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Part I

Different ways of seeing








Chapter 1


Parallel tramlines




Beauty? To me it is a word without sense because I do not know where its meaning comes from nor where it leads to.


Pablo Picasso





Kate and William at the easel


On a summer’s day early in July in 2011, Kate and William visited Los Angeles’ Inner-City Arts, an organisation that promotes visual arts and performances to inner-city children. After arriving, the royal couple chatted with children from the programme, then sat down among the kids in a classroom to create their own works of art. The newly wed Duke and Duchess of Cambridge were seated at adjacent easels with their backs to each other and started painting at the same time. William painted an abstract shape with straight sides while she focused her energies on a bright red circle, enveloped by concentric circles, adding a neck and head to form a snail. Polka dots were added to the circles to create a light-hearted touch, with tufts of grass to create a natural context.


Two visions which some might take to be individual, idiosyncratic responses to a paintbrush and paint. Earlier in the summer, Kate’s sister, Pippa Middleton, set off for a weekend of fun in Madrid with friends, and she and a female friend were photographed in summer garb – she in a shoulderless dress, white with black polka dots and her friend in a grey dress with white polka dots. Then Kate herself, well into marriage and a few months short of producing royal offspring, attracted media attention in the black and white polka dot dress she wore for a trip to the Warner Brothers studios. The dress was not high fashion with a price tag of just £38, but a few weeks later she was wearing it again to the wedding of old friends William Van Cutsem and Rosie Ruck Keene. When, a few months later, she displayed her new son to the serried ranks of the world’s media, it was in a blue and white polka dot dress.


This was 2013 and I was nearing the end of a house renovation project. A must visit was to the website of the doyenne of floral prints, Cath Kidston. She has a worldwide following with 41 shops in the UK, two in Ireland, fifteen in Japan and four in Korea, and her produce is the feminine writ large with floral furnishings and accessories – including even mobile phones – and no fewer than 15 items in her catalogue decorated with polka dots. Amongst them was the “Bath Flowers Diary” with polka dots on the spine; a tape-measure bright pink with white spots; an apron; a bath mat; duvet cover; pillowcase; towels; oven glove; even luggage tag and wallet, all decorated with polka dots. Meanwhile, in the Littlewoods catalogue, in business since the 1970s, you had to stop counting the number of summer clothing items for women with polka dots. Needless to say not a single one could be found in the Littlewoods men’s catalogue.


Why is this? I asked people to picture two patterns, one of stripes and one of polka dots, and asked them if they prefer one over the other. To make it easier, I asked them to picture these designs on a pair of mugs and decide which they would prefer and why. The people were a varied bunch – from adults at the supermarket checkout, to friends and colleagues. Of the men I talked to, seventy-five per cent preferred stripes; and of the women, sixty-five per cent preferred polka dots. Chance alone would suggest that equal numbers of men and women would be drawn to each of the two patterns so these results indicated important variations in men and women’s responses.


In terms of the reasons for the choices, one man – a shelf stacker at Sainsbury supermarket who was off to China to teach English for five years – said the stripes “give the impression of being taller and more elongated than polka dots.” Another man, an Italian collecting for a children’s charity, said that he definitely did not like polka dots and this sentiment was echoed by many of the other men. The most intriguing of comments came from a senior designer whose preference for stripes was explained in relation to their association with “order over chaos, class, classical, golden section, perspective, start/end, engineered – mechanical, spellbound, groove, parameters.” For him, polka dots were “hard to contain, anarchic, held by tension, eternal,” and while two other men did express a preference for polka dots, one was quick to say that “I’d never wear them, I’d only wear stripes.”


What of women’s responses? Of the nineteen women in the sample, twelve expressed a preference for polka dots. One doctoral student in psychology spoke of polka dots as “less harsh, softer and less busy and more feminine than stripes which elongate and distort space more than polka dots.” A senior account manager at a PR company thought they were “more interesting because in your head you join them up to make a more interesting image.” Another described polka dots as “fun, light-hearted and humorous” and able to “merge into the general background” while stripes were “in your face”, “quite boring” and “remind me of prison.” The principal of a ballet school preferred polka dots and found stripes “angular and visually confrontational.”


