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Past research has demonstrated that there are cross-cultural differences in the 

way individuals from different cultures perceive information. This study 

attempted to test the differences between American and Chinese participants in 

their perceptions of audio stimuli that conveyed different emotions. Participants 

were asked to listen to various audio clips that described eight different basic 

emotions: happiness, pleasure, sadness, surprise, fear, disgust, pain, and anger. 

After each clip, they were asked to indicate which emotion was conveyed by the 

clip and to rate the intensity of emotional expression of the clip on a scale of 1 to 

7. American students rated the intensity of negative emotions significantly higher 

than Chinese students but rated the intensity of neutral emotions significantly 

lower than Chinese students. Analyses also showed that American students are 

more likely to identify the emotions correctly. These results indicate that 

Americans and Chinese may perceive information about emotional expression 

differently.   
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Perception is defined as the process in which sensory information in the external world 

is collected and then interpreted by the human mind (Gerrig & Zimbardo, 2002). Evidence 

from scientific research has demonstrated the differences in perception across different cultures. 

For example, Nisbett and Miyamoto (2005) found that Westerners demonstrated a tendency to 

engage in analytic perceptual processes independently from the context by concentrating on a 

relevant object without giving significant consideration to surrounding influences. In contrast, 

Asians showed their propensity to engage in context-dependent and holistic perceptual processes 

by paying more attention to how an object is influenced or affected by the related context. As a 

result, how individuals from different cultures perceive daily events may differ vastly. Because 

culture provides structure, guidelines, expectations, and rules to help people understand and 
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interpret the behavior of others, differences in perceptions due to culture may significantly 

influence interpretations of surrounding events. The present study focuses specifically on 

possible cross-cultural differences in the perception of auditory stimuli that express different 

emotion.  

 Many studies conducted to test how the perception of emotional expressions differs 

among cultural groups used visual stimuli. For example, Zhu, Ho, and Bonanno (2013) asked 

Americans and Hong Kong Chinese to watch videos of faces depicting various expressions of 

emotions and to rate the valence and intensity of those emotions. Both cultural groups were 

more likely to give higher ratings of intensity for the positive expressions when the ethnicity of 

the face matched that of the subject. However, with negative expressions, only Chinese 

participants gave higher ratings when the negative faces match their ethnicity, suggesting a 

higher sensitivity of Chinese subjects to negative emotions. Although cross-cultural differences 

have been shown in the perception of emotions in visual stimuli, auditory stimuli have been 

rarely used in such research. 

The present study attempted to learn more about cross-cultural differences in perception 

by examining how people of different cultures perceive emotion expressed in auditory stimuli. 

In this case, the two cultural groups included college students born in the United States and 

college students born in China. The participants were asked to listen to the same 18 audio clips 

playing an individual making brief sounds that were intended to express eight different basic 

emotions: happiness, pleasure, sadness, surprise, fear, disgust, pain, and anger. After each 

clip, they were asked to indicate which emotion was conveyed by the clip and to rate the 

intensity of the emotion on a 1-to-7 scale. Based on the studies conducted by Zhu et al. (2013), 

we hypothesized that there would be a significant difference in perceived emotions of the audio 

clips between American and Chinese college students.  

 

 

 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 Fifty college students at the University of Minnesota - Twin Cities were recruited for 

the study. Twenty-five were American (born and raised in the United States), and the other 25 

were Chinese (born and raised in China). Participants were selected using a convenience 

sampling of friends and classmates of the researchers. Chinese participants were also recruited 

from the International Student and Scholar Services at the University of Minnesota. Participants 

were asked to complete a survey and participate in the study during their free time. No 

compensation for participation was offered. 
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Materials 

 We designed a group of auditory clips with sources from the set of Montreal Affective 

Voices recorded by the Voice Neurocognition Laboratory at the University of Glasgow, United 

Kingdom. These included 18 audio recordings of actors (both males and females) making 

nonverbal affect bursts, which are vocal sounds with a particular tone corresponding to the 

eight basic emotions. Five of which were negative (anger, sadness, fear, disgust, and pain) and 

three of which were positive (happiness, surprise, and pleasure). Additional audio clips 

represented neutral emotions (an “ah” vowel sound, spoken similarly to a pronunciation from a 

dictionary). Previous research (e.g., Carvajal et al., 2013) has shown that neutral audio clips 

can evoke emotional responses in listeners.  We wanted to examine whether such responses 

would show difference across cultures. 

