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Abstract 
Gender inequality has been widely debated for centuries. Today gender differences in safety 

in the public space is a highly discussed topic. Most recently an Instagram campaign with the 

words “Text me when you get home” reignited the debate. This debate was the main inspira-

tion for the present study which investigates how the gender and the facial expression of a 

stranger can influence their perceived trustworthiness in different social settings.  

It was found that both female and male participants trusted female facial stimuli more than 

male facial stimuli in scenarios related to safety. In addition to this, it was found that a joyful 

face compared to a neutral face increased trustworthiness in scenarios related to safety.  

Other results remained inconclusive, however, they indicated that both female and male par-

ticipants might trust male facial stimuli more than female facial stimuli in relation to capabili-

ties and that neutral faces compared to joyful faces could increase trustworthiness in scenar-

ios related to capabilities.  

Earlier research on the subject is conflicting. Thus, the findings of this experiment support the 

results from some earlier studies. However, since results remain conflicting, more research 

needs to be conducted on the subject in order to make generalizable conclusions. 
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Introduction 
Inequality is a major issue in modern day society. Even though there have been many ad-

vancements in terms of neutralizing inequality, it is still present in many different aspects of 

our society today. Inequality is experienced in relation to aspects such as gender, race, and 

wealth, and affects many people all over the world on a day to day basis. Therefore, it is no 

wonder that inequality is such a widely debated subject and that it has been for so many 

years.  

Focusing on gender inequality, for instance, the first women’s rights convention in the US 

was held in 1848 (History, 2019). It took decades of activism before this eventually led to 

granting women voting rights in 1920 (History, 2010). Today, a century later we have made 

vast improvements, yet, it remains a well-known fact that men take up more professional po-

sitions of power and earn higher wages for the same jobs (Evans, 2017).  

 

 

Premise and Motivation 
(TP) Gender inequality is not only present in a professional context, it is also especially ap-

parent in relation to safety. In an analysis conducted by World Health Organization (WHO) 

in 2018, it was found that across 161 countries 30% of women have experienced physical 

and/or sexual violence (WHO, 2021). The issue of women's safety was further displayed ear-

lier this year, through an Instagram message reading “Text me when you get home”. The 

message went viral and sparked debate after a young British woman disappeared as she was 

walking home at night. Many people, particularly women, shared and commented on this post 

on social media. One person commented on the fact that women in modern day society are 

taught to follow certain rules in order to try to stay safe:  

“Sarah Everard kept to all the 'rules' that society has set out for women to stay safe 

and she still wasn't able to walk home safely” (Macfarlane, para. 27) 

(LP) It seems clear that there are some social dynamics in modern day society that make 

women believe they have to take precautions to be safe in the world. This was the motivation 

for the present study. We believe that there could be looked more into these dynamics and the 

effects they possibly have on our society. Therefore, we want to explore how this feeling of 

being unsafe affects people when interacting with strangers in a public space. More precisely, 

we want to clarify what the gender and the demeanor of the stranger means for our perception 
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of this person. Thus, the present study aims to investigate how the gender and the facial ex-

pression of a person influence their perceived trustworthiness in different scenarios.  

 

Theoretical Background 

Trust and its Implications  

(TP) Trust is essentially the firm belief in the reliability, truth, or ability of someone or some-

thing (Oxford Dictionary, 2016). Moreover, trust is a natural part of being human. This has 

much to do with the way that we, and especially our brains, are structured. Because of the 

large size of our fully developed brains, human babies are born physically premature and de-

fenseless. This means that our physical bodies and brains still need years to develop after 

birth. If human babies were to be born fully formed to take on the world, the head would 

simply be so large that it would be impossible for women to contain and deliver the baby. 

Thus, human babies are born very unable to survive on their own with a high dependency on 

nurturers. Because of this need to rely on other human beings from the minute we are born, it 

is in our nature to form social relationships. As social beings we are born to engage and com-

municate with others, and this is a huge part of what trust is all about (Kramer, 2009). 