As we saw, the majority of women opted for polka dots with fewer than a third opting for stripes (one of these was quick to say that she would definitely choose a mug with polka dots). So the results of this quick and dirty survey showed that the majority of men and women’s choices were for stripes and polka dots respectively with a small proportion of men and women occupying the middle ground. Maybe it is this middle ground that Bridget Riley occupies with a great but not exclusive focus on straight lines and stripes. Even Damien Hirst has produced the occasional painting with polka dots although he admits that he only painted five of these himself because “I couldn’t be fucking arsed doing it” and he admits that in his studio “the best person who ever painted spots” was Rachel Howard.


What this book reveals


The information in this book is drawn from the fields of Psychology, Art Therapy, Fine Art, Education, Design and Marketing and it comes with a health warning. After reading it, the world will never look the same again. If you are up to this challenge, then read on.


Back in the 1990s when I started to chart the territory of men and women’s visual tastes, the topic was new and the new science of perception that now unfolds will radically change the way you look at the world. One of the reviewers of an earlier book I wrote on this topic described the new information as an “uncomfortable truth” but you can judge this for yourself. Women control more than 80% of purchases and we really do need to understand whether male and female aesthetics and visual tastes, as well as what they produce, are different or not.


Charting the world of straight lines and polka dots was a journey of many years involving choppy waters since it is politically incorrect to highlight rather than debunk sex differences. Some refute the evidence and speak of stereotyping and relegating women to kinder, küche und kirche. This may be true for some areas of sex difference but the magnitude of the evidence available for sex differences in visual creations and preferences, plus the fact that underlying visual-spatial skills are the most robust of all cognitive sex differences after height, make it difficult to ignore the findings. Of course, while a large proportion of men and women will manifest these differences, there will be a proportion (perhaps 30%) who do not recognise these differences.


A word of caution. The evidence for the new science of perception is presented over two parts with the scientific evidence concentrated in chapters two to four, and an exploration of anecdote and implications for marketing, architecture, fine art, gardens and relationships in chapters 5 to 10 of the second part of the book. Without giving too much away, you will find that the book reveals:




•  The hunter/gatherer visual divide between men and women


•  How the world looks through a hunter’s eyes


•  How the world looks through a gatherer’s eyes


•  How to hit a man’s visual G-spot


•  Why men and women may disagree about visual matters





I do hope that you enjoy the journey as these new waters come into view.





Chapter 2


Noticing the differences: what men and women produce




The artist does not see things as they are but as he is.


Alfred Tonnellé


There is very little difference between one man and another; but what little there is, is very important.


William James





The burning question


The journey into men and women’s visual tastes began one hot summer’s Sunday, after a heavy morning of classical landscapes at the Royal Academy gallery in London. The lure of seeing paintings that were brighter and lighter in mood took me to the Annual Exhibition of the Institute of Painters in Water Colours in the Mall, just down the road from Buckingham Palace. This time, all the paintings were available for sale and, with yet another expensive catalogue on offer, it seemed prudent to jot down the numbers of the paintings that struck a chord and then sneak a look at the price in the catalogue at the desk. The person at the desk did not seem to mind; and after entering the names of the artist, it became clear that eighty per cent of the names on the list were women’s. Meanwhile, a quick flick through the catalogue revealed that most of the paintings in the exhibition were by men. You don’t have to have a degree in statistics to realise that selecting an almost entirely all-female list when most of the paintings in the exhibition are by men is pretty freakish.


It immediately raises two questions one of which relates to whether men and women actually produce different kinds of paintings and whether they prefer different kinds of visual artefacts. In fact, a quick glance around the exhibition area revealed something that had not crossed my mind before, namely that men and women’s paintings differ in terms of their use of detail, colour, perspective and theme. There were books galore on gender differences with Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus setting the tone by focusing on men and women’s emotional differences and it was fair to assume that there would also be column inches exploring gender differences in visual tastes. However, when I first began to look into this in the 1990s, lengthy searches in libraries and online brought up virtually no research comparing men and women’s visual sensibilities.


This gap seemed extraordinary. If other women reacted as I did and if men were to prefer men’s visual work, then the implications for the visual world would be nothing short of revolutionary. Think of it. The world’s wealthiest living artist, Damien Hirst – famous for his sheep in formaldehyde and live maggots and cow’s head – may owe his fame to the fact that the scions of the art establishment are men, a sex apparently drawn to violence and death, even in art. The implications would be immense also for the design and marketing industries which are staffed heavily by men and yet targeting a market consisting largely of women. If men and women produced and liked very different kinds of visuals, how easily could it possibly be for men to second guess women’s preferences? The experience at the exhibition of watercolours planted a seed and a few days later, the Evening Standard newspaper in London carried an article that helped keep these questions firmly in mind.


