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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 
 

Communication involves verbal and nonverbal communication. However, many people 

pay less attention to nonverbal communication as people focus more on verbal 

communication compared to nonverbal communication. Previous studies showed that 

gender differences are exist in nonverbal communication. Smile is one of the facial 

expressions that people frequently use in daily life. The differences in showing emotions 

between male and female can simply be seen through smile and interpretation of smile. 

This study presented a thematic analysis on differences of interpretation of smile from 

strangers between male and female. This study aimed to explore on how different gender 

perceive smile from strangers as well as cultural influences on interpretation of smile. 

Participants of this study are undergraduates from local and private universities in 

Malaysia. The participants were selected through purposive sampling technique and 

followed by snowball sampling technique. From the analysis, it shown that there are a slight 

difference in interpretation of smile between male and female. The analysis also found that 

family’s upbringing, religion, environment and culture does influence an individual’s 

interpretation of smile from strangers. However, it is suggested for the future research to 

widen the target participants and use face-to-face interview as a method to collect the data. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
This chapter discusses about the issue that derive from the research topic. The background 

of the study triggers curiosity and interest to conduct this study are well explained. The 

statement of problem are address to support the importance of this research. The research 

objective and research questions are briefly elaborated. The definition of key terms that is 

used in this study is stated at the very end of this chapter. 

 

 
 

1.2 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

 
Interpersonal communication is a way of communication that we use in our daily life. It is 

basically a face-to-face process of conveying messages, feelings and emotions through 

writing, listening, verbal and nonverbal cues. Interpersonal communication is not only 

about the messages conveyed, but also include the how the messages conveyed and 

delivered from the sender to receiver. According to Lunenburg (2010), human 

communicate through nonverbal as much as using verbal. People communicate through 

verbal communication as it is the most convenient way to communicate. 
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However, nonverbal communication as well plays an important role either in a 

situation where speech are not allowed as well as when communicating using verbal. In a 

situation where speech are not allowed, the sender can use nonverbal cues to communicate 

with the receiver. It can be done through facial expressions, hand gestures, body posture 

and other body language. Meanwhile, in a situation where speech are available, nonverbal 

cues can be used to create a better and more effective communication. For instance, during 

presentation, giving instructions, briefing and others. 

According to Lunenburg (2010), nonverbal communication consist of four 

elements. The four elements are kinesics, proxemics, paralanguage as well as chronemics. 

Generally, kinesics is about body movement, gestures, postures, eye movement, facial 

expressions and others. Nonverbal communication conveys a lot of information and 

different elements of nonverbal communications provide different information of 

someone’s emotions and feelings. Facial expressions is one of the type of kinesics that carry 

a lot of information. Usually facial expressions are involve with emotions as the muscle of 

the face are triggered to react when someone is having an emotion. Facial expressions 

consist of six universal expressions, where it is known as common expressions around the 

world. The six universal expressions are sadness, happiness, fear, anger, surprise and lastly, 

disgust. 

Smiling is one of facial expressions that is used frequently in our daily life. Smile 

also always associated with positive things like happiness, warmth and being friendly. 

Smile can be either fake or genuine depending on the way that person smile. Generally, 

every person has their own interpretation about things around them and this is include 
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verbal communication and nonverbal cues. According to Briton and Hall (1995), there are 

gender differences exist in both verbal communication and nonverbal cues. It is supported 

by a study done by Kramer (1977), he stated there are also differences in nonverbal cues 

between men and women. As example, women use hands and face to express feelings and 

emotions more frequent compared to men. Meanwhile, men are less talkative compared to 

women. 

Apart from that, culture is another essential element in shaping one’s behavior and 

it will continue ran in the generation as passed down by the ancestor. According to 

Matsumoto (2006), culture is a behavior that is successive that consist of guidance and 

assistance on way of life transmitted from one generation to another younger generation. 

Culture has a great influence in both verbal and nonverbal communication. Previous studies 

has found differences in nonverbal gesture on different culture especially in facial 

expressions. To support, according to Cruz (2001), there are variety styles of nonverbal 

communication depending on the culture. 

However, most of the people did not recognize the differences between their own 

culture and others. This situation is known as projected similarity. Projected similarity 

causes miscommunication and misinterpretation on nonverbal communication when a 

person from different culture communicate with a person from another culture. It is all 

because not all culture share the same meaning of nonverbal communication as different 

culture perceive verbal and nonverbal communication differently. 

Based on the readings above, it shows that nonverbal cues is a crucial element as 

verbal communication in communication process. The usage of nonverbal cues contribute 
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to the effectiveness of a communication process through kinesics, paralanguage, proxemics 

and chronemics elements. Facial expressions is one of the elements in kinesics that contains 

a wealth of information about the person’s feelings and emotions. Other than that, it is 

discovered that, there are differences in nonverbal cues between men and women. 

On the other hand, culture can also be one of the reasons that influence a person’s 

reaction towards verbal and nonverbal communication. Narrowing down to specific facial 

expressions, smiling is one of the facial expressions that being frequently used in daily life. 

Hence, this paper will explore on how different gender interpret smile from a stranger to 

discover if there are any differences in interpreting smile between men and women as well 

as to see if there is influence from their culture. 

 

 
 

1.3 STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

 
Plenty of previous research shows that there are differences in nonverbal cues of women 

and men. However, only a little discover on a differences in specific nonverbal cues 

between women and men. For instance, specific research on nodding, eye contact, hand 

gesture and others. Hence, it is appealing to conduct a research on differences in nonverbal 

cues between genders among Southeast Asians to explore and discover more about 

nonverbal cues of male and female in South East Asia. Therefore, this study are focusing 

on specific nonverbal cues, which is smile. This study aims to explore the differences 

interpretation of smile from a stranger according to gender and to discover the influence of 

culture on interpretation of smile from a stranger. 
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Communication process is an essential process in our daily life. Communication 

process are include verbal and nonverbal communication. However, many people pay more 

attention to verbal communication compared to nonverbal communication in a 

communication process. While the truth is people communicating using nonverbal as much 

as communicating verbally in a communication process (Lunenburg, 2010). Other than 

looking at body language and gestures, nonverbal communication also can simply be seen 

through our appearance, automotive brand that we chose, interior design of our house and 

others. Even though each and every human have different personality and characters, most 

of the nonverbal communication are universal. Nonetheless, it does not prove that there are 

zero misunderstanding on nonverbal occur in communication process. 

Even though many people are aware on the common nonverbal communication, 

there are still quite a number of people who are unaware of the unpopular opinion on the 

common nonverbal communication. Matsumoto, Grissom and Dinnel (2001) stated that 

nonverbal communication as well are influence by culture. He mentioned that there are 

some universal facial expressions that are commonly understand globally. However, the 

researcher asserted that even though universal facial expressions are exist, people around 

the globe express their emotions differently. This is also create the differences in judging 

facial expressions and emotions. The differences in expressing emotions through facial 

expressions and differences in judging facial expressions often lead to misapprehension 

and misunderstanding in a communication process. This situation can happen not only in 

real life but also in the Internet. Thus, it is important to recognize and learn about the 

differences to lessen the misunderstanding in communication process.
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1.4 SIGNIFICANT OF THE STUDY 

 
The significant of this study is related to the importance of communication skills in a 

communication process. In this era of globalization, it is important for a person to master a 

communication skills as according to Emanuel (2005) communication skills is crucial for 

professional life, academic matters as well as daily conversation. In another study, Chan 

(2011) stated that communication skills is essential to ensure a person is ready for 

continuous development, future and career. 

Communication skills is required to produce an effective communication. Both 

verbal and nonverbal communication are important in a communication process. Both also 

are needed to produce an effective communication process. However, not many people 

aware about the importance of nonverbal communication as many people pay more 

attention on verbal communication. According to Dharmawansa, Fukumura, Marasinghe, 

and Madhuwanti (2015), nonverbal communication contribute a huge impact in a 

communication process. Therefore, it is important for people to aware the importance of 

nonverbal communication in order to produce an effective communication as well. 

Other than that, it is found that the number of previous study done on facial 

expression especially on smile are not as much as other nonverbal communication. 

Therefore, this study will be conducted in order to contribute to the number of research on 

facial expression. This research are also expected to contribute new knowledge related to 
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smile, gender and culture as well as adding information regarding nonverbal 

communication among people in Southeast Asia. 

 

 
 

1.5 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
1.5.1 RESEARCH OBJECTIVE 

 
This research aimed to explore how different gender perceive smile from strangers and to 

discover the existence of cultural influence in interpretation of an individual. 

1.5.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
Specifically, this study seeks answers to these questions: 

 
1.5.2.1 What is the perception of male and female on smile from strangers? 

 
1.5.2.2 How would the perception differ between male and female? 

 
1.5.2.3 Does culture influence an individual’s interpretation on smile from strangers? 

 
1.5.2.4 How does culture influence interpretation of an individual on smile from 

strangers? 

 

 
1.6 LIMITATION OF STUDY 

 
This study aims to discover the differences in interpretation of smile from a stranger 

between men and women as well as to see whether culture has influenced their 

interpretation of smile from a stranger or vice versa. However, the result is invalid to be 

used to represent the whole community as the number of respondents are insufficient to 
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represent the whole community. Other than that, the number of respondents are also 

insufficient to represent whether the acceptance of a culture on smile from a stranger is 

considered as positive or negative. Next, the time spent to conduct this study limits the 

radius of area to search for the respondents. In this study, only nearby location with targeted 

respondents were explored. 

 

 

 
1.7 DEFINITION OF TERMS 

 
Provided are the list of terms that are frequently used in this research: 

 
1.6.1 Facial Expression - one of the basic unit of non-verbal communication and it can 

be controlled and also can be done unconsciously. (Frith, 2009) 

1.6.2 Smile - Changes in facial expression that involves brightening eyes, an upward 

curving of the corners of the mouth that express happiness, pleasure, affection, 

acceptance, and several of other emotions (Manjula, Sukumar, Kishorekumar, 

Gnashanmugam & Mahalakshmi, 2015). 

1.6.3 Gender - structural, functional, behaviour and characteristics of organisms that 

are involved in reproduction system to distinguish males and females (Merriam- 

Webster Dictionary). 

1.6.4 Culture - an intricate traditional behavior that has been shape up by human and 

pass down to the next generation (Birukou, Blanzieri, Giorgini, & Giunchiglia, 2009) 
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1.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter briefly explained on factors that trigger the interest and curiosity to conduct 

this study. Next, stated above are statement of the problem and also the purpose of this 

research. The research objective is clearly stated followed by the research questions as well 

as the limitation and challenges in conducting this study. Lastly, the definition of terms is 

explained one by one at the very end of the chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
Communication is an integral part of everybody’s daily life. Communication process takes 

place in our daily life in various ways. For instance, talking, using hand signs, texting and 

others. Mainly, there are few types of communication and one of it is interpersonal 

communication. Interpersonal communication is a communication process that occurs 

between two or more people. This communication process helps people to convey messages 

and share emotions with each other (Mbiti, 2019). According to Burleson (2010), the 

discussion on the meaning of interpersonal communication among scholars has never 

reached the ending. There are several definitions that were given by different scholars with 

distinctions between it, however, few famous definitions of interpersonal communication 

were often used to define interpersonal communication. 

 

 
 

2.2 COMMUNICATION 

 
One of the popular definitions was viewed through the situational perspective. This 

definition was founded by Miller in 1990. Among the important elements in the situational 

perspective is the context of communication between communicators, the number of 

persons in the communicating process, the proximity between communicators, and also the 
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immediacy of the decoding process between communicators. Generally, interpersonal 

communication happens when the sender and receiver encode and decode messages using 

verbal and nonverbal actions as well as having the ability to give feedback instantly 

(Burleson, 2010). 

Apart from interpersonal communication, the communication field is also consist 

of intrapersonal communication. Intrapersonal communication is a communication process 

that occurs within a person. Intrapersonal communication are usually used to analyzing and 

reflecting on self, situations and phenomenon. Three concepts are involved in intrapersonal 

communications are expectations, self-awareness as well as opinions and perceptions. In 

addition, intrapersonal communication can be done in various ways including self-talk and 

writing. Other than that, it is obvious that intrapersonal communication are often invisible 

as it happens within an individual. Meanwhile, interpersonal communication is visible as it 

involves two or more people (Mbiti, 2019). 