(LP) The ability to trust has been an important link in our evolution as a species. Scientists 

believe that the bond between nurturer and child, the cooperation, and other social engage-

ments are all critical parts of what made the human brain develop the way it has. Our success 

as a species can in some ways be explained by the fact that we are social beings at our very 

core (Kramer, 2009). In the modern world, social trust is said to contribute positively to a 

wide range of different phenomena, including economic growth, social integration, coopera-

tion and harmony (Newton, 2009).  

There are two broad schools of thought when it comes to the understanding of trust. The first 

views trust as an individual trait. It considers trust to be connected with characteristics of the 

individual such as personality, or social and demographic aspects such as class, income, age, 

and gender. The second school of thought believes that social trust is a property of social sys-

tems (Newton, 2009). In this study, we attempt to combine these two schools of thought. We 

believe that social trust is affected by the social systems present in our society. However, we 

also believe that the level of trust is highly influenced by individual traits such as gender. We 
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thus investigate trust as seen by the individual, in a social context, in order to reveal struc-

tures of trust in society. 

(TP) Trust can be approached from many different angles. In this study, we have chosen to 

look at two specific sides of trust. Trust in relation to safety and trust in relation to capabili-

ties. When examining trust in relation to safety, we examine whether people perceive 

strangers to have good intentions when interacting with them. In relation to capabilities, we 

will look at trust in a perspective where a person’s competence and skills are mainly in focus.  

We constructed two scenarios for each of the described categories. The aim when construct-

ing these scenarios was that they should be believable. If they were unrealistic or created a 

feeling of too extraordinary circumstances, we would risk the participants dismissing or re-

jecting the scenario as they read it. People should be able to relate to the scenarios and imag-

ine them as realistic and lifelike possibilities (Selin, 2005).   

 

Gender Bias in Trust 

(LP) As aforementioned, work related gender equality has yet to be reached. In a study from 

2011, Bevelander and Page investigated the way men and women network in their profes-

sional careers. Their results suggest that women have the same scale of social networks as 

men, however, women tend to trust men more than other women in risky professional envi-

ronments. We suspect that the patriarchal society we live in can have affected our perception 

of trustworthiness in regards to capabilities, such that we believe men are more capable in 

professional contexts. If this is the case, then it seems likely that people would consider males 

more trustworthy than females in scenarios related to capabilities.  

In regards to safety, however, we believe that women are perceived to be more trustworthy 

than men. Supporting this theory, statistics show that males on average are more violent than 

females. According to the FBI’s official website, males comprised 80.4% of all individuals 

arrested for violent crimes in the US in 2011. In addition to this, 88.2% of individuals ar-

rested for murder in 2011 were males (FBI Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2011). Accord-

ingly, we believe that the perception of men as being more violent and potentially dangerous, 

as compared to women, will have an impact on trust in scenarios where safety is in focus.  

(TP) Other empirical evidence suggests that a within-gender bias is present (Bonein & Serra, 

2009). This means that we tend to trust people of our own gender more than people of other 
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genders. However, we believe that people will be more influenced by the dynamics of our so-

ciety. Thus, despite some evidence towards a within-gender bias we expect that people will 

trust men more than women in scenarios related to capabilities and that people will trust 

women more than men in safety related scenarios. 

 

Facial Expressions and their Relation to Trust 

(LP) In an article from 2015, Ruben et al. found that when it comes to smiling in job inter-

views less is more. Two studies were performed. In the first study they wanted to see how 

smiling affected hiring for a newspaper reporting job. Participants were randomly assigned 

either the role as applicant or interviewer. In this study they found that smiling had a negative 

effect on hiring, meaning the applicants who smiled more were less likely to be deemed suita-

ble for hiring. In the second study the researchers wanted to see whether the effect was con-

stant across different job types. In order to do so, each video from the first study was ran-

domly assigned one of four job types: newspaper reporter, middle manager, elementary 

school teacher, or salesperson. Participants were told the job type and asked to watch the in-

terview videos. In this study, participants still deemed applicants who smiled less more suita-

ble for the jobs, however, the size of the effect greatly depended upon the job type; jobs per-

ceived as more serious, showed a larger effect. The findings suggest that people who smile 

less are more likely to be taken seriously in terms of jobs and capabilities. Based on this we 

assume that neutral facial expressions will be trusted more than joyful facial expressions in 

scenarios related to capabilities.   

