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Literature points towards the role of context in irony interpretation and the existence of 

gender diff erences in language use. We decided to examine the infl uence of interlocutors’ 

gender stereotypes on interpreting and reacting to ironic criticism in conversation. To this 

end, we designed two experiments gathering participants’ responses to the same ironic 

utt erances voiced both by women and by men in control and gender stereotype activa-

tion conditions. Results of the fi rst experiment showed that women tended to use irony 

signifi cantly more oft en when responding to a man than to another woman. Th e second, 

ongoing experiment will additionally examine participants’ response times and total time 

of utt erance in respect to their addressee’s gender. Th e results are discussed with regard 

to the social comparison theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) and the 

linguistic intergroup bias theory (Wigboldus & Douglas, 2007).
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Introduction

Most of us probably abide by the credo of “I am only responsible for what

I say, not for what you understand.” But why is it that our word processing

soft ware seems to run diff erently depending on the hardware we use? What makes

us cut, copy, and paste any given information in this way or another? Intrigued 

by both language and cognition, we decided to approach the topic of irony as 

a quite challenging situation of confl icting data input processing and look at it 

through the lens of gender bias in communication. We did not, however, aim to 
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see how gender dictates communication style – a topic which has already been 

broadly described. Rather, our aim was to see how the gender of the person we 

are interacting with twists and refocuses our own way of thinking.

In his 2002 article, “Humor and Irony in Interaction: From Mode Adoption to 

Failure of Detection” Salvatore Att ardo writes that “the study of humor, irony,

and other playful forms is plagued by defi nitional problems” (Att ardo, 2002,

p. 166). Considering the complex character of verbal interaction, Att ardo’s claim 

is hardly an overstatement. Researchers of irony use and/or comprehension face 

an array of interfering variables that can perhaps be controlled for, but never 

fully eliminated. Some of those variables stem from the necessity of creating 

appropriate experimental conditions (e.g., choosing easily understandable ironic 

utt erances for stimuli). Others (e.g., the intergroup relation between the speaker 

and the recipient of an ironic utt erance) are related to the context of the verbal 

interaction itself, which is equally important to irony use and comprehension 

(Att ardo, 2002). Both of these kinds of variables can infl uence an experiment’s 

ecological validity, and thus the obtained results. Th erefore, to make accurate 

empirical measurements of the phenomenon of verbal irony, it is important to 

consider in detail both the experimental stimuli, that is, ironic utt erances, as well 

as the context in which they are presented to the participants in the design stage 

of an experiment (Gibbs, 2000; Kott hoff , 2003).

However, this methodological complexity should not be surprising, as irony 

itself is of contradictory nature. Besides granting the speaker a way of “taking 

back” their words (Att ardo, 2002; Bromberek-Dyzman, 2012), “saying what you 

do not mean” serves a variety of conversational goals. On the one hand, it can

add humor to one’s utt erances (Colston & O’Brien, 2000) by providing the recipient

with an opportunity to recognize an unexpected discrepancy between the speaker’s

utt erance and the actual beliefs they hold (Longman & Graesser, 1988). Its

inherent humor can thus help mitigate the criticism also expressed through irony 

(Dews, Kaplan, & Winner, 1995). Ironic “praise by blame” can similarly soft en 

the impression of fl att ering the recipient which literal praise could give (Dews 

et al. 1995). However, ironic criticism can also be intensifi ed by a characteristic 

pronounced and scornful voice, implying a lack of emotional arousal on the part 

of the speaker (Anolli, Ciceri, & Infantino, 2002). Th e fact that, being a fi gurative 

utt erance, irony requires more cognitive eff ort from the speaker additionally 

underscores the weight of criticism it contains (Jorgensen, 1996).

Irony is thus a social tool, and gains its meaning in the wider context of

social interaction. We are social, and so we are culturally accustomed to think and 

act in certain ways. We are all molded to fi t the frames of our times and social 

expectations. We are trained to take mental shortcuts in our everyday life and 

we are taught to identify ourselves as being similar to or diff erent form others. 

