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Are Women Always More Interpersonally
Sensitive Than Men? Impact of Goals and
Content Domain

Judith A. Hall
Northeastern University

Marianne Schmid Mast
University of Neuchâtel

which motivation may, during a person’s lifetime, influ-
ence one’s habits and one’s fund of knowledge about
cues and their meanings.

There is a great deal of evidence linking women to skill
in interpersonal perception. Women are believed to be more
interpersonally sensitive than men, both as a general trait
and as a more specific skill in terms of judging the meanings
of nonverbal cues (Briton & Hall, 1995; Spence, Helmreich,
& Stapp, 1975). They also see themselves as more nonver-
bally sensitive than men see themselves (Zuckerman &
Larrance, 1979). Such beliefs are not unfounded, as
research using nonverbal judgment tasks shows that
females are more accurate than males on tests of judging the
meanings of nonverbal cues conveyed by the face, body,
and voice (as shown in meta-analyses by Hall, 1978, 1984;
McClure, 2000) as well as on tests of accuracy in recalling
another person’s nonverbal behavior (Hall, Murphy, &
Schmid Mast, 2006) and appearance (Horgan, Schmid
Mast, Hall, & Carter, 2004; Schmid Mast & Hall, 2006).

Motivational Influences on Accuracy

Motivational factors in the testing situation have been
discussed as possible influences on this sex difference.
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Two studies examined motivation and content domain as
possible influences on sex differences in interpersonal sensi-
tivity. Although much research has found women to excel
on tasks measuring interpersonal sensitivity, most of the
tasks have measured accuracy in female-relevant domains
such as emotion. The present studies measured interpersonal
sensitivity, defined as accurate recall of another person, for
both female-relevant and male-relevant content domains
and also included motivational manipulations intended to
influence men and women differently. Study 1 measured
accuracy of recalling information in a written vignette
about a person, and Study 2 measured accuracy of recalling
details about an interaction partner. Both studies supported
hypotheses about domain specificity and gender-relevant
motivation. However, even for male-stereotypic content
and for tasks framed to favor men’s motivation to perform
well, men’s accuracy never exceeded women’s.

Keywords: gender; sex differences; interpersonal sensitivity; moti-
vation; accuracy; appearance; status; dominance

Interpersonal sensitivity refers to accuracy in process-
ing cues and behaviors in another person. The factors

that contribute to accuracy on an interpersonal sensitiv-
ity task in general, and to sex differences on such tasks
in particular, are not well understood. In general, accu-
racy could be determined both by preexisting knowl-
edge and by motivation to perform well on the task
(Ickes, Gesn, & Graham, 2000; Rosip & Hall, 2004).
The relative contributions of these sources of accuracy
are unknown at present, and of course the possible role
of motivation is not limited to how hard one tries at the
moment of testing but also includes the myriad ways in
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Because it is generally evident to the test taker that the
task at hand measures ability to process nonverbal
information about another person, differential motiva-
tion may be stimulated simply by being given such a
test, with the result that women try harder (or men try
less hard), producing overall superior scores for women.
Ickes et al. (2000) proposed further that the sex differ-
ence may especially diverge when test takers are given
extra reminders about the gendered nature of such skill.

Three experiments support the idea that framing an
interpersonal sensitivity test as gender relevant can
influence performance. Klein and Hodges (2001) pro-
duced better performance among women, but not men,
by framing an interpersonal sensitivity task to suggest
that the skill is stereotypically female (related to empa-
thy). Horgan and Smith (2006) framed their interper-
sonal sensitivity test as either stereotypically male
(related to military interrogation) or female (related to
social work). These manipulations did not improve per-
formance over the level of a control group for either
sex, but each sex did worse, compared to the control
group, when told the skill was relevant to the opposite
sex (military interrogation for women and social work
for men). Koenig and Eagly (2005) manipulated partic-
ipants by emphasizing the female-stereotypic nature of
nonverbal cue decoding and produced decrements in the
performance of men. All of these studies suggest that
motivational effects on an interpersonal sensitivity task
can be produced by framing the task as male or female
relevant.

In the present studies, we introduced two kinds of
manipulations to influence the motivation, and thereby
the accuracy, of men and women on interpersonal sen-
sitivity tasks. We call the two kinds of manipulations
goal relevant and content relevant. In both studies, sen-
sitivity was defined as how much participants could
remember about a target person who was either
described in a vignette (Study 1) or who engaged in a
live interaction with the participant (Study 2).

Goal-relevant motivation refers to the implicit or
explicit goals aroused by framing or context, or both. In
Study 1, the goal-relevant manipulation was intended to
influence accuracy especially among women and con-
sisted of telling participants they would be tested on
their memory for the person (or not). This prediction is
in line with Ickes et al.’s (2000) theorizing because this
kind of accuracy would be understood to be a female-
relevant skill. In Study 2, the goal-relevant manipula-
tion was intended to influence accuracy especially
among men and consisted of placing participants in a
competitive (vs. co-action) interaction with a partner
while they performed an achievement task. We predicted
that being in the competitive condition would have a
stronger positive effect on men’s than women’s accuracy

because it would stimulate the stereotypically male goal
of attending to competitors.

In contrast, content-relevant motivation refers not to
how the task is framed but to the content of the task
itself. The content of a sensitivity task may be intrinsi-
cally more motivating, or better understood, by one sex
than the other. Because the possible effect of content on
sex differences in accuracy has rarely been discussed, we
devote the next section to this topic.