(TP) It has been found that smiling can induce trust. In a study from 2010, Ozono et al. con-

cluded that participants trust smiling faces more than non-smiling faces. In addition to this, 

Beaupré and Hess (2003) found that smiling individuals were more likely to be judged as an 

in-group than an out-group member. This distinction between in-group and out-group is asso-

ciated with a feeling of safety (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2014). Thus, we believe that 

these results indicate that people consider smiling people as less of a threat and therefore trust 

them more in regards to their safety. In a series of experiments Belkin and Rothman (2017) 

demonstrated that emotional valence affects perception of sociability, morality and compe-

tence. In addition to this, their results strongly indicated that expressions of happiness are 

conducive to safety related trust. Based on these findings, we assume that joyful faces will 

increase trustworthiness in scenarios related to safety. Contradicting the finding by Ruben et 
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al. (2015) described in the section above, Belkin and Rothman (2017) also found that expres-

sions of happiness increased the perceived level of competence. Thus according to this, we 

should expect to find that smiling will increase trustworthiness both in capabilities and in 

safety scenarios. In spite of this, we have chosen to proceed with the assumption that neutral 

facial expressions will increase perceived trustworthiness in the capabilities condition. 

 

Hypotheses (LP, TP) 

As aforementioned the aim of this study is to investigate the effect of gender and facial ex-

pression on perceived trustworthiness. In order to do so, an experiment was conducted. Based 

on the empirical evidence presented above, it is expected that the gender and facial expres-

sion of a person presented in the experiment will have an effect on perceived trustworthiness, 

more specifically: 

● Both female and male participants will trust male facial stimuli more in relation to ca-

pabilities.  

● Both female and male participants will trust female facial stimuli more in relation to 

safety.  

● A neutral face compared to a happy face will increase trustworthiness in the capabili-

ties condition. 

● A happy face compared to a neutral face will increase trustworthiness in the safety 

condition. 

 

Methods 
(TP) We used a within-participants design to investigate our hypotheses. We examined which 

factors can influence how the trustworthiness of a stranger is perceived. The factors that we 

have chosen to focus on are gender of image stimuli, facial expression of the image stimuli, 

and trustworthiness category of the written scenario displayed above the image stimuli. These 

factors and their effect on trustworthiness ratings will be examined. 

 

Participants  

(LP) The participants included 58 people, 22 males and 36 females. Ages ranged from 15 to 

64 years (M = 26.09, SD = 10.81). All participants were native Danish speakers and were en-

couraged to participate in the experiment through a post on Facebook. The post stated that an 
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age limit was set for participation. This limit was set to participants between 15 and 70 years 

of age. This limit was set in order to focus our analysis by excluding children and elderly 

people in our investigation of trustworthiness between the genders. The distribution of gender 

of the participants is somewhat balanced. However, there is a majority of female participants. 

 

Stimuli 

(TP) In the experiment, a combination of text and visual stimuli was displayed in each trial. 

The text stimuli created by the researchers offered descriptions of four different scenarios 

(see example in Figure 1 below). All scenarios were presented in Danish. Two of the scenar-

ios were related to safety and were thus placed in a category of the same name. The other two 

scenarios related to capabilities and were placed in a category of this name. With this catego-

rization, the interpretation of trustworthiness becomes twofold as we look at trust in relation 

to feeling of safety and trust in capabilities. The visual stimuli used were AI generated photos 

of faces (Photos by Generated Photos). The stimuli consisted of 40 photos divided into four 

different categories. The categories were created according to the gender and facial expres-

sion of the facial stimuli. The four categories were: male joyful, male neutral, female joyful, 

and female neutral. In order to limit unwanted variance within the experiment, the image 

stimuli were narrowed to photos of young Caucasian adults with a front facing head pose and 

a neutral background. With the purpose of excluding any confusion regarding the gender of 

the stimuli, short haired women and long haired men were excluded. The stimuli were cate-

gorized by gender for the purpose of the analysis.  