The article focused on a female-only script called NuShu discovered in a fertile valley in Southern Hunan, in China. This script was created and used by young women in rural communities who, like other women in traditional Chinese culture and unlike men, were not allowed access to formal education and not taught to read and write Chinese. A system of bound feet and social strictures confined women to their husband’s homes after marriage, but somehow the women in the south-western corner of Hunan province created their own script and way of communicating and liberating themselves from illiteracy.


NuShu literally means ‘woman’s writing’ and while some of the characters are original, some are based on those used in Hanzi, the standard Mandarin Chinese language. This is the language that the men of the community could read and write, and one theory is that women created NuShu in the course of memorising the Hanzi script that they saw, simplifying and changing the characters to suit their own style. Intriguingly, whereas Hanzi has square shapes and straight lines, NuShu only used curvy lines. “Is it conceivable,” I wondered, “that the differences in these scripts are further examples of differences in the visual creations of men and women?” The drive to find an answer demanded some urgent action.


The first step was to organise interviews with people in the visual world. The first of these was with a London design consultancy where I was able to talk to two designers. Both were asked whether men and women designed differently and the former teacher, after a pause, recalled how “boys liked drawing lines even on brochures and other things when they were not needed.” The second designer who had spent their career in commercial design described the tendency for “the male designer to use more straight lines than the female one.” A trend seemed to be emerging which provided the impetus to forty interviews in total.


A particularly memorable one was with a lecturer in Product Design at a university not far from London. She was a jeweller herself who had gravitated to the visual arts after discovering that she was dyslexic, and she spoke with animation about a project for pre-degree students to construct a hat from natural objects: “The boys’ hats were all highly constructed, all made with twigs and therefore more angular than those of the girls. These, on the other hand, were made with leaves, flower, moss and berries and therefore more organic in shape.” The parallel tramlines were there again and the mounting evidence kept my motivation levels high as I reached out to speak to more people.


Detail


One chat with a designer at a top US design agency took things in a new direction. “Women are more likely to be interested in detail than men,” he said and this remark came at around the same time that I had a conversation with Professor Penny Sparke, well-known design historian and now Pro Vice-Chancellor at Kingston University. Not shy of controversy, she remarked that the modernist tradition that underpins today’s design teaching “rejects everything identifiable with the feminine such as decoration and display.”


At about this time, I attended an annual food exhibition in the Midlands, and walking around noticed a brightly painted gas cooker that was light years away from the ‘white goods’ available then. It turned out that this cooker had been painted to match the winning entry of a children’s colouring competition organised by New World Cookers, the largest supplier of freestanding gas cookers in the world. The competition was open to primary school-age children (i.e. children under the age of eleven) and run in eleven local newspapers so there were large numbers of entries. It would be a researcher’s dream to get their hands on this sample!


Fortunately, New World Cookers were happy to allow access to samples from the regions with the greatest gender balance, producing 204 entries, 90 from boys and 114 from girls. This was a researcher’s dream. The sample was large and the children had freedom to express themselves in the way they applied colour to the shape provided. It became apparent that there were six ways in which colour could be applied:




•  The square shape at the bottom of the oven could be coloured in with a single colour or coloured in using more than one colour.


•  The handle of the cooker could be coloured in with the same colour as the surround or coloured in with a different colour.


•  The switches could be coloured in with a single colour or coloured in using more than one colour.


•  The “New World” logo could be coloured in with a single colour or coloured in using more than one colour.


•  The switches at the bottom of the cooker could be coloured in with the same colour as the surround or coloured in with a different colour from the surround.





Analysing the way colour had been used was an entirely objective process (running through the exercise twice helped guarantee accuracy); and after a couple of hours, some unexpected differences emerged. The girls, for example, were much more likely to use separate colours for the knobs, the handle and the surround of the oven door with the chances of the results occurring by chance being no more than 10%.


Of course, willingness to accept this conclusion rests on believing that the differences reveal the intuitive responses of boys and girls and I was later to find that people are not universally minded to do this. However, it is worth noting that a study of 1451 children’s drawings by academic Elizabeth Hurlock in the 1940s found that 20% of the girls’ but only 1% of the boys’ drawings showed the use of patterns. These studies are good preliminary evidence of a taste for pattern and detail, elements that are difficult to explain through social factors alone.


