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Abstract
Despite prevailing scientific evidence to the contrary, gender stereotypes of emotion 
maintain that females are more emotional than males. Although inaccurate gender 
stereotypes of emotions abound, the extent to which young women are influenced by 
emotion stereotypes is unknown. The current study examines if exposure to stereo-
type messages about expressing emotions, and the consequences of expressing such 
emotions, affects young women’s experience and expression of emotions. Using an 
experimental design, young women were randomly assigned to hear (and read) one 
of four messages directly or indirectly describing females’ emotional experiences 
and expressions relative to males’, and the negative or positive consequences of such 
experiences and expressions. Participants then reported their willingness to express 
emotions via the 20-item Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (Watson et  al. in 
J Personal Soc Psychol 54(6):1063–1070, 1988. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1037/​0022-​3514.​
54.6.​1063) and engaged in an “Emotion-Recollection Task” (Hess et al. in Cognit 
Emot 14(5):609–642, 2000. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​02699​93005​01176​48; Weinstein 
and Hodgins in Personal Soc Psychol Bull 35(3):351–364, 2009. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1177/​01461​67208​328165) where they described, in writing, a recent emotional life 
event. Results revealed that participants were more comfortable expressing nega-
tive emotions, and demonstrated a greater willingness to actually express their emo-
tions, when exposed to direct rather than indirect stereotyped messages. Although 
the young women did not report feeling more comfortable expressing their emotions 
following emotion-related stereotypes with positive or negative consequences, they 
did in fact use more emotion words when a stereotype message reflected positive 
rather than negative consequences. The study demonstrates how emotion-related ste-
reotypes may affect the lived experience of young women.
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Introduction

The pervasive belief that females are more emotional than males,1 despite scientific 
evidence that gender differences in emotional experiences and expressions are exag-
gerated (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau 2009; Else-Quest et al. 2012; Plant et al. 2000; 
Shields 2013), is curious and concerning. Consistent with social role theory of emo-
tions (Eagly et  al. 2000; Fiske et  al. 2002), beliefs about the differences between 
males’ and females’ emotional experiences and expressions appear to “tell us more 
about [American] cultural stereotypes than about actual sex [or gender] differences 
in emotions” (Fischer 1993, p. 312). Regardless of the accuracy of perceived gender 
differences in emotional experiences and expressions, exposure to emotion-related 
stereotypes is, particularly for young women, quite pernicious (Shields 2013).

Young women’s exposure to emotion-related stereotypes leads to many non-triv-
ial negative outcomes, such as social and economic penalties (Salerno et al. 2019; 
Smith et al. 2016), internal attributions of failure (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau 2009), 
and altered identities or career paths (Brescoll 2016). Despite the well-documented 
negative effects of emotion-related stereotypes, research on the extent to which 
young women’s emotional experiences and expressions are influenced by exposure 
to emotion stereotypes has yet to be examined. Because young women experience 
heightened awareness of and tendency to conform to prescriptive norms for gender 
stereotypes during adolescence and young adulthood (Hill and Lynch 1983; Klac-
zynski et al. 2020), while also increasing their expression of emotions during these 
developmental periods (Chaplin 2015; Chaplin and Aldao 2013; Hill and Lynch 
1983), it is likely that young women’s exposure to gender stereotypes about emo-
tions (and the positive or negative social consequences associated with the emotions) 
affects their experiences and expressions of emotions. Such a concern is warranted, 
because individuals are motivated to regulate their feelings in response to situations 
that present a threat, such as exposure to negative emotion-related stereotypes (see 
literature on stereotype threat and appraisal-based theories of stress; Avero et  al. 
2003); therefore, it is important to examine if young women’s emotional experiences 
and expressions are affected by these stereotypes. The current study examines the 
effects that exposure to (direct or indirect) stereotype messages about emotions, and 
the consequences of expressing emotions, have on young women’s perceived com-
fort in expressing and actual willingness to express their emotions.