For the full set of text and image stimuli see appendix (pp. 3-7) 
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Figure 1:  

 
Figure 1 illustrates an example of a trial within the experiment. In this example the scenario category 

is capabilities. The facial stimulus is of the gender category male, and the emotion category neutral. 

Translation of scenario example: “You need surgery on your knee while undergoing full anesthesia. 

The person in this picture is the doctor who will be performing the surgery. How likely are you to 

trust the person in the picture to perform the surgery?” 

 

Procedure 

(LP) As aforementioned, the experiment was advertised via a Facebook post. In the post par-

ticipants were informed about requirements for participation and the general purpose of the 

experiment. In addition to this, they were asked to sign a consent form. The form could be ac-

cessed through a link in the post. In short, the form stated that the data responsible research-

ers (Thea Pedersen and Lina Elkjær Pedersen) were allowed to analyze the data provided in 

the experiment and to use the anonymized data for an exam paper. Furthermore, it stated that 

participation was completely voluntary and that participants could withdraw consent at any 

moment by contacting either of the researchers. The Facebook post also contained a link to 

the experiment, which was built in Psychopy Builder (Peirce et al., 2019) and run online at 

Pavlovia.org (Pavlovia, 2021). Lastly, participants were asked to contact either of the re-

searchers in case any questions arose before or after the experiment.  
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(TP, LP) When participants clicked on the link to start the experiment, a fullscreen window 

was opened. Subsequently a pop-up box appeared, and the participants were asked to fill in 

their initials, age and gender. After this information was given, the participants were shown 

written instructions to the experiment. When these instructions were read and understood, the 

participant had to press the spacebar in order to proceed to the experiment. In each trial the 

participant was presented with a scenario, a facial stimulus, and a rating scale (see Figure 1 

above). Participants were instructed to rate their level of trust towards the facial stimulus in 

relation to the belonging scenario on a scale from 1 (very unlikely to trust) to 8 (very likely to 

trust). The participant had to choose a rating by clicking a point on the scale (See figure 1). 

Hereafter, the participant would see a new facial stimulus and scenario displayed on the 

screen along with a rating scale, and the experiment would continue like this for 40 trials. 

There was a total of 40 images, 10 of each category (male_joyful, male_neutral, female_joy-

ful, female_neutral). As it was not possible to randomize which image and scenario was pre-

sented together, the four different scenarios were distributed as equally as possible across the 

four categories of images. Thus, each of the four scenarios would appear 10 times, but across 

participants each scenario would always be attached to the same image stimulus. The trials 

were randomized in such a manner that each image stimulus was presented only once in a 

unique random sequence for each participant.  

All ratings were recorded and stored in a logfile. When the participant had gone through all 

40 trials (or chosen to abort the experiment prematurely) the data was saved, and the experi-

ment ended. 

 

Analysis: 

(LP) The data was downloaded from Pavlovia (Pavlovia, 2021). A few files contained only 

between 1-9% of completed trials. The rest of the datafiles included 70% or more completed 

trials. The files containing under 70% of data were excluded from the analysis. This was done 

in order to ensure that there was enough data on each participant to meaningfully include a 

random intercept by participant ID in the data analysis.  

The analysis was run in RStudio (RStudio Team, 2021). In the preprocessing of the data a 

function was created. The function automatically transformed the participants’ initials to 

anonymous participant ID’s. In addition to this, the function created the new column “Sce-

nario_type” which took two different values, “safety” or “capabilities”. Scenario 1 and 2 
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were categorized as “safety” and scenario 3 and 4 were categorized as “capabilities”. A col-

umn for gender of stimuli, “Gender_stim”, was also created. This took the two values “male” 

or “female”, as we had no participants categorizing themselves as other gender types. Fur-

thermore, a column denoting the facial expression of the stimuli was also created. This was 

called “Emotion” and took the two values “joyful” or “neutral”. All columns that were 

deemed unnecessary for the analysis were excluded along with all rows containing one or 

more missing values. Lastly, the function merged all csv files and thus created one large data-

frame. After preprocessing was completed, the data was made up of 2300 observations, col-

lected from 58 participants.   

