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The present study examined sex differences in the complexity and
differentiation of people’s representations of emotional experi-
ence. Female participants from seven different samples, ranging
in age, scholastic performance, socioeconomic status, and cul-
ture, scored higher on a performance test of emotional awareness
than did male participants. Women consistently displayed more
complexity and differentiation in their articulations of emo-
tional experiences than did men, even when the effect of verbal
intelligence was controlled. Together, the findings suggest that a
sex difference in display of emotional awareness is a stable,
highly generalizable effect. Implications of these findings are
presented.

There is a prevailing belief embedded in our society
that women are more emotional than are men. Accord-
ing to commonly held beliefs, women are more emotion-
ally responsive, experiencing and expressing most emo-
tions more intensely than do men; men, if they are
emotional at all, are believed to experience and express
more anger (Fabes & Martin, 1991). Even preschool
children believe that women experience and express
more emotion (e.g., Birnbaum & Croll, 1984; Birnbaum,
Nosanchuk, & Croll, 1980), and these beliefs continue
into adulthood (e.g., Grossman & Wood, 1993;
Hochschild, 1983; Lutz, 1990; Shields, 1987).

In contrast to these widely held beliefs, the empirical
status of sex differences in emotion remains unresolved.
When emotionality is defined as a global disposition that
is stable over time and largely independent of social con-
text, the stereotype seems to hold: Women consistently
describe themselves as more emotionally intense than
do men (e.g., Diener, Sandvik, & Larsen, 1985; Fujita,
Diener, & Sandvik, 1991; Grossman & Wood, 1993).
When emotionality is defined as the experience of a spe-
cific emotion, however, the findings are inconsistent.

Justas many studies report sex differences in fear or anxi-
ety, anger, depression or sadness, guilt, and happiness as
those that do not; when differences appear, however,
they are typically in the stereotypic direction (Feldman
Barrett & Morganstein, 1995). Given the lack of consis-
tent findings across studies, it is not surprising that
review articles draw surprisingly different conclusions
regarding the status of sex differences in emotion. Some
suggest that there are sex differences in emotional expe-
rience, primarily rooted in differential socialization
experiences (e.g., Brody & Hall, 1993; Fischer, 1993;
Manstead, 1993), whereas others suggest that differ-
ences are not as prevalent as we believe them to be (e.g.,
LaFrance & Banaji, 1992; Shields, 1991) and exist mainly
for emotional expressions.

Recent investigations have demonstrated that sex dif-
ferences in reports of emotional experience are
bounded by both the scope of the questions asked and
the degree to which respondents must rely on memory
when describing their experiences. Recent evidence sug-
gests that stable sex differences exist in magnitude of
autobiographical memories of emotional experience,
with women remembering more frequent emotional
events than do men (Davis, 1999; Fujita et al., 1991;
Seidlitz & Diener, 1998). Furthermore, when partici-
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pants describe their own experience of emotion using
global, retrospective ratings, female participants
describe themselves as more affectively intense, open
and sensitive to their feelings, anxious, sad, and happy
than do men when responding to global, memory-based
measures (Feldman Barrett, Robin, Pietromonaco, &
Eyssell, 1998). Yet this pattern is not observed when these
same participants documented their emotional reac-
tions on a moment-to-moment basis, either across a
2-week period (Feldman Barrett et al., 1998) or across a 2-
to 3-month time span (Feldman Barrett & Morganstein,
1995).

Why would sex differences appear in global, retro-
spective self-descriptions of emotional characteristics
but not in momentary ratings of emotional experience?
People must retrieve, summarize, and integrate informa-
tion into a consistent set of global responses to the ques-
tionnaire items. When people remember their previous
experiences or describe themselves in terms of those
experiences, they must construct those previous experi-
ences (for reviews of memory as a reconstructive process,
see Ross, 1989; Schacter, 1996). Knowledge, goals, or
motivations that are momentarily activated or accessible
will influence the nature of those reconstructions. Thus,
it is likely that people rely on accessible emotion knowl-
edge to construct their previous emotional experiences.
Differences in the complexity or differentiation of acces-
sible emotion knowledge likely influence the complexity
with which a person performs this reconstruction. If
women have more accessible differentiated emotion
knowledge than do men, then we would expect to see
enhanced retrospections in women when compared to
men. That is, if women possess more detailed and inter-
connected mental representations of emotion, then
they should be able to use specific emotion concepts in a
differentiated, but integrated, fashion to represent their
own feelings as well as the feelings of others; this would
be so especially if the emotion knowledge were highly
accessible. As a result, women would demonstrate more
richness and complexity in their remembered emo-
tional experiences.

