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Previous research indicates that direct eye contact benefits females in negotiations, but interferes with negotiations involving males.

The present study demonstrates a different pattern of results when the eyes of a negotiating partner are blocked from sight with

sunglasses. The results are discussed in the context of social hierarchy research.
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Extended Abstract
Sales negotiations are an important facet of marketing and consumer behavior because many products and services are sold face 

to face and the terms are negotiated, e.g., on car lots and golf courses. The impact of visual contact during sales negotiations may differ 
for males and females. This effect was demonstrated in a recent study that found direct eye contact benefited females negotiating with 
females, but not males negotiating with males (Swaab and Swaab 2009). That direct eye contact impairs negotiation performance for 
males is surprising in the light of media richness theory which suggests that performance on complex tasks such as negotiations should 
be enhanced by visual contact since visual contact provides information about ambiguous or equivocal messages and allows people to 
communicate more quickly (Daft and Lengel 1986). 

Swaab and Swaab (2009) draw on several different areas of research to explain the contrasting effects of eye contact for males and 
females. The authors explain that females are more comfortable with eye contact and use eye contact to understand others (Connelan et 
al. 2000; Troemel-Ploetz 1991). Moreover, females communicate in order to discuss and understand the perspectives of others (Tannen 
2002). Males, on the other hand, are less comfortable with eye contact (Connelan et al. 2000) and focus on winning discussions (Tannen 
2002). Consequently, the competitive intentions communicated by the eyes may distract males from the task at hand, and in turn, interfere 
with communication.

The present study adds a new layer to the understanding of how eye contact influences complex interactions for males and females 
by studying the behavior of a buyer and seller as they negotiate the terms of a hypothetical automobile purchase while wearing sunglasses. 
We illustrate that eye contact does not always benefit negotiations between females, nor does eye contact always impair negotiations 
between males. 

An important methodological difference between the present study and previous work leads to very different assumptions and 
results. Swaab and Swaab (2009) developed a device that allowed participants to see their partners on a computer monitor. The angle of 
the cameras was manipulated so that the eyes of ones partner were looking straight ahead (direct eye contact) or appeared to be looking 
down (no direct eye contact). As Swaab and Swaab (2009) explain, the communication of competitive intentions signaled through 
direct eye contact was attenuated in the no eye contact condition since participants could not look directly into the eyes of their partner. 
Moreover, because of the placement of the cameras, all of the participants in the no direct eye contact condition appeared to be looking 
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down towards the ground, which is a nonverbal cue of submission. Therefore, although the participants in the no eye contact condition 
did not signal competitive intentions with their eyes, participants may have viewed their partners as submissive since participants looked 
straight ahead at the computer screen, but were perceived by their partners to be looking down.

The present study differs from Swaab and Swaab (2009) in that participants cannot determine the direction of their partner’s gaze 
since the eyes are completely blocked by sunglasses. Gaze, importantly, facilitates the establishment of hierarchies in social interactions 
(Hall, Coats, and LeBeau 2005). For instance, looking down as someone gazes in one’s direction signals submission. Therefore, completely 
blocking the eyes impedes establishing a hierarchy. This is particularly significant since research indicates that status hierarchies actually 
enhance interactions and that individuals like and are more comfortable with people who complement their dominant and submissive 
nonverbal behaviors (Tiedens and Fragale 2003). Additionally, evidence indicates that individuals have an unconscious drive for hierarchy 
(Tiedens, Unzueta, and Young 2007). Importantly, however, females are generally viewed as less concerned with hierarchy and are less 
hierarchically organized than males during initial interactions (Mast 2002). With these considerations in mind, a lack of hierarchy-related 
cues should lead to less satisfying negotiations for males, but not females. This reasoning leads to the following hypotheses:

H1: When the eyes of a negotiation partner are blocked with sunglasses, males, but not females, evaluate their partners less favorably 
and like their partners less than do participants who can see the eyes of their partner.

H2: For males, but not females, it takes more effort to reach agreements when the eyes of a negotiation partner are blocked by 
sunglasses than when the eyes are not blocked, which will impair subsequent performance on a cognitive task for males in 
the sunglass condition. 

Participants (92 students) were assigned the role of buyer or seller and paired together to negotiate the terms of a hypothetical 
automobile sale (for more details see, Thompson 1991). Buyers and sellers were matched on gender. Groups were randomly assigned 
to negotiate without sunglasses or to negotiate while wearing sunglasses designed to fit over regular eye glasses. Participants were given 
25 minutes to agree on the terms of the sales transaction. After the negotiation, participants descrambled as many groups of letters into 
words (anagram task) as possible to measure cognitive resource depletion. After the anagram task, participants completed a survey. 

The results confirm the hypotheses. Males, but not females, in the sunglass condition liked their partners less and reported less 
interpersonal attraction when compared to the control condition. Males in the sunglass condition also perceived their partners as less 
intelligent, less competent, less sincere, less trustworthy, and more manipulative. Furthermore, performance on the anagram task was 
impaired for males in the sunglass condition, indicating that extra effort was needed in order to reach agreements.

The present study demonstrates that eye contact does not always impair negotiations for males and that eye contact does not always 
benefit females. In line with the literature on social hierarchy, the presence of subtle cues related to status benefit males in face-to-face 
interactions. Females, on the other hand, are less concerned with hierarchy and are impacted less when their partner’s eyes are covered 
with sunglasses. 
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