Already at very early ages, girls begin defi ning their femininity in relation to 

boys (Freud, 1927; Mead, 1935/2001; Weitzman, 1979). Similarly, boys are taunted 
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for acting like a girl, or crying like a girl, implying that being a girl is worse 

than being a boy. Because of the pervasiveness of gender stereotypes in social 

interactions and because of their function as cognitive shortcuts, we decided 

to incorporate them into our experiment designs and see how irony functions 

within the contexts of inter- and intragender interactions.

As stated above, the choice of goals towards which to employ irony relies 

on the interpersonal context of verbal interaction (Gibbs, 2000). One important

factor infl uencing that choice of goals is the speakers’ gender, as it is tied to

a number of diff erences in language use and understanding. To avoid methodological

inaccuracies, gender is oft en conceptualized in terms of warmth and competence 

(Abele, 2003; Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). Warmth and competence are accurate 

and economical descriptive dimensions: they “account for 82% of the variance 

in perceptions of everyday social behaviors” (Fiske et al., 2007, p. 77). Warmth 

corresponds roughly to stereotypical conceptions of femininity (Abele, 2003), 

including “friendliness, helpfulness, sincerity, trustworthiness and morality” 

(Fiske et al., 2007, p. 77). Competence, on the other hand, closely resembles 

stereotypical masculinity (Abele, 2003), being characterized by skill, effi  cacy, 

emphasis on individualism, and egoism (Fiske et al., 2007; Guimond, Chatard, 

Martinot, Crisp, & Redersdorff , 2006).

Diff erences in warmth and competence translate to diff erences in language 

use and comprehension between men and women. Topics related to emotions and 

interpersonal relationships appear more oft en in talk among women than among 

men, whereas men provide information and advice and talk about task-related 

topics more oft en than women (Wojciszke, 2010). Colston and Lee (2004) report 

that “fi ctional speakers of unknown gender who use verbal irony to comment 

about relatively negative situations are thought to most likely be male” and that 

“males report a greater likelihood of using verbal irony in negative situations” 

(p. 301). Moreover, when making comments without obvious intentions, males

tend to be perceived as more sarcastic than females. For comments with obvious

intentions, this trend is reversed (Katz, Piasecka, & Toplak, 2001). Women also

show a greater tendency to interpret utt erances as fi gurative than do men

(Holtgraves, 1991).

Research by Milanowicz (2013) showed that males and females diff er in 

emotional att itude towards irony and hence in the discourse goals they att empt 

to meet by using it: Males report using irony to amuse their listeners and to

distance themselves from diffi  cult situations, and they perceive irony as facilitating

bonding responses, while for females, irony is more negative and reinforces 

disapproval and criticism which could otherwise be expressed in a direct literal 

comment. Males also described themselves as ironic more oft en than women 

did (2013). Colston and Lee (2004) posit that men tend to use irony more oft en 

than women because their pragmatic goals in conversations more oft en include 

expressing a critical lack of approval. Alternatively, men could be more ironic 



222 ANNA MILANOWICZ,  PIOTR KAŁOWSKI

because they show a greater propensity towards risk-taking, and irony usage 

involves a certain risk of being misunderstood.

With reference to the politeness theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Lakoff , 

1973), the impoliteness strategy (Culpeper, 1996), and research on stereotypes 

by Wojciszke (2010), we wanted to see whether, for women, irony becomes a 

way of expressing repressed aggression. According to stereotypical conceptions 

of femininity, there is no social approval for women to show anger, and for that 

reason irony can be a form of expressing frustration verbally, which allows 

women to adapt to expectations while avoiding social disapproval through its 

ambiguity and indirectness.

As was described above, the dimensions of warmth and competence parallel

conceptions of femininity and masculinity. However, self-reports by both genders

in terms of these two dimensions diff er only slightly, with both males and

females ascribing more warmth than competence to themselves (Wojciszke, 2010).