(TP) The analysis was performed using a Bayesian statistical method. When building the 

models, we specified the family function as gaussian in all our models as we, based on previ-

ous findings (Jowell, 2003), expect the data to be somewhat normally distributed. It is im-

portant to note that the outcome variable, Trust_ratings, was discrete. Therefore, it might 

have been beneficial to use a cumulative family function instead, however, we were advised 

against this as it would complicate the analysis without really changing the results. Choosing 

to make the model assume a gaussian distribution, which is centered around 0, meant that it 

was beneficial to scale the outcome variable (Trust_ratings) around 0 as well.  

Nine models were created using the brm() function from the package “brms” (Bürkner P, 

2018). Out of the nine models, three would not converge. The rest of the models were com-

pared using LOO-criterion with the function loo_compare from the package “loo” (Vehtari et 

al., 2017). Hereby, two final models were chosen. One of which was used to investigate hy-

pothesis 1 and 2. The other was used to investigate hypothesis 3 and 4. Prior and predictive 

checks were conducted for both models. This was done in order to ensure that the priors were 

not too constraining and hereby preventing the models from learning from the data. Both 

models had learned from the data (for plots, see figure 1- 4 in appendix, pp. 1-2), so the anal-

ysis proceeded using these two models. All plots were created using either bayesplot (Gabry, 

2021) or ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016).  

Model 1 (LP) 

In order to explore hypothesis 1 and 2, the following model was created:  

Trust_rating_scaled ~ 0 + Gender_stim:Scenario_type + (1| ID) 
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As can be seen from the pseudo-code above; the model contained a scaled version of the trust 

ratings as the outcome, and a two-way interaction between gender of stimuli and scenario 

type as a predictor.  Thus, it was possible to explore whether the gender of the stimuli had an 

effect on trust ratings and if it changed based on which type of scenario was presented. In ad-

dition to this, the model was run without intercept in order to avoid a baseline estimate. 

Lastly, the model included random intercepts for participant ID. This was done in order to 

limit unwanted variance. In order to make the model converge, the number of iterations was 

increased to 3000 instead of the default being 2000. 

Model 2 (TP) 

In order to explore hypothesis 3 and 4, the following model was created:  

Trust_rating_scaled ~ 0 + Emotion:Scenario_type + (1|ID) 
 
This model contained a scaled version of trust ratings as the outcome variable, and a two-way 

interaction between emotion and scenario type as a predictor. Hereby, we were able to inves-

tigate whether there was an effect of emotion on trust ratings and if it would change based on 

which type of scenario was presented. The model was run without an intercept. Lastly, the 

model included a random intercept for participant ID in order to exclude unwanted variance. 

The number of iterations was increased to 3000 instead of the default of 2000 in order to 

make the model converge. 

 

 

Results:  

Model 1 (LP) 

For Model 1 there was a total number of 6000 post-warmup samples. In addition to this the 

Rhat was 1.01 for all beta estimates. This suggests good convergence of the chains. 

 

The estimate for Gender_stimfemale:Scenario_typecapabilities (participants judging female 

facial stimuli, in the capabilities scenarios) is -0.09 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower 

boundary = -0.24, 95% CI upper boundary = 0.05).  
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The estimate for Gender_stimmale:Scenario_typecapabilities (participants judging male fa-

cial stimuli in the capabilities scenarios) is 0.09 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower 

boundary = -0.05, 95% CI upper boundary = 0.24).  

 

The estimate for Gender_stimfemale:Scenario_typesafety (participants judging female facial 

stimuli in the safety scenarios) is 0.26 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower boundary = 

0.12, 95% CI upper boundary = 0.41).  

 

The estimate for Gender_stimmale:Scenario_typesafety (participants judging male facial 

stimuli in the safety scenarios) is -0.24 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower boundary = -

0.39, 95% CI upper boundary = -0.10).  

 

Figure 2: 

 

Figure 2 illustrates the estimates of Model 1 and their confidence intervals. 

