items blank on the personality

* The study began with 104 participants who were selected from a larger undergraduate
subject pool, 56 sampled from the University of Massachusetts and 48 sampled from the
Pennsylvania State University. The sample was originally designed to study the social
interaction patterns associated with adult attachment styles (see Pietromonaco & Feldman
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questionnaires. All 70 participants completed the positive emotion and
compliance facet scales of the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO
PI-R; Costa & McCrae, 1992); 68 of these participants fully completed the
affect intensity measure (AIM, Larsen & Diener, 1987), and the anxiety,
hostility, depression, warmth, and feeling facet scales of the NEO PI-R.
Sixty-six participants had complete data for all relevant personality mea-
sures. All participants received course credit and tickets for a $50 lottery
for their participation.

Self-description Measures

Although participants completed a battery of individual difference mea-
sures before the experience-sampling portion of the study began, only those
tapping assessments of emotional experience and expression, or sex role
stereotypes, are relevant to this report. Affect intensity was assessed using
the affect intensity measure (AIM; Larsen & Diener, 1987). Examples of
items from the AIM (alpha = 0.92; 40 items) include “When something
good happens, I am much more jubilant than others” and “When I solve a
small personal problem, I feel euphoric”. Intensity of emotional experience
and receptivity to one’s inner feelings and emotions were assessed using
the openness facet from the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (NEO
PI-R; Costa & McCraw, 1992) openness to experience scale. Examples of
items from the feelings facet (alpha = 0.82; 8 items) include “I rarely
experience strong emotions’ (reversed) and “I experience a wide range
of emotions or feeling””. Components of negative affect were assessed
using three facets of the NEO PI-R neuroticism scale. Examples of items
from the anxiety facet (alpha = 0.84; 8 items) include “I often feel tense
and jittery”’; from the depression facet (alpha = 0.75; 8 items) include “I
seldom feel sad or depressed” (reversed); and, from the hostility facet

Barrett, 1997), and include approximately equal numbers of individuals from each of four
attachment styles (i.e. secure, preoccupied, fearful-avoidant, and dismissing-avoidant
Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Fourteen per cent of the sample (15 participants) did
not complete the study. These participants did not differ from those who remained in the
study on any of the 5-factor personality factors except for agreeableness. The participants
who dropped out of the study described themselves as less agreeable (4 =107.1) than did
those participants who remained in the study (M =125.1), 1(96) =2.9, P <.01. In particular,
they rated themselves as less compliant (M = 11.1) than did the participants who remained
(M = 15.4), 1(96) = 2.7, P < .01. Twenty-one per cent of the remaining sample (19
participants) reported using their memory to complete more than 25% of the interaction
records. We removed these participants from the analysis to minimise the influence of recall
bias on participants’ reporss. Subjects who reported using memory to complete their inter-
action records differed somewhat from the rest of the sample; they evidenced greater
neuroticism (M = 115.2) than those who did not use memory (M = 96.7), 1(87) = 2.7,
P < .01, and less conscientiousness (M = 107.0 vs. M = 121.2), #(78) = 2.5, P < .01).
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(alpha = 0.89; 8 items) include “I often get angry at the way people treat
me”. The anxiety facet, depression facet, and hostility facet were consid-
ered self-descriptions of experiences with fear, sadness, and hostility,
respectively. Positive affect was assessed using the positive emotions
facet of the NEO-PI R extraversion scale. Examples of items from the
positive emotions facet (alpha = 0.89; 8 items) include “Sometimes I
bubble with happiness’’.

Two components of gender role stereotypes related to power and
intimacy were assessed using additional facets of the NEO-PI R. The
compliance facet of the agreeableness scale (alpha = 0.72; 8 items)
measures characteristic reactions to interpersonal conflict (ranging from
deference to others to a preference to compete rather than to co-operate)
and includes items such as “I would rather cooperate with others than
compete with them” (reversed). The warmth facet of the extraversion scale
(alpha =0.83; 8 items) measures interpersonal intimacy and includes items
such as “I’'m known as a warm and friendly person’.

Interaction Record

We adapted the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR; Reis & Wheeler, 1991)
to assess the quality of participants’ interactions, the sex and closeness of
their interaction partner, and their emotional reactions to the interactions.
The Interaction Record is a fixed-format diary procedure that participants
complete after every interaction lasting 10 minutes or longer (Reis &
Wheeler, 1991). We defined an interaction as any encounter with another
person or persons in which the participants attended to one another and
possibly adjusted their behaviour in response to one another (Reis &
Wheeler, 1991). We called the interactions ‘“social” because they
involved at least another person, but the interactions included more than
just situations in which the participants socialised for entertainment pur-
poses (e.g. we sampled interactions at work, over the telephone, during
classes, on errands, etc.).

