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Smiling seems to endow people with trustworthiness:
Others interpret a smile as a signal that this is an hon-
est person (Hess, Beaupré, & Cheung, 2002). Numer-
ous studies support the general hypothesis that those
who smile are rated as more communal in comparison
to those who do not smile (e.g., Krumhuber, Manstead,
& Kappas, 2007). On the one hand women are expected
to be more communal and expressive than men (Brody
& Hall, 2008); they are more sensitive to nonverbal
communication (Hall, 1984) and they smile significantly
more than men (LaFrance, Hecht, & Paluck, 2003). On
the other hand various cultural differences in the per-
ception of smiling individuals are described (Szarota,
2011). Although previous studies confirmed that smiling
increases perceived honesty in our study we tested the
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hypothesis that gender and culture as well as their inter-
action may modify this general pattern

Smile and communion

Numerous studies support the thesis that smiling indi-
viduals are rated higher on communion-related traits:
Smiles compared to a neutral facial expression increase
ratings of likability (Krumhuber et al., 2007; Lau, 1982),
friendliness and warmth (Lau, 1982), honesty (Otta, Lira,
Delevati, Cesar, & Pires, 1994), sociability (Matsumoto
& Kudoh, 1993), trustworthiness (Krumhuber et al.,
2007), as well as optimism, conciliation, calmness, reli-
ability, happiness, attractiveness, likability and kindness
(Hess et al., 2002; Otta et al., 1994). Moreover, smil-
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ing individuals elicit more cooperative behaviours and
affiliative signals from others (e.g., Gonzaga, Keltner,
Londahl, & Smith, 2001) than people who do not smile.
We did not find any study indicating that smiling may
negatively affect ratings of communion in comparison to
nonsmiling.

Smile and gender

There is considerable support for the idea that the “de-
fault” option for women is to smile and for men not
to. Meta-analyses conducted by LaFrance et al. (2003)
and by Hall (1984) support the thesis that women smile
reliably more than men (d = .41 and d = .63, respec-
tively). Furthermore, women in general are more attuned
to nonverbal behaviour than men (Hall, 1984) with a
meta-analysis showing that women in particular are
better at decoding nonverbal cues than men (McClure,
2000). Furthermore, social judgements may be affected
by gender-based expectations. According to social norms
theory, women are expected to be more communal
and expressive than men and also more cooperative,
kind to others and protective of social harmony (e.g.,
Brody & Hall, 2008). We expected that the gender
differences above in both smiling and detection of non-
verbal cues might imply that men and women differ in
sensitivity to smiling facial expressions. Furthermore,
social norms theory indicates that women should be
more reactive to communal signals what may lead to
potentially higher increases of perceived honesty in
smiling individuals among women than among men.
We predicted a larger effect for smiling on women’s
than on men’s perception of others as communal and
honest.

Smile and culture

Due to cultural diversity in emotional expressiveness, we
decided to include culture as an independent variable in
our study. Research on cultural diversity in social per-
ception of intelligence in smiling individuals shows that
it can vary across cultures (Krys, Hansen, Xing, Szarota,
& Yang, 2014). Hofstede claims (2001) that culture is a
system of shared values and beliefs that represent a set
of the most frequent reactions of citizens with a common
“mental programme”. He derived six dimensions to
describe a variety of norms and values across nations; the
issue of expression or inhibition of emotions is described
by the dimension of uncertainty avoidance (UA) (Basabe
et al., 2000). Cultures that avoid uncertainty emphasise
emotional normativeness: High-UA compared to low-UA
societies are more emotional in general and positive emo-
tions are more socially desirable and negative emotions
are particularly undesirable in high-UA societies (Basabe
et al., 2000).

