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INTRODUCTION

Affective states are usually investigated by heart rate, skin conductance and facial electrophysiological response. Heart rate is regulated by both sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of Autonomic Nervous System with a general deceleration in subjects looking emotional stimuli, pleasant and unpleasant, respect to neutral ones (arousal). Facial muscles response seems to be correlated more frequently to the affective valence of the stimuli with a greater corrugator activity during unpleasant views and a higher zygomatic’s activity associated with pleasant pictures. Greenwald (1989) found significant gender differences in affective response.

No study is reported in literature about the psychophysiological response of transsexuals to emotional stimuli.

The present study intends to investigate the emotional response to erotic visual stimuli (nudes pictures) in a sample of transsexuals compared with a control group.  

MATERIAL AND METHOD

Twenty-four transsexuals (12 male to female- MtF - and 12 female to male - MtF), some of them in hormonal therapy, were enrolled in the study. Twelve heterosexual women and 12 heterosexual men, matched for age and educational level, formed the control group. Positive, negative and neutral slides were chosen from the International Affective Picture System (Lang, 1999). In this study, we analysed only the cardiac and facial electromiographycal responses to the eight nudes pictures (4 men and 4 women), included in the block of positive slides. Each picture was presented for a period of 6 seconds followed by a blank screen for other 6 seconds in order to avoid the summation effect.

First of all, data were transformed in z-scores. For statistical analysis we used ANOVA for repeated measures and Scheffé test for multiple comparisons. 

RESULTS

ANOVA for repeated measures was run, considering as within-subject factor the slide type (female nudes vs male nudes) and as between-subjects factor the group (male vs female vs FtM vs MtF ).

Cardiac activity

We didn’t find any significative differences for the two main factors (slide types and group), while the interaction slide type* group  did [F= 11.34; p= 0.000]. Post-hoc analysis revealed the following significative differences: 

male showed a higher activation respect to female and MtF group looking at female nudes, 

FtM group revealed a major activation respect to MtF watching female nudes (figure 1) 

Elettromiographycal activity

As for the zygomatic activity (figure 2), the main factor slide types reached the statistical significance [F= 4.34; p= 0.044] while the factor group did not. Also the interaction slide type* group was significant [F= 3.55; p= 0.023]. For the corrugator activity only the main factor slide type resulted significant [F= 5.16; p= 0.029]. None of multiple comparisons reached statistical significance.

DISCUSSION

Gender differences could reflect the influence of biological factor (Baldwin and Baldwin 1997). Therefore transsexuals respond to erotic stimuli in a different way respect to their biological sex. Actually our results evidence a similar pattern of activation between transsexuals and people of the sex they would like to be. The most important results of our study are the evidence of a cardiac deceleration (higher arousal) and a higher zygomatic activity in the FtM transsexuals and in heterosexual men during the presentation of female nudes, suggesting a real sexual attraction toward women. The MtF transsexuals and heterosexual women showed a higher activation looking at male nudes although their reactions were less manifest (figure 2). Men and FtM transsexuals seem to be more able to express sexual attraction with involuntary reactions, while women and MtF appear more inhibited viewing nudes in general. Evolutionary psychologists suggest that men are biologically “wired”, or predisposed to, a greater appreciation of visual sexual stimuli (Bailey et al 1994, Janssen at al 2003).

Our finding suggest a similar electrophysiological response between transsexuals and people of the sex they would like to be. We agree that sexual orientation isn’t always correlate with gender identity in transsexuals also, as in people not suffering from the disorder, but there is no doubt that the majority of subjects ( and the totality of our sample ) is heterosexual. Our results confirm the emotional activation and pleasure at erotic pictures of the opposite sex, FtM and M react to female nudes, MtF and F react to male nudes
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