Technicality


A few weeks later, a visit to two museums, first the Crafts Council Gallery and then the Design Museum in London, was to enter two exciting but separate worlds. In the Crafts Council Gallery, most of the exhibits were by women while the bulk of what was on display in the Design Museum were machined objects by men. To put it baldly, it appeared that the term ‘design’ was reserved for objects that men liked creating – largely machined objects – while the term ‘craft’ was bestowed on handcrafted work, much of it as far as the Gallery was concerned textile crafts, an area dominated by women.


Interestingly in an interview with design historian Professor Penny Sparke, she agreed that the current boundaries of design reflected masculine interests. In her opinion, modern design is underpinned by modernism which is masculine “insofar as it based on an appreciation of the machine aesthetic.” Not long after this conversation, I had coffee with a professional designer who described men as interested in subjects with a “mechanical basis”, a view on which I received interesting insights a few weeks later during a visit to Hasbro, one of the largest toy makers in the world, headquartered in Pawtucket, Rhode Island.


My visit was to the UK Headquarters and after a challenging time finding the firm (its proximity to Heathrow airport presents the driver with a maze of overpasses to be read at great speed!), I was happy to sink into a chair and sip coffee with the designer responsible for the one-time rival to Barbie, Sindy doll, now produced by Pedigree Toys. Much of our conversation focused on the research that the company had conducted into boys’ and girls’ patterns of play, but she also discussed design issues. My ears pricked up when she mentioned the initiatives of a male designer who had taken over from a female colleague. “He decided to add a special dial on the doll’s motorbike.” She was not surprised since, in her view, “male designers are techno-oriented” and “gadget-oriented”. In subsequent research, I discovered that a technical edge to design is much more evident in male than female-produced design. So, if the designation ‘design’ is given to work that is technical in appearance, and ‘craft’ to work that is non-technical in appearance, it is not surprising that design is linked more to men, and craft to women. In a male-dominated discipline like design, men will set the parameters according to what they are good at and so this was an important discovery. More were to come with my own attempts at craftwork when I saw a class advertised for a papier mâché class at the local arts centre.


Function


It was the summer, and applying wet paper to objects for a week and then applying paint seemed like a fun thing to do. Like all the other women on the course, I had decided to make a bowl and was delighted with the dainty blue object I produced, decorated with a circular frieze of bright yellow fish. One of the men in the group had produced a slate grey vase with no decoration and a lot of angularity and when he saw my bowl, his only comment was “But what’s it for?” Strangely, I had not given any thought to its function, only to its aesthetic appeal.


Was this quirkiness on my part? It seemed not. One university teacher of product design said that: “Males are interested in the way something functions. Women, by contrast, react to the experience of the object. They seem to be aware of the experience of the object, not the implications of it. For them, it’s their reactions that count.” She went on to describe a project carried out by novice students asked to create a hat from natural objects. “The boys were concerned largely with the functionality of the hat, ensuring that it stayed on the head and did not fall down, while the girls were more concerned with the look of the hat – whether it was pretty and decorative.”


Another female designer thought that the emphasis on functionality rather than styling had influenced design education in the 1990s when she had studied: “Styling is seen as the poor end of product design and if you started to play with shape, you were made to feel guilty about it – at Art College, styling is a bad word.” She thought that women were losing out since they were more interested in styling than men – “were a course to concentrate on styling,” she said, “a greater number of women would be drawn to product design courses.”


This was all very reassuring as far as my papier mâché bowl was concerned. A large American study of 31,000 drawings by McCarty in 1937 provided the ultimate certainty that my attitude to bowl-making was not off the wall. For McCarty concluded that the girls’ drawings “tended toward the aesthetic” while the boys’ “tended toward the mechanical or scientific aspects of life” (more on this study below). Meanwhile, it was back to more interviews.


Three-dimensions


One of the most memorable interviews was with an established designer in London’s Covent Garden, an artistic area that is home to Britain’s Royal Opera House. After climbing the winding stairs to her office, the designer showed me her designs with the hallmark motif of tiny red hearts. Over a cup of tea, she volunteered that she always drew in 2-D and added shadows “after the event to provide an illusion of three-dimensionality.” She added that many men were more at ease with drawing three dimensions than women and that she considered herself to be one of these.