We predicted that if Hofstede’s UA describes cultural
diversity of emotional expressiveness and in particular
desirability of positive emotions, smiling individuals
may be perceived more positively in general and more
honest in particular in cultures with high-UA than in
cultures with low-UA. The concept of cultural UA was
explored not only by Hofstede, but also in the GLOBE
project by House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, and Gupta
(2004). Therefore, when selecting cultures for our study,
we decided to utilise both Hofstede’s and GLOBE’s
approaches for measuring UA.

METHOD

We explored gender and culture differences in the social
perception of honesty in smiling individuals. We chose
USA, Norway, Republic of South Africa and China to
represent cultures low on Hofstede’s UA dimension (one
standard deviation below the average UA) and Poland
and Mexico to represent cultures high on UA (one stan-
dard deviation above the average). We also collected data
in Germany, which is described as a society with one
of GLOBE’s highest UA practices ratings (like China);
Poland represents societies low on the GLOBE’s UA
practices dimension. Similar to Hofstede (2001), we
treated country samples as culture samples.

Participants

In this research, 688 students participated originating
from: Renmin University of China (China; 54 female [F],
62 male [M]); University of Jena (Germany; 37 F, 42 M),
Universidad Iberoamericana Ciudad de México (Mexico;
68 F, 68 M), University of Bergen (Norway; 56 F, 38 M),
University of Łódź (Poland; 55 F, 20 M), University of
Cape Town (South Africa; 57 F, 53 M) and University
of Wisconsin-Madison (United States; 55 F, 23 M). The
mean age across different samples ranged between 20.70
and 22.86 years (China 22.86; Germany 22.11; Mexico
21.07; Norway 22.22; Poland 22.70; SA White 20.76; SA
non-White 21.04; USA 21.62). Correlations with the age
and the analysed dependent measures were not signifi-
cant: .003< r < .047 (ps> .29).

Materials and procedure

Participants were asked to rate four smiling and four non-
smiling faces of various ethnicities (the need for ethnical
diversity is stressed by Matsumoto & Kudoh, 1993) on
four 7-point (1= trait doesn’t fit at all to 7= trait fits per-
fectly) Likert-type scales measuring honesty. The ques-
tionnaire, in the form of a small booklet, started with the
following instructions: Research shows that people can
quite accurately evaluate others based on their looks. Can
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Figure 1. Two sets of photos (miniatures) assessed by participants.

you help us and rate some faces? The following pages of
the booklet displayed either deliberately non-dominantly
smiling1 or nonsmiling faces of eight different individ-
uals (see Figure 1). Photos were drawn from the Center
for Vital Longevity Face Database (Minear & Park, 2004)
and were split into two sets: Individuals smiling in one
set were presented as nonsmiling in the other set. Pho-
tos in each set were randomised. Materials were written
in Polish and English, and were translated into the lan-
guages of each country studied: Mandarin (China), Ger-
man, Spanish (Mexico), Norwegian, Polish and English
(for the South Africa and the USA samples).

Four independent measures included the smile of the
perceived individual (present vs. absent), the culture of
origin of participants, participants’ gender and target’s
gender. The dependent variable was perceived honesty of
the target individual measured with four items: honest,
authentic, and reversed unnatural and false. Perceived
4-item honesty measures had satisfactory reliability in
each analysed sample (China α= .85; Germany α= .76;
Mexico α= .82; Norway α= .70; Poland α= .79; South
Africa α= .76; USA α= .90).

RESULTS

To test our hypotheses regarding gender and cultural
differences in social perception of smiling individu-
als, we conducted a 2 (smile present or absent)× 7
(culture)× 2 (gender of observer)× 2 (gender of target)
mixed ANOVA, with the smile and gender of target as
within-subjects factors and the culture and gender of
observer as between-subjects factors.