Furthermore, there are four basic elements in a communication model which 

includes sender, receiver, noise as well as channel. A communication process starts with 

the sender. The sender is also known as the source as the sender need to convey the message 

through encoding process. Next, the message that has been encoded by the sender are send 

via a channel. Channel is a medium of conveying messages and sharing emotions in a 

communication process such as short message service (SMS), email, phone calls, direct 

message and more. The receiver is known as the interpreter as the process of decoding takes 

place when the messages reach the receiver. Lastly, noise means any disruptions and 

interference in the process of encoding and decoding messages. Noise are able to damage 
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the accuracy of messages. Noise can be from the sender and receiver themselves or the 

surrounding. For instance, inner thoughts, sound of cars, baby crying and others (Beebe, 

Beebe & Redmond, 2014). Below is a simple diagram of a communication model. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Communication Model 

 

 

 

 
Next, the development of technology has created a new platform for interpersonal 

communication to take place. Nowadays people can simply communicate with each other 

through electronic mediated communication (EMC). Before written communication were 

started to be used, people were communicating through smoke signals and drum beats for 

long distance communications. Later, people started to use written letters to communicate. 

As the era evolves parallel with the technology development, today people can 

communicate instantly using the modern communication tools. Examples of modern 

communication tools are smartphone, laptop, tablets, social applications and more. In 

addition, Internet is also another essential element for communication nowadays. 

Sender message Channel message Receiver 

 

Noise 

 

Noise 

 

Noise 
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Generally, electronic mediated communication makes it easier for people to connect and 

communicate (Beebe, Beebe & Redmond, 2014). 

However, communication styles and preferences can be different according to an 

individual. There are many factors that can influence an individual’s preferences and styles 

which includes gender as well as culture. Both gender and culture are interrelated. 

According to Meyers-Levy and Loken (2015) one of the theories involves in determining 

the differences in gender is culture. Thus, this chapter will explain more on communication 

skills, nonverbal communication, and gender differences in nonverbal communication as 

well as cultural influences in nonverbal communication. 

 

 
2.3 COMMUNICATION SKILLS 

 
Communication is an important element in our daily life. People communicate in order 

convey messages to each other as well as completing daily tasks. Communication process 

can be done through verbal and nonverbal. Both verbal and nonverbal are important in 

order to make the communication process runs smoothly. However, even though people 

are communicating at all time, many people are still struggling to communicate well. There 

are many factors on why this happens and one of it is lack of communication skills. 

Communication skills are important in order to ensure an effective communication. 

According to Moslehifar and Ibrahim (2012), good communication skills need to be 

acquired by employees especially undergraduates in order to work efficiently in working 

environment. 
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Other than that, communication skills is essential to be acquired as communicating 

is not only in professional context but it is also important in social context. Communication 

skills also plays a big role in other communication based tasks such as negotiations 

(Moslehifar & Ibrahim, 2012). Next, according to Ahmad (2016), a person who acquires a 

good communication skills have high self-esteem as well as a better critical thinking skills. 

Thus, it is crucial for people to acquire communication skills especially in the current era 

where soft skills are very important. 

A successful communication is count when the sender encode messages to the 

receiver, the receiver are able to decode the messages that was intend to be delivered and 

give feedback to the sender. It is important to be able to communicate successfully in order 

to acquire good communication skills. Hence, ones must know and understand about the 

important elements in communication which are verbal and nonverbal communication. 

Verbal communication is a way of conveying messages and information to a person or a 

group of people via speech. In other words, verbal communication also is known as oral 

communication (Cengage Learning, 2009). 

Voice is an essential element in verbal communication as it is used as a medium to 

encode messages to the sender. Hence, it is crucial to have a good comprehension on the 

vocal elements since it influence the successfulness of a communication process. Vocal 

elements are consists of speed, pitch, volume, and punctuation as well as articulation. These 

vocal elements are interrelated. Hence, the absence of an element could interrupt the 

accuracy of the messages that was intended to be delivered. A faster voice speed are able 

to create excitement to the listeners, meanwhile, a slower voice speed allows the listeners 
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to absorb information given. Next, it is important to avoid monotonous pitch in order to 

prevent the listeners to feel bored. Low pitch are usually use to give an influential and 

powerful character (Cengage Learning, 2009). 

Apart from that, volume of voice should be adjusted depending on distance between 

the sender and receiver. High volume of voice can be used to highlights and emphasize 

important messages, meanwhile low volume will make it difficult for the listener to hear 

the message intended. Next, pauses are important to allow the listener to digest the 

information given. Last but not least, a clear pronunciation can help the listener to 

understand even better. Generally, these elements can help the sender to convey messages 

effectively in a verbal communication process (Cengage Learning, 2009). But many people 

are paying more attention on verbal communication when it comes to communicating 

compared to nonverbal communication. Unlike nonverbal communication, many people do 

not notice nonverbal communication as an important element in a communication as well. 

However, according to Lunenburg (2010), people are using nonverbal communication as 

much as using verbal communication. 

 

 
2.4 NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION 

 
Interpersonal communication is not only about conveying messages and information 

verbally. In fact, interpersonal communication also is about communicating through eye 

contact, touch, gestures and postures as well as others. In a simpler words, interpersonal 

communication is also about nonverbal communication. Nonverbal communication is 

defined with several definitions by the scholars. Among the definitions is a communication 
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setting that involves nonverbal cues from both sender and receiver (Wang, 2009). In 

addition, according to Mandal (2014) nonverbal communication is a communication 

without speech. It involves all communicative acts excluding speech. 

Generally, nonverbal communication are use with intent and receive by the receiver 

as an interpretation. However, people often not aware of the usage and interpretation of 

nonverbal communication because it is usually used unconsciously. Meanwhile, according 

to Hall, Horgan and Murphy (2019), nonverbal communication is the behavior of body and 

face. In other words, nonverbal communication is voiceless linguistic content. 

Wang (2009) asserted that there are classifications of nonverbal communication 

according to scholars which includes sign language, object and action language. Sign 

language and gestures carries meaning of words, numbers and punctuation marks. Action 

language is basically movements with different meanings and object language is object that 

was set with and without intentions such as machine. Other than that, Mandal (2014) stated 

that nonverbal communication are includes posture, appearance, body language, voice 

intonation, accent, eye contact, touching behavior and many others. 

In addition, Mandal (2014) also stated that there are relationship between verbal 

communication and nonverbal communication. The relationship can be seen in actions like 

handshake as two individuals will greet each other and at the same time handshake each 

other hand. One simple example to show the relationship between both verbal and 

nonverbal is the gesture of ‘namaste’. Sometimes the usage of nonverbal communication 

is essential to be used together with verbal communication. In another study conduct by 

Hall, Horgan and Murphy (2019), the researchers stated that the usage of hand gesture 
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during talking also is consider as relationship of nonverbal communication and verbal 

communication. 

Next, according to Lunenburg (2010), nonverbal communication is effortless as 

nonverbal can be shown and done without any action. Nonverbal communication without 

any actions are appearance, working environment, type of vehicle used and others. For 

instance, an individual who sells on the street use his bare hands with dirty nails to prepare 

food for the customer might give negative assumptions for other customers. To support, 

according to Latha (2014) people will make judgments even before a person start to speak 

via his or her appearance. It shows that appearance is one of the way for people to get to 

know about an individual. Other than that, Lunenburg (2010) also asserted that nonverbal 

communication involves emotion. To support, in other study conducted by Sundaram and 

Webster (2000), it is said that nonverbal communication contribute 70% of all 

communications that involves emotions and thoughts. Thus, it is important to know, aware 

and understand the usage of nonverbal communication. 

However, according to Mandal (2014) nonverbal communication can be varies in 

certain culture. The same nonverbal cues may carries different meaning in different 

cultures. This is because different culture have similarities and differences in interpreting 

nonverbal communication. Other than that, according to LaFrance, Paluck and Hecht 

(2003), differences in emotions expression exist between men and women. Women often 

show their emotions and more expressive compared to men. 
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2.5 GENDER DIFFERENCES IN NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION 

 
A study conducted by Martinez (2017) found that women and men have different 

communicating style. The researcher believe that the differences exist in both verbal and 

nonverbal communication. Generally, men looks more aggressive, firm and dominant. 

While women are more warmth. The researcher mentioned that women especially mothers 

are talkative and supportive compared to men. To support, Kleck, Hess and Adams (2004) 

in their research stated that male and female have different way in showing their emotions. 

The authors asserted that women smile more and women are recognized to smile more than 

men by other people. Other than that, the authors also stated that throughout the time and 

across every culture, the existence of dominance inequality forced the women to smile more 

than men because men have more power and higher social class was stated to have less 

smiling. 

In other study conducted by Krys et al. (2013) on gender differences in smiling, the 

authors asserted that women smile more compared to men. The study also found that 

women notice nonverbal cues easily compared to men and women are known as expressive. 

The natural characters of women who are known as caring and loving, makes it easier for 

them to decode the nonverbal cues. The researchers stated that sensitivity may be the cause 

of the gender differences in smiling. On top of that, from the research, the authors 

discovered that there are gender differences in perception of honesty in smile from a 

stranger. The number of men who perceived smile from a stranger as honest is less 

compared to the number of women who perceived smile from a stranger as honest. 
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Meanwhile, in other research done by Mehu, Little and Dunbar (2008) has also 

found that women smile more compared to men. Other than that, the researchers also stated 

that the gender differences in smiling is higher in the same gender compared to different 

gender was found in previous studies. It is suggested that women smile more than men to 

portray femininity and the authors stated that men were expect to smile less compared to 

women to maintain the masculinity image. In certain situation, women are seen as 

intelligent when smiling compared to men. However, in a situation when women are not 

smiling, it is suggested that women are associated with bad view and judgment compared 

to in a situation where women are showing their resting face. In addition, the authors 

discovered that men and women react differently towards nonverbal behavior. Women are 

more aware and sensitive towards nonverbal cues compared to men. 

Parallel to other previous study, it is found that other than portraying femininity, 

women’s expression also portray less powerful emotions compared to men. Men often 

portray emotions that are related to power such as enmity, anger and high self-esteem. 

Despite that, women shows more emotions of happiness and joy (Merten, 2005). Previous 

research found that gender differences exist in three different facial expressions and one of 

it is smiling. The gender differences gap in these facial expressions are huge. Specifically, 

the gender differences in smiling shows that men smile less than women. The research 

stated that there are few possible factors of why the gender differences exist. In addition, 

from a theoretical perspective, most people are influence to obligate the norms that are 

created for each gender that is called as ‘gender belief systems’. This situation requires 

people to follow the norm or culture that has been created for specific gender. Generally, 

women are expected to constantly shows positive facial expressions compared to men. This 
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may be associated with the level of power between men and women. However, this system 

does not exist among children (LaFrance, Paluck & Hecht, 2003). 

Other than that, situation and roles differences between genders might also 

contribute to the factors of gender differences in smiling. Particularly, in working industry, 

men and women have different roles according to the job and task assign. Furthermore, the 

position in working hierarchy might as well influenced the gender differences in nonverbal 

communication. Despite that, both men and women are dominant in high level position. 

However, there are slight differences between men and women among those in lower level 

position (LaFrance, Paluck & Hecht, 2003). 

Apart from that, there are also differences in the effect of nonverbal cues towards 

men and women. In a study conducted by Gueguen (2008), it is revealed that men treat 

women who smile better than those who do not smile. However, men treat other men who 

smile and not smile equally. The researcher stated that women hitchhiker who smile usually 

gets help compared to those who do not smile. But men receive the same help without 

having to smile to each other. This shows that women’s smile gives effects towards men. 

The researcher conclude that from the point of view of men, smiling women are more 

attractive as smiling helps to enhance the level of attractiveness of a person. On top of that, 

smile is one of nonverbal gestures that are able to increase the probability of a man to 

approach a woman. Basically, smile from a women can simply attract men and increase the 

possibility to be approached by them. 
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2.6 CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION 

 
Meyers-Levy and Loken (2015) stated that from the socio-cultural theory, it is found that 

culture is one of the factors that influenced differences in gender. The researchers believe 

that the socio-cultural influence started since young and it learnt through imitation, for 

example role modelling. Socio-cultural influence are seen as one of the important elements 

to control behavior. To support, Matsumoto (2007) mentioned that there are three major 

contributor that influence behavior and one of it is culture. The author point to that the 

behavior of an individual is the result of influence from culture and individual with different 

roles. The combination of norm and expectations had created the attributed meaning to the 

situational context that called as cultural. Basically, cultural influence is created from the 

relationship of human nature and the ecology through adaptation process. Hence, it explains 

that individual’s behavior has a significant relationship with culture and environment. This 

also explains why people opinions are differ as every individual grow in different 

environmental situation as well as culture. 

The stereotype on women and men are established from the cultural influence. 