No study to date has directly demonstrated that
women show this advantage over men. There is indirect
evidence for the idea that women display more complex
emotion knowledge. Women are superior to men at
identifying emotion from nonverbal cues (Brody & Hall,
1993), although there is some evidence that women are
not superior at decoding expressions of anger (e.g.,
Wagner, MacDonald, & Manstead, 1986). Women also
are superior in matching emotion stimuli to emotion
responses. In arecent study comparing the performance
of 196 women and 184 men on the Perception of Affect
Task (PAT), women scored higher than men (p < .01)
across the entire measure (Lane et al., 1996). The PAT is
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an emotion-based performance task that requires partic-
ipants to match both verbal or nonverbal emotion
stimuli to verbal or nonverbal emotion responses. The
tasks include matching sentences and words (verbal-ver-
bal), faces and words (nonverbal-verbal), sentences and
faces (verbal-nonverbal), and faces and photographs of
scenes (nonverbal-nonverbal). Women scored signifi-
cantly higher on the first three tasks, all of which
involved the use of emotion language in some way (p <
.02 to p <.002), and they scored marginally high when
matching nonverbal stimuli (p<.15) (Laneetal., 1998).

OVERVIEW OF STUDY

The purpose of the present investigation was to
explicitly test the hypothesis that women display more
complex emotion knowledge than do men when articu-
lating their own and others’ emotional experience. Male
and female participants from seven different samples
completed the Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale
(LEAS) (Lane, Quinlan, Schwartz, Walker, & Zeitlin,
1990). The LEAS is an emotion-based performance task
in which respondents generate verbal descriptions of
their own anticipated feelings and those of another per-
son for each of 20 scenarios. Each response is scored for
the degree of complexity (i.e., the degree to which dis-
crete emotion terms are applied and integrated to
describe the emotional reactions attributed to the self
and to the other person in the scenario). Higher
scores reflect greater differentiation in emotion
knowledge and greater awareness of emotional com-
plexity in self and other. We predicted women would
score higher on the LEAS than would men. Partici-
pants from three samples also completed measures of
verbal intelligence so that we were able rule out the pos-
sibility that a sex difference on LEAS scores was medi-
ated by verbal intelligence.

METHOD
Participants

Sample 1. Participantswere 94 1st-and 2nd-year under-
graduate students (50 men) from Yale University. They
ranged in age from 17 to 27 years old (M = 19.29, SD =
1.36). Participants were recruited through newspaper
ads and posted announcements and were paid $10 for
their participation. Data from the first 40 participants
were reported in Lane et al. (1990); sex differences on
the LEAS were not discussed in that report.

Sample 2. Participants were 377 adults (183 men) from
Tucson, Arizona, and Marshall, Minnesota. Participants
from the community were asked to participate in a study
that measured their levels of emotional awareness. Par-
ticipants were selected from public libraries; shelters for



Feldman Barrett et al. / EMOTIONAL AWARENESS

the homeless (in the Tucson area); retirement sites and
service groups (e.g., Kiwanis of Marshall); and students,
faculty, and staff from the University of Arizona and
Southwest State University in Minnesota. A random,
stratified sample procedure was used such that equal
numbers of participants were obtained for 30 cells
defined by men and women, three socioeconomic
classes (based on occupation), and five age groups (18 to
25, 26 to 35, 36 to 48, 49 to 64, and 65 to 80 years). Each
participant was paid $10 after completing the battery. All
participants were native English speakers who reported
that they had no history of serious psychiatric disorder,
substance abuse, or cognitive impairment. Sex differ-
ences on the LEAS for this sample were reported previ-
ously in Lane et al. (1996).