There was a main effect of culture, F(6, 613)= 5.89,
p< .001, ηp

2 = 0.06, which indicated levels of perception
of honesty differed across cultures. Furthermore, a main
effect of smile, F(1, 613)= 97.42, p< .001, ηp

2 = 0.14,
showed that in general participants rated smiling individu-
als (M = 4.94; SD= 0.76) as more honest than nonsmiling
ones (M = 4.62; SD= 0.70). A main effect of participants’
gender, F(1, 613)= 21.19, p< .001, ηp

2 = 0.03, indicated
that female participants rated overall honesty of all targets

1 Presented smiles were deliberate—when photographed, target individuals were asked to smile (Minear & Park, 2004). All the smiles were
friendly-looking and non-threatening.
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Figure 2. Perceptions of honesty of smiling and nonsmiling people by
participants’ gender.

as higher (M = 4.89; SD= 0.60) than male participants did
(M = 4.66; SD= 0.60). There was no main effect of tar-
get’s gender, F(1, 613)= 1.95, p= .16.

As predicted, we observed a two-way smile*gender
of participant interaction, indicating that processes of
social perception of honesty in smiling individuals differs
between genders, F(1, 613)= 10.40, p= .001, ηp

2 = 0.02
(see Figure 2). On the one hand, women and men
did not differ in their ratings of honesty in nonsmiling
individuals, t(654)= 1.36; p= .18. On the other hand,
women evaluated smiling individuals as more honest than
men, t(648)= 4.68; p< .001. Comparisons between rat-
ings of smiling and nonsmiling individuals performed
for each gender separately indicated that smiling indi-
viduals were rated as more honest than nonsmiling ones
by both females, t(354)= 11.18; p< .001; d = .59, and
males, t(279)= 4.68; p< .001; d = .28. These results indi-
cated that both men and women perceived smiling indi-
viduals as more honest than nonsmiling ones, but as
predicted the increase in ratings was higher for women
than men.

Furthermore, a smile*gender of target interaction, F(6,
613)= 4.08, p= .044, ηp

2 = 0.01, indicated that nons-
miling women were rated as somewhat more honest
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TABLE 1
Differences in ratings of honesty of smiling and nonsmiling individuals in seven examined cultural samples divided by the gender of

participants

Faces

Nonsmiling Smiling

Sample M SD M SD t d df p

Gender of participants: female
China 4.63 .69 5.04 .71 4.22 .58 51 <.001
Germany 4.93 .58 5.55 .56 4.99 .83 35 <.001
Mexico 4.55 .78 4.88 .71 3.34 .44 57 .001
Norway 4.58 .53 5.04 .57 5.28 .74 50 <.001
Poland 4.61 .76 5.19 .65 4.25 .61 48 <.001
South Africa 4.53 .66 4.90 .73 4.06 .56 51 <.001
USA 4.83 .79 5.19 .81 3.78 .52 53 <.001

Gender of participants: male
China 4.84 .68 5.21 .78 3.83 .49 59 <.001
Germany 4.70 .57 4.80 .65 0.80 .12 40 .43
Mexico 4.45 .72 4.56 .81 1.04 .14 54 .30
Norway 4.56 .73 4.83 .88 1.30 .22 34 .20
Poland 4.44 .66 4.43 .82 0.06 -.00 18 .95
South Africa 4.40 .61 4.75 .63 2.74 .42 41 .009
USA 4.52 .79 4.83 .77 1.93 .40 22 .067

Note: Mean comparisons were performed using t-tests for dependent measures and the p values are two-tailed significance tests.

than men, t(658)= 2.60; p= .10; Mf = 4.68; SDf = 0.88;
Mm = 4.56; SDm = 0.90, but smiling men and women
were found to be equally honest (p= .46; Mf = 4.95;
SDf = 0.94; Mm = 4.98; SDm = 0.95).

We also observed a culture*gender of participant inter-
action, F(6, 613)= 3.60, p= .002, ηp

2 = 0.03, indicating
that not all females across cultures rated overall honesty
of all targets higher than male participants (see Table 1). It
seems that in some cultures (USA, Germany and Poland),
women evaluated others as more honest than men, but in
others (Norway, South Africa, China) no gender differ-
ence emerged.

