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Introduction

The aim of this study was to investigate the heart rate response caused by affective stimuli comparing a group of transsexuals to a control group.

Blocks of pleasant, unpleasant and neutral stimuli were presented to each subject.

Previous studies reported a large difference about the affective valence and, in particular, heart rate deceleration during the unpleasant pictures respect to neutral stimuli and a smaller difference respect to the pleasant stimuli. The authors believe that the greater deceleration occurring in unpleasant pictures is due to orienting activity involved in the perceptual processing task.

Methods

Sample – Twelve transsexuals [eight male to female (MtF); four female to male (FtM)], some of them in hormonal therapy, partecipated to the present study as experimental sample. The mean age of the sample was 27.2 (SD 1.6).

Twelve subjects matching for age, educational level and sex, represented the control group.

Materials – Each subject was asked to watch 60 slides selected from International Affective Picture System (IAPS), a set of normative emotional stimuli for experimental investigations of emotions and attention.

The slides set consisted of 20 negative slides, 20 positive slides and 20 neutral slides. All pictures were in color and had been chosen for their ease of resolution and affective impact. The slides were presented using a Pentium III with 128 MB of RAM run by Windows NT Workstation 4.0. While watching, subjects were sitting in front of the screen at a distance of 1.5 m, in a very quiet room.

Each picture was presented randomly for a period of 6 second. A blank screen for a period of 6 second was showed after any slide.

A blank screen of 2 minutes divided each block of emotional stimuli (negative, positive, neutral slides) from the other ones. This break was inserted in order to avoid the summation of stimuli.

Before the session we recorded a baseline in order to standardize the acquisition of the parameters. This activity was done with a multichannel poligraph Galileo Sirius Star.

Finally each subject received the Self Assessment Manikin (SAM), an affective rating system devised by Lang (1980). This system is used to assess three dimensions among the responses to the different slides. Affective valence (ranging from pleasant to unpleasant), arousal (from calm to excited), dominance (from dominant to submissive). The SAM was used in paper-and-pencil version.

The aim of this inquiry  consisted in comparing the subjective evaluation given by each subject with neurophysiological activation created by each slide.

Results

First of all the raw scores for each subject were transformed into z scores.  ANOVA for repeated measures was performed to elaborate our data. The main factors of this analysis were: a factor within subjects, Stimulus ( baseline, neutral, positive, negative), and a factor between subjects, Group ( male, female, MtF, FtM). We considered as significant a p value ( 0.05. Statistical analys revealed significant main effects of  stimulus ( F= 10.240; p= 0.000). The group factor didn’t reach significance level as well as the interaction stimulus*group.
Bonferroni post-hoc on stimulus factor showed the following significative comparisons: Baseline vs Positive (p= 0.004), Baseline vs negative (p= 0.000), Neutral vs negative (p= 0.002).     

Discussion

In conclusion, our results seem to confirm the data of previous studies (Lang 1996, Lang 1993). Negative stimuli produce a greater heart rate deceleration than the baseline and the positive slides; the heart response to the positive stimuli is significantly different only from the baseline; finally we didn’t find any difference between positive and negative slides in the heart rate.

Our preliminary data suggest a similar physiological pattern of heart rate response in the transsexual and in the control group.

Comparing male and female subjects (transsexuals and controls) we didn’t find any significant difference. These results show similar the previous physiological patterns in boh sexes.
The lack of any significant difference among the investigated groups may be depend on smallness of the samples (e.i. Ftm = 4); another reason may be that we analysed the blocks and not the single slides. For the future, we intend to investigate the physiological responses  (EMG, ECG and SK) during tha presentation of each slide.
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