Sample 3. Participants were 211 undergraduate stu-
dents (96 men) in the Department of Psychology at the
University of Arizona. Participants ranged in age from 17
to 28yearsold (M=19.11,SD=1.78). Of the participants,
178 (80 men) spoke English as their first language. Par-
ticipants received course credit for their introductory
psychology course in return for their time.

Sample 4. Participants were 51 1st- and 2nd-year medi-
cal students (30 men) from Chicago Medical School (a
private, Midwestern medical school). Participants
ranged in age from 21 to 34 years old (M = 24.18, SD =
2.84). Of the participants, 45 (24 men) spoke English as
their first language. Participants were paid $10 for their
time. Sex differences on the LEAS for this sample were
reported previously in Lane, Kivley, DuBois,
Shamasundara, and Schwartz (1995); sex differences
were not examined controlling for verbal intelligence in
that report, however.

Sample 5. Participants were 61 undergraduate stu-
dents (14 men) in the Department of Psychology at Penn
State University. Participants ranged in age from 16 to 25
years old (M = 18.80, SD = 1.39). Participants received
course credit for their participation in the study.

Sample 6. Participants were 92 undergraduate stu-
dents (38 men) in the Department of Psychology at Penn
State University. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 38
years old (M =21.49, SD = 2.35). Participants completed
the LEAS as part of a large, experience-sampling study
on emotion and personality. The experience-sampling
data from 56 of these participants were reported in
Feldman Barrett (1997, 1998), but analyses using the
LEAS data have not been reported previously; further-
more, the hypotheses and analyses reported in those arti-
cles do not overlap with those presented here. Partici-
pants received course credit for their participation in the
study.
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Sample 7. Participants were 331 medical students (160
men) from Cologne University in Germany. The LEAS,
along with the scoring manual, was translated into Ger-
man for use with this sample. Participants were volun-
teers and did not receive formal remuneration for their
participation.

Procedure

Participants in Sample 1 completed a questionnaire
packet including the LEAS in one large group; the LEAS
was the first instrument in the packet. Participants in
Samples 2 and 3 completed a questionnaire packet
including the LEAS in small groups of 6 to 10. Partici-
pants in Sample 4 completed a questionnaire packet
including the LEAS in two large groups (1st- and
2nd-year medical students were tested separately); the
LEAS was the first instrument in the packet. Participants
in Samples 5 and 6 were tested individually and were pre-
sented with the LEAS as part of a larger battery of ques-
tionnaires. Participants in Sample 7 were tested in one
large group. All participants completed the LEAS inde-
pendently without any input from others.

Materials

LEAS. The LEAS (Lane et al., 1990) is a performance
measure of the articulation of emotional experience.
Participants were asked to describe their own antici-
pated feelings, and those of another person, in each of
20 scenarios (except Sample 7, who responded to only
10 scenarios of the original 20). Scenarios were pre-
sented in two to four sentences each (e.g., “You and your
best friend are in the same line of work. There is a prize
given annually to the best performance of the year. The
two of you work hard to win the prize. One night the win-
ner is announced—your friend. How would you feel?
How would your friend feel?”). One scenario was pre-
sented per page, followed by two questions, “How would
you feel?” and “How would the other person feel?” at the
top of each page. Participants wrote their responses on
the remainder of each page. They were instructed to use
as much or as little of the page as needed to answer the
two questions.

Highly structured scoring criteria were used to evalu-
ate the degree of differentiation and integration in the
language used to describe the emotional responses to
each scenario. Each scenario received a score of 0 to 5
corresponding to the cognitive-developmental theory of
emotional awareness that underlies the LEAS (Lane &
Schwartz, 1987). The rating procedure is based entirely
on the denotative structure of the language used to
describe emotional responses, with no inference regard-
ing the appropriateness of the response described. A
glossary of words at each level was created to guide scor-
ing. A score of 0 was assigned when nonaffective words
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were used or when the word feel was used to describe a
thought rather than a feeling. A score of 1 was assigned
when words indicating physiological cues were used in
the description of feelings (e.g., “I’d feel tired”). A score
of 2 was assigned when words were used that convey rela-
tively undifferentiated emotion (e.g., “I'd feel bad™) or
when the word feel was used to convey an action tendency
(e.g., “I'd feel like punching the wall”). A score of 3 was
assigned when one word conveying a typical, differenti-
ated emotion was used (e.g., happy, sad, angry, etc.). A
score of 4 was assigned when two or more Level 3 words
were used in a way that conveyed greater emotional dif-
ferentiation than would either word alone. Each partici-
pant received a separate score for the “self” response and
for the “other” response ranging from 0 to 4; thus, LEAS
scores for self and other could range from 0 to 80. In
addition, a total LEAS score was given to each scenario
equal to the higher of the self and other scores. A score
of 5 was assigned to the total when self and other
received a score of 4 and were differentiated from one
another; thus, a maximum total LEAS score of 100 was
possible.