For each interaction, participants provided information such as the
number of partners, the initials of partners for each interaction, and
who initiated the interaction. Next, they indicated the sex of their interac-
tion partner (male, female) or partners (male, female, or mixed). Partici-
pants then rated several aspects of the interaction on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = not at all, 3 = moderately, 5 = very much): They rated the quality of
the interaction, including the degree of intimacy and own-versus other-
control over the interaction. They also rated a range of emotion adjectives
to indicate their emotional reactions to the interaction, including happy,
sad, nervous, surprised, angry, embarrassed, and ashamed. Participants
also rated the intensity of their experience (1 item) and how much they
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expressed their emotions in the interaction (1 item). At the conclusion of
the study, they also rated their degree of closeness to their main interaction
partners using a 7-point Likert scale.

Procedure

Participants attended three laboratory sessions. During the first session, the
experimenter explained that the study concerned how people think and feel
about their social interactions with others, and that participants would keep
records of all of their social interactions for 7 days. To encourage partici-
pation, the experimenter also explained that participants would receive
extra credit plus tickets for a $50 lottery to be held at the end of the
semester. To preserve confidentiality, participants selected a code name
to write on all of their study materials. Participants also completed several
questionnaires during the first session (for a complete description see
Pietromonaco & Feldman Barrett, 1997). Afterwards, the experimenter
explained the event-contingent procedure for completing the interaction
records, and carefully defined all items on the interaction record form. For
example, the experimenter indicated that “intimacy’ referred to the extent
to which the participants felt interpersonally close to their interaction
partners in a given interaction and did not necessarily refer to sexual
activity. The experimenter emphasised the importance of answering hon-
estly when using the interaction records and of completing a record as soon
as possible (within 15 minutes) after each interaction. In addition to oral
instructions, participants received written instructions to which they could
refer during the course of the study. Participants took home some practice
interaction records, along with another set of self-report measures.

During the second laboratory session, participants returned their com-
pleted questionnaires, and reviewed their practice interaction records with
the experimenter. The experimenter answered all questions and gave
participants a final written set of instructions for completing 7 days of
interaction records. Participants returned their interaction records three
times during their recording week, and they received extra lottery tickets
for returning their forms on time. The experimenter phoned, within 24
hours, any participants who did not return their forms on time and
reminded them to return the forms.

During the third laboratory session, the experimenter interviewed parti-
cipants about their reactions to the study. To ensure that participants
followed all instructions, the experimenter asked several specific questions
about the accuracy with which participants had recorded their interactions,
including: (a) whether they had recorded all of their interactions and, if they
had not, what percentage they did not record (percent not recorded M =
15.4%, SD = 14.8); and (b) whether they had completed any interaction
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records from memory and, if they had, the percentage of interaction forms
that they had completed from memory. The experimenter stressed that
participants would not be penalised in any way (i.e. they would still
receive credit and lottery tickets) if they had not followed instructions,
and that we were simply interested in obtaining an accurate picture of their
data. Overall, the majority of participants (81% of the final sample)
reported that they documented at least three-quarters of their social inter-
actions over the observation week.

Sixty-nine percent of the interactions (N = 1559) from the total data
set were used for the present report because we selected only those
involving the participant and one other interaction partner (either male
or female). We analysed only dyadic interactions to minimise the other
influences on emotional experience and expression that might be present
in larger social groups.’

RESULTS

Overview of Data Analyses

The interaction data in this study conformed to a multilevel data structure
(Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998), including both lower-level and upper-
level data. The lower-level data consisted of multiple data points for each
individual across time. Participants indicated the characteristics of their
social interactions and their interaction partners, and rated their emotional
experience and expression, all of which were measured on an interaction-
by-interaction basis across many interactions. These lower-level data were
nested within upper-level units, or participants, and participants could be
grouped by whether they were male or female. We used hierarchical linear
modelling (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1987, 1992; Bryk, Raudenbush, Seltzer,
& Congdon, 1989) to analyse the interaction data because it allowed us to
analyse within-subject (lower-level) and between-subject (upper-level)
variation simultaneously, thus allowing us to model each source variation
while taking the statistical characteristics of the other level into account.
The global, retrospective self-descriptions of emotional experience and
expression consisted of upper-level data only, and thus were analysed
using ordinary least-squares estimation procedures.