Expected diff erences in warmth and competence self-reports corresponding to 

gender stereotypes occur only in the context of intergroup comparison (Guimond

et al., 2006). Stereotype use in an intergroup context is facilitated by their cognitive

value: Th ey predict others’ behavior and suggest how one should behave in 

turn (Biernat & Manis, 2007; Moskowitz, 2005). Stereotyping extends as well to 

the situations themselves: “Depending on the primed context, people construe 

some ambiguous social behaviors in either warmth or competence terms (e.g.,

tutoring a friend, avoiding a car accident, failing to cheer up a sibling and leaving

a meeting)” (Fiske et al., 2007: p. 79). Stereotyping is further complemented by 

self-stereotyping, with an individual emphasizing their diff erences from the group 

they belong to in the context of intergroup comparison, and in the context of 

intragroup comparison – their diff erences. Th is phenomenon, described by the 

so-called self-categorization theory, stems from the att empt of balancing one’s

identity between individualism and a sense of belonging, without risking

neither alienation nor loss of identity (Guimond et al., 2006; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, 

Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987).

If we accept irony as the manifestation of abstract language, and saying something

directly as the manifestation of literal language, we can assume that when

addressing one’s own group (the ingroup, i.e., same-sex interlocutor), irony will 

be used rather in a positive context (e.g., to praise) while literal language will be 

employed in a negative context. Th e opposite will be true towards anyone viewed 

as outside of the ingroup (in the outgroup, i.e., an opposite sex interlocutor), and 

use of irony should then be preferred in negative contexts (e.g., to criticize). Th us, 

women and men will understand irony communicated by a same-sex person 

diff erently than if communicated by an opposite-sex person. Th is assumption is 

supported by the linguistic intergroup bias (Wigboldus & Douglas, 2007), which 

causes desirable behavior of in-group members to be interpreted on an abstract 

cognitive level, while negative behavior is interpreted on a more concrete one. 
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Th is phenomenon is reversed when interpreting outgroup member behavior, 

which helps maintain a more positive image of one’s own group, and a negative 

image of the out-group. In light of these facts, the current study focused on the 

eff ects of gender stereotype activation in the process of verbal communication.

Experiment 1

Th e aim of the fi rst experiment (Milanowicz, 2016) was to see what relationship

exists, if any exists at all, between gender and response to irony. Th e Irony 

Processing Task (IPT) was developed in order to measure the role of who is 

speaking to whom and to see how a personal factor like gender can channel the 

way ironic meaning and ironic response are generated in everyday situations. 

It was hypothesized that males and females would respond to ironic criticism

diff erently depending on who it comes from, that is, women would respond

diff erently to a man than to another woman, and men would respond diff erently to

a woman than to another man. It was also believed that an additional application 

of experimental gender stereotype activation would reinforce gender diff erences

in att ributing diff erent meanings, congruent with these stereotypes, to ironic

utt erances. A good deal of work has shown that a person’s mood can infl uence the

perception and evaluation processes (Isen & Shalker, 1982; Teasdale, & Fogarty, 

1979). It was hypothesized that a presentation of a list of 16 positive personality 

traits for the participant to choose from when describing oneself as being more

intelligent, caring, reliable, and so on, as compared with “most women/men

I know” would reinforce the situation of social comparison and induce positive 

mood towards one’s own group members and a sense of superiority towards 

outgroup members. Th is would impact the style and content of responses to 

ironic criticism coming from both the in- and outgroup members. It was also 

hypothesized that a presentation of 16 negative personality traits to choose from 

when describing oneself as being “more like” as compared with “most women/

men I know”, would induce a lower mood and a sense of inferiority towards the

participant’s outgroup. It was believed it would make participants act more

aggressively or more directly and place more blame on themselves when

confronted with an ironic utt erance coming from an outgroup member.

Method

Participants

Irony comprehension and responses were measured on a female-only sample. 

A total of 127 subjects (female students from the University of Warsaw) took

part in the study (age range 18–43 years, Mage
 =
 19,98; SD 
= 
1,44). Th e participants

verbally provided their informed consent to taking part in the study. Th e participants

were granted full anonymity of the data gathered for the analyses and were 
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informed that only group results will be described. We looked at three data sets, 

obtained from a control group (n = 56), a group with positive pre-task priming 

(n = 35), and a group with negative pre-task priming (n = 36). 

Measures

A very distinct quality of irony is its openness to more than one interpretation. 