The reliability for the LEAS has been consistently
high across studies: intraclass r =.84, alpha=.81, Sample 1
(Laneetal., 1990); r ranging from .91 to .98, alpha rang-
ing from .83 to .88, Sample 2 (Lane et al., 1996); r = .97,
Sample 4 (Lane et al., 1995); interrater reliability = .81,
Sample 7 (Wrana et al., 1998). Reliability estimates for
the LEAS are not available for Samples 3, 5, and 6
because expert scorers were used whose interrater reli-
ability was established in Sample 2.

Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale—Revised (WAIS-R) vocab-
ulary subtest (Wechsler, 1981). Participants in Samples 1
and 6 completed the WAIS-R vocabulary subtest, which is
a widely validated measure of vocabulary and highly
related to verbal intelligence. For Sample 1, the vocabu-
lary subtest was administered to participants as one of
several questionnaires in a packet with no time limit set
for completion; participants were asked to explain in
writing the meanings of 35 words taken from the WAIS-R
subtest. For Sample 6, the vocabulary subtest was admin-
istered to participants according to the standardized
procedure detailed for the WAIS-R. Participants were
asked to explain the meanings of 35 words that become
increasingly difficult, and their responses were coded on
a 3-point scale (0 =an incorrect response, 1 = a partially cor-
rect response, 2 = complete response). Scores were summed to
reflect a participant’s verbal intelligence.

Shipley Institute of Living Scale Vocabulary subtest (Shipley,
1940). Participants in Sample 4 completed the Shipley
Vocabulary subtest to assess their verbal ability. The
Shipley Vocabulary subtest is a 40-item multiple choice
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test of word meaning that has a 10-minute time limit.
Test scores consisted of the number of correct answers.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for LEAS
scores from all samples. To test for sex differences in
emotional awareness, we performed separate sets of
regression analyses for each sample of participants.
Three regressions were first performed for each sam-
ple—one regression analysis for each LEAS score. Partic-
ipants’ sex was effect coded for all of the regression anal-
yses.! The findings, presented in Table 2, indicate clearly
that women consistently perform better on the LEAS
than do men. This effect continued to hold when SES
was controlled for Sample 3 and when only native speak-
ers of English were tested in Samples 3 and 4. On aver-
age, the magnitude of the difference between men and
women was .69 of a standard deviation for LEAS self
scores, .54 for LEAS other scores, and .61 for LEAS total
scores, constituting medium effectsizes (Cohen, 1988).

We next evaluated whether differences in verbal intel-
ligence accounted for the observed sex differences in
emotional awareness. For this next set of analyses, we
used data from samples that included a measure of ver-
bal intelligence (i.e., Samples 1, 4, and 6). First, we
assessed whether male and female participants differed
in their verbal intelligence. There was no consistent rela-
tionship between participants’ gender and their verbal
intelligence. There were no sex differences in verbal
intelligence scores for Sample 1; men (M = 56.15) and
women (M =57.69) had very similar vocabulary scores (t =
1.04, ns). There were significant sex differences in verbal
intelligence in Samples 4 and 6. In Sample 4, women
performed better on the Shipley Vocabulary subtest
than did men (M =34.7and M =31.87),t=3.37, p<.001.
In Sample 6, however, men performed better on the
vocabulary subtest of the WAIS-R when compared with
women (M =58.50 and M =54.10, t=2.17, p < .05).