Female-Relevant Versus Male-Relevant Content

The superior performance of women on tests of
interpersonal sensitivity is well documented. In a meta-
analysis of 75 studies, Hall (1978) summarized sex dif-
ferences in decoding the meanings of facial expressions,
body movements and postures, and tones of voice.
Women scored higher than men in 84% of the studies
in which direction could be ascertained, as well as in
96% of the studies achieving statistical significance. In
terms of magnitude, the average standardized difference
(Cohen’s d) for studies in which it could be calculated
was .40. For a later retrieved collection of 50 studies,
the results were nearly identical (Hall, 1984), and stud-
ies continue to show this difference (e.g., Baron-Cohen,
Wheelwright, Hill, Raste, & Plumb, 2001; Biehl et al.,
1997; Pitterman & Nowicki, 2004; Scherer, Banse, &
Wallbott, 2001).

Another large database consists of 133 groups that
were given the Profile of Nonverbal Sensitivity (PONS;
Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo, Rogers, & Archer, 1979),
an audiovisual test of accuracy in judging nonverbal
cues conveyed by face, body, and voice. In the meta-
analyses described in the preceding paragraph, only a
few studies using the PONS were included so as not to
overrepresent one test. The complete set of 133 PONS
studies showed an overall sex difference that was nearly
identical in magnitude to that found in Hall’s (1978,
1984) meta-analyses.

In a meta-analysis of facial judgment accuracy in
children and adolescents, McClure (2000) summarized
sex differences for a variety of tests, one of which was
developed after the Hall reviews were done. This test,
the Diagnostic Analysis of Nonverbal Accuracy
(DANVA; Nowicki & Duke, 1994), also showed a sig-
nificant sex difference favoring females, even though it
was designed to minimize such differences. The overall
effect size for the DANVA was d = .18.

Importantly, the vast majority of studies addressing
sex differences in interpersonal sensitivity have used
tasks in which the content consists of behavior in affec-
tive situations (e.g., asking forgiveness, expressing grat-
itude) or the expression of emotions (e.g., happiness,
sadness, anger). There is no question that affect and
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emotion are topics on which women are considered spe-
cialists. Women report themselves as experiencing more
intense emotions than men report, they are more willing
to self-disclose about emotions, and they see themselves,
and others see them, as expressing emotions more often
and more intensely than men (Brody & Hall, 2000;
Cross & Madson, 1997; Gross & John, 1998). Women
score higher than men on tests of emotional intelligence
(Brackett, Rivers, Shiffman, Lerner, & Salovey, 2006).
Women’s faces are more spontaneously revealing of
their emotions than men’s faces are, and women are
more successful in posing expressions of emotion than
men are (Hall, 1984). Fischer and Manstead (2000)
found that in all 37 countries in which they gathered
data, women rated themselves higher on the nonverbal
expression of emotion than men did. Therefore,
women’s greater accuracy in judging others’ states may
be specific to the affective domain, where they have spe-
cial interest and expertise.1,2

Another domain in which women excel is the judg-
ment of personality. Vogt and Colvin (2003) found that
women were more accurate in judging a profile of per-
sonality traits in target individuals than men were, with
an effect size of d = .80. Greater accuracy for women in
judging specific traits has also been found (Ambady,
Hallahan, & Rosenthal, 1995; Lippa & Dietz, 2000;
Murphy, Hall, & Colvin, 2003). Understanding others’
personalities can be considered female stereotypic
because it is congruent with women’s orientation toward
relating to other people (Cross & Madson, 1997).

Noticing and remembering others’ nonverbal behav-
ior is yet another domain in which women score higher
than men (Hall, Murphy, et al., 2006). In studies using
both videorecorded stimuli and live partners as stimuli,
Hall, Murphy, et al. (2006) found that women remem-
bered dynamic cues such as shrugging, smiling, gazing,
nodding, licking lips, touching hair, and gesticulating
better than men did, with an average Cohen’s d of .26.
Finally, Horgan et al. (2004) and Schmid Mast and Hall
(2006) found, in nine studies, that women remembered
others’ appearance better than men did, with homoge-
neous effect sizes and an average Cohen’s d of about .50.
It can easily be argued that others’ physical appearance,
especially aspects of clothing and hairstyle, is a female-rel-
evant domain. Indeed, research shows that women have a
heightened interest in clothes and appearance compared
to men (Kwon, 1997; Schmid Mast & Hall, 2006).

In sum, on tasks having content that is especially rel-
evant to women, women are more accurate than men.
Women’s superior performance for such content may
reflect more accurate knowledge of such cues, women
may also have heightened motivation (or men may have
reduced motivation) to learn or pay attention to such
cues during development, and men and women may

have different motivational responses when presented
with such cues on a sensitivity test.

A crucial question raised by the foregoing is whether
the female advantage in interpersonal perception would
be reversed or reduced for content that is more relevant
to men. Several authors have offered this hypothesis
(Cross & Madson, 1997; Dovidio & Ellyson, 1982;
Haviland & Malatesta, 1981), but it has not received
much empirical examination. Dovidio and Ellyson
(1982) tested it on a task of attributing degrees of social
power to stimulus persons displaying varied propor-
tions of gazing while speaking versus gazing while lis-
tening (patterns known to be related to actual social
power and therefore considered male relevant). Men
and women did not differ in their accuracy on this task,
leading Dovidio and Ellyson to speculate that “this result
might be explained by the relatively superior performance
of males in power-related domains compared to affective
domains” (p. 111, italics added).

