
 



1. Gender and Emotion Expression,
Experience, Physiology and Well-Being:
A Psychological Perspective

CHIARA FIORENTINI

Men and women are thought to be fundamentally different in their emotion-
ality. We review the evidence about gender differences in three emotion
components (facial expression, subjective experience, and physiological
reactions), and in emotional well-being. Several studies suggest that women
are more emotionally expressive than men, although this can be disconfirmed
in particular contexts. Women’s enhanced expressivity does not reflect more
intense experience or greater physiological responses with respect to men.
Gender differences in emotion experience and physiology are less con-
sistent and depend on the nature of the emotional stimulus, the context,
and the response format. This complex pattern of findings is best accounted
by a bio-social approach, which acknowledges both social and biological
determinants as a source of gender differences.

It is a common and pervasive belief in Western culture that women
are “more emotional than men”, in the sense of being more “in touch”
with their emotions, more responsive, sensitive, and empathic (e. g.,
Germans Gard & Kring, 2007; Grossman & Wood, 1993; LaFrance
& Banaji, 1992). Considerable research in the past decades has fo-
cused on sex differences in emotionality, but findings have been
inconsistent.

The issue is a difficult one for at least three reasons. Firstly,
“emotion” is a debated term, generally construed as a multidimen-
sional concept including several components, such as emotional
experience, expression, and physiology (LaFrance & Banaji, 1992).
According to some authors, the general statement of gender differ-
ences in “emotionality” is therefore too vague, and should be speci-
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fied by individuating actual differences between men and women in
one or more components of emotion, for instance in experience or
in expression (Germans Gard & Kring, 2007). As gender differences
in one component (e. g., expression) may, or may not, correlate with
differences in another component (e. g., experience) – due to biolo-
gical, cultural, and situational factors (Ekman, Friesen, & Ellsworth,
1982; Kring & Gordon, 1998), it may be difficult to generalize the
observations made on only one component to others (e. g., inferring
how intensely we feel emotion by how strongly we express it).

Secondly, even when looking at just one component (e. g., ex-
perience), differences between men and women can be assessed along
different – and not necessarily correlated – dimensions, such as the
intensity, valence, frequency, or duration of the emotion experienced.
Therefore, when asking if women experience more emotion than
men, one should be clear whether he means that women experience
emotion more intensely (intensity), more frequently (frequency), or
for a longer period after the eliciting condition (duration). In addi-
tion, other methodological aspects, like the degree of intrusiveness
of the measure that is taken, can affect the results (LaFrance & Banaji,
1992).

Finally, the positive evidence of gender differences in some as-
pects of emotionality does not easily lend itself to an account of
how these differences arise. In fact, gender-specific emotion pat-
terns are often explained equally well both as a product of socializa-
tion and in terms of biologically, hard-wired differences between
men and women.

In this chapter we review the current evidence about gender
differences in three main emotion components (i. e., expression, ex-
perience, and physiology) as well as in aspects linked to emotional
well-being. We concentrate on research published mostly after the
1980s (although a few earlier studies are included) and conducted
on adult population. We start with gender differences in emotion
expression, focusing on facial expressivity as the primary data; next,
we consider research on gender and the phenomenal experience of
emotion, and then, we turn to studies that compared how men and
women react physiologically to emotional situations. In the section
on emotion and well-being, we consider how men and women dif-
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fer in emotion regulation, coping strategies, and stress reactivity,
pointing to the implications of gender differences for situations out-
side the laboratory setting. Finally, we conclude by presenting some
theoretical explanations of gender differences in emotion.

Gender and Emotion Expression

According to most authors, “emotional expressivity” reflects the
extent to which individuals outwardly display their emotions (Kring,
Smith, & Neale, 1994), and includes the behavioural changes (e. g.,
facial, postural, verbal) that typically accompany emotion (Gross &
John, 1997). Research on gender differences has predominantly fo-
cused on the expressive component and, with few exceptions, re-
sults indicate that women are more emotionally expressive than men
(Fischer, Rodriguez Mosquera, van Vianen, & Manstead, 2004; for
reviews, see Ashmore, 1990; Brody & Hall, 1983; Hall, 1984). Most
studies evaluated facial expressivity, with different methods includ-
ing facial electromyography (fEMG), observational coding by trained
raters, judgments by naïve raters, and self-report (Kring & Gordon,
1998).

Gender differences were found primarily in self-reports of fa-
cial expressivity (LaFrance & Banaji, 1992), but they were confirmed
by evidence obtained with fEMG studies, ratings of communication
accuracy, and self-reports of various nonverbal behaviours such as
smiling and gesturing (e. g., Barr & Kleck, 1995, LaFrance, Hecht,
& Levy Paluck, 2003; see Kring & Gordon, 1998, for a review).

