
Experiment 1: contingent adaptation ( angry female/happy male)
1. After adaptation, female test faces were judged happier while male test 
faces were judged angrier. These changes in the PSE are consistent with in-
terdependent mechanisms for processing the gender and emotion in a face. 

2. After adaptation, responses to the adapted female face category were 
faster (80% angry female were judged more quickly than 80% happy fe-
males). However, responses to the adapted male face category were slower 
(80% happy males were judged more slowly than 80% angry males). 

Experiment 2: contingent adaptation ( happy female/angry male)
1. After adaptation, both female and male test faces were judged angrier. 
This lack of asymmetric perceptual after-effects is not fully consistent with in-
terdpendent mechanisms for processing gender and emotion.

2. After adaptation, responses to the adapted female face category were 
faster (80% happy females was judged more quickly than 80% angry fe-
males). However, responses to the adapted male face category were slower 
(80% angry males were judged more slowly than 80% happy males). 

Overall, our results suggest a special status for male faces. Male face stimu-
li, and especially angry male stimuli, may be more salient, such that partici-
pants remain vigilant and exhibit smaller adaptation effects.This could ex-
plain our failure to find adaptation effects for angry male faces, unlike the 
symmetric aftereffects seen for adapted female faces, regardless of emo-
tion. Implications of such failures are important to consider when trying to  
determine if unique combinations of face features are jointly tuned.

Furthermore, our reaction time results suggest that biases in the speed with 
which subjects respond to male faces, faster to non-adapted face catego-
ries, is different from that for female faces, faster to adapted face categories. 
The reasons behind such differences remain to be elucidated.
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Participants viewed a series of morphed faces along an emotional continuum (happy to neutral to angry), and rated faces as happy 
or angry using a two alternative forced choice botton-press paradigm. Based on these responses, we established each participant’s 
baseline point of subjective equality (PSE), where they perceive the face as equally happy and angry. Then participants were 
adapted to a series of female angry and male happy faces. Following adaptation, participants viewed and rated the same morphed 
faces and we quantified the change in PSE. We also measured reaction time during the response period before and after adaptation. 
The paradigm and timing parameters were adapted from Ng, Ciaramitaro and colleagues (2006).

Faces convey a wide variety of information, such as emotion, ethnicity, gender, or age. However, human face 
perception is plastic, molding and shaping to our daily diet of faces. Through repeated exposure, adaptation, we can 
bias the perception of subsequent faces. For example, adaptation to male faces biases the perception of an 
androgynous to appear more female . However, are individual face features the units of adaptation or can one combine 
features and achieve adaptation?

In contingent adaptation, faces with a unique combination of features (i.e. angry females and happy males) are 
presented to reveal if combinations of features or individual features are the unit of adaptation. Should this method 
reveal no adaptation, it suggests adapted features are not processed jointly: opposing features are presented with 
equal frequency (i.e, male and female) and cancel out. 

We hypothesize that contingent adaptation after-effects will be complementary across gender and emotion. 

.

Face stimuli were selected from the NimStim database (Tottenham et al., 2009). Adaptaptation included 30 unique faces (15 female) 
with 100% angry emotion. Probe images included a subset of the adaptation faces, 8 unique faces (4 female) morphed, using 
MorphMan, along an emotional continuum of angry to neutral to happy, including 80%, 40%, 20% 10% or 0% of a given emotion. 
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Interdependent Mechanisms for Processing the Gender and Emotion of a Face? 

The Special Status of Angry Male Faces
Daniel Harris and Vivian M. Ciaramitaro Psychology Department, University of Massachusetts Boston, Boston, MA
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Demographics 
A total of 66 undergraduate and graduate students from the University of 
Massachusetts Boston  were recruited for the present study. 

Experiment 1 
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Females

Males

Experiment 2 
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