1  Consistent with American Psychological Association recommendations for bias-free language (Ameri-
can Psychological Association, 2021), we refer to “males” and “females” when findings describe a broad 
age range of individuals, whereas we refer to “women” when describing a specific group of individuals, 
such as the young women aged 18–25 years of age in our study.
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Social role theory and the promotion of emotion‑related stereotypes

Gender stereotypes reflect a set of shared beliefs and expectations about the perceived 
and prescribed characteristics of men and women (Fiske and Stevens 1993). Gender 
stereotypes about emotion specifically, then, reflect shared beliefs about and expecta-
tions for how men and women should experience and express emotions (Fischer 1993). 
Social role theory of emotion (Brescoll 2016; Eagly et  al. 2000; Fiske et  al. 2002) 
describes that gender differences in emotional experiences and expressions are largely 
culturally constructed and used to reinforce social role expectations which, unfortu-
nately, in American culture, are used to “justify the disadvantaged position of women 
in society” relative to men (de Lemus et al. 2013, p. 109).

Scientific knowledge of widely held gender stereotypes for men’s and women’s emo-
tional experiences and expressions is derived from studies asking adults (and children) 
about their expectations for the emotional experiences and expressions of men and 
women (Chaplin and Aldao 2013; Robinson et al. 1998; Shields 2002) and, to some 
extent, studies asking individuals about their own emotional experiences and expres-
sions (e.g., Cox et al. 2000; Grossman and Wood 1993). Results predominantly reveal 
that women are generally perceived as, and expected to be, more emotional than men 
(Heesacker et al. 1999; Hess et al. 2000; Plant et al. 2000), leading one researcher to 
assert that beliefs about women’s heightened emotionality compared to men’s comprise 
a “master stereotype”—the notion that overgeneralizations about women’s emotional-
ity are so deeply engrained in dominant American culture that their inaccuracy goes 
unrecognized and unchallenged (Shields 2002, p. 11). Consequently, consistent with 
social role theory of emotion, the master stereotype describing women as more emo-
tional than men contributes to structural barriers that sustain and perpetuate women’s 
marginalized position in American society (e.g., women are too emotional to be good 
leaders), making it challenging for them to navigate if, when, and how much to experi-
ence and express emotions in their daily lives (Dolan 2014).

Despite robust evidence clearly and repeatedly documenting the stereotypic expecta-
tions for female’s emotional experiences and expressions relative to male’s, research 
on women’s emotional experiences and expressions without comparison to men’s emo-
tional experiences and expressions are “few and far between” (Shields et al. 2018, p. 
190). Additionally, research (particularly experimental research) has yet to examine the 
influence of emotion-related stereotypes on women’s perceived comfort in expressing 
and actual willingness to express their emotions. Consequently, it is important to exam-
ine how gender stereotypes about women’s emotional experiences and expressions 
uniquely affect their perceived comfort in expressing and actual willingness to express 
their emotions. One highly relevant literature for informing how gender stereotypes 
about emotion likely affect women’s emotional experiences and expressions is stereo-
type activation (Wheeler and Petty 2001).
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Effects of stereotype activation on women

Men and women are highly aware of stereotypes for their gender (Shields et al. 
2018; Zammuner 2000) and, when exposed to the stereotypes, tend to report 
beliefs and exhibit behaviors that are stereotype consistent (Wheeler and Petty 
2001). That is, regardless of whether individuals’ exposure to stereotype content 
is positive or negative, activated subtly (e.g., implicitly or indirectly) or blatantly 
(e.g., explicitly or directly), individuals’ beliefs and behaviors tend to align with 
the stereotype content (Steele and Ambady 2006). For example, among previ-
ous research that has demonstrated how activation of gender stereotypes elicits 
stereotype-consistent beliefs and behaviors, women’s exposure to stereotyped 
information promoted their adoption of a submissive body posture (de Lemus 
et al. 2012), requests for greater dependency-oriented help (Shnabel et al. 2015), 
and beliefs about their adequacy for female dominated but inadequacy for male-
dominated academic fields (Steele and Ambady 2006). Such results powerfully 
demonstrate how women’s exposure to gender stereotypes promotes their stereo-
type-consistent beliefs and behaviors. In addition, because numerous studies doc-
ument the particularly pernicious (and oftentimes long-lasting) consequences for 
women’s deviations from emotion-related stereotypes (see three-study example 
by Brescoll and Uhlmann 2008), it is reasonable to predict (in the current study) 
that women’s exposure to gender stereotypes for their emotional experiences and 
expressions will result in stereotype-consistent beliefs and behaviors.