Taking Kott hoff ’s (2003) assumption that, from the format of the responses one 

may att empt to enter the format of irony processing as a starting point, the IPT 

was administered to the research participants. Th e questionnaire was developed 

by Milanowicz (2016) to measure the production and comprehension of irony in 

adults. As there is a general belief that females tend to perform bett er on tasks

requiring decoding of nonverbal information (Collignon, Girard, Gosselin,

Saint-Amour, Lepore, & Lassonde, 2010; Hall, 1984), a pen-and–paper

questionnaire was administered to eliminate any non-verbal or auditive decoding 

cues. Any indicators of a prosodic or kinetic character, as well as facial cues, were

neither considered nor present. Th e IPT presents three diff erent tasks involving 11

diversifi ed situations and ironic comments. All of the tasks measure not only

comprehension but most importantly reaction and responses to irony. In this 

article we focus on the results of task 1, which describes contextual introduction 

of two criticism-worthy situations and ironic comments of “blame by praise”

when the comment itself is wrapped up in an apparent compliment. One situation 

presents a comment made by a female friend and another, analogous, situation

presents a comment made by a male friend. Participants were the direct target

of these comments. Th e imagined scenarios were designed to have a close

relationship to real life situations where participants could easily draw on their 

experience and access gender stereotypes in formulating their response.

Procedure

Participants completed a set of questionnaires during a course meeting and 

were instructed to respond fast and spontaneously. Irony as an unexpected and 

ambiguous stimulus can evoke a state of “fl ight of fi ght” alertness. It was assumed

that, in order to arrive at a response to such a stimulus, subjects would instinctively

refer to their cognitive schemas, personal knowledge and interactional experience

while confronting it.

In experimental groups, lists of adjectives were administered fi rst, followed 

by the IPT. Negative trait adjectives administered to female participants were 

assumed to undermine self-esteem and reinforce a negative self-image and image 

of females in general. Positive trait adjectives, however, were believed to have a 

morale- and self-esteem boosting eff ect reinforcing a positive self-image, as well 

as a positive image of females (in-group members) in general (in-group members). 

To assure study validity, 3 sets of tests were distributed randomly. Th e order of 

presented tasks was kept the same for all tested individuals.
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Data Analysis

Th e participants’ responses to ironic blame by praise were classifi ed, on the

basis of ratings by three independent judges, into fi ve categories (Interrater

reliability between three raters was measured with Kendall’s W test; W(34) = 0.92

and W(34) = 0.93, respectively, for Female-Female and Female-Male blame by praise

confi guration with positive priming beforehand; W(35) = 0.94 and W(35) = 0.99,

respectively, for Female-Female and Female-Male blame by praise confi guration 

with negative priming beforehand):

1. Irony acknowledgement and ironic response (e.g., “It’s very funny” when, 

as a matt er of fact, it is not). 

2. Irony acknowledgement but continuing on a serious note and staying out 

of the ironic tune, (e.g., “Screw you. Try to come up with a bett er idea.”)

3. Irony acknowledgement and responding with a mixed message of both 

ironic and literal mode (e.g., “Th anks! Try to do it yourself!”).

4. Lack of irony acknowledgement and responding in a confused manner 

(e.g., “What are you talking about? It wasn’t like that at all.”)

5. Unclassifi able, where the response is not ironic but does not provide

enough information as to irony detection (e.g., “Th ank you for the

comment.”)

Th ese fi ve categories were merged into two main groups of (a) non-ironic and 

(b) ironic responses. Categories 2, 4, and 5 were merged into non-ironic response 

group of reactions, while categories 1 and 3 were grouped into ironic reactions. 

As responses on two measures were used (coded as either ironic or not, 

i.e. indicating a comprehension of mockery and ironic response to it or lack of 

thereof), a contingency table analysis was applied and the McNemar’s chi-square 

for within-subjects test was used.

Results

Analyses of the IPT data confi rmed the existence of a gender eff ect. Collected 

data shows that the same stimulus can moderate diff erent verbal behaviors 

that range from reacting to what is said to reacting to what is implicated. But, 

unquestionably, a new thing here is that these responses to inconsistent verbal 

stimuli are quite consistent when it comes to gender. Th e analysis shows that 

there is a relationship between the use of non-literal language and gender. Not

only who is talking but also who is listening seems to add a whole new dimension

of meaning to ironic comments.