Second, we conducted hierarchical regression analy-
ses to test the hypothesis that sex differences in emo-
tional awareness were not attributable to verbal intelli-
gence. One set of regression analyses was computed for
each sample and included a separate analysis for each
LEAS score. In each analysis, centered verbal intelli-
gence scores were entered as the predictors in Step 1 of
the regression, followed by the effect code for sex in
Step 2. The results from Step 2 represent an estimate of
the unique contribution of participants’ sex in predict-
ing their LEAS scores after controlling for verbal intelli-
gence. Step 1 of the regression analyses for Samples 1
and 6 indicated that participants with higher verbal intel-
ligence performed better on the LEAS than did those
who were lower in verbal intelligence. In both samples,
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TABLE 1:  Descriptive Statistics for Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale (LEAS) Scores
Verbal Intelligence LEAS Self LEAS Other LEAS Total
N M SD M SD M SD M SD
Sample 1 94 56.87 7.06 63.77 8.11 57.37 8.74 72.07 8.27
Sample 2 377 — — 54.11 11.19 49.06 11.23 61.79 10.83
Sample 3 211 — — 57.89 7.37 52.34 7.46 65.03 6.97
Sample 4 51 33.04 3.26 59.18 7.23 54.08 7.50 66.24 7.92
Sample 5 61 — — 55.46 6.54 49.21 8.51 60.87 6.08
Sample 6 92 55.62 7.65 58.51 8.42 52.25 9.04 64.97 9.00
Sample 7 331 — — — — — —
TABLE 2:  Sex Differences in Levels of Emotional Awareness
LEAS Self LEAS Other LEAS Total

M F t p M F t p M F t p
Samplel  61.18 (8.25) 66.70 (6.95) 3.49 .001 5540 (9.02) 59.61 (7.92) 2.39 .02  69.60 (7.98) 74.89 (7.76) 3.25 .002
Sample 2 51.11 (11.53) 56.95(10.10) 5.24 .0001 46.78 (11.72) 51.21(10.33) 3.89 .0001 58.92 (10.87) 64.50(10.09) 5.17 .0001
Sample3  55.43 (7.50) 59.95 (6.62) 4.65 .0001 50.44 (8.00) 53.93 (6.61) 3.47 .001 62.77 (6.90) 66.92 (6.48) 4.50 .0001
Sample4  57.20 (6.59) 62.00 (7.32) 245 .02  52.30 (5.59) 56.62 (9.15) 2.09 .05  63.97 (6.11) 69.48 (9.16) 2.58 .02
Sample 5 51.14 (6.55) 56.74 (6.02) 3.00 .004  44.43(12.07) 50.64 (6.66) 2.50 .02 57.43 (6.17) 61.89 (5.73) 252 .02
Sample6  54.66 (8.24) 61.22 (7.51) 3.97 .0001 49.26 (8.82) 54.35 (8.66) 2.75 .007 60.66 (8.83) 68.00 (7.87) 4.19 .0001
Sample 7 — — - = — — — — 2951 (5.99) 31.81 (5.73) 3.57 .001

NOTE: LEAS = Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale, M = male participants, F = female participants. Standard deviations are presented in parenthe-
ses. Means for Sample 7 are lower than for the other six samples because 10, rather than 20, scenarios were administered to participants.

vocabulary scores were moderately related to LEAS self
scores (B=.37,SE;=.10, p<.0004 and B=.36, SE;=.12,p<
.006) and to LEAS total scores (B = .38, SE; = .10, p <
.0002 and B = .28, SE; = .13, p < .04); vocabulary scores
were only related to the LEAS other score in Sample 1
(B=.36,SE;=.10,p<.0005) but notin Sample 6 (B=.12,
SE;=.13,p<.35). Verbal intelligence, when measured by
the Shipley Vocabulary subtest in Sample 4, was not
related to LEAS scores (B ranged from .07 to .17, SE; =
.14 for all three standardized regression coefficients).
Step 2 of the regression analyses for all samples indi-
cated that women continued to perform better on the
LEAS than did men, even after differences in verbal
intelligence were controlled. These results are pre-
sented in Table 3.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study demonstrate clearly that
women displayed more emotional awareness than did
men. On average, women participants scored higher
than did men on the LEAS, indicating that the women
used emotion language to represent their own and oth-
ers’ emotional experience with more differentiation
and complexity. This difference was observed in several

different undergraduate samples from schools that var-
ied in their scholastic admission requirements (Samples
1, 3,5, and 6), in samples of medical students (Samples 4
and 7), in adults spanning the entire age spectrum (Sam-
ple 2), and across two different cultures (Samples 1
through 6 vs. Sample 7). These findings are consistent
with the observation that women performed better on
the LEAS than did men in a sample of patients with bor-
derline personality disorder and controls (Levine,
Marziali, & Hood, 1997). Thus, this sex difference
appears to be a stable, highly generalizable effect.