Despite a robust literature documenting that exposure to gender stereotypes 
tends to elicit stereotype-consistent beliefs and behaviors, there are reasons to 
believe that members of stereotyped groups may resist (or react against) stereo-
type content and express beliefs and behaviors that are stereotype inconsistent 
(de Lemus et al. 2013). For example, across three unique studies, Hopkins et al. 
(2007) demonstrated that individuals made aware of a negative group stereotype 
were motivated to refute the stereotype by engaging in counter-stereotypic behav-
iors. Such counter-stereotypic behaviors are thought to emerge because members 
of stereotyped groups are particularly aware that stereotypes over-emphasize the 
homogeneity and under-emphasize the heterogeneity of their group (Lee and 
Ottati 1995). Because members of stereotyped groups (i.e., women in the current 
study) are particularly cognizant of differences that exist within their group (see 
ideas reflecting ingroup heterogeneity in social identity theory; Lee and Ottati 
1995; Mullen and Hu 1989), they may reject the overgeneralizations of their 
group and engage in stereotype-inconsistent behaviors. Such stereotype-incon-
sistent behaviors can serve as “acts of communication intended to ameliorate the 
[negative] position of the [stereotyped] group in an intergroup context” (Hop-
kins et  al. 2007, p. 787). Given this literature, and in contrast to the prediction 
described previously, women’s exposure to gender stereotypes for their emotional 
experiences and expressions might result in stereotype-inconsistent attitudes and 
behaviors—with women reporting a reduced willingness to express, and actually 
expressing less, emotions.
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Current study

Despite prevailing scientific evidence to the contrary, gender stereotypes of emo-
tion maintain that females are more emotional than males (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau 
2009; Else-Quest et al. 2012; Heesacker et al. 1999; Hess et al. 2000; Plant et al. 
2000; Shields 2013). Although inaccurate gender stereotypes of emotions are ubiq-
uitous, the extent to which young women are influenced by emotion stereotypes is 
unknown. Given opposing scientific explanations for how women might respond 
to stereotype messages about their emotional expressions, in the current study, it 
is possible that women’s exposure to gender stereotypes for their emotional experi-
ences and expressions may result in stereotype-consistent beliefs and behaviors (i.e., 
express more emotion) or may result in stereotype-inconsistent beliefs and behav-
iors (i.e., express less emotions). The current study adds to the existing literature 
on women’s exposure to gender stereotypes by examining if exposure to stereotype 
messages about expressing emotions, and the consequences of expressing such emo-
tions, affects women’s experience and expression of emotions.

Method

Participants

A priori power analysis, using G*Power (Faul et al. 2007), for a two-way between-
subjects factorial design indicated that to find a medium effect size (f = 0.25),2 alpha 
(α = 0.05), at power (0.80), a sample of N = 90 was needed. Consequently, 92 young 
women, ranging in age from 18 to 25 (Mage = 19.83, SD = 1.31 years), from a mid-
sized private university in the Midwest region of the United States, participated in 
the study.

Materials and procedure

University IRB approval was obtained prior to conducting the present study. One 
female experimenter conducted the data collection sessions in English. To be 
included in the study, participants had to be 18 years of age or older and identify as 
female. At the beginning of each session, participants completed an informed con-
sent document and were randomly assigned to hear one of four messages directly 
or indirectly (i.e., message directness) describing females’ emotional experiences 
and expressions relative to males’, and the negative or positive consequences (i.e., 
consequence of message) of such experiences and expressions (see Appendix). In 
the direct stereotype conditions, the young women learned that females are more or 
less emotional than males, leading to negative or positive consequences for females, 