According to Merten (2005), the gender stereotype are depends on the cultural context 

perceived by particular culture or country. Culture that influenced by masculinity and 

femininity have a typical stereotype towards gender in which men are perceived as 

powerful, while women are perceived as powerless. However, for culture that is influenced 

by politics and economics equality, the gap between men and women is narrow compared 

to culture that influenced by masculinity and femininity. Therefore, the emotion shown are 

most likely the same and the gender differences is smaller. In addition, it is found that those 
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who lived in culture that is influenced by economic and politic equality has a stronger 

nonverbal expression compared to culture that is influenced by masculinity and femininity. 

In another research that was done by Matsumoto (2006), he stated that the society’s 

behavior and social issues are shape by culture. It is because the problems are usually 

created if it against the accepted behavior. Even though different societies are facing the 

same issues, the way both societies tackle the issues are different. The relationship between 

cultural influences, facial expressions an emotions was founded by the author. It is found 

that people will have almost the same nonverbal cues including facial and emotions 

expressions globally. However, there are some differences, especially smiling. A study 

conducted by Krys et al. (2013) shows that some society interpret smiles differently. The 

authors stated that interpretation and impression of an individual are influenced by culture. 

Other than that, it is said that impressions are created based on facial expressions. However, 

even though it is stated that smile is a positive expression as it helps in increasing 

confidence as well as self-esteem, some culture perceive smiling as a negative expression 

related to intelligence. 

According to Krys et.al (2013), people in Norway and Poland perceive smiling 

individual as less intelligent. Meanwhile in Iran, those who are smiling on the street to 

strangers are perceived as less clever than those who are not smiling. Other than that, in 

China and Germany, smile from strangers is regard as a positive expression. The 

researchers believed that cultural differences does influence perceptions towards an 

individual’s intelligence. However, it is not the only factor that influence the perceptions 

as it might has relations with psychological level as well. To support, Matsumoto, Leroux 
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and Yoo (2005) stated that even though some common facial expressions are labelled as 

universal facial expressions since it shared the same meaning in globally, there are still 

differences in nonverbal communications among cultures. It is said that the differences are 

caused by the different rules in using expressions that are created by every culture. The 

researchers mentioned that other than facial expressions, other nonverbal cues are also 

different according to culture. Furthermore, the researchers also identified the differences 

in decoding nonverbal communication among cultures. The differences in decoding 

nonverbal communication are caused by stereotyping, ethnocentrism as well as social 

cognition. These three aspects are inter-related as it related to emotions, perspective and 

opinions. 

A research conducted by Mandal (2014), supported the above statements as it has 

been found that there are similarities and differences in interpretation nonverbal 

communication across culture. He also mentioned about some common nonverbal 

communication that share the same meaning all over the world as mentioned in previous 

paragraph. Even the simplest gesture, which is ‘yes’ or ‘no’ are different for each culture. 

Other simple example are the ‘OK’ hand gesture, for the Italian and European, the gesture 

simply means perfect or okay. However, in other culture such as Brazil, the ‘OK’ hand 

gesture is interpreted as insulting. In other words, ‘OK’ sign in Brazil is equivalent to 

middle finger gesture. Other than that, the author stated that psychology as well plays an 

important role in determining the nonverbal cues act by an individual. 

In conclusion, plenty of research shows that culture is one of the factors that 

influence an individual interpretation on nonverbal behavior. Although there are 
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differences in interpretation of nonverbal behavior across culture, there are also some 

similarities. These common interpretation of nonverbal behavior also known as universal 

nonverbal cues. On top of that, research has found that psychological state of an individual 

also contribute to the influence factors of the interpretation on nonverbal behavior. 

 

 
 

2.7 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

 

 
Figure 1.2: Theoretical Framework 
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In order to serve the objective of this study, a theoretical framework was created to illustrate 

the possible factors that influence the interpretation smile from a stranger. There are three 

elements that involved in order to create a complete framework, it is include gender, culture 

and interpretation of smile from a stranger. According to Adams, Hess, and Kleck (2014), 

gender stereotypes exist in nonverbal communication such as emotions and expressions. 

The most frequent stereotype is women are expected to express and feels emotion more 

than men. Hence, the gender of an individual might influence the interpretation of smile 

from strangers. Since women easily noticed nonverbal communication in others compared 

to men, the interpretation of smile from strangers might be different from the point of view 

of both gender. Other than that, DeVito (2002) stated that differences in nonverbal 

communication and interpretation on nonverbal communication are influence by culture. 

Different culture practice the same nonverbal cues but with interpret it with different 

meaning. Thus, it creates the different interpretation on nonverbal cues among individuals 

from different background and culture. It is because the interpretation of smile from 

strangers can be influenced by the family background and culture of the society that an 

individual lives in. Therefore, gender and culture are used as the possible factors in this 

study to identify which elements influenced the interpretation of a person when receiving 

smile from a stranger. Figure 2 above illustrated the framework on how different gender 

perceive smile from a stranger. 
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2.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter thoroughly discuss about the nonverbal communication, specifically on facial 

expressions. Moreover, this chapter also discuss about gender differences in nonverbal 

communication as well as cultural influences on nonverbal communication. A theoretical 

framework are provided by the end of this chapter. The next chapter will lay out the 

research methodology used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
This chapter explains the research approach used to collect data for this research, the 

participants chosen as well as the instrument. At the end of this chapter, data analysis will 

also be discussed and elaborated. 

 

 
 

3.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
This study aim to explore on how different gender interpret smile from a stranger. 

Particularly, this research is looking to answer the questions below: 

1.1 What is the perception of male and female on smile from a stranger? 

 
1.2 How would the perceptions differ between male and female? 

 
1.3 Does culture influence a person’s interpretation on smile from a stranger? 

 
1.4 How does the culture influence a person’s interpretation of smile from a stranger? 
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3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
Since the objective of this study is to explore the perceptions and opinions on smiles from 

a stranger, this research uses a qualitative research approach to collect the data. The 

qualitative research approach was chosen as a research design for this study as a qualitative 

design helps to understand the experiences and behaviour of the participants. Other than 

that, the qualitative research approach also helps to connect the understanding of some 

aspects of life and the methodology that brings about words instead of numbers for the data 

analysis process (Bricki & Green, 2007). Specifically, this research is using an exploratory 

study to collect the data. An exploratory study is used to discover problems and issues that 

have not been clearly defined yet. It is also used to investigate the nature of the issues and 

not to provide solutions and conclusions to the research questions. Exploratory study is 

used to only discover the research topic at different level of depth (Dudovskiy, n.d.). 

Specifically, this research used self-completed questionnaire. According to Phellas, 

Bloch and Seale (2011), self-completed questionnaire is a survey that is conducted in a 

situation where the participants are required to answer the questionnaires without having 

the interviewer to help. The questions need to be simple and easy to understand to ease the 

participants. Other than that, self-completed questionnaire is used to give time for the 

participants to consider their answers and opinions. To support, according to Opdenakker 

(2006), asynchronous interview helps the researcher to reach those limited access 

participants and reduce cost. Self-completed questionnaire helps to reduce biasness that 

might be created by the characteristics of the interviewer and also increase the reliability of 
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the response that might be influenced by the anonymity of the interviewer and time given 

to answer the questionnaire (Phellas, Bloch & Seale, 2011). 

The data collected from the self-completed questionnaire shall answer the 

perception between male and female on smile from a stranger, the differences in those 

interpretations as well as whether culture influence the perception on smile from a stranger 

and how does the culture influenced the interpretations. 

 

 
 

3.4 PARTICIPANTS 

 
The self-completed questionnaire were distributed starting from March until April 2020. 

The participants are thirty-five undergraduate students from local and private universities 

in Malaysia. The participants are from different races and nationality. The interview was 

focused on the gender and nationality of the participant only. It focused on the nationality 

of the participants to ensure the answers are variety from different background and culture. 

 

 
 

3.4.1 SELECTION OF PARTICIPANTS 

 
The participants were chosen using two different sampling techniques. The process of 

selection starts with purposive sampling technique, where the researcher purposely 

approached undergraduates from her contact list. Next, snowball sampling technique was 

used to reach the potential participants through the participants obtained from the first 

sampling technique. The written interview were passed to the participants through Google 

form. The purpose of conducting online self-completed questionnaire are to widen the 
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network and to reach the potential participants. The online self-completed questionnaire 

were passed to undergraduates in local and private universities. It is to ensure that the 

answers are from participants of different background. Other than that, in order to answer 

the third and fourth research questions, the nationality of the participants are very 

important. Matsumoto (2007) stated that an individual behavior and attitude is related to 

the relationship between social roles that depends on culture and identity of an individual. 

Although the same number of participants from both male and female are important to 

prevent biasness and imbalance answers, it is beyond the researcher’s ability to decide the 

gender of the participants especially through the snowball sampling technique. 

 

 
 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION ANALYSIS 

 
The procedure started with approaching potential participants where the main criteria are 

from different gender and various nationality. The interview begun by explaining the details 

of this research, specifically on the objective of the study. The participants were given link 

that redirected them to the self-completed questionnaire once they agreed to be part of the 

research as participants. The participants were given options to answer the self-completed 

questionnaire either in English or in Malay depending on the preference of the participants. 

This is to ease the participants in expressing their thoughts. 

Next, a brief explanation about each questions were given in order to make sure the 

participants understand the questions well. The participant were given as many time as they 

need to answer the questions. The purpose of not allocate specific time for the participants 

to answer the questions are to give some time for them to think as well as reduce the 
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pressure. Other than that, the participants are free to ask questions regarding the research. 

After all questions were answered, the participants need to share the link to the possible 

participants in his/her contact. All participants went through the same procedure as 

mentioned. The answers from the self-completed questionnaire were then being analyzed 

using thematic analysis. 

 

 
 

3.6 INSTRUMENT 

 
In order to achieve the objective of this study, self-completed questionnaire method was 

chosen to be used as instrument to collect the data. A total of 10 questions are included in 

a set of self-completed questionnaire. The questions stated in the self-completed 

questionnaire were constructed according to the research questions. Each questions shall 

answer the research questions. The participant are free to state their opinions and 

perceptions towards smile from a stranger and the cultural influence in the space provided. 

A complete self-completed questionnaire is listed as Appendix 1. 

 

 
 

3.7 PILOT STUDY 

 
Before the process of data collection started, a pilot study was conducted to determine the 

suitability and relevance of the items in the questionnaire. Conducting a pilot study prior to 

the start of the data collection process is very important. Pilot study enables the researcher 

to detect potential weakness in the certain part of the study, check the quality of the
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questions and also help in getting rid of any confusing interview questions (Van Teijlingen 

& Hundley, 2001). 

A group of ten undergraduates who was part of the potential sample from 

International Islamic University Malaysia agreed to participate in the pilot study. The pilot 

study was carried out one-to-one with the participants. At the end of each session, the 

participants were asked if any of the questions are difficult to understand or confusing. 

Most of the participants agreed that there were questions that were not clear in the self- 

completed questionnaire. Therefore, those questions were re-evaluate and paraphrased into 

simpler sentences. Table 3.1 on the next page shows the changes that have been made. 

Table 3.1: Changes in questions after conducting pilot study. 
 
 

No. Original Questions Updated Questions 

1.2.1 What do you interpret if a stranger of 

your gender smiles at you? 

How do you interpret smile from a 

stranger of your own gender? 

1.2.2 What do you interpret if a stranger of 

opposite gender smiles at you? 

How do you interpret smile from 

stranger of your opposite gender? 

1.3.3 What are the factors that influence you to 

interpret smile from a stranger positively? 

Why do you interpret smile from a 

stranger in a positive way? 

1.3.4 What are the factors that influence you to 

interpret smile from a stranger 

negatively? 

Why do you interpret smile from a 

stranger in a negative way? 

1.4.1 How do you think your culture 

influence your interpretation of smile 

from a stranger? 

Do you think culture influence your 

interpretation of smile from a stranger? 

1.4.2 How does your environment influence 

your interpretation of smile from a 

stranger? 

How does culture influence your 

interpretation of smile from a stranger? 
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3.8 DATA ANALYSIS 

 
The self-completed questionnaire were conducted online Google form application. The 

participants were selected using two sampling techniques which includes purposive and 

snowball sampling technique. The data collected were then being analyzed using thematic 

analysis. Thematic analysis is a method to identify systematically, orchestrate and provide 

understanding about the themes’ patterns of a data set. Focusing on the patterns of the 

themes allows the researcher to identify the common meanings, perceptions and 

experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2012). Thematic analysis is the most ideal for any study that 

use interpretations. It allows the researcher to clearly see the relationship between the 

concepts and the differences in the data collected (Alhojailan, 2012). 