A signifi cant association exists between gender and response to irony, in other 

words, between what is said and who it is said to. As anticipated, McNemar’s 

chi-square showed signifi cant ironic response favorability towards men in all
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conditions (p < 0.001).Women used signifi cantly more ironic responses towards

men than other women in control group (χ2 = 21.33, p =0.000 < 0.001). Th e same 

eff ects of majority of ironic responses given to men and more literal comments

expressed towards women was observed in the group with positive priming

(χ2 = 10.71, p = 0,001 < 0.01). Also, ironic performance was signifi cantly higher

in female−male interactions as compared to female−female responses in the

negative priming condition, χ2 = 8.07, p = 0,007 < 0.01.

In the control group (see Figure 1), 73% of the women were more likely to 

use irony towards men than towards other women (29%).

Figure 1. Female response to irony

Figure 2. Female response to irony in positive pre-task priming

Also, in the positive priming condition (see Figure 2), more women acted in

an ironic fashion towards opposite-sex interaction participants (71%) than same-sex

interaction participants (26%).
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Th e results show that women respond diff erently to ironic comments made 

by another woman (in-group member) than they do to ironic comments made 

by a man (out-group member).

By showing how diff erent meaning can be assigned to the same verbal stimuli 

in the same context, where only the gender of the speaker who becomes the 

listener changes, we are able to see that this one variable has a notable infl uence 

on the participants’ linguistic choices.

Discussion

In this experiment, we investigated gender eff ects on responses to irony within 

the Irony Processing Task (IPT), designed to simulate detection and production 

of non-literal verbal comments. It was confi rmed that females were more ironic 

towards males than towards other females in all test conditions. Interestingly, 

as only female participants were tested for now, the experiment clearly shows 

not only the role of who is speaking to whom but also the importance of who is 

listening to whom. Listeners have agency too, choosing the interpretation of what 

the speaker says and assigning their own meaning to what is said. Th e speaker 

chooses the resources they wish to employ to speak their mind, but the listener 

is not required to choose exactly the same meaning as intended by the speaker.

Th e results are consistent with and support the phenomenon of the linguistic 

intergroup bias (Wigboldus & Douglas, 2007). Th e experiment shows that towards 

one’s own group, that is, towards other women, abstract language was not used 

Figure 3. Female response to irony in negative pre-task priming

Finally, the negative priming group (see Figure 3) shows similar results, with 

78% women using irony in their response to ironic comments made by a man 

compared to only 20% ironic comments reciprocated with a woman.
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much in the context of ironic criticism. Literal language was signifi cantly more 

present in responses to irony employed in a negative situation and expressed 

by an in-group member. Yet, abstract language was kept in responses to ironic 

criticism expressed towards out-group members, where literal comments were 

signifi cantly less frequent.

We did not observe a signifi cant impact of positive or negative gender

stereotype activation through experimental methods. Th is can actually mean that 

our perception of sameness and reaction to otherness goes beyond the whim of 

the moment. Th e sense of self is grounded yet fl exible and the eternal question 

of “Who am I?” could go far and deep into “Who am I when I talk to you.” 

Experiment 2

Experiment 1 has shown that the addressee’s gender in relation to the speaker 

is an important variable determining the frequency of ironic responses. As the 

data came from female speakers only, the results showed the role of “to whom” 

in “who is speaking to whom.” Data from male participants will be collected in 

the future. Experiment 2 aims to corroborate the results from Experiment 1in 

a more ecologically valid experimental situation by including ironic stimuli in 

the form of videos of a male or female actor addressing the participant, fi lmed 

from a fi rst-person perspective, with the assumption that a visual presentation

of an outgroup member would facilitate the processes of stereotyping and

self-stereotyping (Kałowski, in preparation)1. Research shows that videos are

eff ective at emotion elicitation (Gross & Levenson, 1995; Soleymani, Pantic,

& Pun, 2012; Wu et al., 2010). Todorov, Said, Engell, and Oosterhof (2008) have

also shown that instinctive trait inferences from faces can be mapped on a

two-dimensional space of warmth and competence. 