2  A medium effect size was used to estimate sample size given recent research recommends using a 
medium effect when no prior research is available for direct comparison (Brysbaert 2019; Perugini et al. 
2018).
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respectively. In the indirect stereotype conditions, the young women learned that 
males are more or less emotional than females, leading to positive or negative con-
sequences for females, respectively. To be consistent with American societal stere-
otypes about expressing emotion, the stereotyped messages always described that 
expressing more emotions leads to negative outcomes, regardless of whether the 
messages were direct or indirect. The participating women then reported their will-
ingness to express emotions via the well validated and highly used 20-item Positive 
and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988), by indicating the extent 
to which, using a scale ranging from 1 (Very Slightly or Not at All) to 5 (Extremely), 
they currently felt comfortable expressing each of the 10 positive (α = 0.89) and 
10 negative (α = 0.87) emotions publicly. Subsequently, participants engaged in an 
“Emotion-Recollection Task,” where they described, in writing, a recent emotional 
life event. The Emotion-Recollection Task was modeled after commonly used writ-
ing paradigms whereby individuals describe their thoughts and feelings in response 
to some stimulus (Hess et al. 2000; Weinstein and Hodgins 2009). Participants were 
instructed to describe the timeline of events leading up to and following the emo-
tional event but were not told that the nature of their recollection had to reflect a 
positive or negative experience. Two coders, blind to condition, independently read 
the essays and counted the number of emotion words used (κ = 0.93) and coded 
whether the essays reflected positive or negative experiences (κ = 0.89). At the end 
of the study, participants completed a demographic questionnaire, which included a 
manipulation check question, and were then fully debriefed, asked if they had any 
questions, and thanked for their participation. Ninety-two percent (n = 85) of partici-
pants passed the manipulation check question. Analyses reported below were con-
ducted with and without data from participants who failed the manipulation check 
and results were consistent, so all data were included. Participants were compen-
sated with “research participation credit” required in their psychology classes.

Results

Effects of the emotion-related stereotype messages on young women’s perceived 
comfort in expressing and actual willingness to express emotions were analyzed 
using 2 (Message Type) × 2 (Message Valence) between-subjects factorial analyses 
of variance.

Perceived comfort in expressing emotions

The consequence of the message did not affect young women’s willingness to 
express positive, F(1, 88) = 1.00, p = 0.76, η2 = 0.00, or negative, F(1, 88) = 0.45, 
p = 0.50, η2 = 0.01, emotions. However, the young women believed they would be 
more comfortable expressing their negative emotions, F(1, 88) = 5.03, p = 0.03, 
η2 = 0.05, when the messages were direct (M = 1.94, SD = 0.68) compared to indi-
rect (M = 1.65, SD = 0.61).  No effect of message directness emerged for positive 
emotions, F(1, 88) = 1.13, p = 0.29, η2 = 0.01. The interactions between message 
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directness and consequence of message on the young women’s comfort in express-
ing positive or negative emotions were not significant, F(1, 88) = 3.56, p = 0.06,3 
η2 = 0.04 and F(1, 88) = 2.29, p = 0.13, η2 = 0.03, respectively.

Actual willingness to express emotion

The effect of message directness on young women’s actual expression of emo-
tion approached significance, F(1, 88) = 3.30, p = 0.07, η2 = 04. The women tended 
to use more emotion words when the stereotype messages were direct (M = 9.04, 
SD = 3.77) compared to indirect (M = 8.19, SD = 2.70). Further, the young women 
used more emotion words when the stereotype messages yielded positive (M = 9.96, 
SD = 3.61) compared to negative (M = 7.44, SD = 2.52) outcomes, F(1, 88) = 16.52, 
p < 0.001, η2 = 16. The interaction between message directness and consequence of 
message was significant, F(1, 88) = 13.07, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.13, revealing no differ-
ence in the number of emotion words used in response to indirect stereotype mes-
sages, t(41) = − 0.33, p = 0.75; however, for direct stereotype messages, the young 
women used more emotion words when the valence of the stereotype message was 
positive (M = 11.59, SD = 3.72) than negative (M = 6.96, SD = 2.24), t(47) = − 5.38, 
p < 0.001. Because so few participants’ essays reflected positive emotional experi-
ences (18 of 92; 19.6%), analyses examining differences in the pattern of positive 
versus negative emotions words used in the essays could not be conducted.

However, to examine if the stereotype messages affected whether the young 
women described a positive or negative emotional life experience, a three-way Chi-
square analysis was conducted. No relationships emerged between message con-
sequence and the positive or negative nature of the women’s essays for either the 
indirect, χ2(1) = 0.28, p = 0.60, or direct, χ2(1) = 0.30, p = 0.59, messages. The young 
women’s essays generally reflected negative emotional experiences (see Table 1).