Thus, alternate predictions can be put forth regarding
sex differences for a test with male-stereotypic content.
If the accuracy difference reverses itself, so that men’s
interpersonal sensitivity is greater than women’s, this
would be an absolute advantage for men. Alternatively,
because any interpersonal judgment task, especially one
based on nonverbal cues, may be viewed as female rele-
vant to some extent (Cross & Madson, 1997), men may
have a relative, though not an absolute, advantage on
tasks having male-stereotypic content, as proposed by
Dovidio and Ellyson (1982). According to this relative
advantage for men hypothesis, the sex difference should
be smaller or nonexistent for male content compared to
female content, but not reversed in direction. As sug-
gested by Dovidio and Ellyson, the vertical dimension of
social relations—differences in power, status, rank,
dominance, and related constructs—can be considered a
male-relevant domain. Voluminous research shows the
connection of the vertical dimension to boys and men,
in both fact and stereotype (Maccoby, 1998; Spence
et al., 1975). Schmid Mast (2004) showed that men are
stereotypically associated with hierarchy and women
with egalitarianism, using an implicit association mea-
sure. Men have more dominant personalities than
women (at least until recently; Twenge, 2001), and they
hold stronger expectancies for the emergence of hierar-
chies than women do (Schmid Mast, 2005).

A few other investigators have also looked at sex dif-
ferences for male-relevant content. Barnes and Sternberg
(1989) asked perceivers to identify who was supervisor
and supervisee in photographs and found no significant
sex difference (they did not report it in more detail).
Schmid Mast, Hall, Murphy, and Colvin (2003) and
Schmid Mast and Hall (2004) also measured accuracy
on male-content tasks, specifically judging assertiveness
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displayed by individuals in videotapes and judging
occupational rank from photographs, respectively. Both
studies found nonsignificant and negligible sex differ-
ences in accuracy.

In keeping with the notion of different sex effects in
different domains, the sex difference favoring women is
inconsistent on a standard decoding test called the
Interpersonal Perception Task (Costanzo & Archer,
1989), which includes items that are both female stereo-
typic (judging kinship and intimacy) and male stereo-
typic (judging status and competitive outcomes).
Though the norm data for this test showed female
advantage (ds = .30 and .38 for the long and short
forms, respectively; Costanzo & Archer, 1989, 1993),
subsequent studies have mainly shown negligible sex
differences (Ames & Kammrath, 2004; Aube &
Whiffen, 1996; Iizuka, Patterson, & Matchen, 2002;
Woods, 1996). These weak results are to be expected if
items with female-stereotypic and male-stereotypic con-
tent are tallied together in the test’s total score.3

Because no study using male-stereotypic content has
shown a sex difference favoring men, only the relative
advantage for men hypothesis has received any support
thus far. However, because there has been little research
testing accuracy for male content, it is still possible that an
absolute advantage for men could emerge in new studies.

The Present Research

We manipulated both goal-relevant and content-
relevant motivation in the present studies to examine
their separate and combined effects. Study 1’s manipu-
lation of goal relevance was designed to benefit women
more than men, whereas Study 2’s manipulation of goal
relevance was designed to benefit men more than
women. In both studies, participants were tested for
recall of both female- and male-stereotypic content.
Memory for appearance served as the female-stereo-
typic content area in both studies, with participants
being tested for recall of the appearance of either a
person described in a written vignette (Study 1) or a live
interaction partner (Study 2). Sensitivity to male content
was defined in Study 1 as memory for cues indicative of
status or dominance in the written vignette, and in Study
2 it was defined as memory for another person’s perfor-
mance on an achievement task. Thus, both studies
measured the effects of gender- relevant motivation
both with regard to the goals of the task and with
regard to the content being tested.

We predicted that, consistent with published findings,
women would perform better than men on female-stereo-
typic content (i.e., appearance). For male-stereotypic con-
tent, we predicted either no sex difference, consistent with
the relative advantage for men hypothesis, or men would

excel over women, consistent with the absolute advantage
for men hypothesis. In addition to these effects, we
explored the likelihood that the sex differences for gender-
specific content would be greatest in conjunction with
gender-specific goal relevance. In Study 1, women’s per-
formance should be most favorably influenced by female-
stereotypic content plus female-relevant goal, and in Study
2, men’s performance should be most favorably influ-
enced by male-stereotypic content plus male-relevant goal.

STUDY 1

Method

Participants

Participants were 236 students (116 males, 120
females) at the University of Zürich majoring in differ-
ent areas and with an average age of 26 years (range =
18-51). Participants were recruited in classes and were
tested either individually or in groups of 5 to 50 people.

Vignette

In the vignette, the sex of the person being described and
that person’s status/dominance (high vs. low) were crossed,
making for four versions, each containing 494 words.
There were 26 status/dominance cues (examples: comes
from a distinguished/not distinguished family, completed
college degree/dropped out of college, chooses expensive/
inexpensive restaurants, likes exclusive red wine/a cool can
of beer, drives BMW/Opel, plays golf/volleyball, likes to
make the decisions at work/lets others make the decisions,
thinks it is important/not important to assert him/herself,
and likes/does not like to take on leadership position). None
of the status/dominance cues pertained to appearance.
Hereafter, the status/dominance cues are referred to simply
as status cues. 

There were 42 appearance cues (examples: athletic
build; brown hair; short hair; silvery frame on glasses;
rather angular face; high cheekbones; straight nose; scar
above eyebrow; wears hair combed out of the face; rather
fine hair; hair often falls back across forehead; wears
wedding band; wears a wristwatch; wears blue, brown,
or black coats; wears jeans). There were also 43 “other”
cues that were concerned with neither status nor appear-
ance (examples: married for 2 years, has no children, has
no sisters, has no brothers, parents are dead, occasionally
goes back to the town where grew up, most friends live
in Zürich, has relatively extended circle of friends, enjoys
books, particularly fascinated with thrillers, loves cats,
has no pets, had bicycle accident as child, met spouse 4
years ago). All 111 cues could apply equally to either sex.
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Female-Goal Manipulation

In the control condition, participants read that they
would be forming an impression of the person in the
vignette, with no mention of the need to remember
details or the fact that they would be tested on their
recall. In the female-goal condition, they read that they
would be asked to remember as much as they could
about the person. Participants were not told what kind
of information would be in the vignette.