 

Model 2 (TP) 

For Model 2 there were 6000 post-warmup samples. The Rhat is 1.00 for the intercept and all 

beta estimates. This suggests very good convergence of the chains. 
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The estimate for Emotionjoyful:Scenario_typecapabilities (participants judging joyful facial 

stimuli in the capabilities scenarios) is 0.09 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower boundary 

= -0.05, 95% CI upper boundary = 0.24).  

 

The estimate for Emotionneutral:Scenario_typecapabilities (participants judging neutral fa-

cial stimuli in the capabilities scenarios) is -0.06 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower 

boundary = -0.20, 95% CI upper boundary = 0.07) 

 

The estimate for Emotionjoyful:Scenario_typesafety (participants judging joyful facial stim-

uli in the safety scenarios) is 0.15 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower boundary = 0.01, 

95% CI upper boundary = 0.28).  

 

The estimate for Emotionneutral:Scenario_typesafety (participants judging neutral facial 

stimuli in the safety scenarios) is -0.20 (Estimated Error = 0.07, 95% CI lower boundary = -

0.35, 95% CI upper boundary = -0.06).  

 

Figure 3: 

 

Figure 3 illustrates the estimates of Model 2 and their confidence intervals. 
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Discussion: 

Main Results 

(LP) As reported in the results paragraph, the estimate for Gender_stimmale:Scenario_type-

capabilities is positive. In comparison, the estimate for Gender_stimfemale:Scenario_type-

capabilities is negative. This suggests that male facial stimuli are rated higher on the trust-

worthiness scale than the female facial stimuli in the capabilities scenarios. However, since 

the confidence intervals for both estimates span from positive to negative, the model is not 

confident in determining whether there actually is a difference.  

Thus, the results seem to support hypothesis 1, but they remain inconclusive.  

 

(TP) The estimate GenderstimfemaleScenario_typesafety is positive. Since the lower as well 

as the upper boundaries of the confidence intervals are positive, the model is pretty confident 

of this result. In comparison, the estimate for Gender_stimmale:Scenario_typesafety is nega-

tive. The model is pretty confident of this result, as both the lower and upper boundaries of 

the confidence intervals are negative. This suggests that there is a positive effect on trust rat-

ings when female facial stimuli are presented in the safety scenarios.  

Thus, in line with hypothesis 2; female facial stimuli are rated higher than male facial stimuli 

in the safety scenarios.  
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Figure 4

Figure 4 shows two plots. The left plot shows the ratings of trust in the capabilities scenarios. The 

right plot shows the ratings of trust in the safety scenarios.  

 

(LP) In figure 4, both plots have trust ratings on the x-axis and the number of ratings on the 

y-axis. Trust ratings span from 1 (very unlikely to trust) to 8 (very likely to trust).  

The plot on the left shows that male facial stimuli are rated slightly higher than females in the 

capabilities condition as consistent with hypothesis 1. However, as reported above, this effect 

is not conclusive.   

Supporting hypothesis 2, the plot on the right shows that female facial stimuli are rated higher 

than males in the safety condition. According to the statistical analysis, this effect is reliable. 
 

(TP) The estimate for Emotionjoyful:Scenario_typecapabilities is positive. In comparison, the 

estimate for Emotionneutral:Scenario_typecapabilities is negative. This contradicts hypothe-

sis 3, as it suggests that the neutral facial expressions have a negative effect on trust ratings, 

as compared to the joyful facial expressions in the capabilities scenarios. However, since the 

confidence intervals span across both the positive and negative end of the scale, the model is 

not confident enough to determine whether there actually is a difference.  

Thus, the results seem to contradict hypothesis 3, however, they are inconclusive.  
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(LP) The estimate Emotionjoyful:Scenario_typesafety is positive. As the lower and upper 

boundaries are both positive, the model is pretty confident of this result. In comparison, the 

estimate for Gender_stimmale:Scenario_typesafety is negative. Both the lower and the upper 

boundaries are negative, meaning the model is pretty confident of this result. This suggests 

that there is a positive effect on trust ratings, when joyful facial expressions are presented in 

the safety scenarios. 

Thus, the results support hypothesis 4; joyful facial stimuli are rated higher than neutral facial 

stimuli in the safety scenarios.  