Another argument for presenting ironic utt erances in the form of videos is 

that prosodic markers of irony have been tied to particular relational contexts 

(Anolli et al., 2002): In a context of cooperation, “kind irony” can be expressed 

through a “rather high and changeable pitch, a strong energy, and a slow rhythm” 

(p. 273) or through a low, monotone pitch which caricatures a tender, concerned 

voice. In a confl ict context, sarcastic irony is similarly characterized by “a very

high and changeable pitch, a strong energy, and a slow rate of articulation”

(p. 273). It can alternatively be expressed through a slow and monotonous scornful

voice. However, some researchers state that an ironic tone of voice is not necessary

for irony comprehension, and it can inhibit it in some cases (Cutler, 1974; Gibbs 

& O’Brien, 1991; Kreuz & Roberts, 1995). Kreuz and Roberts (1995) suggest that

1 Experiment 2 is being conducted as part of a master’s thesis. It is a modifi cation of a previous seminar 

thesis (Kałowski, 2015) which involved a pen-and-paper questionnaire gathering responses to ironic 

utt erances voiced both by men and women. Some of the stimuli used in that questionnaire appear in 

video form in Experiment 2.
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prosodic markers of irony play a role in irony comprehension when the interlocutors

share only a small amount of information together. However, as prosody

is an inseparable part of everyday communication, in order to increase

ecological validity it was included in Experiment 2 through the usage

of videos.

Additionally, instead of collecting the participants’ responses on paper,

Experiment 2 will involve recording the responses being spoken out loud.

Aside from rating the responses as ironic or nonironic, data gathered in

such a form will allow for examining whether gender diff erences between

interlocutors in a situation of irony use will manifest in such factors as response 

time (RT), the total length of response, or the intensity of prosodic marking. 

Emphasis will thus be placed on the “who is speaking” part in “the role of who 

is speaking to whom.”

Method

Participants

At the time of writing this article, the second experiment is still being

conducted. As such, the sample of participants does not yet reach the anticipated

fi nal size of 60 people, both female and male: Only 23 participants (16 females 

and seven males, Mage = 21.61) were recruited so far. Likewise, statistical analyses 

of the gathered data are of a preliminary character only. 

Measures

A set of twenty videos was recorded, employing, with their full consent,

members of the Academic Th eatre Company of the Institute of English Studies

at the University of Warsaw. Th e set consisted of ten scenarios, each in two 

variants: one ending in the actor producing an ironic utt erance, the other with 

the actor producing an emotionally neutral utt erance. Th e scenarios depicted 

everyday scenes, such as improperly parking a car, and were introduced by a 

narrated voice-over in second-person form (i.e., “You are doing…  ”). Th is decision

was motivated by the fact that irony has no distinct facial cues which would

directly signal irony usage. Instead, it shares them with other fi gurative modes of 

language (Bromberek-Dyzman, 2011). Proper interpretation of such elements of

facial expression as (a) raising or lowering of eyebrows, (b) squinting, (c) smiling,

or (d) keeping a neutral expression as ironic also requires an appropriate degree 

of shared information between interlocutors (Barbe, 1995), and an overemphasis 

on facial expression can “be harmful for the transparency of relations between

speaker and recipient” (Bromberek-Dyzman, 2011, p. 8). To ensure that

participants will be provided with enough information about the context in which 

a given ironic utt erance is produced so that the actors’ facial expressions and 
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tones of voice facilitate, rather than inhibit, irony comprehension, each video 

contains a short introduction by a narrator, explaining what prompted the actor 

to make an ironic comment (i.e., “You parked the car wrong. Your friend turns 

to you and says…”).

Th e narrative descriptions ended with a sound sample related to the scenario

(e.g., the sound of car doors closing), aft er which the actor, addressing the camera

directly, delivered their utt erance. Each scenario, in both the ironic and the

non-ironic variant, was recorded in a version with a male or a female narrator,

as well as a male or a female actor, producing the following versions of each of the 

ironic and non-ironic scenarios: (a) male narrator/male actor, (b) male narrator/

female actor, (c) female narrator/male actor, and (d) female narrator/female actor.