Thematic analysis aims to determine themes and organized the data. Coding in 

thematic analysis makes it easier for researcher to analyze the data as the data are broken 

into smaller parts. Coding can be done through inductive analysis where the collected data 

are analyzed line after line. Inductive analysis modifies and transforms the code throughout 

the coding process (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). It is suggested to combine the analyzed 

data (code) as a whole theme and proceed with finding the relationship between the other 

themes, sub-themes as well as other codes. Before determine the themes, the existing 

themes would be refined and reviewed (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The process of finalizing and defining the theme started with gathering the written 

responses. The transcribing process did not take place in this study as the answers has been 

typed by the participants. After all data collected were gathered, the initial codes were 

created. The initial codes of the first research question can be referred to the following 
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Appendix 3,4,5,6. After the initial codes were created, then the themes can be generated. 

In order to generate the themes, the generated codes need to be put in a table with research 

questions as well as the interview questions. The similarities found in the codes were then 

used as the themes. It is very important to ensure that the codes are answering the interview 

questions and research questions to generate a good themes. 

 

 
 

3.9 VALIDITY AND TRUSTWOTHINESS 

 
Similar to quantitative study, qualitative study as well must be valid and trustworthy to 

prove that it is reliable. Even though people are skeptical about the validity and 

trustworthiness of the qualitative study, there are few frameworks that has been created to 

measure the validity and trustworthiness of the qualitative study. One of those frameworks 

is Guba’s Construct with four criteria altogether which are includes credibility, 

transferability, conformability as well as dependability. 

In order to serve the objective of this study, the first criteria, which is the credibility 

was adopted. Credibility is defined as internal validity that helps to make sure the study 

measures what is actually intended. There are several steps in order to certain the credibility 

of the current study. Firstly, it is important to aware and develop knowledge about the 

culture of the organization involved. The knowledge and awareness on the culture of the 

surrounding helps to strengthen the connection and trust with the participants. In this 

particular study, although the data collection process were held at different universities, the 

environment are almost similar. Participants from the universities were able to relate with 

the situation of being a students, where there are assignments or assessments that require 
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help from others in order to complete it. Especially when it comes to research. Thus, the 

relationship between the researcher and participants were easily established. 

Secondly, tactics to gain honesty from the participants are important to ensure the 

credibility of the data as well as the outcome of the current study. The very first move to 

gain the honesty is by let the participants to decide whether they wanted to participate in 

the study or vice versa. The willingness of the participants to be part of the research is very 

important as it affected the answers during the interview. Thus, the validity of the answers 

are doubtful. Other than that, all participants that were agreed to participate were reminded 

to be sincere and honest in giving out their opinions and perceptions during the data 

collection process. 

Thirdly, in order to ensure the credibility of the current study, it is important to have 

peer review and supervision of progress of the project. An individual with the knowledge 

of the study are needed to monitor the researcher’s progress in this particular step. The 

progress and the quality of work that has been done were checked from time to time in 

order to make sure everything were in line together. The researcher also managed to consult 

for advices and opinions regarding the produced codes and themes. Specifically, all 

advices, opinions and supervision were done with help from an expert at the university. 

The fourth steps was involving with member checks. Member checks were done by 

the participants after the transcription has been produced in order to make sure the 

transcription produced are similar with the meaning that the participants were tried to 

deliver. Other than that, the themes generated in this study were also went through review 

process by the expert before it were verified. Feedbacks collected from this particular step 
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were then used to help the researcher to increase the trustworthiness of the study by increase 

the validity of the interpretation of the data. 

Last but not least, examining past studies regarding the issue highlighted was used 

to ensure the credibility of this study. This findings of this particular step will be further 

explain and discuss in Chapter 5. 

 

 
 

3.10 RESEARCH ETHICS 

 
In order to notify the participants and others whom concern about the status of the 

researcher as an undergraduate student from the mentioned university, a certification letter 

from the Academic Management and Admission Division (AMAD), International Islamic 

University Malaysia was obtained. A copy of this certification letter can be seen in 

Appendix 2. 

 

 
 

3.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter helps the reader to understand in details about the research design and 

instrument that were used in this study. This chapter also explains on the sample and the 

process of selecting participants as well as the data collection procedures. Other than that, 

it explains on the pilot study that was conducted in this study and also validity and 

trustworthiness regarding the data collected. Lastly, this chapter briefly mentioned on the 

research ethics that was used while conducting this study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

 

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
This research aims to explore on how different gender interpret smile from strangers. 

Generally, this research are looking for answers of these research questions: 

1. What is the perception of male and female of smile from a stranger? 

 
1.1.1 What is your opinion on smiling at a stranger? 

 

1.1.2 Do you smile at stranger you met on the street? 

 

1.2. How would the perceptions differ between male and female? 

 

1.2.1 How do you interpret smile from a stranger of your own gender? 

 

1.2.2 How do you interpret smile from a stranger of the opposite gender? 

 
1.3. Does culture influence an individual’s interpretation of smile from stranger? 

 
1.3.1 Do you think your family’ upbringing and religion influence your 

interpretation of smile from a stranger? 

1.3.2. Do you think your environment influences your interpretation on smile from 

a stranger? 

1.3.3. Why would you interpret smile from a stranger in a positive way? 

 

1.3.4. Why would you interpret smile from a stranger in a negative way? 

 
1.4. How does a culture influence an individual’s interpretation of smile from a stranger? 

 
1.4.1. Do you think culture influence your interpretation of smile from a stranger? 
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1.4.2 How do you think culture influence your interpretation of smile from a 

stranger? 

This research used a qualitative research method to collect data. A link of a set of 

self-completed questionnaire were sent to participants via email. The participants were 

selected using purposive sampling technique as the researcher targeted the undergraduates 

from local and private universities in Malaysia to be the participants of this study. Next, 

the researcher use snowball sampling technique to reach other potential participants 

through the selected participants that were chosen via purposive sampling technique before. 

All participants were given a link of Google form contain the self-completed questionnaire 

though email. The answers of the self-completed questionnaire were analyzed using 

thematic analysis. Demographic background of the participants will be presented at the 

beginning of this chapter and followed by the findings. The findings are arranged according 

to each research questions. 

 

 
 

4.2 DEMOGRAPHIC BACKGROUND OF THE PARTICIPANTS 

 
The researcher purposely chose the participants among the undergraduates using the 

purposive sampling technique. Next, the snowball sampling technique were applied to help 

the researcher reach potential participants. The participants are thirty-five undergraduates 

from local and private universities in Malaysia. The number of female participants are more 

than the number of the male participants in which, there are 21 female participants and 14 

male participants. Other than that, the participants are also from different races, ethnicities 

and nationalities. Most of the participants are Malaysians and there are only 4 international 
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participants participated in this study. The details on gender, nationality and race of the 

participants can be seen in the Table 4.1 presented below. 

 

 
 

Table 4.1: Gender, nationality and race of the participants 
 
 

Nationality Gender Race No. of Participant 

 

 

 
 

Malaysia 

 
Male 

Malay MP5 - MP14 

Chinese MP2 

Indian MP3 

Other N/A 

 
 

Female 

Malay FP18, FP24 - FP35 

Chinese 
FP16, FP17, FP20, 

FP21 

Indian FP15 

Other FP23 

China 
Male  MP1 

Female  P22 

Indonesia 
Male 

N/A 
MP4 

Female P19 

* MP = Male Participant, FP = Female Participant 

 

 

 
 

4.3 PERCEPTIONS OF MALE AND FEMALE ON SMILING FROM STRANGERS 

 
This particular section are going to answer the first research questions of this study. 

Generally, it focuses on the perceptions and opinion of the participants on smiling from 

strangers and the reasons they smile to strangers on the street. Two questions were included 

in the self-completed questionnaire in order to answer the first research question. 

Based on the analysis, it is found that majority of both male and female participants 

mentioned that the act of smiling to strangers involves attitude. Specifically, most of the 

participants agreed that smiling to strangers portray manners and positive gestures of an 
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individual. It shows that an individual have respect towards others. Comparing the number 

of male and female participants who agreed that smiling to strangers involves attitude, the 

number of female participants who agreed are higher than the number of male participants 

who agreed. 

There are 17 participants who agreed that smile from strangers reflect an individual 

attitude. Among the 17 participants, 7 of them are male participants which include MP5, 

MP7, MP9, MP10, MP11, MP12 and MP14. According to MP7, receiving smile from 

strangers is common and shows respect towards an individual. Meanwhile, MP5 and MP14 

stated that smile from strangers reflect an individual’s friendliness. The rest of the 

participants, MP9, MP10, MP11, and MP12 claimed that an individual who smile at 

strangers portrays good behavior and kind gesture. Other than that, the remaining 10 

participants are female participants which include FP16, FP17, FP18, FP20, FP21, FP22, 

FP24, FP27, FP33 and FP35. All female participants shared the same opinion and stated 

that smiling at strangers portray politeness, kind gesture and respect of an individual. 

Next, when the participants were asked about their opinion on smile at strangers, 

there are 11 participants stated that smile from strangers gives and spread positive vibes. 

The common opinion from the participants are smile from strangers gives a good 

impression and channel positive vibes to others. Among the 11 participants, 4 of them are 

male participants. MP2 and MP4 stated that smile from strangers leave a good impression 

of the strangers. Other than that, MP1 claimed that smile from strangers portray happiness 

of the strangers. Meanwhile, MP8 asserted that smile are able to lift up an individual’s 

mood. The rest of the participants are female. 6 out of 7 female participants shared the most 
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likely the same opinion. FP21, FP25, FP28, FP31, FP32 and FP34 stated that smile from 

strangers are able to make an individual feels happy and also able to make an individual’s 

day. Meanwhile, FP18 literally stated that smile from strangers can spread positive vibes 

and claimed that smile is one of the easiest way to spread positive vibes. 

Furthermore, only 4 participants claimed that it is uncommon to smile at strangers 

and they are all female participants. F19 stated that it is unnecessary to smile at strangers 

in public. However, it is normal to smile at strangers in familiar places. Meanwhile, FP23 

and FP29 asserted that it is weird and awkward to smile at strangers. In addition, FP26 

stated that it is common to smile at strangers but it is uncommon to smile at strangers of 

opposite gender. Next, 7 out of 35 participants mentioned that smiling at strangers and 

receive smile from strangers are common and normal. Among the 7 participants, 4 of them 

are male participants. MP3, MP6, MP7 and MP13 stated that it is common and there are no 

issues to smile at strangers. Meanwhile, the other 3 participants are female participants. 

FP15, FP34 and FP35 also shared the same opinion as the other 4 male participants, smile 

at strangers is normal and should not be an issue. 

The second question in the self-completed questionnaire requires the participants to 

answer if they smile at strangers. The participants also need to include reasons along with 

the answers. Based on the analysis, most of the participants answered that they do smile to 

strangers. However, there are few conditions and reasons that influence their decision to 

smile. 4 out of 35 participants stated that they do smile to strangers without giving any 

reasons. Among the 4 participants, 3 of them are male participants including MP1, MP3 
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and MP7. There are only 1 female participant, FP21 stated that she do smile at strangers 

without providing any explanation. 

Besides that, 7 participants asserted that they do smile at strangers when they 

accidentally make an eye contact with the strangers. Particularly, the number of female 

participants are higher than the number of male participant. Among the 7 participants, 3 of 

them are male participants. According to MP5, MP9 and MP13, they only smile at strangers 

when their eyes coincidentally met with the stranger’s eyes. Meanwhile, the rest of the 

participants are female participants. FP20 and FP30 stated that sometimes they do smile at 

strangers when there are eye contact. However, FP22 and FP29 literally asserted that they 

do smile at strangers if there are coincident eye contact with the strangers. 

Interestingly, among 35 participants, 6 participants claimed that situation and 

moods influence their decision to smile at strangers on the street. 3 out of the 6 participants 

are male participants. All 3 participants stated that they do smile at strangers on the street, 

however, it depends on the situation. According to MP4, he do not simply and randomly 

smile at strangers on the street since it depends on the situation at that time. However, MP4 

claimed that he will always smile to the elderly and children. Next, MP8 stated that 

specifically it depends on what the strangers are doing at that time. Moreover, MP14 

asserted that it depends the situation, specifically it depends on the facial expressions of the 

strangers at that particular time. MP14 stated that he will not smile if the strangers are in a 

serious mood. Meanwhile, the remaining 3 participants are female participants. All 3 

female participants claimed that they smile at strangers depending on their mood at that 

time. FP20 and FP30 stated that other than eye contact, their mood as well determine their 
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decision to smile at strangers. While F26 asserted that she do smile at strangers when she 

is in a good mood and she only prefer to smile at stranger of the same gender only. 