* Analyses of the total data set have been published in two previous reports. The first
focused on the relationship between adult attachment and interpersonal experiences (Pie-
tromonaco & Feldman Barrett, 1997). The second report focused on the accuracy of the 5-
factor model of personality (Feldman Barrett & Pietromonaco, 1997). The hypotheses tested
and analyses reported in those reports do not overlap with those presented here.
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To avoid the possibility of Type II errors in the context of theoretically
derived predictions, we established an alpha of 0.05, two-tailed for ana-
lyses of the momentary emotion ratings; we used an alpha level of 0.01
when evaluating effects that we did not predict. To avoid the possibility of
Type I errors given the number of analyses performed on the momentary
emotion ratings, we do not describe any of these effects that did not reach
an alpha of 0.05; all findings are described for the self-description data. All
predictors were centred for all of the regression analyses (Aiken & West,
1991).

Self-descriptions vs. Momentary Emotion Ratings

We first performed a MANOVA on the battery of individual difference
measures including participants’ sex as the grouping variable. The
MANOVA was statistically significant F(9, 56) = 5.32, P < .001. Uni-
variate ANOVAs indicated that women described themselves as more
emotional than did men. Means and standard deviations are presented in
Table 1. Women described themselves as more affectively intense, more
open to their feelings, more anxious, more sad, and more pleasant than
men. Consistent with gender role stereotypes, women described themselves
as warmer and marginally more compliant than did men.

We next considered whether there were sex differences in emotional
experience and expression across all the dyadic social interactions that
were recorded by participants during the event-contingent sampling por-
tion of the study. One hierarchical linear model was used to estimate sex
differences for each emotion rating (i.e. happy, sad, nervous, surprised,
angry, embarrassed, and ashamed, plus intensity and expression). The

TABLE 1
Sex Differences in Global, Retrospective Self-descriptions
Women Men

M SD M SD F P
Affect Intensity 3.98 0.50 342 0.47 14.47 0.001
Openness to Feelings 26.38 4.27 21.14 4.53 35.58 0.001
Anxiety 17.48 6.78 13.71 3.89 7.69 0.01
Sadness 19.63 7.05 16.25 5.63 6.40 0.01
Hostility 16.85 5.44 15.36 4.32 3.13 0.10
Positive Emotion 22.56 5.65 17.71 4.97 13.03 0.001
Warmth 28.63 5.19 25.57 3.73 6.25 0.05
Compliance 16.31 4.74 14.14 4.03 4.46 0.06

Note: N = 66; degrees of freedom = 1, 64.
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within-subject level of the model estimated the emotion ratings for each
individual using the formula:

Ejj = by; + 1 (M
where Ej; is participant j’s emotion rating on the ith occasion, by is
participant j’s average emotion rating across all dyadic social interac-
tions, and rj; is a within-subjects residual component. The between-subject
level of the model allowed us to assess whether the sex of the participant
accounted for any of the variance in participants’ average emotion rating
(represented by the estimated regression parameter, by;), as follows:

by; = byg + by *(sex) + uy; (2)
where by, is the mean emotion rating for all participants, by, is the degree
to which participants’ sex moderates the size of that coefficient, and uy;
represents the random variation in average emotion rating (variation that is
not accounted for by sex of participant). An effect code (—1 for men, 1 for
women) was used to signify participants’ sex.

The results, presented in the first two data columns of Table 2, indicate
that on average, men and women did not differ in their momentary reports
of specific emotional experiences. Men and women reported equal amounts
of happiness, sadness, nervousness, surprise, and anger. Sex differences did
appear in the momentary global ratings, however. On average, women
rated their momentary emotional experiences as more intense than did
men, and they also reported that they expressed their emotions more so
than did men.

Thus, as predicted, men and women described themselves in line with
gender stereotypes when making global, retrospective self-descriptions:
Women described themselves as more affectively intense, more open and
sensitive to their feelings, more anxious, more sad, and more happy, than
did men; women also described themselves as warmer and more com-
pliant than did men. In contrast, men and women did not differ in their
ratings of specific emotional experiences when measured immediately
after dyadic social interactions. Consistent with the self-descriptions,
however, women rated their momentary emotional experiences as more
intense, and also reported that they expressed their emotions more than
did men.