Whereas self reports of expression may be influenced by what
individuals think about themselves and by self-presentational con-
cerns, fEMG recordings are more subtle and objective measures of
expression. Facial muscle activity is measured by detecting and
amplifying the tiny electrical impulses that are generated by muscle
fibers when they contract. Electrodes are placed on the face in cor-
respondence of major muscle groups, usually the corrugator super-
cilii, which lowers the brows and produce frowns, and the zigomati-
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cus major, which controls smiling. Activity of these muscles meas-
ured through fEMG is related to emotional reaction: the activation
of the zygomaticus major is positively associated to positive emo-
tional stimuli and positive mood state, whereas the activation of the
corrugator is positively associated to negative emotional stimuli and
mood state (Dimberg, 1990).

Women show stronger facial EMG reactions than men in tasks
of mental imagery of emotional situations (Schwartz, Brown, &
Ahern, 1980), and in response to auditory and visual stimuli of dif-
ferent valence (Dimberg, 1990). Dimberg and Lundquist (1990)
measured the facial muscle reactivity of a sample of male and fe-
male participants while they were shown happy and angry facial
expressions. As expected, angry faces evoked increased corrugator
activity whereas happy faces evoked increased zygomatic activity.
These effects were more pronounced for females, especially for the
response to happy faces. Moreover, differences in facial reactivity
were not accompanied by differences between men and women in
the ability of perceiving the emotional stimuli (as inferred from sub-
ject’s ratings of the facial expressions) and were not influenced by
the gender of the stimulus face.

Overall, a lot of research conducted with different methods sug-
gests that women are more expressive than men, with only few studies
failing to find sex differences in expressivity (e. g., Fridlund, 1990;
Vrana, 1993; Wagner, 1990, among the most recent). In general,
women appear to be more expressive than men with respect to most
emotions. When specific emotions were examined, women resulted
more expressive in sadness, anger, disgust, fear, surprise, anger, and
happiness-smiling as compared to men (see Kring & Gordon, 1998,
for a review of individual studies).

Two main explanations of this finding have been proposed:
1) women express more emotion because they actually experience
more emotion than men. 2) Alternatively, men and women differ in
emotional expression but these differences do not depend on differ-
ences on experienced emotion. The issue is difficult to judge be-
cause not many authors directly compared measures of experience
and measures of expression in men and women and, those who did,
reported mixed findings: some found that women were more ex-
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pressive and also reported to experience more emotion than men
(e. g., Greenwald, Cook & Lang, 1989; Gross & Levenson, 1993),
whereas others found no sex differences in either expression or ex-
perience (Cupchik & Poulos, 1984; Lanzetta, Cartwright-Smith, &
Kleck, 1976). However, some studies (Kring & Gordon, 1998;
Wagner, Buck, & Winterbotham, 1993; Zuckerman, Klorman, Lar-
rance, & Spiegel, 1981) found sex differences in expression (i. e.,
women were more expressive than men) that were not accompanied
by differences in experience.

We consider the study by Kring and Gordon (1998) in detail, as
it is one of the few that examined sex differences in emotion expres-
sion, experience, and physiology at the same time. To elicit emo-
tion, participants were shown emotional films with either positive
or negative content. While they were watching the films, partici-
pants’ facial expressions were videotaped and subsequently coded
by experts by using The Facial Expression Coding System (FACES;
Kring & Sloan, 1991) to determine the frequency, intensity and du-
ration of positive and negative expressions. During film exposure,
the authors also measured skin conductance, which is a reliable in-
dicator of autonomic nervous system activity, is easy to measure
unobtrusively, and is sensitive to changes in psychological and emo-
tion states (e. g., Levenson, Ekman, & Friesen, 1990; see paragraph
on Physiological Reactions). Emotion experience was assessed
through self-reports, by asking participants to rate the extent to which
they experienced four emotions (sadness, fear, disgust, and happi-
ness) on a 4-point scale.

Compared with men, women were more expressive of both posi-
tive and negative emotions (i. e., positive expressions in response to
happy films and negative expressions in response to sad films), while
there were no differences in reports of experienced emotion. Men
and women also showed different skin conductance responses, which
were not in the direction of a higher reactivity of women as com-
pared to men, but varied according to the type of emotion film: men
had greater reactivity to fear and anger films, and women had greater
reactivity to sad and disgust films. These results suggest that sex
differences in expressivity cannot be accounted for by differences
in self-reported emotional experience or differences in skin conduct-
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ance reactivity. According to the authors, their findings are consist-
ent with the view that men and women are socialized differently
with respect to emotion expression, in the sense that men learn to
mask their emotions more than women.