Besides that, from the findings, it is also found that there are 4 participants claimed 

that they do smile at strangers only if the strangers smile at them first. Among the 4 

participants, the number of male and female participants are equal. Both MP2 and MP11 

stated that they will smile to the stranger if the stranger smile at them first. Meanwhile, FP2 

and FP3 asserted that sometimes they do smile to strangers when the stranger smile at them 

first. Other than that, 3 out of 35 participants, which include FP23, FP31 and FP34 

mentioned that they do not smile at strangers on the street because they are shy and feel 

uncertain. The 3 participants mentioned are all female participants. Specifically, FP34 

stated that she is too shy to smile at strangers and prefer to avoid having eye contact with 

the strangers while on the street. 

All in all, the perceptions on smiling at strangers between the male and female 

participants are slightly different. Answers from both gender are most likely the same, but 

the differences are still exist in their answers. However, most answers within participants 

of the same gender are almost similar. 

 

 
4.4 DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTIONS ON SMILE FROM STRANGERS 

BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE 

This section presents the findings for the research question 1.2 of this research. It focuses 

on the differences in perceptions on smiling from strangers of different gender as well as 

the same gender. Two questions were included in the self-completed questionnaire to 
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collect data from the participants. The findings of the first question will be presented in the 

following paragraph. 

The participants were asked of their opinion on interpretation of smile from 

strangers of their own gender. Based on the findings, most of the participants give a positive 

opinion on interpretation of smile from strangers of their own gender. Among 35 

participants, 14 of them stated that they interpret smile from stranger of their own gender 

as a positive gesture. 4 out of 14 participants are male participants. According to MP2, MP3 

and MP9 stated that when a stranger of their own gender smile at them, they assume that 

the strangers are friendly and smile is consider as a good gesture. However, MP5 asserted 

that in a situation where a stranger of his own gender smile and at the same time has a 

partner of the opposite gender beside him, MP5 interpreted it as a friendly gesture and 

intimidating at the same time. Meanwhile, if MP5 is alone at the time the stranger smile to 

him, MP5 interpreted it as an empathy. 

Next, the remaining 10 out of 14 participants are all female. FP16, FP17, FP18, 

FP21, FP22, FP23, FP26, FP29, FP31 and FP35 agreed that smile from strangers of their 

own gender show that the strangers are friendly. FP21 stated that she interpret smile from 

stranger of her own gender as one of the ways to greet people and an act of being friendly. 

Meanwhile, FP18 associated smile from stranger of her own gender as friendly and also 

give a positive impressions towards the stranger. Besides that, some of the participants also 

mentioned that smile from strangers of their own gender create a positive impressions about 

the strangers. Specifically, there are 11 participants who agreed altogether. Among the 11 

participants, 4 of them are male participants. MP6 claimed he interpreted smile from 
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stranger of his own gender as showing respect to each other. Meanwhile, MP1, MP8 and 

MP14 stated that they assume the stranger as a kind and nice person. However, MP8 

specifically said that it is actually awkward to receive smile from stranger of his own 

gender, but it gives a positive impression about the stranger. 

The other 7 participants are female participants. FP18 stated that she assume the 

stranger is kind and open minded. Next, FP19 and FP28 asserted that smile from stranger 

of their own gender usually looks sincere and genuine. Therefore, normally FP19 and FP28 

will return the smile. Meanwhile, FP27 mentioned that it feels good to receive a smile from 

a stranger of her own gender. However, FP33 specifically mentioned that it feels better to 

receive a smile from a stranger of her own gender than receive a smile from the opposite 

gender. FP30 said that when a stranger of her own gender smile to her, she feels that the 

stranger wanted to become her friend. Next, FP31 stated that she assume the stranger is in 

a good mood when receive smile from a stranger of her own gender. 

Besides that, there are also participants who interpreted receiving smile from their 

own gender as something normal or common. However, the number of male participants 

who agreed are higher than the number of female participants. There are 5 participants 

altogether, with 3 of the 5 participants are male participants. According to MP10, receiving 

smile from stranger of the same gender is common as it is part of culture in Malaysia to 

smile to each other. MP11 and MP12 also agreed that it is common to receive smile from 

strangers especially stranger of the same gender. However, MP12 specifically mentioned 

at the same time it is also depends on the way the stranger smile. Meanwhile, the other 2 

out of 5 participants are female participants. Both FP15 and FP32 clearly stated that it is 



46  

completely fine and normal to receive smile from strangers of their own gender without 

stating any reasons. 

Apart from that, there are also participants who interpreted smile from strangers of 

their own gender simply as a greeting. 4 out 35 participants claimed the smile as a greeting. 

Only 1 male participant, MP4 agreed that receiving smile from his own gender is consider 

as a greeting. While the other 3 participants are female participants. FP20 stated that she 

agreed that she interpreted smile from stranger of her own gender as a greeting. However, 

it depends on the appearance of the stranger as well. Meanwhile, FP21 and FP25 claimed 

that they interpreted the smile as a greeting and FP25 specifically mentioned that she will 

return the smile after receiving smile from a stranger of her own gender. 

The next question to answer the second research question requires the participants 

to provide their opinion or interpretation on smile from strangers of their opposite gender. 

Most of the participants interpreted smile from stranger of their opposite gender as flirty. 

Interestingly, the number of male participants who agreed with the previous statement are 

higher than the number of female participants. There are 10 participants altogether with 6 

male participants and 4 female participants. MP1, MP2, MP5, MP11, MP13 and MP14 

stated that they feel the stranger are being flirty, admiring and seducing them when they 

receive smile from stranger of their opposite gender. 

Meanwhile, the other 4 participants are female participants. FP24 and FP27 asserted 

that they feel the strangers are being flirty depending on the way the strangers smile and 

how often the stranger smile to them. FP24 and FP27 also stated that they are uncomfortable 

with it. In addition, FP25 stated that it is a positive gesture and at the same time it feels like 
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the stranger is being flirty. Only F29 asserted that the stranger is being flirty because he 

might be interested in her. 

However, the number of participants who view and interpret smile from stranger of 

opposite gender with positive impression are also high. Among 35 participants, 8 

participants interpret smile from strangers of opposite gender with positive impression. 3 

out of 8 participants are male participants. According to MP5, he would have a positive 

impression towards the stranger and the smile only if the stranger is the elderly. It shows 

that the stranger has an empathy. MP6 stated that he interpreted smile from opposite gender 

as a sign of respect of the stranger towards him. Next, MP8 claimed that when a stranger 

of the opposite gender smile to him, it shows that the stranger is a nice and kind person. 

The stranger also is considered as friendly as usually female does not simply smile to 

strangers. 

Apart from that, the other 5 participants are female participants. FP18 asserted that 

when a stranger of the opposite gender smile to her for few seconds, she assume that the 

stranger are just being polite. However, if the stranger smile and look at FP18 for few 

minutes, FP18 interpret the smile as something scary. Next, FP27 also mentioned almost 

similar answer with FP18. It depends on the way the stranger smile. FP27 stated that 

sometimes she interpret smile from the opposite gender as genuine and normal. Other than 

that, FP30 said it shows that the stranger is in a good mood. FP32 and FP33 asserted that 

when a stranger of opposite gender smile to them, it shows that the stranger is polite, kind 

and have respect towards his opposite gender. 
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4.5 FAMILY’S UPBRINGING, RELIGION AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

INFLUENCES ON INTERPRETATION OF SMILE FROM STRANGER 

This section presents the findings on the influence of culture in interpretation of smile from 

strangers among the participants. This answers the research question 2.0 of this study. Four 

questions were included in the self-completed questionnaire in order to answer the research 

question. Findings of the first question will be presented in the following paragraphs and 

followed by the next questions. 

The first question under the third research question of this study required the 

participants to state opinion on whether their interpretation on smile from strangers are 

influenced by family’s upbringing and religion or vice versa. The participants also should 

include explanations and reasons regarding to their answer. Based on the findings, majority 

of the participants agreed that family’s upbringing and religion influence their 

interpretation on smile from strangers. Among the 35 participants, more than 20 

participants stated agreed on the influence of family’s upbringing and religion in their 

interpretation on smile from strangers. 

Specifically, 24 participants agreed that family’s upbringing and religion influence 

their interpretation on smile from strangers. However, not all participants agreed that 

religion influence their interpretation. Mostly agreed on the influence from family’s 

upbringing. FP18 asserted that she agreed that both family’s upbringing and religion 

influence her interpretation on smile from strangers, especially smile from strangers of 

opposite gender. FP18 specifically mentioned that since her siblings are all female, FP18 

feels quite awkward and uncomfortable receiving smile from the opposite gender. 
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However, FP18 stated that since in Islam, smiling is consider as a charity and one of the 

good deeds that a Muslim can do to gain a reward, FP18 started to practice the act of smiling 

to strangers including smile to the opposite gender depending on the situation. 

Next, FP27 stated that family’s upbringing influence her interpretation on smile 

from strangers, especially smile from strangers of the opposite gender. FP27 mentioned 

that her parents always reminds her to not be too comfortable with men. Hence, FP27 are 

always cautious in things related to the opposite gender. Interestingly, MP13 stated that he 

agreed that family’s upbringing and religion influence the interpretation simply because it 

is the responsibility of the parents to introduce about the religion and instill moral values 

in their children. He asserted that in Islam smile is consider as a part of charity. Meanwhile, 

MP4 asserted that family’s upbringing does not influence heavily on the interpretation 

because religion has greater influence on it. However, MP4 did not provide further 

explanations about the statement. 

Another interesting opinion shared by FP22. FP22 asserted that it is mentioned in 

the Bible that it is important to treat other people as how we treat ourselves. In addition, 

FP22 stated that her parents taught her to smile and be nice to strangers. Basically, FP22 

agreed that family’s upbringing and religion influence the interpretation on smile from 

strangers. Generally, most participants agreed that family play an important role in 

educating the children to practice moral values including instill the religious education. 

Furthermore, other than educating, few of the participants, MP3 and FP32 and FP33 

asserted that family members play an important role in showing a good example especially 

parents, as children usually imitate their parents. 
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Besides that, 10 out of 35 participants disagreed that family’s upbringing and 

religion have relation with an individual’s interpretation on smile from strangers. FP31 

disagreed that religion influenced her interpretation on smile from strangers. However, 

FP31 did not deny nor support that family’s upbringing influence her interpretation. 

Meanwhile, FP15, FP23, FP24 and FP25 did not provide further explanation regarding their 

answer. MP5, MP12 and FP20 claimed that smile can be interpreted depends on an 

individual. Specifically, the interpretation on smile from stranger can be vary according to 

personality and opinion of an individual. 

Next, the second question under the third research question required the participants 

to share their opinion and thoughts on the environmental influences towards the 

interpretation on smile from strangers. 23 out of 35 participants agreed that environment 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. FP27 stated that the environment do 

influence her interpretation on smile from strangers. FP27 specifically mentioned if she is 

in a secluded area and a stranger suddenly smile to her, she will definitely interpret the 

smile as something that is negative and scary. Other than that, MP8 and FP32 also shared 

the same opinion where they agreed that in certain situation or environment it is awkward 

and weird to receive smile from strangers. Therefore, when a stranger smile to them in 

certain situation and environment that make MP8 and FP32 feel uncomfortable, 

immediately MP8 and FP32 will interpret the smile negatively. For instance, the stranger 

has bad intention. 

Apart from that, FP18 agreed that environment influence her interpretation on smile 

from strangers. FP18 mentioned that her campus consist of local and international students 
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but even so FP18 claimed that she never experienced any cat call situation in the campus. 

Hence, smile from strangers and smiling to strangers in the campus is common and normal. 

Next, FP26 stated that in a situation and environment where it is expected for an individual 

to receive smile from strangers, the interpretation on the smile are usually positive. For 

example, when a lecturer pass by a group of students and receive smiles from the students, 

most of the time the lecturer will interpret the smile as something that is positive. Besides, 

there are also participants who claimed that their interpretations are influenced by the past 

incidents that happened in an environment. FP22 and FP24 stated that environment that 

reminds them to their past experience, sometimes influence their interpretation on smile 

from strangers. 

