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Which facial features are indicators of 
gender and attractiveness in 

transgender women?

Introduction

• Transgender individuals identify with a gender 
that was not assigned at birth. Cisgender 
individuals identify with a gender that was 
assigned at birth.

• Transgender women are a marginalized group in 
society. Research suggests there are specific 
parts of the brain dedicated to recognizing faces. 
Subsequently, cisnormative facial structures are 
the standard by which attractiveness is 
determined. Studies have shown that the 
glabellar (forehead) is a determining facial 
feature when recognizing gender. 

• The hypothesis of this study was to determine 
whether the glabellar (forehead) serves as an 
indicator of social stigma via eye-tracking 
technology. Subjects viewed portraits varying in 
transgender and cisgender women with a 
questionnaire to rate the models’ attractiveness. 

Method

• Black and white photographs depicted the faces 
of nine women with their eyes closed. Six of the 
models are cisgender and three of the models 
are transgender. 

• Fourteen college students, varying in sexual 
orientation (ages 19-36, 10 male and 4 female) 
viewed each photograph (6 sec.), followed by a 
black screen (5 sec.). The subjects were asked 
to rate the models’ attractiveness on a scale 
from 1 to 5 (5 being the most attractive).

• Subjects had their eyes calibrated to the eye-
tracking software before the test. The eye-
tracking software recorded which region of the 
face subjects fixated on and for how long. 
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Results

• The method for facial analysis uses quadrants: 
the forehead (glabella), the cheeks, the nose, and 
the jaw. (Figure 1)

• The ratings of attractiveness for the transgender 
models were much lower than those of the 
cisgender models. The average ratings for 
cisgender models were 2.85. Conversely, the 
average rating for transgender models were 1.60. 
(Figure 4)

• Subsequent to the jaw, the glabellar was the 
focus of the subjects gaze when viewing the 
photographs of both the transgender and 
cisgender women. (Figure 3)

Discussion

• Although the transgender models are rated lower 
in terms of attractiveness, there was no 
correlation between the subjects focus on the 
glabellar and overall attractiveness scores.

• Overall, the subjects’ eye movements began with 
the nose and created a diagonal pattern leading 
to the left side of the forehead. 
(Figure 2)

• Further studies should consider if the absence of 
the models’ eyes affect their attractiveness rating. 
Participants’ sexual preference could also affect 
the subjects’ answers to the questionnaire.
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