To test their hypothesis, Kring and Gordon (1998) performed a
second study, in which they examined whether variables like gen-
der role (a personality feature indicating how much an individual
endorse characteristics associated with either “masculinity” or “femi-
ninity”) and family expressiveness (the extent to which participants
rated their family as being emotionally expressive) can moderate
the relationship between sex and expressivity. Surprisingly, being
“feminine” was not associated with enhanced expressivity. Instead,
the individuals of both sexes classified as “androgynous” (i. e. who
displayed a high number of both feminine and masculine character-
istics) were more facially expressive and reported greater dis-
positional expressivity than participants classified as either “mascu-
line” or “feminine”. Women’s increased expressivity was actually
accounted by a higher prevalence of individuals rated as “androgy-
nous” in the female compared to the male group. According to Kring
and Gordon (1998), “androgynous” individuals, being less condi-
tioned to conform to a sex-typed role, would be more extrovert and
behaviourally flexible, and hence more emotionally expressive, than
“masculine” or “feminine” persons. The second variable, family
expressiveness did not yield significant sex differences. However,
for both men and women, reports of greater family expressiveness
correlated with reports of greater dispositional expressivity, which
suggests a role for familial socialization in the development of ex-
pressive abilities.

The finding that adhesion to a “feminine” stereotype is not linked
to increased expressiveness in women is consistent with evidence
of situations in which women are actually less expressive than men.
For instance, Friedman and Miller-Herringer (1991) studied the con-
cealing of spontaneous expressions of happiness after winning in a
competitive situation against peers, both in social and solitary condi-
tion. In general, being in a social context versus being alone strongly
influenced expressive behaviours, leading subjects to conceal their
positive emotion in front of the looser (social inhibition effect).
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However, as compared to women, men tended to show more expres-
sive changes (i. e. to inhibit less) than women. Furthermore, espe-
cially among men, and especially in the alone condition, there was a
positive relationship between exhibition (a personality variable) and
expressions of anger (a rated variable). This additional finding sug-
gests that the sex difference in the social inhibition effect might have
been determined by the competitive nature of the situation, to which
men would respond more than women. Indeed, the expressions ac-
companying victory displayed some aggressiveness, which resembles
anger. Therefore, this explanation is also consistent with the notion
that men tend to be less expressive than women, with the exception
of expressing anger (Friedman & Miller-Herringer, 1991).

To sum up, the finding that women are more expressive than
men is fairly robust, but it can be disconfirmed in particular con-
texts. Women’s greater expressivity does not seem to reflect enhanced
emotional experience in women than in men and is not positively
correlated with greater physiological responses. Sex differences in
emotional expressivity appear to be modulated by multiple factors,
including the situation, the type of emotion expressed, the personal-
ity style of the individual, and the adhesion to a masculine /feminine
stereotype learnt through social reinforcement since very early in
life (e. g., Brody & Hall, 1993, 2000).

Gender and Emotion Experience

The subjective experience of emotion is typically assessed through
verbal self-reports, which can vary in many important ways. For
example, they can be direct, asking subjects how much emotion they
feel, or indirect (e. g., the experimenter extracts an emotion score
from a memory test for emotional information, or from the use of
emotion terms in verbal descriptions). Self-reports can either probe
specific emotions, such as anger or happiness, or instead focus on a
global disposition of “emotionality” (e. g., asking people how emo-
tional they are). Finally, the eliciting context can be included or not
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in the measure, and the self report can ask about private or public
situations. All these factors may affect the results substantially
(Feldman Barrett, Lane, Sechrest, & Schwartz, 2000; see LaFrance
& Banaji, 1992 for a complete review), which as a consequence are
quite mixed.

Gender differences mostly emerge from direct self-reports fo-
cusing on emotional experience as a global disposition, with women
describing themselves as more emotionally intense than men (e. g.,
Diener, Sandvik, & Larsen, 1985; Fujita, Diener, & Sandvik, 1991;
Grossman &Wood, 1993). Instead, evidence is less consistent when
indirect measures are used, or when a specific emotion is probed,
the number of studies reporting sex differences in fear/anxiety, an-
ger, depression/sadness, guilt, and happiness being almost the same
as the number of studies that do not. Yet, when differences emerge,
they usually confirm the expectation of women experiencing these
emotions more than men (Feldman Barrett & Morganstein, 1995).
When participants have to describe their emotional experience us-
ing global, memory-based measures, females describe themselves
as more affectively intense, sensitive to their feelings, anxious, sad,
and happy than do men. Instead, when situational, momentary-based
ratings are used, either across a two-week period (Feldman Barrett,
Robin, Pietromonaco, & Eyssell, 1998) or across a 2 to 3-month
time span (Feldman Barrett & Morganstein, 1995), no gender dif-
ferences are found. A possible explanation for this discrepancy is
that cultural stereotypes have a differential impact on general and
situational reports: whereas the former relies on commonsense un-
derstanding of “what it means to be emotional” and is easily influ-
enced by gender-role stereotypes, the latter would remain tied to the
specific circumstances about which the report is asked (Feldman
Barrett et al., 1998; LaFrance & Banaji, 1992). In other words, gen-
eral self-reports allow men and women to provide descriptions which
are conform to the “emotional style” usually attributed to their re-
spective sex (i. e., women are emotional, men are not) rather than
based on their actual experiences.