Meanwhile, MP10, FP19 and FP20 stated that they are uncertain if environment 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. Other than that, only 7 participants 

disagreed that environment influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. MP12 

and FP15 stated that the environment does not influence interpretation of an individual as 

it is depends on an individual’s opinion and view. Meanwhile, MP1, MP3, MP9 and FP23 

did not provide any explanations on the reasons why they disagreed that environment 

influence interpretation on smile from strangers. 

Besides that, the third question required the participants to share opinion on what 

make them interpret smile from strangers positively. Most of the participants stated that by 

having positive thinking it helps them to interpret smile from strangers in a positive way. 

18 out of 35 participants asserted that positive thinking and mindset helps to interpret smile 

from a stranger in a positive way. FP17 stated that by believing most of the strangers out 
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there are just being friendly and kind, the interpretation on their smiles will always be 

positive. Meanwhile, FP25 claimed that by knowing how smile can brighten up someone’s 

day, FP25 always love to receive and give smile to others. Therefore, there is no space for 

FP25 to interpret the smile in a negative way. 

Apart from that, FP24, MP9, MP10 and MP12 stated that they interpret smile from 

strangers in a positive way simply because they always think positive and MP12 

specifically mentioned that not all strangers have malice towards others. Other than that, 

FP30 claimed that she does not have any bad intention towards others. Hence, the strangers 

should not have any bad intention towards FP30 as well. Next, FP22 stated that it is not 

wrong to assume the best in people including strangers. Therefore, having a positive 

mindset and thinking is important to assume the best in others. Generally, most of the 

participants agreed that by having a beautiful and positive mindset, it helps an individual 

to see things in a positive way. However, some participants also claimed that they interpret 

smile from a stranger in a positive way because smile is part of greetings. MP, MP6 and 

FP19 stated that they simply interpret the smile from strangers as a way to greet them. Apart 

from that, according to FP29, education from her family that makes she interpret smile from 

stranger in a positive way. Meanwhile, MP14 and FP32 asserted that since in Islam, smiling 

to others is part of charity, it is not wrong for them to receive and giving smile to others. 

Next, the forth question required the participants to provide opinions and thoughts 

on reasons that influence them interpret smile from a stranger in a negative way. 11 out of 

35 participants asserted that they never interpret smile from strangers in a negative way. 

MP8 and FP21 stated that they would only have interpret smile from strangers in a negative 



53  

way if the strangers has bad intention towards them. Meanwhile, the other 9 participants 

did not provide any further explanations regarding their answers. Next, a number of 10 

participants asserted that safety factor influence their interpretation on smile from strangers 

to be negative. FP17, FP24 and FP26 claimed that they interpret smile from strangers in a 

negative way when the strangers look suspicious. Other than that, FP29 stated that the fact 

that the strangers might have a hidden agenda, makes her interpret smile from strangers in 

a negative way. It is simply to protect herself from the possible agendas of the strangers. 

Besides that, a few participants asserted that the action or attitude of the strangers 

also influence their interpretation on smile from strangers to be a negative interpretation. 

MP1, MP9, MP10, MP12, FP16, FP19, FP22, FP30 FP31, FP33 and FP35 mentioned that 

actions of the strangers, for instance looking at them up and down, sometimes influence 

their interpretation on smile from stranger into a negative interpretation. Apart from that, 

the way the stranger smile also can lead to negative interpretation. It is simply because all 

of the participants mentioned feel uncomfortable with the way the strangers look and smile 

at them. Meanwhile, MP6 stated that he interpreted strangers smile in a negative way 

because he had a bad experience relating to it. However, there are no further explanation 

by MP6 regarding the incident. Other than that, MP2 specifically stated that age and 

appearance of the strangers influence his interpretation on strangers smile to be a negative 

interpretation. Next, FP18 and FP34 asserted that they usually interpret smile from 

strangers in a negative way if the strangers are from the opposite gender. 

 

 
4.6 CULTURAL INFLUENCE ON INTERPRETATION OF SMILE FROM 

STRANGER 
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This section presents the findings on existence of cultural influences in interpretation on 

smile from strangers as well as how culture influence an individual’s perception towards 

smile from strangers. This particular section also answer research question 1.4 of this study. 

Two questions are included in the self-completed questionnaire in order to answer the last 

research question of the study. The findings on opinion of the participants regarding 

cultural influences in their interpretation will be presented in the following paragraphs. 

Based on the findings, it is found that 16 out of 35 participants disagreed that culture 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. However, MP3, MP7, MP9, FP15, 

FP20, FP21, FP23, FP25. FP27, FP29 and FP31 did not stated further explanation regarding 

their opinion to disagree. Meanwhile, FP22 and FP24 shared the same opinion by stating 

that culture does not influence an individual’s interpretation on smile from strangers 

because interpretation on smile from strangers are depends on an individual’s opinion 

instead. Furthermore, FP30 specifically asserted that culture has no influence towards 

interpretation on smile from strangers because family’s upbringing is the major influence 

of interpretation on smile from strangers. Other than that, MP4 stated that culture is not the 

major influence of interpretation on smile from strangers. MP4 and MP12 both stated that 

they do not take culture into account. MP12 specifically mentioned that he did not believe 

in culture. 

Next, MP1, MP2, MP5, MP6, MP8, MP11, MP13, MP14, FP16, FP17, FP18, FP19, 

 

FP26, FP28, FP32, FP33, FP34 and FP35 agreed that culture influenced interpretation on 

smile from strangers. All of the participants mentioned stated that their culture influenced 

their interpretation as culture usually becomes a norms or create stereotypes among the 
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societies. In relation to their opinion, the second question included in the self-completed 

questionnaire required the participants to share their opinions and insights on how their 

culture influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. Only those participants who 

agreed on cultural influences towards smile from strangers required to answer this question. 

Most of the participants stated that stereotypes, norms and way of thinking of a 

society are the ways on how culture influence interpretation on smile from strangers. 

Interestingly, MP2 and MP11 both stated that culture influence interpretation on smile from 

strangers through media influences, specifically films and dramas. However, MP11 also 

mentioned about cultural influences towards interpretation of smile from strangers can 

happen through imitation from surrounding. Meanwhile, MP2 stated that other than films 

and dramas influences, stereotypes that exist in a society as well can be one of the way on 

how culture influence interpretation on smile from strangers. 

Most of the other participants including MP8, MP5, FP19, FP17, FP18 and FP33 

asserted that culture influence interpretation of smile from strangers through stereotypes. 

MP11 specifically mentioned on how a society creates a stereotype of to not simply talk 

and even smile to strangers because the strangers might have a bad intention. The stereotype 

are then circulating among the society and continue for the future generation. Besides, 

MP8, MP10 and FP33 claimed that culture influence interpretation of smile from strangers 

through the way of thinking. If an individual lives in an environment with a positive 

thinking society, the interpretation towards smile from strangers might be positive as well. 

Other than that, FP32 stated that education from child is one of the way on how culture 
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influence smile from strangers since education given by parents are also influenced by the 

culture of a society. 

 

 
 

4.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter thoroughly presents the findings of this study. All data collected via self- 

completed questionnaire were presented according to each research questions of the study. 

This chapter begun with the demographic background of the participants and followed by 

the findings according to each research questions. The next chapter, Chapter 5 will include 

discussions of the findings as well as recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 
DISCUSSIONS, IMPLICATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
This chapter is going to conclude the findings of this study as well as to discuss and create 

connections with the current literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Apart from that, this chapter 

also will presented the implications as well as recommendations. 

 

 
 

5.2 SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

 
This study aims to explore on how different gender perceive smile from strangers and also 

to discover the influence of culture in interpretation of smile from strangers. The findings 

are divided into four sections and each sections representing each research question in this 

study. 

The participants are 35 undergraduates from local and private universities in 

Malaysia. 14 participants are male participants and the remaining 21 participants are female 

students. Most participants are Malaysian and only 4 participants are international students. 

The international undergraduates are from China and Indonesia. Meanwhile, among the 

Malaysian participants, most participants are Malay, followed by Chinese, Indian and 

lastly, Iban. 

Based on the findings, there are a slight differences in perceptions of male and 

female towards smile from strangers. Majority of the participants claimed that smiling to 
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strangers involves attitude. Particularly, most of the female participants asserted that the 

act of smiling to strangers shows an individual’s manners and gestures. It shows that an 

individual is polite, friendly as well as shows that the individual is respecting others. The 

participants, both male and female, also claimed that receiving a smile from strangers and 

smiling to strangers are able to spread positive vibes and it can help to boost an individual’s 

mood. However, there are 4 female participants stated that smiling to strangers are 

uncommon to them, especially smiling to strangers of opposite gender. 

Apart from that, most of the participants stated that they do smile at strangers. 

However, there are several reasons that influence the participants to smile at strangers. Even 

so, 4 participants asserted that they simply smile at strangers without providing any reasons. 

Among the reasons stated by the participants are they do smile at strangers when there are 

a coincident eye contact occur, when the strangers smile at them first, when the participants’ 

are in a good and positive moods, depending on the situation and also depending on the 

facial expression of the strangers. Most of the female participants provide reasons involving 

emotions such as depending on their mood. Specifically, if they are in a good mood they 

will smile at strangers. In addition, there are also participants who claimed that they do not 

smile at strangers because they feel shy and uncertain. Participants in the previous 

statement are all female. 

Next, majority of the participants, both male and female interpret smile from 

strangers of their own gender as common and associated the smile with positive 

connotations such as positive gesture, friendliness, politeness, positive impressions, 

kindness, openness as well as greeting. However, there are slight differences in 
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interpretation on smile from strangers of opposite gender for both male and female 

participants. Majority of the participants claimed that they interpreted smile from strangers 

of opposite gender as flirty. Interestingly, the number of male participants who claimed 

smile from opposite gender are flirty is higher than the number of female participants who 

claimed the same thing. 

Particularly, most of the participants mentioned asserted that they feel the stranger 

have interest and also seducing them. But only female participants interpreted the flirty as 

a negative action as they feel uncomfortable about it depending on the way the stranger 

smile. Furthermore, there are also participants, both male and female that interpret the smile 

from strangers of opposite gender with the same interpretations of smile from strangers of 

their own gender. It is includes friendliness, kindness as well as showing respect to each 

other. 

Besides that, 20 out 35 participants asserted that family’s upbringing and religion 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. Most of the participants stated that 

education from family and religion contribute to most of their attitude today including on 

the gesture of smiling at strangers and how they interpret smile from strangers. But, there 

are also some participants who claimed that family’s upbringing and religion does not 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers as it is more depends on an 

individual’s personality and opinion. 

Next, most of the participants stated that they agreed that environment influence 

their interpretation on smile from strangers. The environment of a situation plays an 

important role in influencing an individual’s interpretation. Several participants mentioned 
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that to receive smile from strangers in a quiet and secluded environment or any other similar 

environment will definitely influence their interpretation to be negative. Meanwhile, there 

are also some participants who stated that environment does not influence their 

interpretation on smile from strangers because they find it depends on an individual’s 

opinion and view towards the environment. 

Other than that, majority of the participants claimed that by having a positive 

thinking, interpretation on smile from strangers will also be positive. Specifically, by 

having thought that the strangers are just being friendly, kind and polite, the interpretation 

towards smile given by the strangers will also be associated with positive connotations or 

interpretations. Mindset and way of thinking play an important role in determining the way 

we interpret things. There are also participants who claimed that they think positive about 

receiving smile from strangers because smile is part of greeting and also part of charity in 

Islam. 

Furthermore, 11 participants claimed that they never interpret smile from strangers 

with negative interpretation. The remaining of the participants stated that they interpret 

smile from strangers in negative way if only the strangers look suspicious and have bad 

intention towards them. Apart from that, several participants asserted that the way the 

strangers act also influence their interpretation to be negative such as staring at them, 

looking at them from top till bottom and others. Some participants claimed that the age and 

appearance of the strangers as well influence their interpretation to turns negative. 

Looking into the perspective of culture, almost half of the participants stated that 

they do not think culture influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. Several 
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participants stated that culture did not influence their interpretation as it is more on 

individual’s opinion. Meanwhile, the rest of the participants stated that they do think culture 

has influenced their interpretation on smile from strangers. The participants stated that they 

believe culture has created stereotypes that lead to norms, imitation from surrounding as 

well as environment. 

 

 
 

5.3 DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

 
This study aim to explore how different gender perceived smile from strangers and to 

discover the cultural influence on interpretation of smile from strangers. Based on the 

findings, interpretation on smile from strangers between male and female are slightly 

different. Both male and female shared the same opinion in associating the act of smiling 

at strangers with an individual’s attitude, create a positive impressions and also spreading 

positive vibes. However, comparing between both genders, more male participants viewed 

smile from strangers as something that is common and normal compared to female 

participants. 