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to one of the
eight conditions (Female Goal/Control × Male/Female
Target × High/Low Status). Participants were given 3
min to read the vignette, after which the experimenter
collected it and gave them a sheet of blank paper on
which to report as many details about the person as
they remembered. Participants were given a maximum
of 10 min to complete this task, though most partici-
pants needed less time.

Scoring of Recall

Two trained coders counted for each participant the
number of status items remembered (range = 2-24, M =
10.12, SD = 3.34), the number of appearance items
remembered (range = 1-39, M = 15.34, SD = 7.93), and
the number of other items remembered (range = 3-37,
M = 16.45, SD = 6.06). Incorrect responses were so
infrequent that they were not systematically counted.
Intercoder reliability between the two coders based on
60 participants was r = .97 for status items, r = .99 for
appearance items, and r = .97 for other items. Each
coder scored recall for half of the participants.

Results

We conducted separate four-way, between-subject
ANOVAs on the number of appearance cues recalled
and the number of status cues recalled. The independent
variables were participant sex (male/female), target sex
(male/female), target status (high/low), and goal manip-
ulation (control/female goal). We discuss only effects
involving participant sex and we report effect sizes for
main and simple effects only.4 Table 1 shows the means
for these analyses.

For accuracy of recalling appearance, participant sex
produced a highly significant main effect, F(1, 220) =
20.50, p < .001 (Table 1, top panel). There was also a
Participant Sex × Goal Manipulation interaction, F(1,
220) = 4.34, p < .05. The means revealed that women’s
advantage over men was more pronounced in the
female-goal condition than in the control condition.
Another way to look at this effect is to note that the
female-goal manipulation had only a minimal effect on
men but it had a pronounced effect on women.

The same ANOVA for number of status cues recalled
produced only a participant sex main effect, F(1, 220) =
20.71, p < .005 (Table 1, middle panel). It showed that
women recalled more status cues than men did, and the
effect was of identical magnitude as in the preceding
result. Because there was no Participant Sex × Goal
Manipulation interaction (F < 1), one can conclude that
arousing a female-relevant goal in women did not pro-
duce any additional benefits when male-stereotypic con-
tent was being recalled.

The results from the same ANOVA using recall of
other cues as the dependent variable showed a partici-
pant sex main effect, F(1, 220) = 35.38, p < .001, which
again showed that women performed better than men
(Table 1, bottom panel). As with recall of status, there
was no Participant Sex × Goal Manipulation interaction
(F < 1). Thus, for both male content (status) and other
content, and unlike the situation for female content
(appearance), framing the task as an accuracy task
brought no extra benefits to women.

Because there were unequal numbers of male- and
female-stereotypic cues, analysis of raw frequencies did
not allow for a direct comparison between these
domains. To do this, we calculated percentage accuracy
scores by dividing the number of each person’s recalled
cues of each type by the total number of available cues
of that type. For example, because there were 42
appearance cues, a person who remembered 15 would
obtain a percentage accuracy score of 36% in this
domain. Focusing on results that were nonredundant
with those already presented, we found that women’s per-
centage accuracy did not differ between appearance and
status (M = 42% for both), whereas men’s percentage
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TABLE 1: Recall of Appearance, Status, and Other Cues, Study
1 (Frequencies) 

Type of Accuracy and
Goal Condition Men Women Effect Size (d)

Recall of appearance cues
Control 12.98 15.37+ .34
Female goal 13.19 19.63*** .87
Total 13.08 17.50*** .61

Recall of status cues
Control 9.52 11.02* .45
Female goal 8.79 11.08*** .83
Total 9.15 11.05*** .61

Recall of other cues
Control 13.78 17.58*** .80 
Female goal 14.60 19.57*** .87
Total 14.19 18.58*** .80

NOTE: The significance levels indicate male–female differences.
Positive effect sizes reflect higher accuracy by women than men.
+p < .10. *p < .05. ***p < .001.
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accuracy was lower for appearance (M = 31%) than for
status (M = 35%). The latter difference was significant
in a separate repeated measures ANOVA for men, F(1,
114) = 6.97, p < .01. Thus, women were equally good
in both domains, whereas men were more accurate for
status than for appearance.

Because women excelled on all three kinds of cues
(female stereotypic, male stereotypic, and other), we
undertook a final analysis that examined how men’s
and women’s recall was distributed between appearance
and status cues in a relative sense. This is different from
the preceding analysis because that analysis was con-
cerned with absolute accuracy (how many cues were
recalled out of the total possible), whereas this analysis
is concerned with an individual’s pattern of responding
and can therefore be considered an idiographic approach.
For each participant we calculated proportion scores
defined as the participant’s proportions of appearance
and status cues recalled out of his or her total number of
cues recalled. Using each participant’s total recall as the
denominator for these proportions meant that the scores
were independent of each person’s overall level of accu-
racy and therefore independent of the strong overall sex
main effect. The presence of other cues meant that the
status and appearance proportion scores were not nega-
tively collinear with each other, though they were nega-
tively correlated, r(234) = –.62, p < .001.

We conducted a five-way ANOVA on these propor-
tion scores with the same independent variables as used
previously (participant sex, target sex, target status, and
goal manipulation) and with content (appearance or
status) as a repeated measures factor. No participant
sex main effect was expected for this analysis because a
sex difference in the pattern of recall would cancel out
when collapsed over the two kinds of content; indeed,
the participant sex main effect was F < 1. However,
there was a significant Participant Sex × Content inter-
action, F(1, 220) = 6.47, p = .01, showing that women
recalled proportionately more appearance cues than
men did, and men recalled proportionately more status
cues than women did (Table 2, lines labeled “Total”).