However, recent studies have demonstrated that women and men
actually differ in their autobiographical memory for emotional expe-
rience, with women remembering more frequent emotional events
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than do men (Davis, 1999; Fujita et al., 1991; Seidlitz & Diener,
1998). This raises the possibility that sex differences in global, retro-
spective ratings of emotional experience reflect stable differences
between men and women in the complexity or accessibility of emo-
tion knowledge that is used to make reconstructions, rather than the
influence of cultural stereotypes. Feldman Barrett et al. (2000) di-
rectly tested the hypothesis that women display more complex emo-
tion knowledge than men when articulating about their own and
others’ emotional experience. Female and male participants from
7 different samples completed the Levels of Emotional Awareness
Scale (LEAS, Lane, Quinlan, Schwartz, Walker, & Zeitlin, 1990), a
task in which respondents generate verbal description of their own
anticipated feelings and those of another person for 20 different sce-
narios. Responses are scored for the degree of complexity (i. e., the
degree to which emotion terms are employed and integrated to de-
scribe the emotions attributed to the self and to the other person in the
scenario). As predicted, women scored higher than men, indicating
a more complex and differentiated use of language in the articulation
of emotional experiences, which was independent of verbal intelli-
gence. Two interpretations are suggested: 1) due to inherited predis-
position and/or socialization process, women have more elaborated
emotion knowledge than men; 2) both men and women have equally
complex knowledge, but women may use it more easily, because they
do it more frequently or because they have more motivation. What-
ever the specific causal factor is, the above findings suggests that sex
differences exist in retrospective ratings of emotion because women,
by attending more to emotions when they occur, thinking of them, and
sharing them with other people, may acquire a more elaborated view
of their emotional lives than do men (Feldman Barrett et al., 2000).

How can we then explain the inconsistencies in the reported
experience of specific discrete emotions? Some authors suggest that
certain emotions (e. g. anger) are more typical of males, whereas
others (e. g., sadness, fear) are more typical of females. As early as
preschool age, children seem to “know” that anger is a male charac-
teristic, whereas fear and sadness are typical of females (Birnbaum
& Croll, 1984). Exactly as broad dispositional concepts, also self-
reports of experience of specific emotions can be influenced by cul-
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tural stereotypes, and by the learning of rules about emotion expres-
sion and regulation that reinforce different behaviours in boys and
girls (Brody, 1985).

Another possibility is that women experience and report more
negative emotions because they have stronger reactions than men in
response to unpleasant events, especially those that are threatening
or traumatic (Kring & Gordon, 1998). Epidemiological data indi-
cating that women are at higher risk for affective disorders, such as
anxiety and depression (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987) are consistent with
this hypothesis. However, this view is challenged by evidence that
women also report experiencing more happiness and joy than men
(e. g., Brody, 1996) and by the fact that differences occur more in
physiological reactions than in verbal report of the subjectively ex-
perienced emotion (Bradley, Codispoti, Sabatinelli, & Lang, 2001).

To sum up, there is little to substantiate the general claim that
women experience more frequent or more intense emotions than
men. However, men and women seem to differ in at least two aspects
of emotional experience: 1) the way they judge and describe their
“emotionality”, and 2) the structure of the autobiographical memory
for emotional episodes. Without excluding the influence of biologi-
cal determinants, the social reinforcement of different reactions and
feelings in men and women since very early in development is sug-
gested to be an important modulator of emotional experience.

Gender and Physiological indicators of emotion

Evidence of gender differences in the physiological concomitants of
emotion is complex and incomplete, and the complexity comes from
various sources. First, there are few systematic studies that directly
addressed this issue (Manstead, 1992). Second, physiological reac-
tivity is not unidimensional, and, what is more, there is no agreed
upon measure or set of measures that are unambiguously linked to
emotionality. Finally, when gender is taken into account, the pattern
of results is mixed, with some studies reporting that men are more
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reactive than women, some studies showing the opposite and some
other studies reporting either mixed findings or no gender differences
at all on physiological measures (LaFrance & Banaji, 1992).

Traditionally, the method of investigation is similar to that used
to study emotion expression: in a laboratory setting, affectively
loaded stimuli (usually pictures or video-clips) are presented to a
sample of participants and one or more physiological indicators (e. g.
skin conductance reactivity, heart rate, blood pressure, etc.) are meas-
ured during participants’ exposure to the emotional material. In some
studies, positive/negative-valenced stimuli are replaced by actual
“stressors” (i. e., stimuli chosen to cause stress to the organism, such
as elevated sound levels, over-illumination, etc.) and the physiologi-
cal measures that are taken reflect more specifically a stress-response
(see following paragraph).