Importance of the Social Context: Attributes of the
Interaction Partner

Sex of Interaction Partner. We next considered whether men’s and
women’s emotional responses to their social interactions differed depend-
ing on the sex of their interaction partner. As before, we used one
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hierarchical linear model to analyse each type of emotion rating; both
participant and partner sex were effect coded. The within-subject level of
the hierarchical regression models estimated each participant’s emotion
ratings, as follows:

Ej; = by; + by;S;; + 15 (3)
where Ejj is participant j’s emotion ratings on the ith occasion, by; is the
average emotion for participant j, by; is the degree to which participant j
responds differentially to male versus female interaction partners, S;; is the
sex of the partner for the ith interaction, and r;; is a within-subjects residual
component. The between-subject level of the model allowed us to assess
whether participants’ sex influenced: (1) their mean emotion ratings (by);
and (2) their emotional response to their interaction partner (b;), by
estimating the degree to which sex of participant accounted for the
observed variance in the within-subjects coefficients for participants, as
follows:

by; = byg + by *(sex) + uy; 4)

byj = byg + by *(sex) + uy; ®)
where by, is the mean emotion rating for all participants and by, indicates
whether the average participant responds differently to male versus
female interaction partners. The by; and the b;; terms represent the
degree to which sex of participant moderates the size of those coeffi-
cients: The by, term indicates whether there is a sex difference in the
average emotion ratings, and the b;; term indicates whether participants’
sex influences how they respond when interacting with a male versus a
female partner.’

In these analyses, we will focus primarily on the b;; terms (which
represents whether response to the interaction partner variable is influ-
enced by a participant’s sex) and on the b, terms (which represents the
average participant’s response to the interaction partner variable). We
will not report by; terms (which represents whether there are sex differ-
ences in participants’ ratings after controlling for the partner variable)
unless they differ from the main effects for participants’ sex reported
above.

> In regression equations with interaction terms in which the predictor variables have been
centred, the lower-order regression coefficients are not main effects, but instead represent the
effect of the predictor on the criterion at the mean of the other predictor variable. In the
regression analysis presented, both sex of participant and sex of partner have been effect
coded to centre effectively the variables. The effect of participants’ sex can be interpreted as
the effect of sex on emotion ratings when interacting with an average interaction partner (i.e.
the average of male and female). This is not quite equivalent to testing for a main effect of
participant’s sex as was presented in Table 2.
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The third and fourth data columns present the average emotional
responses when interacting with a male or female partner (the by
terms). When interacting with a man, rather than a woman, participants
displayed a trend to report more anger (b;o = —.06, t = 2.10, P < .05).
There were no other emotion differences in response to sex of interaction
partner. The final four data columns in Table 2 indicate that sex differ-
ences in emotion ratings were consistently moderated by the sex of the
interaction partner (the b;; terms). As predicted, the sex of partner
interacted with participants’ sex to enhance sex differences in ratings
of emotional expression, (b;g;; = —.16, t = 3.92, P < .001); participants
reported that they experienced more intense emotion and expressed more
emotion when interacting with an opposite-sex partner. This effect was
also observed for ratings of emotional experience: male participants
reported experiencing more happiness (b;; = —.13, t = 3.62, P < .001)
and surprise (b;; = —.12, t =2.99, P < .01), and marginally more sadness
(b;; = —.06, t = 196, P < .05), nervousness (b;; = —.06, t = 1.98,
P < .05), and embarrassment (b;; = —.04, t = 2.20, P < .05), when
interacting with a woman; female participants reported experiencing more
of these emotions when interacting with men. The interaction between sex
of participant and sex of partner was also significant for emotional
intensity (b;; = —.21, t = 5.15, P < .001), indicating that participants
reported experiencing more intense emotion when interacting with an
opposite-sex partner.

Closeness of Other. Another set of HLM analyses, similar to those
presented in equations 3 to 5, were conducted to investigate whether men
and women respond differentially to the closeness of their interaction
partner. As in the previous analyses, we will focus on reporting b;; and
by terms; by; terms will only be reported if they differ from the main
effects for participants’ sex already reported. Averaging across male and
female participants, reports of happiness and sadness were positively
associated with the closeness of the interaction partner (average b,y =
0.10, t = 5.78, P < .001) and (average b;o = .03, ¢t = 3.00, P < .01);
participants tended to report more happiness and sadness when interacting
with close others as compared to strangers. Furthermore, on average, the
intensity of participants’ emotional experiences and their degree of emo-
tional expression was positively associated with the closeness of the
interaction partner (average b;p = .11, t = 6.73, P < .001) and (average
b =.16, t =8.76, P < .001), respectively.