Furthermore, the goal manipulation had a moderat-
ing effect, as reflected in the Goal Manipulation ×
Participant Sex × Content interaction, F(1, 220) = 3.32,
p = .07 (Table 2). Men’s behavior was unaffected by the
female-goal manipulation, but women’s behavior
changed dramatically, such that women shifted their
proportional attention (as indicated by recall) toward
appearance and away from status when in the female-
goal condition. Separate ANOVAs on men and women
confirmed this interpretation: For men, the Goal
Manipulation × Content interaction was F < 1, whereas
for women it was F(1, 112) = 12.68, p < .001. Pairwise
tests revealed that women’s increase in proportional
attention to appearance and decrease in proportional

attention to status were both significant (p < .01; means
shown in Table 2).

Discussion

Men and women were asked to remember details
about a person from a written narrative that contained
information about status (male-stereotypic content) and
personal appearance (female-stereotypic content), as
well as other characteristics. As a motivational trigger
that we thought would positively affect women, we
manipulated the salience of accurate recall by telling
some participants before they read the narrative that
their accuracy would be tested. Ickes et al. (2000) pro-
posed that women’s often-reported superiority in inter-
personal sensitivity may stem not so much from what
they know but from their motivation to perform well on
a task they consider to be stereotypic for women, espe-
cially if the gender-stereotypic nature of the skill is
made salient. Ickes et al. found, for a collection of stud-
ies using the empathic accuracy paradigm (see note 1),
that the sex difference favoring women was much more
apparent when participants were reminded of the
gender-stereotypic nature of the task (by being required
to evaluate their own accuracy after every judgment)
than when no such requirement was in place. Subtle
manipulations of gender relevance such as those used by
Ickes et al. and by us in Study 1 may be optimal for
influencing behavior, as more blatant manipulations
may result in paradoxical effects (e.g., efforts to defy
rather than conform to the stereotype for one’s sex).
Other studies that have found motivational effects
based on manipulations of gender relevance have also
used relatively subtle manipulations (Horgan & Smith,
2006; Klein & Hodges, 2001).

However, simply being asked to form an overall
impression of a person (control condition) produced
substantially better recall in women than in men regard-
less of the content of the cues. Therefore, the act of

TABLE 2: Recall of Appearance and Status, Study 1 (Relative
Proportions)

Type of Accuracy and
Goal Condition Men Women Effect Size (d)

Recall of appearance cues
Control .34 .34 .02
Female goal .33 .39** .59
Total .34 .36+ .26

Recall of status cues
Control .27 .26 .22 
Female goal .26 .22** .58
Total .27 .24** .38

NOTE: The significance levels indicate male–female differences.
Positive effect sizes reflect higher accuracy by women than men. 
+p < .10. **p < .01.
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drawing an impression of a person by itself reflected
gender-linked motivation or habits of information pro-
cessing, or both, consistent with the notion that any
kind of interpersonal information processing may be
stereotypically female. But in addition, we expected that
the gender relevance of the content (status vs. appear-
ance) and the female-goal manipulation (to remember as
much as possible about the person) would additionally
stimulate gender-relevant motives that would further
influence accuracy. Consistent with this expectation, the
female-goal manipulation produced a dramatic gain in
accuracy selectively for women on the female-stereotypic
task of remembering the person’s appearance. The goal
manipulation had no effect on men, and it had no effect
on women for either male-stereotypic or other content.

The analysis of the within-participant pattern of recall,
conducted on the proportions of the two types of cues
recalled out of a participant’s total recall, shed further
light on the sex differences. Women and men distributed
their recall differently, with women remembering pro-
portionately more appearance cues than men did and
men remembering proportionately more status cues than
women did. This was especially evident in the female-
goal condition. The female-goal condition did not influ-
ence men’s proportion scores, whereas that condition
caused women to recall proportionately more appearance
cues and proportionately fewer status cues.

The relative advantage for men hypothesis was not
supported in terms of the overall number of male- and
female-stereotypic cues remembered by the sexes, as
women’s advantage was of the same magnitude for both
types of cues and was also marked for the other cues
(i.e., neither male nor female stereotypic). However, the
analysis of proportions suggested that men did give pref-
erential attention to the male-stereotypic cues over the
female-stereotypic cues in a relative sense. Furthermore,
the analysis of percentage accuracy showed that
women’s performance was the same for both appear-
ance and status cues, whereas men’s performance was
worse for appearance than for status cues. Though not
directly supporting the relative advantage for men
hypothesis, this result indicates that the content domain
did influence men’s accuracy.

In sum, Study 1 showed that sex differences in inter-
personal sensitivity, defined as recalling written informa-
tion about a person, are related to both gender-relevant
content and gender-relevant goals. In Study 2, we moved
from a vignette to a live interaction paradigm to replicate
and extend these findings.

STUDY 2

In Study 2, we again compared male and female recall
accuracy in male-stereotypic and female-stereotypic

content domains, in conjunction with a gender-relevant
goal manipulation. Participants interacted with a part-
ner without being told they would be asked to recall
information about the partner after the interaction. The
male-stereotypic task was to recall the partner’s perfor-
mance on the anagram-solving task they had each been
performing (a recall task adapted from Saenz, 1994).
We reasoned that monitoring a partner’s performance
on a skill-based task has implications for status ranking
(who is doing better than whom) and is therefore male
stereotypic in content. The female-stereotypic recall task
was again to recall the partner’s personal appearance.
Gender-relevant goal motivation was manipulated by
randomly assigning participants to a co-action or com-
petition condition while solving the anagrams. We sur-
mised that competition would motivate men, more than
women, to attend to the partner’s performance, which
in turn would favorably influence men’s accuracy of
performance recall. However, competition should not
influence men’s accuracy of remembering the partner’s
appearance because the partner’s appearance was not
relevant to their goals. Whereas in Study 1 the goal
manipulation (to think of the task as assessing accuracy
in processing cues about another person) was intended to
increase women’s recall accuracy, in Study 2 the goal
manipulation (to compete with the partner) was expected
to increase men’s recall accuracy.