Overall, findings seem to depend on the physiological indicator
that is measured. Early studies of skin conductance reactivity in re-
sponse to emotional stimuli reported greater reactions in women
than in men (Aronfreed, Messick & Diggory, 1953; Berry & Martin,
1957). A later study found men to be more reactive, by showing
larger blood pressure under stress than women (Stoney, Davis, &
Matthews, 1987). However, Stone, Dembrosky, Costa, and McDou-
gall (1990) reported that women responded with higher diastolic
blood pressure to two types of stressors, whereas men were higher
on systolic blood pressure only on one of the stressors. LaFrance
and Banaji (1992) observe that, when studies use multiple physio-
logical measures, the results are often not consistent across meas-
ures and do not yield a simple main effect of gender. For instance,
Cornelius and Averill (1983) found that, in response to a live taran-
tula, females showed a higher heart rate than men, but did not differ
from them on skin conductance. Other studies found no differences
at all between men and women in response to emotion on the physio-
logical parameters that were measured. Kleck and Strenta (1985)
reported no significant gender differences in a sample of partici-
pants who were shown images of themselves being disfigured.

The overall picture becomes even more complex when physio-
logical response is assessed together with emotion experience and/
or expressivity. Overall, gender differences in physiological reac-
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tivity do not seem to correlate with underlying differences in the
reported emotional experience. Vrana and Rollock (2002) found no
gender differences in heart rate or skin conductance levels between
men and women during an imagery task, although women reported
experiencing more intense emotion and showed more intense facial
behaviour than men. Nater and colleagues (Nater, Abruzzese, Krebs,
& Ehlert, 2006) examined sex differences in the psychological and
physiological reactions to pleasant and relaxing versus unpleasant
and arousing musical stimuli. Psychophysiological measures in-
cluded heart rate, electrodermal activity, skin temperature, salivary
cortisol, and salivary alpha-amylase (respectively, a steroid hormone
and an enzyme, both regarded as biomarkers for stress). Whereas
men and women did not differ in psychological responses, they
showed very different reactivity to musical stimuli. Women displayed
elevated responses to the arousing and unpleasant stimulus, whereas
men did not. Only the endocrine measures of saliva gave no gender
differences. These findings suggest that 1) gender differences might
be linked to the valence of the emotion elicited, and 2) they are not
entirely consistent across physiological indicators. Furthermore, they
confirm that the various emotion components do not necessarily
correlate with each other, as women, who reacted more to unpleas-
ant stimuli, did not seem to experience “more” than men.

As for the relationship between facial expression and physio-
logical reactivity, an interesting finding was reported by Buck and
colleagues (Buck, Miller, & Caul, 1974; Buck, Savin, Miller, & Caul,
1972) in the early ’70s. They found that, in response to emotional
stimuli, women were more facially expressive but showed less auto-
nomic arousal, whereas men were less expressive but conveyed more
physiologically. The intuitive explanation of this result is that sup-
pression of overt display of emotion would “cause” enhanced inter-
nal reactivity. Whereas women tend to express their emotions overtly
(they are externalizers), men are more incline to conceal them (they
are internalizers). Subsequent research has provided some support to
the externalizers/internalizers explanation of gender differences, but
the evidence was never straightforward. For instance, in the study by
Kring and Gordon (1998) introduced above, more women than men
were externalizers and more men than women are internalizers. How-
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ever, as men were not, overall, more physiologically reactive than
women, the externalizer/internalizer distinction did not appear a cru-
cial explanatory variable. Rather, the main finding was that men and
women responded differently to different types of emotional stimuli
(i. e., men were more reactive than women to the fear and anger films;
women more reactive to the sad and disgust films). This is consistent
with findings by other studies. For example, heart rate of male stu-
dents was found to increase in response to erotic stimuli, whereas
heart rate of female students increased in response to crying baby
video segments (Furedy, Fleming, Ruby, Scher, et al., 1989).

Similar results were obtained by Bradley et al. (2001), who
measured physiological parameters (skin conductance, heart rate,
and reflex modulation), facial expression, and subjective judgment
(i. e. rating of pleasantness, arousal, and dominance) in men and
women exposed to neutral and emotional stimuli. As expected, highly
arousing pictures of threat, mutilation, and erotica produced the larg-
est reactions in both sexes. Reactions differed according to stimulus
content: pictures of threat and mutilation produced an increase in
skin conductance, in the startle reflex, and in cardiac deceleration,
all regarded as indicators of defensive activation. Erotica enhanced
skin conductance while inhibiting the startle reflex, two reactions
which reflect appetitive activation. Interestingly, whereas women
exhibited greater defensive reactivity to aversive pictures, regardless
of their specific content, men showed increased appetitive activa-
tion only viewing erotica.