Such a video pool allowed for creating situations where the participants in 

the experiment, regardless of their gender, reacted to both ironic and non-ironic 

utt erances addressed to them both by males and by females, all within one trial. 

Male and female narrators have also been included, in case they were revealed 

to have had an eff ect on the participants’ reactions. 

To create conditions of exacerbated interpersonal context in line with the 

self-categorizaton theory, a stereotype-activating task, adapted from Wojciszke 

and Szlendak (2010) is planned to be administered to some of the experiment’s 

participants, creating a group for comparison. Th e task involves being presented 

with a list of forty stereotypical male and forty stereotypical female professions, 

and being asked to count the number of syllables in each word. 

Procedure

All 23 participants were assigned to the group without additional gender

stereotype priming. Th e experiment was carried out individually. Aft er expressing

verbal consent, the participants were seated in a room in front of a laptop

computer that was used to screen the stimulus videos and introduced to the 

procedure without the experimenter disclosing the research hypothesis. Th e 

videos were screened for the participants using a computer program designed 

in Python specifi cally for the purpose of this experiment. 

Th e participants were fi rst led through a practice task, identical to all the 

proper experiment trials. Each trial consisted of the participant viewing a single 

video, selected randomly from the video pool according to one of the four series

mentioned above assigned randomly to each participant. Th en, a message

informing the participant to give their verbal response to the scene was displayed

on the screen, alongside with a 3 s countdown. Aft er giving their response, the 

participants proceeded to the next stage of the experiment manually, where they 

rated the video’s humor and criticism on a scale from 0 to 100. Each participant 

went through eight such trials. Additionally, the computer program used to 

carry out the experiment measured the length of the participants’ utt erances. 

Th e order of the stimuli varied between series, so that, for example, a participant 
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assigned to one series was shown eight videos with a male narrator (in which 

four featured a male actor and four a female one), and in another, eight videos 

with a male actor (four of them with a male, and four with a female narrator).

In any case, however, the content of the scenarios themselves did not repeat,

so that the participants did not, for example, watch a scene where the actor

jokes about their parking twice, once with a female, and once with a male

actor.

General Discussion

Experiment 1 has presented evidence confi rming the existence of the linguistic 

intergroup bias (Wigboldus & Douglas, 2007): Females used irony signifi cantly 

more oft en towards men, that is, outgroup members, than towards women, their 

ingroup members. Th us, gender was proven to be an important variable stimulus 

infl uencing irony usage,. Th e results support the notion that gender diff erences 

in self-construal are the product of social comparison processes (Guimond et al., 

2006; Milanowicz & Bokus, 2013), and that self-representation and representation

of others on the verbal communication level are the product of adaptation to

inner and outspoken social expectations, where irony challenges the situation on

a symbolic level, and becomes a silent “no” in response to reality. It can be that 

women keep the playful tone in conversation with men but it can also be that 

they give men a taste of their own medicine. Irony is not always humorous, and 

in line with previous research by Milanowicz (2013), irony can be seen also here 

as a more heavily-loaded vehicle for criticism, mockery and frustration, while 

use of direct and literal response to ironic criticism can be seen as a way to play 

down the harmful eff ect of disapproval. In order for the ironic performance to 

be successful, access and adoption of the same code and style should convey

congruent meanings, which might not always be the case in human communication.

Additionally, in the social world of interaction, there are consequences of

intelligibility and miscommunication. Th ese results also corroborate the results of 

the study by Milanowicz and Bokus (2013), which revealed that a simple change 

of gender sett ing, that is, of who is speaking to whom, brings about diff erent 

results in moral judgments Th e same phenomenon of gender acting as a catalyst 

for certain social behaviors can also turn out to be true for ironicity. Th e role of 

who is speaking to whom will be examined more closely still as the experiments

outlined in this article progress: By including data from male participants responding

to both female and male blame by praise, the “to whom” factor will be given 

closer consideration in Experiment 1. Experiment 2 will seek to compound

that analysis by focusing on the role of “who is speaking” through gathering

participants’ RTs and time needed to produce a complete response and seeing

whether these variables will diff er when addressing ingroup and outgroup

interlocutors. 
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