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Balakrishnan (Kichu) R Nair, John R Attia, Steven J Bowe, Stephen R Mears and Karen I Hitchcock

Objective:  To test for the presence of sex-based differences in perception (the notion 

that men and women “think” differently, and that differences in perception are 

biologically based) among healthcare professionals.

Design:  Prospective survey.

Setting and participants:  90 medical personnel at a tertiary care hospital in 

Newcastle, NSW.

Intervention:  Healthcare professionals were shown two pictures that could be 

interpreted as depicting either a young or an old person, and a word that could be seen 

as geometric shapes.

Main outcome measures:  The effects of sex, age, seniority, and specialisation in 

relation to the first impression of the image, the ability to change one’s perception, and 

the speed of perception.

Results:  Contrary to popular opinion, male physicians were more likely to perceive 

the older figures, and just as likely as women to be able to change their perception. 

Surgeons and junior staff were more likely to see, as well as being faster to form, an 

impression requiring abstract thought, and were more able to change their 

perceptions.

Conclusions:  Traditional sex stereotypes do not apply to medical personnel, but 

other age-based stereotypes, and professional rivalries (medical versus surgical) may 

have some empiric basis.
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❏

Picture 1 (Old/young woman)* Picture 2 (Old/young man)

Predictor No.

Old 

(%)

Young 

(%) OR (95% CI) No.

Old 

(%)

Young 

(%) OR (95% CI)

First impression Time taken to see “FLY”

Predictor No.

“Failed” 

(%)

“FLY” 

(%) OR (95% CI) No.

<3 sec 

(%)

>3 sec 

(%) OR (95% CI)