The sex difference was observed when controlling for
verbal intelligence, indicating that women’s better per-
formance on the LEAS was not simply a function of dif-
ferences in verbal ability. This demonstration was impor-
tant because some researchers have argued that sex
differences in emotion knowledge may be partly attribut-
able to differences in development of verbal language.
Although girls do develop verbal language (and specifi-
cally their emotion vocabulary) earlier than boys and
maintain language superiority throughout development
(Brody, 1993), the magnitude of sex differences in verbal
ability in adults tends to be quite small. In addition, there
was no evidence in our data that the sex difference in
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TABLE 3:  Sex Differences in Levels of Emotional Awareness Controlling for Verbal Intelligence
Step 1 Step 2
R? F p B SEg Incremental R F p
Sample 1
LEAS self 13 13.71 .0004 .30 .09 .09 10.33 .002
LEAS other A3 12.87 .0005 21 .10 .04 4.35 .04
LEAS total A5 14.94 .0002 .28 .10 .08 8.81 .004
Sample 4
LEAS self .01 25 .62 .37 .15 11 5.98 .02
LEAS other .02 .85 .36 .28 .15 .06 3.40 .08
LEAS total .03 1.43 .24 .34 A5 .09 5.00 .03
Sample 6
LEAS self 13 8.36 .006 .52 11 .25 22.88 .0001
LEAS other .02 .90 .35 .34 A3 A1 6.75 .02
LEAS total .08 4.76 .04 .52 11 .25 20.69 .0001

NOTE: Step 1 regression coefficients represent the effect of verbal intelligence on Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale (LEAS) performance. Step 2
regression coefficients are presented only for the effect of sex of participant intelligence on LEAS performance, after controlling for verbal intelli-
gence. Incremental R represents an estimate of the unique relationship between participants’ sex and their LEAS scores after controlling for verbal
intelligence. SEg = standard error of the standardized regression coefficient.

LEAS performance was especially pronounced among
those participants who were higher in verbal ability.
Thus, sex differences on the LEAS did not stem from dif-
ferences in verbal intelligence.

The actual source of women’s superior performance
on the LEAS is not known as yet. One way to think about
the LEAS is as a measure of how people apply language
to their emotional experiences, which in turn may be
related to the complexity with which people process
emotional information as well as to the richness in their
representations of their own emotion experience. Sex
differences in performance on the LEAS may exist
because women have more elaborated emotion knowl-
edge structures than do men (i.e., more available emo-
tion knowledge) (Tulving & Pearlstone, 1966). Availabil-
ity differences might be inherited, due to differing
socialization processes for boys and girls or some combi-
nation of the two. Alternatively, women may more easily
use what they know than do men, even if both men and
women have equally complex knowledge. They might
have greater access to their emotion knowledge (i.e.,
more accessible emotion knowledge) (Tulving &
Pearlstone, 1966) because they use what they know
about emotion more frequently than do men or they
may be more willing to use what they know (i.e., have
more motivation to perform the task) because they are
more interested in the task. Of course, these various
explanations are not necessarily independent of one
another. What begins as accessibility differences may
actually lead to availability differences. For example,
greater use of language to articulate emotional experi-
ence may lead to increased differentiation and complex-
ity of emotion knowledge structures (i.e., more available
knowledge). Of course, these ideas are speculative and
this research remains to be done. At this point, all we can

confidently say is that women consistently perform
better on tasks in which the products of emotion knowl-
edge structures are displayed.