Recently, Chentsova-Dutton and Tsai (2007) examined gender
differences in electrodermal reactivity, self-reports of emotion and
emotional facial behaviour in European Americans and Hmong
Americans while they relived past emotional events. Women showed
greater changes in electrodermal reactivity than men overall. How-
ever, differences in self reports of emotion and in facial behaviour
depended on the emotion, with women reporting more intense emo-
tion while reliving anger and love, and smiling more while reliving
happiness and love.

In sum, evidence of sex differences in the physiological compo-
nent of emotion is quite elusive. In contrast with emotional expres-
sion, there is not a general tendency for women to be more reactive
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than men. Evidence for the opposite (i. e. men more reactive than
women) has been viewed as a way to compensate for the reduced
overt expression of emotional reactions in men. However, gender
differences in physiological reactions seem strongly linked to con-
textual factors, such as the valence of the emotional stimulus, and
the emotion-eliciting task.

Emotion and well-being: regulation, coping strategies,
and stress reactivity

In Western society cultural norms somehow prescribe that men in-
hibit their emotions more than women (Gross & John, 2003). Par-
ents report teaching their sons greater emotional control than their
daughters, and boys say that they are expected to inhibit their emo-
tional expressions more than girls (Underwood, Coie, & Hersbam,
1992). As a consequence, different emotion regulation strategies may
be preferentially adopted by each sex in order to conform to differ-
ent social expectations. Gross and John (2003) investigated indi-
vidual differences in the use of two “strategies”, reappraisal versus
suppression, to regulate emotional reactions. By focusing on the
elaboration of the emotional meaning of events for the individual,
reappraisal is thought to have a positive effect on the individual’s
well-being and social adjustment. Instead, suppression, which con-
trols only the ultimate behavioural reactions to such events, repre-
sents a less adaptive strategy, and is more correlated to depressive
symptoms, rumination, poor self-esteem and life satisfaction. As
expected by the authors, men were found to suppress more than
women. On the other hand, the mechanism of suppression seemed
to work in the same way for both sexes: no gender differences were
observed in the ease with which individuals suppress “on command”,
or in any of the behavioural, subjective, or autonomic consequences
of suppression in a negative emotion context.

Another line of research has focused on stress reactivity. As al-
ready mentioned, women appear more vulnerable than men to de-
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velop depression or anxiety during life (Kessler, Sonnega, Bromet,
Hughes, 1995; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987, 2001). These data suggest
a higher incidence of negative affect in women than in men, pos-
sibly mediated by heightened reactions to aversive stimulation
(Watson, Clark, & Mineka, 1994). Indeed, considerable evidence
shows that women are both more psychologically and physiologi-
cally reactive to stressors than men (Matud, 2004). They show in-
creased heart rate (e. g., Kudielka, Buske-Kirschbaum, Hellhammer,
& Kirschbaum, 2004; Labouvie-Vief, Lumley, Jain, & Heinze,
2003), greater emotional responses – e. g., as inferred by their use
of emotion words – (Sells & Martin, 2001), and report more stress,
intrusive thoughts, and avoidance (Lepore, Ragan, & Jones, 2000).
However, the relationship between gender and stress reactivity is
complicated by the fact that women and men seem to be sensitive
to different type of stressors (Stroud, Salovey, & Epel, 2002) and
show somewhat different physiological responses (Stoney, 1987;
Wolf & Kimerling, 1997).

Most studies examined acute response to stress. Schmaus and
colleagues (Schmaus, Laubmeier, Boquiren, Herzer, & Zakowski,
2008) looked at gender differences in response to initial and repeated
exposure to a laboratory stressor: although gender differences were
not found after initial exposure, women showed significantly greater
heart rate and negative affect reactivity than men after the second
exposure, suggesting a process of sensitization that make them more
vulnerable to repeated stress exposure as compared to men. Women
also reported more intrusive thoughts and avoidance of the stressor,
although these did not seem to account for the gender differences in
reactivity.

Wallbott and Scherer (1991) looked at the interaction between
gender and type of stress. They found that women reacted more
strongly in the condition of high cognitive stress than in the condi-
tion of low cognitive stress, and showed only small differences in
reacting to high as compared to low emotional stress. The reverse
pattern was found for men, even if differences were much smaller
than those for women. Overall, gender of the participants was
strongly involved in mediating arousal responses in different re-
sponse modalities (i. e., subjective reports of arousal, total amount
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of facial activity, and, to a lesser extent, physiological reactions)
and with respect to different types and levels of stress.

Greater emotional complexity is thought to be associated with
greater emotional adaptation (Feldman Barrett et al., 2000). How-
ever, lower performances in emotion-related tasks for men with re-
spect to women do not necessarily reflect lower levels of emotional
adaptation, and might instead indicate differentially tuned emotion
processes. For example, men’s lower scores in emotion knowledge
(Feldman Barrett et al., 2000) may reflect a greater propensity to
represent emotional experience with action oriented terms than with
descriptive ones. This is coherent with the idea that men are more
behaviourally oriented in their emotional expressions and more likely
to manage their emotions in automatic fashion than women (Brody
& Hall, 1993). In contrast, women may use conscious, self-reflective
coping strategies that are more language based. One might even specu-
late that women’s increased risk for depression is linked to the risk
of prolonging their negative emotional experiences by using self-
reflective emotion regulation strategies (Feldman Barrett et al., 2000),
which makes even clearer how the adaptive value of specific char-
acteristics/responses strongly depends on the situational context.