 

Figure 5: 

 
Figure 5 shows trust ratings for the two different emotion categories in the capabilities and 

safety scenarios. 

 

(TP) The left side plot on figure 5 contains the capabilities scenarios, and the right side plot 

contains the safety scenarios. As can be seen from the plots, joyful faces receive higher rat-

ings in the capabilities scenarios. This is the opposite effect of what we expected in hypothe-

sis 3. However, this effect was not conclusive according to the statistical analysis.  
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Joyful faces receive a larger number of high ratings in the safety category, supporting hypoth-

esis 4. As can be seen from the model results, there was a clear positive effect of this. Thus, it 

seems that the scenario type is not important for the perception of facial expressions in rela-

tion to trustworthiness. Accordingly, it seems that joyful facial expressions yield more trust-

worthiness in general.   

 

Secondary Results  

(LP) As mentioned above, no conclusive results were found for hypothesis 3.  

In line with the findings by Ruben et al. (2015), we expected that neutral facial expressions 

would yield higher trust ratings in the capabilities scenarios. Instead, a negative effect was 

found although this effect was not conclusive. This negative effect can be seen in the plot 

above; it seems that joyful facial expressions receive higher ratings in both scenario types. 

This suggests that joyful facial expressions might increase trustworthiness regardless of the 

type of scenario presented. Thus, our results contradict the findings by Ruben et al. (2015), 

and instead support the findings by Belkin and Rothman (2017) which suggest that smiling 

increases trust both in terms of sociability, morality, and competence. However, as mentioned 

before the effect of joyful facial expressions in the capabilities scenario was not conclusive.  

 

(TP) As stated in the introduction, some empirical evidence has suggested that there is a 

within-gender bias when it comes to trusting other people. Our results suggest that the trust 

ratings for male and female stimuli might depend on which type of scenario is presented. 

While it is still possible that there is an effect of within-gender trust, our results indicate that 

this effect is overshadowed by the effect of scenario type, particularly in the safety category. 

However, in order to explore this properly we would have needed to hypothesize this possible 

effect and then created a model where gender of the participant would interact with gender of 

the stimuli. This could be explored in future research as we cannot conclude anything about 

within-gender trust from our specific hypotheses and models.  
 

(LP) As a postdoc exploration we wanted to review the effect of gender of the participant in 

relation to the first two hypotheses. Overall, the plots in figure 6 show that male participants 

rate female and male facial stimuli somewhat evenly in both scenario types. However, there 

is a small difference showing that the male participants give female facial stimuli slightly 
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higher ratings in the safety scenarios whereas they give male facial stimuli slightly higher rat-

ings in the capabilities scenarios.  

Female participants rate female facial stimuli higher in the safety scenarios, as opposed to the 

male facial stimuli, which receive a greater amount of the lower ratings. In the capabilities 

scenarios, female participants give male facial stimuli a slightly larger amount of high rat-

ings. Taking the “Text me when you get home” debate into consideration it makes a lot of 

sense that female participants are less trusting towards males in regards to safety.  

In order to properly explore whether gender of the participant interacts with gender of the 

stimuli and scenario type, it would be necessary to build a three-way interaction model and 

further research this effect. 

 

Figure 6 

 
The plots in figure 6 illustrate the trustworthiness ratings for gender of stimulus in the two scenario 

types, as seen in relation to the gender of the participant that is giving the ratings.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

(TP) It is important to note that we have created the scenarios ourselves, and that we only 

have two categories with two scenarios in each. This means that the study is very specific and 

it is probably too narrow to generalize and establish overall conclusions about trust in modern 
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day society. A more empirically based and nuanced categorization of scenarios and types of 

scenarios would be beneficial in future research on the subject. To really understand the im-

plications of trust between genders in society, we would need more scenarios and possibly 

more subcategories of trust to examine. 

Importantly, each of the four specific scenarios that we created could have a different effect 

on trust ratings. Since the scenarios all represent different situations, it would for example be 

plausible that scenario 1 seems more unsafe than scenario 2. You might feel more vulnerable 

and uneasy being approached on the street by a stranger, as compared to a situation where 

you have an agreement that entails going to a stranger’s house to buy a piece of furniture. 