Her thoughts were in fact in line with the results of two studies separated by both geography and by time. The first, by Kerschensteiner in Germany in 1905, compared boys’ and girls’ drawings and produced the interesting finding that boys’ drawings were more realistic than the girls’. Then, the Japanese study headed by Iijima in 2001 found that the boys were more likely than the girls to draw motifs arranged in piles, three-dimensionally or from a bird’s eye view (more on these studies below). So, while the boys favoured the realistic portrayals of objects, the girls preferred less realism, and favoured organising subjects in rows. Later, we will see (Chapter 4) the evidence for strong spatial rotation skills in men and this may be an important factor in these differences.


The interviews with designers and fine artists were now complete and, with forty behind me, it was time to take stock. Did they think that there were differences between the designs produced by men and women? Only one considered that there were no differences, and a further ten (equivalent to 25%) either had no views or were undecided. Of the 29 people remaining – a massive 73% of those interviewed – all thought that there were differences between the visual creations of men and women. Interestingly, many of the differences discussed echoed differences identified in the studies comparing children’s and young people’s drawings. So common themes related to the male and female use of straight vs. round lines; their relative emphasis on three-dimensionality and functionality and in terms of underpinning themes, the depiction of males vs. females and reference to inanimate or animate subject matter.


All of this suggested that something important was at work here but there had been no systematic attempt to examine the differences and seek out underlying factors. Nor had there been any attempt to examine preferences, and so no way of finding out if my experience at the Gallery was typical or not. So, there was only one consequence and that was to continue with the work in a systematic and scientific way. Design would be my main focus with a first phase looking at creations and a second phase looking at preferences.


Having an idea is all well and good, but how do you actually compare male and female-produced designs? An obvious way is tracking down samples of student work in art colleges and being based in a capital city was a big advantage since it brings many colleges into the frame. It was not long before I was told of a student project to design a box of luxury chocolates. The students were all doing a foundation year degree – this is excellent since they have not been exposed to three years of art school yet – and by some quirk of fate, there were equal numbers of men and women in the group. What would a comparison of their designs reveal?



Linearity



Although the men and the women were working to exactly the same brief, a detailed analysis of the designs revealed strong divergences in the designs of the men and women. For example, the men’s boxes tended to be square or rectangular while the women’s were all round or oval-shaped. Again, the men’s chocolate boxes had a three-dimensional look to them while the women’s all had a flat, two-dimensional appearance. Amazingly, a statistical analysis was completed comparing them; the differences between the genders were off the scale statistically speaking. The chances of the results occurring by chance were one in a thousand, so this was as robust a finding as you could expect from an experiment.


So decisive were the results (in fact, you can find more details later on in the chapter) that I asked the students to design a second box but this time, after detailed briefing on the attributes of male and female-typical design, to design as if they were the other gender. So the students were told of the tendency for men and women to use quite distinct design features: straight vs. rounded lines; 3-D vs. 2-D images; regular vs. irregular typeface; little vs. extensive detailing. The students seemed to acknowledge the differences and the week dragged by slowly in expectation of seeing what the students would produce.


D-day for seeing the new designs arrived and each student unveiled their new design. One of the men whose first box had been octagonal in shape now revealed a new design with exactly the same shape – clearly the allure of a straight-sided shape was irresistible! Then one of the women unveiled a drawing of a triangular-shaped box with the 3-dimensional aspect completely out of kilter. True, she had shed her original round shape but her design was anything but convincing. This was intriguing. Although this was an informal experiment with a small sample size, it suggested that young men and women are drawn to certain shapes and resist moving away from them. Of course, only carefully constructed experiments could prove this but this was a decisive moment which made me decide to study the topic in earnest.


Later, through my own research, I was to discover men’s love affair with straight lines and women with curvy ones, but meanwhile it was time to see more student work. Various features stood out and these are signposted in italics before the heading to each section.


Surfaces


Doing the rounds of student end of year graduation shows was another good way of entering the world of the male and female imagination. One year, Nathalie, a design graduate, stood proudly by the lampshade she had created with real leaves etched into the cotton shade. It had a feminine feel to it although the metal stand looked curiously out of place and unusually long. It turned out that Nathalie hadn’t made this herself, but had asked a fellow male student who was skilled at metal work to fashion it for her. Nathalie was not very happy with it – “The base is taller than I would have liked,” she said but a wry smile crossed her face as she spoke of her shade. “But I am really happy with the textured shade,” she said.


