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Editorial on the Research Topic

Hormones and person perception

Recent research bridging behavioral endocrinology and social psychology has refined

our understanding of how hormones influence person perception (see Welling and

Shackelford, 2019). This Research Topic on Hormones and Person Perception brings

together empirical studies, methodological insights, and reviews advancing understanding

of how hormones can influence perceptions and expressions of traits like attractiveness,

health, and social behaviors related to relationship dynamics. The nine accepted papers

reflect diverse approaches. Three priorities emerge: hormonal effects involve complex

interactions with individual differences and social cues, methodological rigor is vital, and

research should integrate genetic, behavioral, and environmental factors to better capture

biological foundations of social cognition.

Context-dependent e�ects

Goetz et al. tested whether exogenous testosterone affects men’s perceptions

of a woman’s sexual interest. The sexual misperception bias (SMB), where men

overestimate women’s sexual interest, has been interpreted through Error Management

Theory (Haselton and Buss, 2000), which proposes that, for men, misperceiving

sexual interest carried fewer reproductive costs ancestrally than did missing potential

mating opportunities (Buss, 2001). In this placebo-controlled experiment, testosterone

administration did not increase SMB, but did heighten sensitivity to affiliative

cues, especially among men with average or higher self-perceived attractiveness.

Testosterone-treated men who interpreted a woman’s behavior as affiliative perceived

greater sexual interest, an effect not observed among placebo-treated men. These

results suggest testosterone functions as a social hormone shaping perceptual biases in

specific contexts.

Donovan and Corpuz explored how testosterone, cortisol, and relationship satisfaction

relate in first-time fathers during the postpartumperiod. Fathers with high testosterone and

low cortisol reported higher relationship satisfaction, although this effect was small. The

authors suggest that traits often associated with high testosterone, such as dominance and

status-seeking (reviewed in Dekkers et al., 2019), may also influence relationship quality

beyondmate acquisition. This study suggests complex hormonal influences on relationship

dynamics and calls for more precise, multi-method, longitudinal research surrounding the

transition to parenthood.
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Using an eye-tracking paradigm, Garza and Byrd-Craven

investigated women’s visual attention to facial masculinity across

the menstrual cycle. Contrary to the Ovulatory Shift Hypothesis

(Gangestad and Thornhill, 1998), although women spent more

time viewing masculine than feminine faces, particularly in a

long-term mating context, no hormone measures predicted visual

attention to or rated preference for masculine faces across the

menstrual cycle. There was partial evidence linking women’s

hormone levels to visual attention. Higher estradiol to progesterone

ratios were associated with shorter first fixations, whereas lower

progesterone predicted greater visual attention to male faces in

a short-term mating context. Also, higher estradiol levels were

related to more overall visual fixations. Findings emphasize that

hormonal influences on social cognition may be subtler or more

context-dependent than assumed.

Similarly, Lobmaier et al. recorded women during high-

and low-fertility phases while reading and reproducing spoken

sentences from male and female speakers rated as either attractive

or unattractive. Vocal parameters varied by cycle phase, in

response to the stimulus speaker’s vocal attractiveness and sex,

and when reproducing spoken sentences compared to reading

written sentences. Women also used breathier, higher-frequency

voices when responding to attractive voices, consistent with

social mimicry research (Chartrand and Lakin, 2013). In contrast,

Friedrich et al. found no cycle phase or hormonal effects on

voice-gender categorization, though participants responded faster

to feminine voices (see also Lattner et al., 2005). These null results

align with emerging reports of weak or inconsistent cycle effects on

female social cognition (e.g., Garza and Byrd-Craven, 2019; Jones

et al., 2018). Inconsistent findings highlight the need for precise

hormone measurement, methodological rigor, and considering

other potential sources of variation across studies.

Methodological rigor

Hampson et al. assessed depression in women during the

active hormone phase and the hormone-free “washout” week of

their contraceptive cycles. The study combined explicit self-reports

with implicit measures of depressed affect, finding that implicit

measures yielded a pattern of increased depressive affect during

active hormone intake, particularly among those who report higher

average levels of depressive affect. In contrast, explicit self-reports

indicated that participants perceived greater depressive affect when

taking inactive pills containing no synthetic hormones. These

findings demonstrate the importance of implicit measures for

capturing mood effects not detected in self-report measures (e.g.,

DeCoster et al., 2006) and suggest OC-related mood effects may be

most evident in those prone to depression.

Updating earlier work (Grimbos et al., 2010), Swift-Gallant

et al. conducted a comprehensive meta-analysis examining second-

to-fourth digit ratio (2D:4D), which is thought to be a marker

of prenatal androgen exposure (see Swift-Gallant et al., 2020),

and sexual orientation. The authors found that homosexual

women tend to have lower (more male-typical) digit ratios than

heterosexual women, whereas homosexual men exhibited higher

(more female-typical) digit ratios than heterosexual men. No

significant differences were found for bisexual individuals. These

findings add to research on prenatal androgen exposure in sexual

orientation development (Swift-Gallant et al., 2021) and suggest

future work include multiple biological measures and nuanced

sexual orientation categories.

Expanding conceptual frameworks

Gurguis et al. proposed a quantitative genetic framework

for studying the evolutionary dynamics of hormone-mediated

traits, focusing on person perception and psychiatric conditions

using estrogen as an example. The authors argue that person

perception is part of broader hormone-regulated suites and should

be studied within multivariate evolutionary models that account

for genetic correlations among traits (McGlothlin and Ketterson,

2008). Quantitative genetics techniques could test hypotheses about

selection on hormone-mediated traits and clarifying trade-offs, like

estrogen’s dual influence on reproductive fitness (Mittal et al., 2014)

and disease risk (Chuffa et al., 2017). This framework offers a

promising tool for connecting evolutionary biology, psychology,

and psychiatry.

Arnocky and Davis investigated whether male facial

attractiveness is related to health through shared hormonal

and lifestyle factors, as suggested by Jones et al. (2021), rather

than serving as a direct cue to immunocompetence. They

measured immunoglobulin A, testosterone, cortisol, lifestyle

behaviors, abdominal skinfold, and self-reported health alongside

female-rated facial attractiveness. Abdominal skinfold and

symptoms of poorer health predicted lower facial attractiveness,

and mediated the relationships between exercise, stress, and

facial attractiveness. Men with higher testosterone and lower

cortisol tended to have more attractive faces, but this was not

statistically significant. Results suggest facial attractiveness-

immunocompetence associations may partly reflect shared lifestyle

and hormonal factors, although inclusion of broader lifestyle

measures is warranted.

Conclusion

The above research offers valuable insights into how hormones

shape person perception and introduce new priorities for future

research. Future work should improve hormone measurement,

broaden conceptual frameworks, and examine how individual

differences moderate hormonal effects. Together, the published

works in this Research Topic underscore the importance

of considering hormones in person perception research and

advance our understanding of the biological foundations of

social cognition.
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