 

Figure 7: 

 
Figure 7 illustrates the effect of gender of stimuli across the specific scenarios. 

 

(LP) Based on the plots in figure 7, it appears that there is a difference between trust ratings 

based not only on the category of the scenario, but also on the specific scenario presented. 

Thus, it seems that the scenarios within the two categories are perceived differently from 

each other. Nonetheless, in order to properly explore a possible effect of the specific scenario 

type in relation to gender of the stimuli or facial expression, we would need to incorporate 

this variable in our models.  
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In further research, it would also be interesting to include a more homogeneous span of age 

groups in the analysis. We mainly had participants roughly between the ages of 20-30 in this 

study, even though we had set broad limits for age inclusion. In order to see how trust be-

tween genders might be different across generations, we would need to reach more partici-

pants across all age groups. 

(TP) A limitation of the study is that we were not able to randomize which image stimulus 

and which scenario were presented together. This was due to issues with uploading the Psy-

chopyBuilder script (Peirce et al., 2019) to Pavlovia (Pavlovia, 2021). Thus initially, we ran-

domized which scenario would appear with which image stimulus. Each of the four scenarios 

appeared 10 times and thus matched the four categories of images that were also presented 10 

times. In sum, this meant that every category was represented evenly across participants.  

However, since this complete randomization was not possible to upload to Pavlovia (Pavlo-

via, 2021), we distributed the scenarios as evenly as possible across the four categories of im-

ages. Moreover, the order in which the stimulus would appear was randomized for each par-

ticipant. The consequence of this is that the effects found in this study could be a result of the 

perception of the individual image stimuli in relation to the specific scenario. Thus, the effect 

might not be a reflection of the category of image stimuli as a whole.  

 

(LP) Another limitation is that we assumed a Gaussian distribution as a basis for our model 

even though technically it would have been more correct to use a cumulative approach. In 

spite of this, we proceeded with the Gaussian family, as we believed the trust ratings would 

be normally distributed based on a survey from 2003 by European Social Survey (ESS), that 

reported ratings of trust which were normally distributed (Jowell, 2003). However, during the 

analysis we observed that the participants of the present study had a clear tendency to rate on 

the higher end of the trust scale. We suspect that this might relate to the cultural dynamics 

which are present in Denmark in relation to safety, and thus that it is due to the fact that all 

participants were Danish. In the survey by ESS the participants were from all over Europe.  

(TP) In a report from 2012 by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and De-

velopment), individuals’ feeling of safety when walking alone at night in the city or area 

where they live has been studied across different countries. The report shows that the feeling 

of being safe when walking alone at night is generally strong in the Nordic countries. More 

specifically, 83% of Danes feel safe walking alone at night, as compared to 72% as the aver-

age for all countries included in the study (OECD, 2014). Moreover, in a paper from 2014, 
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Mewes found that women from countries with high employment equality, such as Denmark, 

are more trustful than to other European women.  

 

Conclusion 
Trust can be understood in various different ways. The present study sought to investigate 

trust in relation to safety and capabilities. More specifically, the aim was to examine how 

gender and facial expressions play a role in our perception of trust across safety and capabil-

ity scenarios. In order to investigate these parameters, an experiment was conducted. The re-

sults from the experiment suggest that females are trusted more than males in safety scenar-

ios. Moreover, the results indicated that males are trusted more in capabilities scenarios, how-

ever, this effect was inconclusive. Furthermore, the results suggest that a joyful facial expres-

sion will increase trust in a scenario related to safety. In addition to this, the results indicate 

that a joyful facial expression will increase trust in relation to capabilities, however, this re-

sult remains inconclusive.  

In conclusion, this study has shown that a joyful demeanor can induce trust, specifically in 

regards to safety. Moreover, this study shows that trust can be influenced by gender as an in-

dividual trait in certain social contexts. This implies dynamics of trust in society where men 

are possibly perceived as less trustworthy in regards to safety. Such an effect might be due to 

the fact that men are more often associated with violence and crime, as compared to women. 

However, more research is needed in order to make decisive conclusions about trust dynam-

ics in society. 
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