Now, if you think about the mass-produced lampshades you find in most shops, they all tend to have hard rather than soft surfaces. In fact, a designer, Julie, once confided in me that: “women like to work with soft materials and for this reason are drawn to certain crafts such as sewing, knitting, quilting and weaving.” What about men? According to Julie, their work is “more precise and hard-edged” informed by the view that “noble steel is OK.” So, little reason to be surprised by the use of metal in the base, and the extreme elongation is not surprising either. Why say this? In 1937, the psychologist Erik Erikson invited 150 children to arrange blocks on a table and he found that the boys tended to build upwardly pointing towers while the girls built low, circular structures.


An isolated case? In 1948 some researchers, Franck and Rosen, asked 250 university students to complete the small, abstract shapes that they were given and the men, unlike the women, tended to build shapes up and to elaborate outwards rather than inwards (more on this study later in Chapter 7). So you can see the tendency to elongation coming up here as well. It was time to move on to another graduation show.


Size


The next graduation show on the calendar was an enormous one bringing together new design graduates from universities and colleges right across Britain, all displaying their work and hopeful of landing interest from industry. I started to take business cards from students in order to follow-up on their work and then realised that here, in the exhibition hall, was an opportunity to take a large number of cards with a view to comparing the male and female ones at a later stage. I scooped up a remarkable 227 cards and, after seeing everything I wanted, took my spoils back to my office. In total, there were 83 cards by men and 144 by women and the task of comparing them could begin immediately.


The first set of findings was checked and rechecked before going off to get a cup of coffee to mull over the results. The results related to the size of cards and there was no doubt that there were striking statistical differences on both. Where size was concerned, the men, it seemed, were significantly more likely than the women to adapt the standard size of business card (90 × 55 cm) and the women much more likely to vary the size in one of three ways:




•  producing cards with overall smaller or larger dimensions


•  increasing the width relative to the height, thus creating a card which was squarer in appearance


•  using circles, or other unconventional shapes (for example, a lemon shape)





These were interesting findings and it was time to return to the office for more calculations.


Colour


This time, the area tested was colour and comparing the colour card used by the men and the women. Like the assessment of shape, the assessment of colour is pretty straightforward and another result soon emerged: there were statistically significant differences in colour card used by the men and women with the men much more likely than the women to use white card, and the women to use coloured card. These findings on the cards were later written up with Andrew Colman, well-known Professor of Psychology at Leicester University and writer of many academic as well as popular books on psychology.


Meanwhile, my decision to work full-time on research took me to the University of South Wales (formerly the University of Glamorgan) where there were some dedicated researchers. I used to share an office with Dr Gabor Horvath, Senior Lecturer in Marketing and International Business and during one of our discussions his wife Esther Vass arrived and decided to base her thesis on an element of gender and design. Eventually, she focused on a comparison of men and women’s sellers’ sites on eBay.


In many ways, the choice of eBay was an excellent one given the breadth of product range and the size of its advertising population. In terms of reach, this is the only shopping facility that will sell you a watch as well as a private business jet – one was sold for $4.9 million – and it carries a huge volume of adverts. This is what you would expect from one of the world’s largest online marketplaces, a presence in 37 countries and 233 million registered users, the same number as the population of America. In the end, after a lot of thought, Esther decided to compare the adverts individuals had created for boys’ clothes (where 90% of advertisers are female) with those for fishing rods and king size beds (where 15% and 30% respectively of advertisers are male) and see whether their adverts differed on dimensions such as colour.


In all, she compared 150 sellers’ sites, a respectable sample size, and found that 80% of the men’s ads used only black or blue; whole more than 50% of the women’s ads used more colours and 10% contained at least eight colours! Another difference, but not relating to colour, concerned the greater conventionality in the text layout and typefaces of the male sellers. So it seems that the women were much more drawn to using colours than men.


These findings were no flash in the pan. In 2001, that Japanese study conducted by researchers, including the lead researcher, Iijima, at a medical school, compared the drawings of 168 boys and 160 girls. One of the findings was that the boys used fewer than six colours while the girls used more than ten. Merely idiosyncrasies with children and students? One female designer I interviewed in a central London design consultancy said that male colleagues often borrowed her sense of colour: “They often get this wrong and I step in to help.” We will see more in Chapter 4 some of the exciting new findings in science that may underpin this.