All the remaining two-way interactions (p> .25) as
well as three-way interactions, culture*smile*gender of
participant, F(6, 613)= 1.50; p= .18; other ps> 0.40, and
the four-way interaction (p= .96) were not significant.
Thus, we did not find cultural differences in perceptions
of honesty of smiling and nonsmiling individuals.

DISCUSSION

Previous studies have suggested that people perceive
smiling individuals as more communal in general, and
more honest in particular, than individuals who do not
smile (Krumhuber et al., 2007; Otta et al., 1994). In the
present study, however, we demonstrated a gender differ-
ence in the perception of honesty in smiling individuals:
Women assessed smiling individuals as more honest
than men did, whereas there was no significant gender
difference in the assessment of honesty in nonsmiling
individuals.

Presented results were congruent with social norms
theories indicating that social judgements may be affected
by gender-based expectations. Women are expected to be
more communal and expressive than men as well as more
sensitive to emotional expressions of others (e.g., Brody
& Hall, 2008). Smiling increased women’s perception of
communal trait honesty of others, but this might not be
the case with agency traits such as intelligence. Indeed,
another study showed that there was no gender difference
in evaluations of competence of smiling individuals (Krys
et al., 2014). Thus, the effect seems to be specific to
communal traits and thus not only due to women’s more
general positive responses to smiling faces.

The research on emotional contagion may deliver yet
another but complementary explanation of our results.
When exposed to facial expressions, females were more
facially reactive than males. Particularly in response to
happy faces, women smiled more than men (Dimberg &
Lundquist, 1990). This might provide them with facial
feedback that in turn can make them feel better and
translate into seeing others in a more favourable manner.

The only detected effect for target’s gender was the
two-way interaction with smile: Nonsmiling women were
found to be more honest than men, but when all were
smiling, this difference disappeared. This result may be
explained by previously mentioned social norms theories
(e.g., Brody & Hall, 2008): As women are expected
to be more communal and expressive than men, in the
absence of explicit cues about communion (i.e., when
targets were nonsmiling) women were found to be more
honest; but when explicit cues about communion were
delivered (targets were smiling), the assessed honesty of
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both men and women did not reflect gender stereotypes
and all were perceived as honest. This is also in line with
previous research showing that women were perceived as
more communal and showed more emotions, but men’s
emotional expressions were less frequent and thus were
perceived as more valid cues of their emotional states and
traits more generally (Hutson-Comeaux & Kelly, 2002).

The lack of the culture*smile interaction did not allow
us to support the predictions about culture shaping the
social perception of smiling individuals. We did not
observe a combined influence of culture and gender on
these perceptions (lack of culture*smile*gender interac-
tion). Nevertheless, the collection of data in countries
across five continents strengthened the presented gen-
der*smile interaction.

Although the present research showed interesting dif-
ferences in the perception of smiles and honesty, it has
shortcomings. The weaknesses include a relatively small
number of countries and not fully equivalent samples. For
example, high and low diversity of incomes (e.g., South
Africa vs. Norway) may influence the student samples
used in our research. To provide stronger evidence for
suggested explanations, data from other cultures are being
collected. Further research will also help to verify our
hypothesis on cultural diversity of the analysed phenom-
ena.

We tested our predictions by presenting photographs to
participants and asked them to evaluate the photographed
individuals without giving any further information about
the context or goal of this evaluation. As context and
goals of evaluating others may influence perceptions and
judgements of smiles (Niedenthal, Mermillod, Maringer,
& Hess, 2010), further studies should address other con-
textual and motivational factors that could influence the
described effects.

Impression formation is based on processes that are
fast, automatic and not fully conscious. Perception of
honesty is one of the basic pre-conditions for sound social
interactions. We believe that studying differences in the
social perception of honesty in smiling individuals can
help us to understand the basic mechanisms of impression
formation as well as its cultural and gender specificities.
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