Participants’ sex, however, did not interact with the closeness of the
interaction partner to produce differential emotional responses. The inter-
action terms (b;;) were not significant in the analyses of any momentary
emotion ratings, suggesting that men’s and women’s emotional responses
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were not differentially sensitive to the closeness of their interaction
partner.

Importance of the Social Context: Attributes of the
Interaction

Degree of Intimacy. We next considered whether men’s and women’s
emotional responses to their social interactions differed depending on the
degree of intimacy present in the interaction itself. As before, we used one
HLM model to analyse each emotion rating. In many cases, participants’
reports of emotion were positively associated with the degree of intimacy
in the interaction. As the intimacy in the interaction increased, participants
reported more happiness (average b;o = .27, t = 9.33, P <.001), sadness
(average b;p=.12, t =5.06, P <.001), surprise (average b;p =.18, t =5.68,
P <.001), embarrassment (average b;o = .04, t =2.38, P <.02), and shame
(average b;p = .04, t =2.01, P <.02). On average, both the intensity of
emotion and expressions of emotion increased with increased intimacy
(average b;p = 42, t = 15.87, P < .001) and (average b;p = 49, t =
15.85, P <.001), respectively.

Although reports of emotional experience and expression increased
during intimate interactions, participants’ sex did not interact with the
intimacy of the interaction to produce differential emotional responses.
Most of the b;; coefficients did not reach significance. The only exception
was for ratings of emotional expression (average b;; =.08, t =2.37, P <.02);
the relationship between intimacy and increased emotional expression was
stronger for women (b; = .57) than for men ((b; = .41). Thus, women’s
emotional expressivity was more sensitive to the level of intimacy in their
social interactions than was true for men. One finding for the b, term for
emotional expression was interesting: After controlling for the level of
intimacy in the interaction, men and women did not differ in the intensity
of their emotional experience (average b;p =.05, t =.91, n.s.). Furthermore,
on average, female participants rated their interactions as more intimate
than did male participants [(M = 3.21 vs. M =2.61), t = 3.39, P <.001].
Together, these findings suggest that sex differences in emotional intensity
may be due, at least in part, to women construing their interactions as more
intimate than do men.

Perceived Control. We next considered whether men’s and women’s
emotional responses to their social interactions differed depending on the
degree to which they felt in control of the interaction. Averaging across
both male and female participants, reports of most specific emotions were
not associated with the degree of perceived control in the interaction, with
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two exceptions. First, as the degree of personal control in the interaction
increased, participants reported less surprise (average b;o = .08, t = 2.1,
P < .04)°. Second, expressions of emotion increased with increases in
personal control (average b;o = —.12, ¢t = 3.1, P < .01). No interaction
term was statistically significant, indicating that degree of control in the
interaction did not elicit sex differences in emotional experience or expres-
sion. Interestingly, on average, men displayed a trend to report more
control over their interactions than did women [(M = 3.09 vs. M =2.97),
[t =2.14, P < .03]. Women continued to report that they expressed more
emotion than did men, however, even when degree of personal control in
the interaction was held constant in the analysis.

DISCUSSION

Consistent with previous research, female participants in the present study
described themselves as more affectively intense, open and sensitive to
their feelings, anxious, sad, and happy than did men when responding to
global, memory-based measures. This pattern was not observed, however,
when these same men and women documented their emotional reactions on
a moment-to-moment basis. Men and women did not differ in their average
experience of specific emotions measured immediately after dyadic social
interactions, although sex differences emerged on average in the global
momentary ratings: Women consistently reported that they experienced
more intense emotions and that they expressed their emotions more during
those interactions. The appearance of sex differences in these more general
momentary ratings, but not in those tapping the experience of specific
emotions, is consistent with LaFrance and Banaji’s (1992) view that sex-
related differences are more likely to occur when ratings are general rather
than specific.