The observed sex differences on the LEAS also may
indicate that women can use their emotion knowledge to
better predict how they or others might feel in a given sit-
uation than do men. The LEAS consists of a series of
hypothetical scenarios and participants are asked to esti-
mate how they would feel in a given situation, even
though they may not experience the identified emotion
in that particular situation. Thus, performance on the
LEAS may require the use of abstract, propositional
knowledge about emotion experience to predict how
the self or others would respond in a variety of emo-
tion-provoking situations; the knowledge may be epi-
sodic (based on personal experience) or semantic
(based on general conceptual information). Partici-
pants may use what they know about the range of
abstract situations or relational contexts that can cause
emotional experience to predict how they themselves or
others would feel in a given scenario. Women’s superior
performance on the LEAS may be an indication that
they can more easily bring abstract propositional knowl-
edge to bear when anticipating how they might feel in a
given situation. If this were the case, then we might
expect there to be sex differences in certain types of
antecedent emotion regulation strategies, such as situa-
tion selection, which would require such knowledge (for
a classification of emotion regulation, see Gross, in
press). In fact, preliminary evidence suggests that
women do report greater use of such regulation strate-
gies (Gross & John, 1999).

If we think of the LEAS as an emotion-performance
task, then the findings from the present study are consis-
tent with a large body of research on sex differences in
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emotionally expressive behavior. A substantial body of
research has demonstrated with few exceptions that
women are more emotionally expressive than are men.
In general, women express their emotions both
nonverbally (e.g., facial and postural changes) and ver-
bally more than do men (e.g., Barr & Kleck, 1995; Kring &
Gordon, 1998, for nonverbal behaviors; Gross & John,
1995; Kring, Smith, & Neale, 1994, for self-reports of
expressivity; Lang, Greenwald, Bradley, & Hamm, 1993,
for electromyography measures of facial expressivity; for
a review, see Brody & Hall, 1993; LaFrance & Banaji,
1992; Shields, 1987). Because emotional expressivity
serves many functions in the social context, it also can be
seen as an emotion-related performance task. Because
they are influenced both by learned display rules and by
the demands of the situation, emotional expressions can
be executed with differential accuracy and efficiency
(Buck, Miller, & Caul, 1974; Buck, Savin, Miller, & Caul,
1972). Coordinating emotional expressions to the com-
plex and changing demands of the social context implies
a considerable degree of differentiation and complexity
in expressive behavior. We would argue that the ability to
know what one is feeling, monitor and modulate how
that might be expressed outwardly, and anticipate how a
given display will be experienced by others all may influ-
ence the nature of emotional expression and vary as a
function of one’s level of emotional awareness. Unfortu-
nately, there have been no studies to date that have
examined whether women execute emotional expres-
sions in a more differentiated, context-appropriate way
than do men. This research remains to be done.

Implications of the
Present Study

Retrospective versus on-line ratings of emotion. The cur-
rent findings shed some light on the apparent paradox
that consistent sex differences in retrospective accounts
of emotional experiences are not observed in studies
involving on-line, momentary ratings. Similar to the
hypothetical situations posed in the LEAS, retrospective
self-report inventories require people to make use of
their emotion knowledge structures. Retrospective rat-
ings are not based on previous emotional experiences
that are stored, intact, in memory. Similar to other mem-
ory-based ratings, retrospective ratings of emotional
experience are likely constructed, in part, on the basis of
existing knowledge (Feldman Barrett, 1997). The
degree of differentiation and intensity in the construc-
tion, and thus in the retrospective ratings, should be
related to the degree of differentiation of the emotion-
knowledge structures that are used in the construction
process (Lane & Schwartz, 1987). To the extent that
women attend more to their emotions when they occur,
think more about them, label them or share their
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emotions more with other people, women may have a
more elaborated view of their emotion life than typically
occurs for men (cf. Feldman Barrettetal., 1998). Thus, it
may be that sex differences exist in retrospective ratings
of emotion for the same reason that they appear on the
LEAS: Women display evidence of more differentiated
emotion-knowledge structures.