Table 1   Frequencies (and percentages) for young women’s recollection of positive or negative emotional 
life experiences by stereotype message condition

Indirect messages Direct messages

Positive Negative Positive Negative

Positive experience recalled 2 (9.1%) 3 (14.3%) 5 (22.7%) 8 (29.6%)
Negative experience recalled 20 (90.9%) 18 (85.7%) 17 (77.3%) 19 (70.4%)

3  Although the interaction between message directness and consequence of message on the young wom-
en’s comfort in expressing positive emotions approached significance, simple effects tests yielded no 
statistically significant differences to report or interpret. Specifically, for direct stereotype messages, no 
significant difference emerged for the young women’s comfort in expressing positive emotions when the 
consequence of the stereotype message was positive (M = 3.55, SD = 0.73) compared to negative (M = 
3.19, SD = 0.81), t(47) = − 1.67, p = 0.10. In addition, for indirect stereotype messages, no significant 
difference emerged for the young women’s comfort in expressing positive (M = 3.06, SD = 0.86) com-
pared to negative (M = 3.32, SD = 0.81), t(41) = 1.04, p = 0.31.
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Discussion

The present study examined whether exposure to stereotyped messages concern-
ing females’ experience of emotion relative to males’ affect young women’s per-
ceived comfort in expressing and actual willingness to express emotions. Because 
exposure to stereotypes can negatively affect the experiences of those stereotyped 
(Davies et  al. 2002; Pinel and Paulin 2010) and may be particularly impactful 
during adolescence and young adulthood (Chaplin 2015), examining if young 
women are influenced by, emotion stereotypes is important. Overall, the present 
findings yield valuable information about the role of emotion-related stereotypes 
on females’ experience and expression of emotion, as well as questions that pro-
vide important directions for future research on the topic.

The young women in the current study reported they could comfortably 
express negative affect after exposure to direct (compared to indirect) stereotype 
messages about females’ emotional expressions relative to males’. In addition, 
the young women tended to demonstrate a greater willingness to actually express 
their emotions when exposed to direct rather than indirect stereotype messages. 
Because the direct stereotype messages described that females should not express 
emotion (i.e., there are negative [positive] outcomes for females who are more 
[less] emotional than males so females should not express emotion), the messages 
likely functioned to suppress the young women’s perceived freedom to experi-
ence and express emotions, thereby eliciting stereotype reactance (Mühlberger 
and Jonas 2019). The reactance, or fight against their thwarted freedom to express 
emotion, likely contributed to the young women’s greater comfort in expressing 
their (negative) emotions and actual willingness to express their emotions. Unfor-
tunately, however, these results suggest that women’s potential reactance to direct 
stereotyped messages may be contributing to the persistence of the stereotype 
(see similar idea offered by Fischer and LaFrance 2015).

The current study also examined if the presumed consequences of a stereo-
type message about emotions affects young women’s experience and expression 
of emotions. Although the participants did not report feeling more comfortable 
expressing their emotions following emotion-related stereotypes with positive 
or negative consequences, they did use more emotion words when a message 
reflected positive rather than negative consequences, particularly for the direct 
stereotype message. Such results suggest that when an emotion-related stereotype 
about females yields direct positive consequences, the need to control one’s emo-
tional expressions may be reduced, possibly because expressing emotion in such 
a situation is not appraised as threating (Avero et  al. 2003; Delelis and Chris-
tophe 2016). This suggestion is warranted given previous research demonstrates 
that when threat of poor performance on a task is removed, females’ performance 
on the task is restored (Johns et al. 2008). Because the young women in the cur-
rent study who read a direct stereotype message with positive consequences did 
not have to worry about confirming a negative stereotype, the pressure to sup-
press their emotional experiences was likely attenuated. Future research could 
specifically examine if experiences of threat—and the perceived nature of the 
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threat—mediate the relationship between emotion-related stereotypes and wom-
en’s experience and expression of emotion.

