
Discussion 
•   Context plays a role in how we interpret 
facial expressions. It varies for different facial 
expressions. 

•   For the “angry” face, the surrounding faces 
play a larger role. 

•   “angry” face is judged as more angry 
when surrounded by happy or sad face, 
regardless of the target’s gender. 

 From evolutionary standpoint: more 
beneficial to recognize anger?  

•   For the “sad” and “happy” face, the gender 
of the target plays a larger role  

•   Male targets were most commonly 
associated with negative intentions compared 
to female targets (more threatening, less 
approachable, less friendly). 

 Gender findings an effect of societal 
stereotypes? Gender roles? 

Introduction 
•   Facial expressions are rarely seen in isolation.  

•   Is our interpretation of a facial expression influenced 
by context? 

•   Here, context is: 

 - Surrounding facial expressions 

 - Gender of the person being judged 

Abstract 
Interpretation of a facial expression is influenced by 
context—in this case, the facial expressions 
surrounding it—and the person’s gender.  Adults 
(N=120) judged the degree to which a target person 
(male or female) felt a target emotion (e.g. happy) and 
the target’s intention (e.g., how approachable).  The 
target person was presented either alone or with others 
displaying another emotion.  Background strongly 
influenced participants’ emotion judgment of anger 
expressions only. Gender intensified this effect: Males 
were judged as significantly angrier than females. Male 
targets were also judged as significantly more 
threatening, less approachable, and less friendly than 
female targets. 

Method 
•  Participants: Adults (N=120, 46 male, mean age= 31 years) recruited through 

Amazon mTurk 

•  Stimuli: 24 images, female and male targets created using Poser 

•  Target figure conveyed an angry, sad, or happy facial expression 

•  Was presented alone or surrounded by others displaying another emotion (happy, 
sad, or angry) 

•  Procedure: For each image, participants indicated target’s: 

•  Emotion: how afraid, angry, happy or sad 

•  Intention: how approachable, disapproving, friendly, threatening, withdrawing or 
avoidant 

Emotion Judgments 

Stimuli example: “angry face” 
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•  Angry facial expression was judged as significantly angrier when presented against a happy or sad 
background than when presented alone, regardless of the target’s gender. (p<.05) 
•  Males judged as significantly angrier than females in both conditions (p<.001) 

•  For “happy” or “sad” facial expressions, the target’s gender (but not background) had an effect  
•  All conditions: females judged as happier than males (p<.001)  
•  Angry Background: males judged as more sad than females (p<.001)  
•  Happy Background: females judged as more sad than males (p<.001)  

Intention Judgments 

• Angry targets were judged as significantly more 
threatening when presented against a sad background 
than when presented alone, regardless of the target’s 
gender. (p<.001) 

• Males judged as significantly more threatening than 
females in all conditions. (p<.05) 
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