Method

Participants

Participants were 106 students (54 males, 52 females)
recruited from the Psychology Department Participant
Pool at Northeastern University as partial fulfillment of
their introductory course requirement. According to self-
report, 76.4% were Caucasian, 3.8% were African
American, 10.4% were Asian American, 5.7% were
Hispanic, and 3.7% were Other or unreported ethnicity;
their mean age was 18.65 (range = 17-22). One male and
one female served as experimenters.

Task

Participants had to solve five-letter anagrams, each
of which was printed on a separate piece of paper. One
hundred anagrams were constructed to range in diffi-
culty from easy to hard, following Tresselt and
Mayzner’s (1966) guidelines.

Male-Goal Manipulation

All participants were placed in dyads. In the control
(co-action) condition, participants were instructed to
work individually to solve the anagrams and not to talk
during the task. The male-goal (competition) condition

 © 2008 Society for Personality and Social Psychology, Inc.. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at NORTHEASTERN UNIV LIBRARY on January 7, 2008 http://psp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://psp.sagepub.com


was the same, but participants were also told that they
should complete as many anagrams as possible and that
the person who completed more than the partner would
be awarded $5.00 at the end of the session.

Procedure

Participants were randomly assigned to same- or
mixed-sex dyads and to control (co-action) or male-goal
(competition) conditions. Once in the laboratory, par-
ticipants were seated across from each other and given
the informed consent. Participants were then told they
would solve anagrams of varying difficulty for 15 min.
Each participant had an open plastic tray on the table,
into which he or she was instructed to place the ana-
grams face down as they were completed. The anagrams
were numbered but were stacked in a random order so
that participants could not keep track of how many
anagrams had been completed simply by remembering
the number of the last anagram worked on.

While the participants were completing the ana-
grams, the experimenter monitored the participants to
make sure directions were followed. The experimenter
started a stopwatch when the participants began the
task and gave reminders when there were 10 min, 5
min, and 1 min left. Following the anagrams, the exper-
imenter explained to participants that they would be
completing some questionnaires in separate rooms.5

These questionnaires contained the recall variables that
would be scored for accuracy. First, participants were
asked to estimate as accurately as possible how many
anagrams they had completed and how many their part-
ner had completed. Following this, participants were
asked to write down everything they could remember
about their partner’s appearance, under the categories
of hair, shirt or top, pants or skirt, shoes, and general
aspects such as nationality, makeup, jewelry, and phys-
ical features. Following this, participants wrote down a
description of their own appearance using the same cat-
egories. After the questionnaires (which included demo-
graphic questions) were completed, participants were
brought together and debriefed. In the competition con-
dition, the prize was awarded.

Scoring of Recall

Performance recall. Participants estimated they had
completed, on average, 24.52 anagrams (SD = 14.28)
and their partner had completed 26.05 (SD = 11.19).
Overall, participants solved an average of 30.98 ana-
grams (SD = 14.14). Performance recall accuracy was
calculated by comparing estimated performance with
actual performance in terms of the absolute proportion
of over- and underestimation. Larger scores indicated
more error (i.e., the estimate was farther from the actual

number). This method was used to score self-error and
partner performance error (self-error: M = .30, SD = .24;
partner error: M = .29, SD = .20).

Appearance recall. Appearance recall was calculated
by comparing participants’ descriptions of their part-
ner’s appearance with the partner’s self-description.
Experimenter observations were also made for most of
the participants and these were used. For each descrip-
tion match, 1 point was awarded to the participant’s
appearance recall accuracy score. For further details on
this method, see Horgan et al. (2004). A high number
of points indicated high accuracy in appearance recall
(M = 6.78, SD = 2.56, range = 2-13).

Results

Separate between-subject ANOVAs were conducted for
the three accuracy measures, in which participant sex
(male/female), partner sex (male/female), and goal manipu-
lation (control/male goal) were the independent variables.

For recall of the partner’s appearance, the participant
sex effect was significant, F(1, 96) = 5.85, p < .05, with
women being more accurate than men. Participant sex
did not interact with goal manipulation (F < 1), mean-
ing that the sex difference for recalling appearance was
similar in both conditions.6 Table 3 shows the means
for this analysis.

For error in recall of own anagram performance, we
expected no effects and this was confirmed (ps > .23).
For error in recall of partner performance, there was no
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TABLE 3: Recall of Appearance and Performance, Study 2

Type of Accuracy and
Goal Condition Men Women Effect Size (d)

Better recall of partner’s
appearance (high = better
recall)

Control 5.95 7.33+ .54 
Male goal 6.43 7.54 .45
Total 6.19 7.44* .49 

Error in recall of own task
performance
(high = worse recall)

Control 0.27 0.32 .16
Male goal 0.29 0.30 .08
Total 0.28 0.31 .12

Error in recall of partner’s
task performance
(high = worse recall)

Control 0.37 0.25+ .56
Male goal 0.24 0.28 –.18
Total 0.30 0.27 .18

NOTE: The significance levels indicate male–female differences.
Positive effect sizes reflect higher accuracy by women than men. 
+p < .10. *p < .05.
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overall participant sex effect (F < 1), consistent with the
relative advantage for men hypothesis. There was a mar-
ginally significant Participant Sex × Goal Manipulation
interaction, F(1, 97) = 3.34, p = .07. The means, shown
in Table 3, indicate that women’s performance was the
same in both conditions but men’s performance
improved in the male-goal (competition) condition—
that is, fewer errors were made. In the control condi-
tion, women’s performance advantage over men was
close to significant by conventional standards, F(1, 47)
= 3.68, p = .06, but in the male-goal condition, men
made slightly fewer errors than women, though the dif-
ference was negligible (F < 1). Separate ANOVAs for
men and women showed that for men, performance was
significantly better in the male-goal condition than in the
control condition, F(1, 50) = 4.21, p < .05, whereas for
women this effect was negligible (F < 1).