Prior research offered competing explanations for how women might respond to 
stereotype messages about their emotional experiences and expressions relative to 
men. Some research suggested that women’s exposure to gender stereotypes for their 
emotional experiences and expressions may result in stereotype-consistent beliefs 
and behaviors (i.e., express more emotion; Wheeler and Petty 2001), whereas other 
research suggested women’s exposure to the gender stereotypes may result in stere-
otype-inconsistent beliefs and behaviors (i.e., express less emotions; de Lemus et al. 
2013; Hopkins et  al. 2007). Results from the current study are generally consist-
ent with the idea that women’s exposure to gender stereotypes for their emotional 
experiences and expressions tends to elicit behaviors that are stereotype consistent 
(Steele and Ambady 2006; Wheeler and Petty 2001). That is, women in the current 
study reported they could comfortably express (negative) affect after exposure to 
direct stereotype messages, and were more likely to actually express their emotions 
when exposed to direct stereotype messages. Considering the master stereotype for 
females’ emotional experiences and expressions reflects they are perceived as, and 
expected to be, more emotional than males (Heesacker et al. 1999 Hess et al. 2000; 
Plant et al. 2000), when women in the current study expressed heightened negative 
affect in response to the direct stereotype, they demonstrated stereotype-consistent 
behaviors (i.e., expressed more emotion). Interestingly, however, it is worth noting 
that women’s heightened expression of negative affect is inconsistent with or coun-
ter to prevailing gender norms for females’ emotional experiences and expressions. 
That is, females are expected to be warm, affiliative, and nurturing (Becker et  al. 
2007; Fiske et  al. 2007)—all positive emotion-related characteristics—and, there-
fore, future research could examine how the expected valence for women’s emo-
tional experiences and expressions affects their response to gender stereotype mes-
sages about emotion.

Limitations and future directions

The present findings contribute meaningfully to the scarce literature on women’s 
reactions to gender stereotypes about emotions. Despite the value of studying 
emotion-related stereotypes on females’ experience and expression of emotions, 
the current study only involved young-adult women exposed to a single emo-
tion-related stereotype. Given exposure to stereotypes in the real world is more 
frequent than a single incident described in a laboratory setting, future research 
should examine the effects of emotion-related stereotypes on women’s (and, 
potentially men’s) actual experience and expression of emotions across time. 
Because exposure to stereotypes regarding emotional expressions accumulate 
over time, such research may find that as individuals age, the extent to which they 
internalize the stereotypes (or the stereotypes become an important self-relevant 
evaluative domain) may affect how rigidly they abide by gender expectations for 
emotional experiences and expressions. Although additional research is needed 
on the role of emotion-related stereotypes on females’ experience and expression 
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of emotions—particularly research utilizing control conditions whereby the con-
sequences for emotional expressions are absent or described as equivalent for 
men and women—the research reported here demonstrates the importance of 
examining the impact of emotion-related stereotypes on the lived experiences of 
women.

Despite the importance of studying the impact of emotion-related stereotypes on 
the lived experiences of women, the current study relied on a cross-sectional sample 
of participants from a single private midsized university in the Midwest. Because 
the college students in the current study attended a private university, where the mis-
sion of the university espouses Jesuit core values—discernment, reflection, and soli-
darity and kinship—the student participants may not possess beliefs or characteris-
tics reflective of the broader population, therefore, limiting the generalizability of 
the current findings. Because individuals educated in the Jesuit tradition are taught 
to ask questions that serve to dismantle systems and institutions that maintain or 
sustain inequality, it may be valuable for future research to examine how individu-
als’ core values affect their perceptions of and experiences with gender stereotypes 
for emotions.

Although the results of the current study are limited by its recruitment of a cross 
section of only female participants from a private university, the study addresses a 
gap in the existing literature on women’s exposure to emotion-related stereotypes 
and has meaningful and practical implications. Specifically, because messages about 
females’ heightened emotional experiences and expressions are pervasive in Ameri-
can society, it is important to begin identifying and challenging the deeply engrained 
emotion-related stereotypes that contribute to gender inequality in society. The iden-
tification and challenging of emotion stereotypes may begin to mitigate the many 
non-trivial negative outcomes—social and economic penalties (Salerno et al. 2019; 
Smith et al. 2016), internal attributions of failure (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau 2009), 
and altered identities or career paths (Brescoll 2016)—that have been routinely 
linked to young women’s exposure to emotion-related stereotypes.
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