Each of the nine emotions (five negative, three positive, and one neutral) was conveyed 

by two audio clips, yielding a total of 18 audio clips. The audio clips were put into a 

PowerPoint slideshow, in the following order: anger, sadness, surprise, fear, disgust, pain, 

neutral, happiness, pleasure, surprise, sadness, fear, happiness, anger, pleasure, neutral, 

disgust, pain. The ordering was chosen randomly by the experimenters.  Each emotion was 

presented in two audio clips so that two responses for each emotion could be collected and 

rating consistency could be tested. 

 

Procedure 

 Subjects were run individually. We provided a written informed consent form attached 

to the instruction sheet for all participants. To examine participants’ emotional responses to the 

auditory stimuli, we asked the participants to indicate what emotion was conveyed by the audio 

clip after they listened to each clip. We also created a 1-to-7 emotional scale to rate the 

intensity of emotional expression of the clip, in which 1 indicated "Not at all emotional" and 7 

indicated "Extremely emotional".  Additional questions asked for demographic information 

after participants completed the study. (The complete survey is shown in the Appendix.)  The 

researcher answered any questions the participants asked.  

 

RESULTS 

 

The dependent variables included overall intensity ratings, ratings for positive emotions 

(happiness, surprise, and pleasure), ratings for negative emotions (anger, sadness, fear, disgust, 

and pain), ratings for neutral emotions, and the numbers of emotions identified correctly. The 

intensity of a neutral emotion could be interpreted as how well the audio clip conveyed neutral 

emotion. Five independent samples t-tests were performed, one for each dependent variable, to 

test whether American students rated the emotions significantly different than Chinese students.  

Analyses showed that American students (M = 5.14, SD = 0.69) rated the intensity of 

negative emotions significantly higher than Chinese students (M = 4.58, SD = 0.94), t(48) = 

2.39, p = 0.02. This difference is illustrated in Figure 1. However, analyses demonstrated that 

American students (M = 1.54, SD = 0.85) rated the intensity of neutral emotions significantly 
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lower than Chinese students (M = 2.38, SD = 1.04), t(48) = -3.12, p = 0.003. This 

difference is illustrated in Figure 2. Analyses also showed that American students are more 

likely to identify the emotions correctly (M = 11.08, SD = 2.25) than Chinese students (M = 

8.68, SD = 2.81), t(48) = 3.33, p = 0.002. This difference is illustrated in Figure 3. 

American students (M = 4.62, SD = 0.60) and Chinese students (M = 4.30, SD = 

0.75) did not differ significantly on their overall intensity ratings, t(48) = 1.67; p = 0.10. 

Likewise, American students (M = 4.79, SD = 0.91) and Chinese students (M = 4.47, SD = 

0.87) did not differ significantly on their average intensity ratings for positive emotions, t(48) 

= 1.25; p = 0.22. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

FIGURE 1.  Average ratings for negative emotions conveyed in the audio clips for American participants and 

Chinese participants. The error bars represent standard deviations. 

FIGURE 2.  Average ratings for neutral emotions conveyed in the audio clips for American participants and 

Chinese participants. The error bars represent standard deviations. 
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DISCUSSION 

 

The results of this experiment supported our hypothesis that there would be a 

significant difference between American and Chinese college students in perceiving emotions 

expressed by auditory stimuli. Analyses demonstrated that American students’ ratings of 

negative and neutral emotions were significantly different from Chinese students’ ratings of 

those emotions.  

Auditory stimuli rarely have been used in the research of differences in the perception 

of emotions across cultures. However, our results are consistent with the findings of past 

research testing the differences between American and Chinese participants in their ratings of 

visual stimuli. For example, in the study conducted by Zhu et al. (2013), they found that 

Chinese participants rated negative visual stimuli differently from American participants. 