Accuracy in recalling the partner’s appearance and error
in recalling the partner’s performance were uncorrelated,
r(101) = .02.

Discussion

In Study 2, we assessed accuracy of recalling a part-
ner in a female-stereotypic domain (appearance) and a
male-stereotypic domain (task performance) while
manipulating goal motivation by having participants
work on the task in parallel (control condition) or in
competition for a prize (male-goal condition). Consistent
with previous research (Horgan et al., 2004; Schmid
Mast & Hall, 2006), women were more accurate than
men in recalling the partner’s appearance (see also note
6). Women were also more accurate (made fewer errors)
than men in recalling the partner’s performance in the
control condition, suggesting a generally greater inter-
personal focus among women, but men’s accuracy came
up to the level of women’s in the male-goal condition.
Thus, men were motivated by competition to be more
accurate than they would otherwise be, whereas the
motivational manipulation had no effect on women.
Analysis of error in remembering one’s own perfor-
mance was not related to any of the experimental fac-
tors, which gives reassurance that the results do not
reflect simply an overall higher level of vigilance or
better memory.

This study, like Study 1, supports the hypothesis that
motivational factors play a role in sex differences in
interpersonal sensitivity. A male-relevant goal (competi-
tion) increased men’s performance on the male-stereo-
typic sensitivity task beyond the level they otherwise
would have displayed, but it did not influence their per-
formance on the female-stereotypic sensitivity task. The
relative advantage for men hypothesis was thus sup-
ported in this condition because the gap between men

and women was smaller for the male-stereotypic task
(remembering the partner’s performance) than for the
female-stereotypic task (remembering the partner’s
appearance). However, in the control condition the rel-
ative advantage for men hypothesis was not supported
because the sex difference was of the same magnitude
for both tasks (see Table 3).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

In two studies, accuracy of recalling information about
another person was investigated in relation to gender-rel-
evant content and gender-relevant goals. Recall of physi-
cal appearance was the female-stereotypic content in both
studies, and recall of social status cues and recall of part-
ner performance on a skill task were the male-stereotypic
content in Studies 1 and 2, respectively. Two alternate
hypotheses about the effect of content on sex differences
in accuracy were tested, one proposing an absolute advan-
tage for men over women in male-stereotypic domains
and the other proposing a relative advantage for men in
male-stereotypic domains. The latter hypothesis acknowl-
edges that any task involving interpersonal sensitivity, or
recall of personal attributes or behaviors, may be consid-
ered stereotypically female and therefore can be expected
to show a female advantage. However, the relative size of
the female advantage could vary with the gender stereo-
typicality of the domain such that females’ advantage is
smaller in male-stereotypic domains and with gender-spe-
cific goals such that each sex gains from goals that are
especially relevant to their own sex.

We found no support for the absolute advantage for
men hypothesis, as men were not significantly more
accurate than women in any comparison, whereas
women were often more accurate than men. There was
limited support for the relative advantage for men
hypothesis. In Study 1, women’s advantage was of the
same magnitude in both male- and female-stereotypic
domains, and in Study 2 women’s advantage was
smaller in the male-stereotypic than female-stereotypic
domain only in the male-goal condition.

We might speculate that because solving anagrams
involves verbal skill, which is a female-stereotypic trait,
Study 2 did not go as far as it could have in creating a
male-stereotypic recall task. Thus, though the task of
recalling a partner’s performance on a skill task may be
male stereotypic, it might have been even more so had
the activity itself been more blatantly stereotypic for
men—for example, solving math problems, playing a
male-stereotypic sport, or performing a male-stereotypic
mechanical task. The inclusion of such tasks in future
studies will provide a further test of the domain specificity
hypothesis.
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There was a moderating effect of the gender-relevant
goals. In Study 1, women’s accuracy in the female-
relevant domain was increased in the female-goal condi-
tion, and in Study 2 men’s accuracy in the male-relevant
domain was increased in the male-goal condition. In that
study, framing the task in terms of competition added
sufficient male relevance to motivate men to be more
accurate than they would otherwise be on the male-
stereotypic task, but they were still not more accurate
than women. Thus, we obtained insight into factors influ-
encing accuracy of interpersonal perception for men and
women, but we did not fully explain the sex differences.

An important question, though one that is beyond
the scope of the present research, is the extent to which
sex differences in interpersonal sensitivity are based on
knowledge versus motivation. Though researchers have
typically assumed that the differences are based on
knowledge of cues and their meanings, and though
women score higher than men on a paper-and-pencil
test of knowledge of nonverbal cue usages and mean-
ings (Rosip & Hall, 2004), the sex differences seen on
actual sensitivity tasks could stem from a mix of knowl-
edge and motivation. Furthermore, over one’s lifetime,
knowledge and motivation are intertwined because
motivation to attend to cues probably leads to enhanced
knowledge about those cues, which leads to enhanced
interest and attention to those cues, and so on.