How do we explain gender differences?
The bio-social approach

Gender differences have been frequently attributed to the social and
cultural context, especially as represented by gender-stereotypes
(Brody & Hall, 1993; Jansz, 2000; Shields, 2002). According to the
socio-cultural perspective, emotions can be seen as a part of the
process of socialization into the roles that men and women generally
occupy. As such, they are linked to (perceived) differences in power
and status of each sex: in order to perform the social roles successfully,
different emotions and emotion expressions are required (Fischer et
al., 2004). In contrast with the above approach, the biological perspec-
tive holds that gender differences in emotionality are fundamentally
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based on biological differences between men and women (e. g., hor-
monal influences could explain the more frequent crying in women).

As a compromise between the above perspectives, the majority
of the current theories about sex differences in emotionality share
the idea that both biological and socio-cultural factors contribute to
differential emotional experience and expression (Bradley et al.,
2001). In line with a biological view, women tend to report more
fear in threatening situations, reflecting a feeling of inability to physi-
cally protect themselves if attacked (Gordon & Riger, 1991), whereas
men report more emotional arousal than do women in presence of
erotic stimuli (Murnen & Stockton, 1997). Biological explanations
are therefore consistent with the existing evidence that different cues
tend to arouse emotion in men and women. Likewise, the fact that
gender differences are most evident in facial expressivity and glo-
bal subjective reports – more vulnerable to social learning and vol-
untary control than physiological responses or momentary emotion
experience – can be at least partly explained in terms of cultural
reinforcement (Bradley et al., 2001). Such a perspective, which em-
phasizes social roles but acknowledges the impact of sex-specific
biological characteristics in shaping social behaviour (Wood & Eagly,
2002), is called biosocial approach.

In line with this approach, Fischer et al. (2004) examined the
cross-cultural variability of gender differences in reported emotion,
in countries in which the roles occupied by men and women are
different. The authors wanted to test whether the gender-specific
pattern found in studies with Western participants, namely that men
report more powerful emotions (e. g., anger and hostile emotions)
and women report more powerless emotions (e. g., fear, sadness) is
a universal feature or rather varies according to the gender roles
present in the various countries. Traditionally, in Western countries,
men are more likely than women to provide material resources and
to assume a role in the paid economy. Instead, women are more
likely to have domestic and nurturing roles, focused on the emo-
tional care of others and giving less power and status than male
roles. A high-status male role would reinforce powerful emotions
that show one’s power and assertiveness, while discouraging power-
less emotions. Instead, a nurturing female role would discourage
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powerful emotions but encourage powerless emotions, which, by
expressing internal blame and vulnerability, help maintaining har-
mony in social relations with little overt hostility. Therefore, across
countries, the strength of this gender-specific pattern should vary
according to the social role (and status) held by men and women in
their respective countries.

Fischer et al. (2004) analyzed data from respondents from
37 countries all over the world, which had completed a question-
naire about the intensity, expression, and control, of powerful (an-
ger and disgust) and powerless (fear, sadness, shame, and guilt)
emotions. As a measure of the “gender role” played by men and
women in a society, the authors used an index, the Gender Empow-
erment Measure (GEM; United Nations Development Programme
Human Development Report 2002), which reflects the extent to
which women actively participate in the political and economic life
of a country. The higher the GEM, the more status and power women
have in a specific society. Low GEM scores are characteristic of
most African, Asian, and South American countries, which main-
tain a traditional division of labor between the sexes, whereas most
Western European and English-speaking countries, in which women
actively participate in public life, have high GEM scores.

Overall, the results showed a rather universal gender specific
pattern (i. e., women report to experience and express more power-
less emotions than men), but a few interactions with GEM were
found. There were no gender differences for powerful emotions.
However, in the case of the powerless emotions, men’s scores, but not
those of women, significantly interacted with the GEM. Men from
high-GEM countries rated their powerless emotions as less intense
than did men from low-GEM countries, suggesting that powerless
and vulnerability correspond less with the male role in Western coun-
tries than with the male role in non Western countries. With respect
to the two emotion expressions, crying revealed a uniform pattern
across countries, suggesting that this emotion expression is more
determined by biological factors than social roles. Expressions of
anger appeared more affected by social roles, with women in high-
GEM countries reporting more anger expressions than women in
low-GEM countries.