Interestingly, no male participants asserted that it is uncommon to smile at strangers 

while there are female participants who claimed that it is uncommon to smile at strangers 

on the street especially to those strangers of different gender simply because they do not 

feel uncomfortable to smile to unknown individual. This findings are similar to previous 

study. It is found that women and men reacts differently towards nonverbal cues. Women 

are more aware and sensitive towards nonverbal cues compared to men (Mehu, Little & 
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Dunbar, 2008). To support, it is also found that level of sensitivity of men and women 

might cause the differences in interpreting nonverbal cues (Krys et al., 2013). 

Besides, the data obtained from the self-completed questionnaire also found that the 

number of female participants who chose to smile at strangers are higher compared to the 

number of male participants. This findings are also concurrent with previous studies in 

which it is found that women smile more than men (Krys et al., 2013). Other than that, the 

findings show that differences in interpretation on smile from strangers of the same gender 

is higher compared to differences in interpretation on smile from strangers of the opposite 

gender. Several male participants stated that they can feel the empathy, friendliness, 

kindness, intimidating as well as common upon receiving smile from strangers of their own 

gender. However, receiving smile from strangers of the opposite gender were interpreted 

as seducing, admiring, flirting, kind and also friendly. 

Other than that, it can be seen from the findings the number of male participants 

who interpret smile from stranger of opposite gender as flirty, seducing and admiring are 

higher compared to female participants. Most of the male participants stated that they feel 

and assume the stranger of opposite gender are attracted and admiring them as well as trying 

to seduce them. This findings are parallel with the previous studies. Previous studies has 

found that men find women who smile as attractive and it helps to increase the possibility 

of a woman to be approached by a man (Gueguen, 2008). 

It can also be seen in the female participant’s interpretation, whereby smile from 

strangers of the same gender were interpreted as a normal greeting, friendly, kind, sincere, 

stranger is in a good mood and gives a positive impression about the strangers. But 
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interpretation on smile from strangers of opposite gender are only interpreted as being 

flirty, scary, polite, kind and have respect towards female. This findings are similar to what 

have been found in the previous researches. It is found that the differences in the same 

gender are higher compared to the differences in the opposite gender (Mehu, Little & 

Dunbar, 2008). 

Next, from the cultural influences context, the findings show that majority of the 

participants claimed that family’s upbringing, religion, environment as well as culture 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. More than half of the participants 

stated that they believe family’s upbringing and religion contribute to the way they act and 

think. The participants asserted that family plays an important role in educating children as 

children do imitate the parent’s behavior. Several participants also stated that religion does 

influence the way they view things including smile. 

Most of the participants shared the same opinion as they said usually they view 

smile as a positive gesture since in Islam smiling is part of charity. There are also 

participants who stated that Bible taught her to be nice to strangers and one of the ways are 

giving smile to strangers. This findings are parallel with the past studies. Previous studies 

have shown that socio-cultural influences started since young via imitation and role 

modelling (Mayers-Levy & Loken, 2015). 

Apart from that, more than half of the participants also claimed that environment 

does influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. Several participants stated that 

the situation and environment where the incident of strangers are smiling to them do 

influence their interpretation. For instance, a stranger smile at them in a secluded and dark 
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place. The place, environment and situation of the incident will influence the interpretation 

on smile from the stranger. 

However, several participants asserted that the environment where they were 

brought up and the current environment that they lived in also influence their interpretation 

on smile from strangers. Being raised up and living in an environment of positive and 

harmony surrounding has help them to be positive as well. It is similar to previous studies. 

According to Matsumoto (2007), cultural influences are created via adaptation process of 

connection of human nature and ecology. It explains the significant relationship of human 

with environment and culture. It also explains why people have different opinions. 

More than 15 participants stated that they believe culture is one of the factors that 

influence their interpretation on smile from strangers. The participants asserted that culture 

are usually created or influence by stereotypes created by the society and it becomes norm. 

Other than that, the participants asserted that cultural influences are able to influence in 

various ways such as movies and dramas, imitations, as well as shaping way of thinking. 

This findings are in parallel to the previous studies. Stereotypes is established from culture 

influences (Merten, 2005) and society’s behavior is shaped by the culture (Matsumoto, 

2006). Stereotypes that were created from society’s behavior and culture influence also can 

be found in facial expressions. As can be seen, there are nonverbal cues that are similar and 

used globally. However, slight differences are still exist as different culture will have 

different stereotypes, culture and tradition including in nonverbal cues (Matsumoto, 2006). 

Overall, both male and female has different interpretation on smile from strangers. 

But the interpretation are only slightly different. The view and opinion on the act of smiling 
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to strangers and receiving smile from strangers are most likely the same between both 

genders. However, the differences in interpretations of smile from strangers of the same 

and opposite gender are quite huge. Furthermore, it can be concluded that culture which is 

include family’s upbringing, religion, environment and cultural influences do contribute as 

part of the factors that influence interpretation on smile from strangers. Different culture, 

religion, environment and way of being raised by family creates different opinions and 

interpretations. Lastly, it is important to know the importance of nonverbal communication 

including smile as human use nonverbal communication more than verbal communication 

in daily life without noticing it. Knowledge on nonverbal communication also important to 

enhance communication skills. 

 

 
5.4 IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS 

 
Both male and female participants’ opinion on smiling at strangers and interpretation on 

smile from strangers are almost similar. Majority of the participants stated that the act of 

smiling at strangers involves attitude followed by spreading positive vibes. Moreover, 

majority of both male and female participants also asserted that they smile at strangers on 

the street and only a few claimed that they are uncomfortable and uncertain to smile at 

strangers. This findings help to enhance the comprehension on the opinion of some part of 

the society as well as explore the gender differences that exist in this country. Most people 

pay attention to things that shows obvious gender differences such as how male and female 

way of speaking are different. But not many people pay attention on little things such as 

nonverbal cues to explore the gender differences. 
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Apart from that, even though most of the participants asserted that family’s 

upbringing and religion does influence their interpretation, there are also a number of 

participants who against the opinion on religion influence their interpretation on smile from 

strangers. In addition, some of the participants as well claimed that they did not believe in 

culture and they did not follow their culture. This findings may help people to understand 

even though Malaysia is a multiracial country with various culture, traditions and religion, 

there are people who are more comfortable to follow their own preferences and opinions. 

However, that does make them less patriotic as everyone has their rights. 

Malaysia is a multiracial country with variety of culture, races, religion and 

traditions. Even so, the interpretation of smile from strangers among the Malaysians which 

include Malay, Chinese, Indian and Iban does not show any differences despite their 

different religion, races and culture. This discovery shows that differences in interpretation 

on smile from strangers across culture among undergraduates in Malaysia are almost zero. 

However, since this study are only focus on undergraduates, it does not mean the 

Malaysians have the same opinion on this topics. Other than that, the existence of 

international undergraduate’s interpretation as part of the findings does not show much 

differences with interpretations of Malaysian undergraduates. This is maybe due to 

adapting process that have been go through by the international undergraduates. 

 

 
 

5.5 RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
5.5.1 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDY 
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It is recommended to widen the target participants in order to reach a bigger scale of 

participants and responses for the future research. Wider and bigger target participants are 

able to generate more and variety responses to be analyzed and discussed. Instead of 

undergraduates, it is suggested for the future research to reach participants of different 

background as well including different education background, financial background and 

more. For instance, teachers, lecturers and others. Other than that, in order to generate in 

depth responses from the participants, it is recommended to use face-to-face interview. 

Face-to-face interview are able to help the interviewer to gain in depth answers from the 

participants as two-way communication can be done for the interviewer to assist the 

participants. 

5.5.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CURRENT STUDY 

 
From the findings, it shows that parents play an important role in educating children 

as children learn through imitation and role modelling. Hence, it is the responsible of the 

parents to teach their children to practice the small gesture such as smiling. It is one of the 

easiest way to communicate nonverbally with others. Apart from that, it is suggested for 

those who work in customer service field to understand the importance of their facial 

expressions especially smile during working. It is important for those who are working in 

customer service line to know how powerful a smile can be as their works requires them to 

interact with strangers known as customers. However, generally everyone need to know 

and understand the power and importance of nonverbal cues as it is part of communication 

skills. 
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5.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter presents the summary of the findings and explains on the discussion as well 

as implications of the findings of this study. It also provides recommendations for future 

research and actions that can be taken by related parties. All in all, recommendations for 

future research and suggested actions to be taken by related parties can be used for 

improvement for wider exploration on nonverbal communication especially smiles. 
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APPENDICES 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX I 

SELF-COMPLETED QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

 

HOW DIFFERENT GENDER INTERPRET SMILE FROM A STRANGER 

 

 
My name is Nur Ameera Najihah bt Mohd Ghazalee (1623256), a final year student of 

English for International Communication, International Islamic University Malaysia 

(IIUM), I am currently conducting a research entitled as above for my final year project. 

The purpose of the study is to explore how the different genders interpret smile from a 

stranger and the differences in interpretation of smile from a stranger between male and 

female. This study also aims to discover the influence of culture in the interpretation of 

smile. Therefore, I would highly appreciate your assistance by answering all the questions 

in the written interview section below for my data collection. 

Your responses in this questionnaire will be kept STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL and will 

be used for ACADEMIC PURPOSES only. 

Should you have any further queries regarding this study, please do not hesitate to contact 

me, at 0172530489 or via e-mail nurameerazalee@gmail.com. 

Your participation in this study is highly appreciated. Thank you so much. 
 
 

SECTION A: DEMOGRAPHIC SECTION 

Gender:  Male Female 
Jantina: Lelaki Perempuan 

Nationality : Malaysian 

mailto:nurameerazalee@gmail.com
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Kewarganegaraan : Malaysia 

Please state your race: Malay Chinese Indian Others 

Sila nyatakan bangsa anda: Melayu  Cina India Lain-lain 

Non-Malaysian 
Bukan warganegara 

Please state your nationality:    
Sila nyatakan kewarganegaraan anda: 

 

 
SECTION B 

Answer ALL questions below. Please indicate reasons for each “Yes” or “No” questions. 

Jawab semua soalan di bawah. Sila nyatakan sebab bagi setiap soalan “Ya” atau “Tidak”. 

1) What is your opinion on smiling at a stranger? 
Apakah pendapat anda tentang senyuman terhadap orang yang tidak dikenali? 

 
 

 
 

 

 

2) Do you smile at a stranger you met on the street? Please explain. 
Adakah anda senyum apabila terjumpa dengan orang yang tak dikenali? Sila jelaskan. 

Yes/Ya No/Tidak 
 
 

 
 

 

3) How do you interpret a smile from a stranger of your own gender? 
Bagaimanakah anda mentafsir senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali yang sama 

jantina dengan anda? 
 
 

 
 

 

4) How do you interpret a smile from a stranger of the opposite gender? 
Bagaimanakah anda mentafsir senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali yang 

berlawanan jantina dengan anda? 
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5) Do you think your family’s upbringing and religion influence your interpretation of a smile 
from a stranger? Please explain. 
Adakah anda berpendapat bahawa didikan keluarga dan agama anda mempengaruhi 

tafsiran anda terhadap senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali? Sila jelaskan. 

Yes/Ya No/Tidak 
 
 

 
 

 

 

6) Do you think your environment influences your interpretation of a smile from a stranger? 
Please explain. 
Adakah anda berpendapat bahawa persekitaran anda mempengaruhi tafsiran anda 

terhadap senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali? Sila jelaskan. 

Yes/Ya No/Tidak 
 
 

 
 

 

 

7) Why would you interpret a smile from a stranger in a positive way? 
Mengapa anda mentafsir senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali secara positif? 

 
 

 
 

 

 

8) Why would you interpret a smile from a stranger in a negative way? 
Mengapa anda mentafsir senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali secara negatif? 

 
 

 
 

 

 

9) Do you think culture influences your interpretation of a smile from a stranger? Please explain. 

Adakah anda berpendapat bahawa budaya mempengaruhi tafsiran anda terhadap 

senyuman daripada orang yang tidak dikenali? Sila jelaskan. 

Yes/Ya No/Tidak 
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10) How does culture influence your interpretation of a smile from a stranger? 
Bagaimanakah sesebuah budaya mempengaruhi tafsiran anda terhadap senyuman 

daripada orang yang tidak dikenali? 
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APPENDIX III 

INITIAL CODING AND GENERATED THEMES (MALE PARTICIPANTS) 

RQ 1.0: What is the perception of male and female of smile from a stranger? 

Q 1.1: What is your opinion on smiling at a stranger? 
 