The remainder of the analyses in the present study were aimed at
examining contexts that might enhance or attenuate sex-related differ-
ences in emotional experience and expression. We examined two types
of context variables that we thought were particularly likely to elicit sex-
related emotion differences: Characteristics of the interaction partner (sex
of interaction partner and closeness of interaction partner) and character-
istics of the interaction (degree of intimacy and perceived personal control
in the interaction). Many of these context variables were associated with
ratings of momentary emotional experience and expression—indicating
that they were emotionally evocative—but only sex of the interaction

§ Perceived personal control was scaled so that low values for control indicate perceptions
that the participant was in control of the interaction, whereas high values indicate percep-
tions that the interaction partner was in control of the interaction.
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partner seemed to elicit sex differences. Participants reported that they
experienced and expressed more emotion when interacting with opposite-
sex partners. Given that the majority of our participants were probably
heterosexual, many of these opposite-sex interactions may have had
romantic content or overtones, increasing their emotional relevance and
currency. The other partner-based attribute, closeness of the interaction
partner, neither enhanced nor attenuated sex differences in emotional
experience or expression.

As characteristics of the interactional context, intimacy and perceived
personal control neither enhanced nor attenuated sex differences in emo-
tional experience, despite the fact that women reported more intimacy in
their interactions, whereas men reported more personal control in theirs. Not
only did men and women differentially experience power and intimacy in
their interactions, but they communicated this difference in some of their
memory-based personality ratings: Women described themselves as warmer
and more compliant than did men on the memory-based measures. This
correspondence between memory-based descriptions and on-line ratings
stands in contrast to the lower correspondence observed in the emotionality
ratings. Even though men and women were differentially aware of intimacy
and power aspects of their interactions, those interpersonal aspects failed to
activate sex-related differences in emotional experience. Level of intimacy
activated sex-related differences in emotional expression, however.

Taken together, the findings presented in this study present a challenge
to the strongly held stereotype that women are “more emotional’” than are
men. At the very least, the data suggest that the answer to whether sex
differences really exist depends primarily on how we ask the question and
to some degree on the context in which the question is asked.

How can we account for the lack of correspondence between on-line and
memory-based measures? One possible explanation is that the on-line
ratings reflected reports of specific emotions, but the global, retrospective
self-descriptions did not. An examination of the items on the personality
questionnaires indicates that many of the items referred to specific emo-
tional experiences (e.g. “I often feel tense and jittery”, “I seldom feel sad
or depressed’’, “I often get angry at the way people treat me”, and
“Sometimes I bubble with happiness™.). Thus, it is possible that retro-
spective ratings of emotional characteristics elicit people’s ideas about
their general emotional response patterns for specific emotions, whereas
the momentary ratings are based on specific emotions in specific situations.

It is also possible, however, that participants’ descriptions of their own
emotional characteristics may have been influenced by their beliefs about
men’s and women’s emotionality more generally. To create such descrip-
tions, participants had to recall information about past experiences and
synthesise them into a consistent picture. The mere act of remembering is a
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reconstructive process aided by implicitly held theories (for reviews see
Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995; Nisbett & Ross, 1989).
Beliefs about sex differences in emotionality (Shields, 1991) may be rooted
in social roles that specify that women are more emotionally responsive
than men (Eagly, 1987; Wood, Rholes, & Whelan, 1989). People may
construct notions about their general emotional responsivity in line with
the social role ascribed to their sex. As a result, role-guided responses
may lead respondents to overestimate or underestimate the amount of
emotion that they actually experienced during some previous time-span.
In addition, sex-related differences in emotion may be more pronounced
in laboratory settings than in real life settings (Eagly & Wood, 1991)
because laboratory settings eliminate other influences on an individual’s
emotional state (e.g. the immediate, context-driven norms of social
situations). Participants completed their personality measures in a lab
setting which may have caused them to fall back on their gender-based
beliefs about emotionality.

An alternative explanation is that men and women may be differentially
anchoring their response scales when making the different types of ratings.
The typical response scale asks participants to respond to items by endorsing
some number that reflects “not at all” to “very much” of some experience.
Typically, when making such ratings, participants compare themselves to a
target. When making global, retrospective self-descriptions of the type found
on individual difference measures of emotionality, participants might com-
pare themselves to the “average individual”. When making ratings of their
momentary emotional experiences, however, participants might anchor the
response scale by comparing themselves to their own average emotional
response. As a result, women might endorse the gender-linked belief that
they are more emotional than the “average person”, whereas men would
endorse the complementary belief, when completing individual difference
measures, but not when completing momentary measures.