CHIARA FIORENTINI



33

Overall, Fischer et al. (2004) concluded that the biosocial theory
of gender differences (Wood and Eagly, 2002) is a useful frame-
work to account for the their findings, which seem to be best ex-
plained by an interplay between social factors, showing some extent
of cultural variation, and biological determinants, showing little
cultural variation. Further research is needed, for instance in order
to understand the impact of social roles onto the immediate contexts
in which emotions are elicited.

Summary and Conclusions

The present review focused on gender differences in emotion ex-
pression, experience, physiology, and well-being. The majority of
the studies reported here examined a single emotion component,
and only few (e. g., Bradley et al., 2001; Kring & Gordon, 1998)
measured expression, experience and physiology at the same time.
As a consequence, a direct comparison of sex differences in these
three aspects is almost never possible. In addition, methodological
factors, which also vary greatly across studies, were shown to affect
results substantially (LaFrance and Banaji, 1992).

The resulting picture is therefore quite complex. The expres-
sive component has been the most studied, especially with respect
to facial behaviour. Experimental measures include verbal descrip-
tions, both as external and self-reports, FACS coding, and fEMG
measures. Overall, results indicate that women are more emotion-
ally expressive than men. However, women’s more pronounced
expressivity does not systematically correspond to greater underly-
ing emotional experience in women than in men, or to enhanced
physiological responses. In fact, stable gender differences in emo-
tional experience emerge mostly from studies using self-reports and
examining the “global” disposition of the individual to experience
emotions (frequency, intensity of emotional episodes): in this kind
of study, women generally report greater emotionality than
men. Instead, differences are less consistent when specific emotions
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are examined, and when situational, momentary-based ratings are
used.

There are various possible explanations for the existence of in-
dividual differences in emotional expression that are not paralleled
by differences in experienced emotion. The most common interpre-
tation is that differences in expressive behaviour are due to sex role
stereotypes and to cultural learning. As suggested by various stud-
ies, men and women may learn, since very early age, different rules
for emotional expression: whereas boys learn to conceal their feel-
ings, girls learn to express them more freely (Brody, 1985). This
statement is however disconfirmed in some particular contexts in
which women are actually less expressive than men (e. g., Friedman
& Miller-Herringer, 1991).

With respect to physiological activity, a traditional hypothesis
is that women tend to be externalizers, whereas men tend to be
internalizers. Even though this distinction is in keeping with the
general finding of women as more expressive than men, the pat-
tern of sex differences in the physiological component of emotion
is much less stable, with little evidence that men are more physio-
logically reactive than women. One limitation is that most studies
measured only one parameter (usually, skin conductance), and those
that measured more than one gave mixed results (LaFrance & Ba-
naji, 1992). Across studies, the most consistent finding is that men
and women show different physiological reactivity to stimuli of dif-
ferent emotional content, with women being generally more reactive
than men to aversive stimuli eliciting negative affect (Bradley et
al., 2001).

In sum, the nature of the emotional stimulus and, consequently,
the type of emotion elicited, appear as crucial determinants of gen-
der differences in emotional responses in all components. Other fac-
tors, like the situational context and the influence of socio-cultural
learning may explain why differences in one component appear more
strikingly than in others. Research on gender differences in emo-
tional well-being is in line with the above suggestion. For instance,
gender differences in stress reactivity were found to depend strongly
on the type of stressors to which individuals are exposed (Wallbott
& Scherer, 1991): women react more strongly in situations of high
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cognitive stress than of low cognitive stress, and show only small
differences in reacting to high as compared to low emotional stress,
whereas men tend to exhibit the reverse pattern.

Women and men seem also to differ in the processing strate-
gies applied to emotional stimuli. An example is the memory for
emotional events. Feldman-Barrett et al. (2000) showed that women
have more elaborated and /or accessible emotion knowledge than
men, which can explain – more than or in addition to cultural stere-
otypes – why women describe themselves as “more emotional” than
men. This finding suggests that men and women are differentially
equipped to respond to emotional stimuli, with men managing their
emotions in a more automatic, action-oriented way, and women ap-
plying more descriptive, self-reflective strategies. Furthermore, it
shows that gender differences can have multiple determinants, both
biological (i. e. innate predisposition) and cultural (i. e. social learn-
ing and reinforcement), as maintained by the biosocial approach
(Wood & Eagly, 2002). A complex interplay between biological pre-
disposition and cultural shaping is confirmed by imaging studies
of gender differences in emotion processes, showing both innate
and developmental sex differences in brain regions associated to
emotion perception, memory, and experience (see Chapter 4 for a
review of these aspects). A difficult but intriguing issue is determin-
ing which differences are hard-wired in the brain rather than ac-
quired later in development, and, for those that develop later, what
is due to biological predisposition and what results from social shap-
ing. In order to answer those questions successfully, future research
on gender differences in emotion should acknowledge all the pos-
sible sources of variability in a developmental perspective and fo-
cus on the actual mechanisms that can mediate emotional responses
in particular contexts.
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