Recent evidence suggests women indeed have a more
elaborated view of their emotional lives, and of their
day-to-day life experiences in general, when they are
asked to remember their previous life experiences.
Female participants have a better memory for momen-
tary emotional events, and for daily events in general,
because they encode their autobiographical memories
with more detail than do male participants (Seidlitz &
Diener, 1998). Sex differences in encoding for emo-
tional events, in particular, may occur in part because
women may have more associations between accessible
representations of their own and others’ emotional expe-
rience. Female participants are faster at recalling emo-
tional memories than are men and organize their auto-
biographical memories of emotion into a wider range of
subjective categories (although men and women
remembered an equally complex range of emotional
experiences during the events recalled) (Davis, 1999).
For incoming information to be processed in an elabo-
rated fashion, material to be remembered has to be
embellished or enhanced by linking it to previous stored
information (Craik & Tulving, 1975). The greater
degree of elaborative processing of real-life emotional
experiences may be facilitated in women, then, because
they have more available or more accessible emotion-
knowledge structures. One could even speculate that
women have better memory for their day-to-day life
experiences because of the emotional significance that
they attach to daily life events. Perhaps women typically
attend to emotion cues and encode emotion informa-
tion in naturally occurring events to a greater extent
than do men. If instructed to do so, men may be able to
attend to emotion cues in a similar manner, but their
default tendency may be to not attend to emotion cues to
as great an extent.

Momentary ratings also are a constructive process in
that language is used to formulate the conscious repre-
sentation of experiences as they occur in real time. It
might be expected, then, that sex differences should
appear in on-line, momentary ratings of emotional expe-
rience as well. It may be that sex differences in momen-
tary experience do exist but are not detected because the
ratings are constrained by the measurement devices
(i.e., by the terms or the rating format provided). Alter-
natively, it may be that on-line constructions of these rep-
resentations are less completely a function of emotion
knowledge because on-line stimuli are proximally avail-
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able. In this scenario, retrospective ratings of emotion
might be a more straightforward test of emotion knowl-
edge when compared to momentary ratings. From this
perspective, retrospective ratings of emotion might be
seen primarily as an emotion-related performance task
rather than solely as a measure of emotional experience
per se.

Emotional adaptation. Although in general it seems
likely that greater emotional complexity is associated
with greater adaptation to the environment (cf.
Feldman Barrett, 1998), lower scores on the LEAS may
not necessarily imply lower levels of emotional adapta-
tion. Lower scores on the LEAS reflect a lesser propen-
sity to represent emotional experience with complex
emotion language and a greater propensity to represent
it with words that describe sensory motor experiences
(e.g., actions or action tendencies) (i.e., Level 2). Our
findings indicate that men, with their lower scores on the
LEAS, are more likely to represent their emotional expe-
riences in action-oriented terms. This finding dovetails
with previous suggestions that men are more behavior-
ally oriented in their emotional expressions than are
women, who tend to use facial and verbal expressions
that reflect a greater conscious awareness of experience
(cf. Brody & Hall, 1993). Together, the findings suggest
that men may be more likely to manage their emotions
in an automatic, behavioral fashion. Women, who repre-
sent their experience with complex language, may be
more likely to use conscious, self-reflective coping strate-
giesthatare more language based. Not all of these strate-
gies are necessarily effective. For example, there is a
growing body of research to indicate that women tend
to cope with their emotions by ruminating, and the ten-
dency to ruminate increases the risk for depressive dis-
orders (Just & Alloy, 1997; Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991;
Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1993). We can speculate
that, at times, women may be at risk for prolonging their
negative emotional experiences by their tendency to
use reflective, language-based, emotion-regulation
strategies.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, we have demonstrated that compared
to men, women display more extensive knowledge of
emotional experience. They provide more complex and
differentiated descriptions of the emotions that people
would experience in hypothetical situations. These
results may reflect a sex difference in the availability of
emotion knowledge, in the accessibility of emotion
knowledge, in the motivation to use emotion knowl-
edge, or in all three. Although our study was more
descriptive than explanatory in nature, the findings are
consistent with the conclusion that women reliably per-
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form better on emotion-related tasks than do men.
Women may indeed be the more emotional sex, at least
in terms of the ease with which they display what they
know about emotions and how they represent their own
experiences in conscious thought. The next question to
address is why.

NOTE

1. All predictors were centered for all of the regression analyses,
unless otherwise stated (Aiken & West, 1991).
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