A third possibility is that emotions may have differential value for men
and women. Even though they may not differ in their momentary experi-
ences, women may attend more to their emotions when they occur, think
more about them, share their emotions more with other people, and find
more meaning in their emotional reactions than men. These experiences
may lead women to develop a more elaborated view of themselves as an
emotional being than typically occurs for men. In addition, perhaps inter-
action partners expect women to emit more emotion than men (Keltner,
1995), leading those partners to respond more frequently to women’s
displays of emotion. This responsivity may cause women to perceive their
emotional displays as intense enough to elicit strong responses from others,
leading women to develop a perception of their own emotional experiences
and expression as more intense than do men.
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Limitations of the Study

Our inability to detect strong context effects for sex differences in emotional
experience and expression may be directly related to certain limitations of
our study. It might be argued that we failed to detect the influence of the
social context variables because of the ways in which we operationalised
them. Rather than asking participants how important each goal (i.e. intimacy
or power) was to them, we asked them to make a judgement about the
content of that goal (i.e. how much intimacy or power was relevant to the
situation). The present study documented that, on a moment-to-moment
basis, women perceived their interactions as more intimate than did men,
whereas men perceived their interactions as involving more personal control.
Although these sex-related differences are consistent with the notion that
men and women hold different interpersonal goals, we did not directly assess
the degree to which individuals held intimacy or power goals. For example,
participants were asked “who was in control of this interaction: 1 =you to 5
= your interaction partner? Perceived personal control could be relatively
high in a particular interaction, even if the participant did not desire personal
control; in such a case, the influence of this context variable might be
diminished. Future research should focus directly on the goals that men
and women have for their social interactions, as well as on how emotional
experience and expression are linked to achieving interpersonal goals.

In addition, using a general item for emotional expression may have
limited the results of the study. Measuring expression of specific emotions,
rather than emotional expression in general, would shed more light on the
sex-linked difference that we noted. In particular, if differences disappear
when specific emotional expressions are measured, then the difference in
the current study could be attributed to the generality of the question. On
the other hand, if sex-linked differences in expression remain, that would
be consistent with the notion that differences in emotional expression are
due to differential socialisation and prescribed gender roles. Asking ques-
tions about expression of specific emotions would also allow us to address
whether particular emotions (e.g. anger) might be expressed more by men
than by women, because of their gender roles.

Furthermore, it would be productive to assess the degree of congruence
between an experienced emotion and the form of its subsequent expression.
Although the experience of a particular emotion is often displayed in a
fashion consistent with that emotion (e.g. a smile when one is happy), it
is possible for an individual to experience one emotion but display it as a
different, more socially appropriate emotion (e.g. felt embarrassment is
displayed as anger). Sex-related differences may be more properly found in
the nature of the congruence between experience and expression, rather
than the degree of correspondence, per se. We did conduct analyses to
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examine the amount of experience-expression congruence, we found no sex
differences on average or in particular social contexts; our analyses were
limited, however, by the fact that we were comparing specific emotional
experiences to a global rating of expression.

Finally, participants in this study were originally selected for a study of
adult attachment styles. As a result, our sample consisted of roughly equal
numbers of individuals with four attachment styles; about one quarter of
our sample was securely attached, whereas three-quarters of our sample
was insecurely attached. Despite the potential for a confound, it is unlikely
that the present findings were biased by our sampling procedure. Some
insecurely attached individuals (e.g. fearful ambivalents and preoccupieds)
are thought to experience heightened emotional responses when compared
to securely attached individuals, whereas others (dismissive avoidants) are
thought to experience reduced emotional responses (Bartholomew &
Horowitz, 1991). In addition, the findings from this study directly replicate
findings from two studies (Feldman Barrett & Morganstein, 1996) using
samples that were not selected on the basis of any personality variable.

Implications

These findings have several major implications. First, sex differences in
emotional experience are not as pervasive as the stereotype suggests. Men
and women do not differ dramatically in their immediate reports of emo-
tional experience, even in contexts that are differentially relevant for men
and women (control vs. intimacy). This finding raises the possibility that
women’s ““greater emotionality’’ is a culturally constructed idea, based on
observed differences in emotional expression—differences which are
socialised from a very early age. Second, investigators should be wary of
including only global, retrospective self-descriptions of emotional experi-
ence when conducting research on affective experience. Self-report ratings
of this type, although informative, may provide a skewed picture of the
emotional life of a person—a picture skewed in the direction of supporting
gender-based stereotypes about emotion.

Manuscript received 16 December 1996
Revised manuscript received 7 October 1997
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