Our results showed that American students rated the intensity of negative emotions 

significantly higher than Chinese students. Lee (2011) demonstrated that Asians may be more 

likely to suppress negative emotion than Americans, which may account for our results. Lee 

demonstrated that European Americans more readily displayed negative emotion than Asian 

Americans. Physiological reactivity also reflected the tendency of Asian Americans to suppress 

their own negative emotions as well as their reaction towards negative emotions of others. 

American students rated the intensity of neutral emotions significantly lower than 

Chinese students, suggesting that Chinese participants were more certain in their identification 

of the stimuli as neutral. This could be due to the fact that Chinese culture embraces emotional 

moderation. They believe that avoiding the extremes of emotions and valuing neutral emotions 

promotes individual health and interpersonal harmony (Russell & Yik, 1996). This practice 

perhaps allows them to become more familiar with neutral expressions of emotions.  

FIGURE 3.  Mean correct indication of emotions conveyed in the audio clips for American participants and 

Chinese participants. The error bars represent standard deviations. 
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Previous research also identified several biological indicators of how neutral stimuli 

may trigger emotional responses in participants. For instance, Carvajal et al. (2013) indicated 

that viewing both neutral faces evokes cerebral activity, including neuronal activity in temporal 

lobe. According to this study, higher activity in the temporal lobe might have triggered more 

emotional responses in Chinese participants than in American participants. This is possible 

because the amygdala, which is a part of the brain that is widely known for playing a primary 

role in emotional reactions, is located within temporal lobe. Thus these areas became more 

activated when higher emotional responses are elicited. 

The language in which the survey was administered might have influenced the 

probability for American students to indicate the emotions correctly. Because the rating sheet 

was written in English, Chinese students, who spoke English as their second language, might 

have encountered some difficulties in differentiating among the definitions of emotions. In 

addition, because the audio clips were obtained from the University of Glasgow, the speakers 

were more likely to be European. As a result, American participants might have found the 

expressions of emotion in the audio clips to be more familiar than the Chinese participants. 

To summarize, the present results suggest that American and Chinese college students 

perceive the intensity of emotions expressed by negative and neutral auditory stimuli 

differently. These results will help to further the understandings of the cross-cultural differences 

in perception. These results may provide more insights to the structure, guidelines, 

expectations, and rules from different cultures that help people understand and interpret others’ 

behavior. 

 

 

APPENDIX 

 
You are being asked to participate in a study as part of a class project in a research methods course in the 

Department of Psychology at the University of Minnesota. If you choose to participate, no identifying information 

will be gathered from you, so it will be impossible to associate you with your responses. If you choose to participate, 

you may stop participating at any time. You may withdraw your responses at any time, including after you have 

completed the study. You may ask me questions before or after you complete the experiment, I also can tell you how 

to contact the course instructor if you have questions for him. 

 

Instructions: You will be listening to various audio clips for this study. There will be a total of 18 clips. Each clip 

will only be played once, so please pay attention. You will then complete the following scale after each clip to rate 

the emotions each clip conveys. There are 9 options for 8 different emotions and 1 option describing emotions 

different from the above 8 emotions. You only need to put the number indicating the emotion in "Emotion Response" 

column. To rate the intensity of the emotion, you can put an "X" under a box of ratings from 1 to 7, in which 1 

indicates "Not at all emotional" and 7 indicates "Extremely emotional".  

 

1. Happiness           2. Pleasure           3. Surprise 

 

4. Anger                5. Disgust       6. Pain  

 

7. Sadness             8. Fear      9. None of above 
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 Rating for Emotion Intensity 

 Not at all 

emotional 

  Neutral   Extremely 

Emotional 

Audio 

Clips 

Emotion 

Response 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1         

2         

3         

4         

5         

6         

7         

8         

9         

10         

11         

12         

13         

14         

15         

16         

17         

18         

 

Age:     _______ years 

Sex (please circle):          M          F          Other 

Nationality:          American          Chinese 

 

Thank you for participating.  
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