Incidentally, Gabor decided to conduct research in parallel on web design software, examining 3682 free templates and analysing the look of the website pro formas. He found that 99.6% of the templates used only 2–3 colours for the background and only 6% of the websites offered up to four typeface colours. As far as shapes were concerned (you will remember that straight and curvy lines were associated with men and women’s designs respectively), he found that 84% of the software offered the option of straight lines with only 15% offering a mixture of straight and non-straight lines. These were striking findings and Gabor presented these at an IT conference in Florida in July 2007 that we attended. This was one of several fascinating papers I was chairing in a session on computer-based marketing and we escaped to Disney World on our two free days. It was hard work in over 100 degrees of heat and high humidity but definitely worth it!


So far, the comparisons of men and women’s work had revealed differences in the ‘look’ of the design, whether in their shape, colour, size, functionality or three-dimensionality. An opportunity to sit in on the final session of a university class on model making was an exciting one since there was the opportunity to observe how men and women treated a single theme, namely that of space travel.


Themes


The model-making students were sitting expectantly as they waited for the tutor to arrive and get proceedings underway. The brief had been to design a model spacecraft; and in this final session, the students presented the finished models that they had been working on in groups all term. Three of them were all-male groups and the fourth consisted of women, the last one to present their model to the class.


The first three groups had all designed rockets, technological marvels hurtling through space in order to vanquish enemy aliens. If you had to sum up the common themes of these all-male groups it would be speed, technical panache and military prowess, and there were indeed a very impressive set of rockets. Then, finally, it was the turn of the all-female group and just when you might have been expecting something similar, they unveiled their patchwork-covered rocket, manned by a team of mice, with a mission of collecting cheese from the moon. Whereas the men’s machines had all been hurtling through space at breathtaking speeds, this one was still on the ground, resolutely stationary.


We should not be surprised that the women’s rocket was not moving. We looked briefly earlier at the 2001 Japanese study that compared boys’ and girls’ drawings and this came up with the fascinating discovery that 92.4% of the boys’ drawings, but only 4.6% of the girls’ included moving objects such as vehicles, trains, aircraft and rockets. From a statistical point of view, this difference in creative output is highly significant and unlikely to be the result of chance alone.


Speaking of creative outputs, you might like to pause for a few moments while you produce a drawing yourself! All you need is a piece of unlined paper and pencil with which to draw a matchstick figure – we’re not looking for great works of art – and take care to ensure that the person has hair, clothes and a name. Once you have completed your sketch, put it to one side and read on.


In the 1970s, Maria Majewski wrote a PhD thesis comparing boys’ and girls’ drawings and one of her findings was that each sex tended to draw people of their own gender (more on her study below!). She is by no means the first person to have discovered this since the exercise of drawing a person has produced this result many times. For example, in a test administered to 5,500 adults in the 1950s, a massive 89% drew a figure of someone of their own sex first. This it seems is the norm. In my book Gender, Design and Marketing, I list ten other studies in which own-sex figures were produced, one of these by a researcher Jolles in 1952 involving 2,560 subjects. This is a large sample, and 85% of the males and 80% of the females depicted someone of their own gender in the first instance.


So now take a look at your drawing and see if you can infer the gender of the figure you have drawn. In all likelihood, it will be the same sex as yourself since own-sex figures are produced about 70–80% of the time in the ‘Draw a Person Test’. By the way, don’t worry if your figure shows the opposite gender – there are straightforward explanations for this as you will see if you look at Hammer’s book on projective drawings. As with much else about visual creations and preferences, trends in gender productions tend to relate to around 75% of men or women leaving room for different responses from the remaining twenty-five per cent. It is essential that we allow for individual responses and this presumption underlies all the generalisations made in this book. There will always be exceptions and it is vital to acknowledge that.


Despite that, the substantial evidence on the ‘Draw a Person’ test shows that the majority of people draw someone of their own gender. In fact, this tendency explains much about the way that visual creations, for example a design or a doodle, bear the imprint of those who have created them. Spontaneous visual creations of this kind are akin to X-ray images of their creators, reflecting personality, self-image and unique visuospatial skills. Not surprising then that Alfred Tonnellé described the process of drawing and designing as one of projection in which the artist sees things not as they are but as he or she is. How would this manifest? Well, the person depicted by a confident person might take up a lot of space on the page, while a smaller figure might be depicted by someone with less confidence. In a similar way, the figure depicted by someone with a poor body image may only show part of the body.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
Why Men
Like Straight Lines

and Women
Like Polka Dots

Gender and Visual Psychology

Gloria Moss

BooKs

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Why Men Like
Straight Lines

and Women
Like Polka Dots

Gender and visual psychology

Gloria Moss









OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