Although one might argue that defining interper-
sonal sensitivity in terms of recall of cues (as opposed to
inferring meanings of cues) helps simplify the picture
because recall might be considered to depend only on
motivation (effort) and not preexisting knowledge, we
think that domain knowledge may still be relevant to
recall accuracy. Greater knowledge of a domain facili-
tates the encoding and retrieval of information in that
domain (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999).
Certainly, future research must include a broad range of
interpersonal sensitivity tasks because one should not
generalize from a limited methodology. Especially,
effects of motivation on tests that draw more on preex-
isting knowledge (i.e., where obtaining the correct
answer depends on drawing accurate connections
between cues and their meanings) must be examined
more than they have been. This is important because
increased motivation is not necessarily synonymous
with improved performance; this may be especially true
for social inference tasks that draw on preexisting
knowledge more than recall tasks do.

There has been some theorizing about the relation
between gender and interpersonal sensitivity as it relates
to a person’s dominance or social power, where it is
argued that women are more interpersonally sensitive
than men because women’s lower status and dominance
motivate them to be accurate (Henley, 1977). However,

though authors have speculated that low status and dom-
inance motivate higher accuracy (Keltner, Gruenfeld, &
Anderson, 2003) and that high status and dominance
motivate inaccuracy (Fiske & Morling, 1996), evidence
for a negative association between status and dominance
and interpersonal sensitivity is rare (Galinsky, Magee,
Inesi, & Gruenfeld, 2006), with most research finding
either that the association is positive (e.g., meta-analysis
by Hall, Halberstadt, & O’Brien, 1997; Schmid Mast &
Jonas, 2007) or that the association is negative but due to
other factors (e.g., Hall, Rosip, Smith LeBeau, Horgan,
& Carter, 2006; Snodgrass, Hecht, & Ploutz-Snyder,
1998). Though it is not impossible that women’s lower
status and dominance will be shown to have a causal role
in their interpersonal accuracy, at present the more fruit-
ful avenue seems to be in terms of the effect of gender
stereotypes and gender-relevant motivational factors on
knowledge and performance.

Understanding of the roots of sex differences in inter-
personal sensitivity is progressing but it has a long way
to go. The difficulty of this undertaking is not surpris-
ing considering that sex differences are the product of
many forces impinging on individuals over their life-
times as well as at the time of testing. The present
research contributes to our understanding by examining
the gender stereotypicality of the domain and the gender
relevance of participants’ goals as moderators of the sex
differences.

NOTES

1. Another method for testing interpersonal judgment accuracy,
not included in the cited meta-analyses, is called the empathic accu-
racy paradigm (Ickes, 2001; Ickes, Gesn, & Graham, 2000; Klein &
Hodges, 2001; Thomas & Fletcher, 2003). In this paradigm, dyad
members guess each other’s thoughts and feelings while watching a
video replay of their interaction (or, alternatively, while watching a
video of strangers in conversation). Accuracy is scored by comparing
the perceiver’s guesses about the target’s thoughts and feelings with
the target person’s statements about his or her thoughts and feelings.
Studies using this method generally show less of a female advantage
than found using more standard testing paradigms (though still not
favoring men). This might seem to contradict the notion that women
excel in judging others’ affective cues. However, the empathic accu-
racy paradigm may not be primarily about judging affective states
because perceivers are asked to judge thoughts as well as feelings;
indeed, accuracy for this paradigm depends much more on the verbal
statements by target persons than on their nonverbal cues, which can
be expected to carry much of the affective information (Gesn & Ickes,
1999; Hall & Schmid Mast, 2007). Therefore, it is not clear to what
extent research using the empathic accuracy paradigm contradicts the
general conclusion that women excel at judging affective cues.

2. One might predict that sex differences vary with the male or
female relevance of the specific emotions that are being judged.
However, the predictions that one should make are far from clear. As
an example, stereotype might suggest that anger is a male-relevant
emotion; on the other hand, self-report studies do not find that men
report experiencing more anger than women do (Brody & Hall,
2000). In fact, one could argue that judging anger is female relevant
because of women’s risk of victimization. A meta-analysis found a rel-
atively large female decoding advantage for decoding anger (Bauer,
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Kulkarni, & McGowan, 1997). Establishing predictions for judg-
ments of fear is equally problematic. One might predict that men, as
the intimidators who produce fear in others, should be especially good
at judging that emotion. On the other hand, one might predict supe-
riority for women because they report feeling more fear than men do
(Brody & Hall, 2000). Bauer et al. (1997) found that this emotion
showed the biggest female advantage of all the emotions they com-
pared. The examples of anger and fear indicate that it is premature to
reach any conclusions about male versus female domain specificity in
regard to the decoding of specific emotions.

3. The Interpersonal Perception Task (IPT; Costanzo & Archer,
1989) contains items that test lie-detection accuracy, a skill we argue
is ambiguous in its gender connotations. Consistent with the IPT’s
often negligible sex differences, Aamodt and Custer’s (2006) meta-
analysis of 53 lie-detection studies found no sex difference (d = .03).

4. Interactions that included both participant sex and target sex
would have been potentially interesting, but they were negligible in both
studies (Study 1: .13 < p < .99; Study 2: .23 < p < .89), with the excep-
tion of one 4-way interaction in Study 1 that was not interpretable.

5. Participants who decided to sit in the chair closest to the exit
were arbitrarily labeled Participant B and the other participant was
labeled Participant A. Correlations between Participants A and B were
nonsignificant for all of the accuracy scores: for appearance recall,
r(50) = .23, p = .09; for recall of other’s performance, r(50) = .02; and
for recall of own performance, r(51) = .04.

6. A condition in which participants were instructed to cooperate
in solving the anagrams was also included. Because participants did
not work separately, accuracy of remembering the partner’s perfor-
mance could not be calculated; therefore, this condition is not dis-
cussed in this article. However, participants’ accuracy of remembering
the partner’s appearance was calculated for this condition. Women
were significantly (p < .05) more accurate than men (d = .61), just as
in the control and male-goal conditions.
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