 

NO. 
NATIONALITY/ 

RACES 
ANSWERS CODES THEMES 

MP1 China show happy 
Spread 

positivity 

Positive 

vibes 

MP2 Malaysian/Chinese 
It creates first good 

impression 

Gives positive 

impression 

Positive 

vibes 

 

MP3 

 

Malaysian/Indian 

 

No harm 
Normal to 

smile at 

strangers 

Common/N 

ormal 

 

 

 
MP4 

 

 

 
Indonesian 

For me, smiling is  

one of a good way to 

leave a good 

impression at others 

and breaking the 

awkwardness 

atmosphere especially 

with strangers 

Gives positive 
impression 

Positive 
vibes 

 

 
Ice breaking 

 
 

A way to 

approach 

 

 
MP5 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

It is a way to 

communicate 

friendliness, openness 

and also to show that 

we are aware of their 

presence 

Show 
manners 

Attitude 

 

Aware of the 

 surrounding 

 
Alert 

 

MP6 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
Nothing wrong with 
smiling because we 

just smile 

Normal to 
smile at 

strangers 

Common/N 

ormal 

 
 

MP7 

 
 

Malaysian/Malay 

 
It is common and a 

show of respect 

Normal to 

smile at 

strangers 

Common/N 

ormal 

Show 
manners 

Attitude 

 

MP8 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
In my opinion, it can 

lighten up someone’s 
day. 

Spread 

positivity 

Positive 

vibes 

MP9 Malaysian/Malay 
Ya.. suatu perkara yg 

mulia 

Show 

manners 
Attitude 
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MP10 Malaysian/Malay 
Its a good behaviour 

for a nice manners 

Shows 

manners 
Attitude 

 
MP11 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

It's a good thing to 

do. It shows that we 

meant no harm and 

good behaviour. 

 

Show 

manners 

 
Attitude 

MP12 Malaysian/Malay Good gesture Kind gesture Attitude 

 

MP13 

 

Malaysian/Malay 

 

Perkara normal 
Normal to 

smile at 
strangers 

Common/N 

ormal 

 

MP14 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
Depend on the 

context. Its fine if it 
Show 

manners 

 

Attitude 

is a friendly smile  
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APPENDIX IV 

INITIAL CODING AND GENERATED THEMES (FEMALE PARTICIPANTS) 

 
RQ 1.0: What is the perception of male and female of smile from a stranger? 

Q 1.1: What is your opinion on smiling at a stranger? 
 

 

 

NO. 
NATIONALITY/ 

RACES 
ANSWERS CODES THEMES 

 

FP15 

 

Malaysian/Indian 
 

It's just a normal thing 

Normal to 

smile at 

strangers 

Common/ 

Normal 

FP16 Malaysian/Chinese It’s a manner 
Show 

manners 
Attitude 

 

FP17 

 

Malaysian/Chinese 
Is a polite and friendly 

gesture. 

Show 

manners and 

kind gesture 

 

Attitude 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

FP18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Malaysian/Malay 

In my opinion, smile is 
an act of being polite 

and to show 
warmness. Therefore, 

I viewed smiling 
towards a stranger is 
just an act of good 

manner and I usually 
did that out of  

courtesy and to 
spread warmness. 

Meanwhile, the 
stranger that I meant 
here is someone that I 
passed by within less 
than a minute and no 
interaction needed. 

Hence, smiling could 
be one of the easiest 

way to spread positive 
vibes to other people.  
I did not find smiling at 
a stranger as weird or 
flirty probably due to 

the influence of  
Islamic perspective on 
smiling, whereby smile 

is part of "sedekah". 

 
 

Show 

manners and 

kind gesture 

 

 

Attitude 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spread 

positivity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Positive 

vibes 
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FP19 

 

 

 

 

Indonesian 

It depends on who are 
the stranger. If the 

stranger in where we 
live such as at 

school/office its no 
problem. Because we 
just dont know them. 
But if the stranger in 

the public space like in 
the station, mall, or 
anywhere. Its not a 

good idea if we smile 
to them. 

Normal to 

smile at 

familiar 
strangers 

 

Common/ 

Normal 

 

Unusual to 

smile at 

strangers in 

public 

 

 
 

Unusual 

FP20 Malaysian/Chinese 
It’s a rather kind 

gesture 

Positive 
gesture 

Attitude 

 

 
FP21 

 

 
Malaysian/Chinese 

Great! I love smiling at 
a stranger especially 

older people, I believe 
smiling is a friendly 
gesture and could 

lighten up someone's 
day! 

Positive 
gesture 

Attitude 

 

Spread 

positivity 

 

Positive 

vibes 

 
FP22 

 
China 

 
Its a kind gesture and 

a good etiquette. 

Show 

manners and 

positive 
 gesture 

 
Attitude 

 
FP23 

 
Malaysian/Iban 

 
i don’t really smile at 

stranger 

Unusual to 

smile at 

stranger in 
public 

 
Unusual 

FP24 Malaysian/Malay Just being friendly 
 Positive 
gesture 

Attitude 

FP25 Malaysian/Malay 
It's a good thing. Our 
smiles could cheer 

someone's day. 

Spread 

positivity 

Positive 

vibes 

 

 

 

 

 
FP26 

 

 

 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

 

 

Smiling at people 
won't be a problem. 
Personally, i feel girl 
smiling at other girl is 

not so weird. If girl 
smiling to different 

gender is not 
necessary. 

 

Normal to 

smile at 

strangers of 

the same 

gender 

 

 
Common/ 

Normal 

Unusual to 

smile at 

strangers of 

opposite 

gender 

 
 

Unusual 
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FP27 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

 

Polite and friendly 

Shows 

manner and 

positive 
 gesture 

 
Attitude 

 
FP28 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

I could feel the 
positive vibes and 
sometimes it kinda 

made my day 

Spread 

positivity 

Positive 

vibes 

 

FP29 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
Awkward but I still 

smile when they smile 
to me. 

Unusual to 
smile at 

strangers 

 

Unusual 

 

 

FP30 

 

 

Malaysian/Malay 

My opinion is that, 
smiling is the universal 

way on how to 
approach other people 
and the way to prevent 

a gap between 
stranger, poor, rich 

and high status. 

 

 

Ice breaking 

 

 
A way to 

approach 

 

FP31 

 

Malaysian/Malay 

It is a good way of 
greeting stranger. I 

also believe by smiling 
to stranger I can make 

Greeting Greeting 

Spread 

positivity 

Positive 

vibes 
his/her day better.  

FP32 Malaysian/Malay 
Necessary to give off 

warm vibes 

Spread 
positivity 

Positive 
vibes 

FP33 Malaysian/Malay polite, manner 
Shows 
manner 

Attitude 

 

 

 

FP34 

 

 

 

Malaysian/Malay 

Saya suka senyum. 
Jadi saya Rasa tiada 
masalah sekiranya 
senyum terhadap 
orang Yang tidak 

dikenali. Sebab saya 
Rasa senyum itu 

dapat membuatkan 
orang  gembira Dan 

Normal to 
smile at 

strangers 

Common/ 

Normal 

 

Spread 

positivity 

 

Positive 

vibes 

rasa mesra.  

 

 
FP35 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

 
I think it's an act of 
courtesy, nothing 

weird about it. 

Shows 

manner 
Attitude 

Normal to 

smile at 
strangers 

Common/ 

Normal 
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APPENDIX V 

INITIAL CODING AND GENERATED THEMES (MALE PARTICIPANTS) 

RQ 1.0: What is the perception of male and female of smile from a stranger? 

Q 1.2: Do you smile at a stranger you met on the street? 
 

 

 

NO. 
NATIONALITY/ 

RACES 
ANSWERS CODES THEMES 

MP1 China 
yes because I am 

happy 
Yes Smile 

 

MP2 

 

Malaysian/Chinese 
Sometimes when they 

smile at us first 

Smile when 
there strangers 

smile first 

Stranger 

smile first 

MP3 Malaysian/Indian Yes, it's basic manner Yes Smile 

 

 

 

MP4 

 

 

 

Indonesian 

It mostly depends on 

the situation. I don't 

really like to smile to 

every random people 

that I met on the 

street. But I will 

smile maybe to 

children and elderly. 

 
Depending on 

situation 

 

Situation 

Only smile to 

children and 

elderly 

Smile 

towards 

certain 

stranger

s 

 
MP5 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes, but if we make 

eye contact only. I 

usually do not do it 

intentionally 

Smile when 

there is an eye 

contact 

 

Eye 

contact 

MP6 Malaysian/Malay 
Ya.. kerana senyum 

itu sedekah 

Yes Smile 

Charity Attitude 

MP7 Malaysian/Malay Yes of course Yes Smile 

 

 

 
MP8 

 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes, sometimes. It 

depends actually. If 

the stranger is doing 

something nice or if 

I'm kind of like 

helping the stranger, 

I'll smile and say 

thank you 

 
Sometimes 

Sometime 

s 

 
Depending on 

situation 

 

Situation 
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MP9 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
If our eyes met 

coincidentally 

Smile when 

there is an eye 

contact 

Eye 

contact 

MP10 Malaysian/Malay Kadang-kadang Sometimes 
Sometime 

s 

 

MP11 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
Yes, somehow when 
they smiling at me 

first 

Smile when 
strangers smile 

first 

Stranger 

smile first 

 

MP12 

 

Malaysian/Malay 

 

Yes I smile to 

stranger because it is 

a friendly gesture 

Yes Smile 

Show manners 

and positive 
gesture 

 

Attitude 

 
 

MP13 

 
 

Malaysian/Malay 

I don’t smile at 

stranger. I only smile 

at stranger when only 

our eyes contact with 

each other 

 

Smile when 

there is an eye 

contact 

 
Eye 

contact 

 

 

 

 
MP14 

 

 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes I smile at 

stranger because 

smile is an act that 

shows our respect to 

other people. 

However, it depends 

on situation. If other 

people look serious 

then I won’t give a 

smile. 

 
Yes 

 
Smile 

Show manners 

and positive 

gesture 

 
Attitude 

Depending on 

situation 

 
Situation 
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APPENDIX VI 

INITIAL CODING AND GENERATED THEMES (FEMALE PARTICIPANTS) 

RQ 1.0: What is the perception of male and female of smile from a stranger? 

Q 1.2: Do you smile at a stranger you met on the street? 
 

 

 

NO. 
NATIONALITY/ 

RACES 
ANSWERS CODES THEMES 

FP15 Malaysian/Indian 
Yes I do. That's 
nothing wrong in 

smiling :) 
Yes Smile 

 

FP16 

 

Malaysian/Chinese 

 

Sometimes. Depend 
on how ppl treat me? 
Do they smile to me? 

Sometimes Sometimes 

Smile when 

strangers 

smile first 

Stranger 

smile first 

 

 
FP17 

 

 
Malaysian/Chinese 

Very rarely. Usually I 
only smile when the 

waiter or waitress at a 
restaurant smiled at 
me, or an employee 
smiled at me when I 

was in a shop 

Sometimes Sometimes 

Smile when 

strangers 

smile first 

Stranger 

smile first 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
FP18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes. Smiling at people 
make me feel happy 
and somehow I want 
to spread positivity to 
other people too. The 
meaning behind the 

smile, I believe could 
bring a meaning of  
"Hi, there. Have a 

good day!" in short. 
Despite smiling could 
spread warmness, I 
prefer to smile to the 
same gender to show 
my sisterhood instead 

of towards the 
opposite. This is to 

avoid any 
misinterpretation from 

the stranger of 
opposite gender 

towards me 

 
Yes 

 
Smile 

Show 

manners 

and positive 
gesture 

 
Attitude 

Prefer to 

smile at 

strangers of 

the same 
gender 

Prefer to 

smile at 

strangers of 

the same 
gender 

Avoid 

misinterpret 

ation of 

opposite 

gender 

 
Avoid 

negative 

interpretation 

 

FP19 

 

Indonesian 
 If the stranger around 
school or offuve where 
we stay, maybe i smile 

Smile to 

strangers at 

Smile at 

certain 

stranger

s 
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  to them. But if at 
public street maybe 

not 

familiar 

locations 

 

Not smile to 

strangers in 

public 

Do not smile 

to strangers 

in public 

 

 

FP20 

 

 

Malaysian/Chinese 

Sometimes? It 
honestly depends on 
my mood. Sometimes 

I smile at random 
people I make eyes 

contact with, 
sometimes I do not. 

Sometimes Sometimes 

Depending 
on moods 

Mood 

Smile when 
there is an 

eye contact 

 

Eye contact 

 
FP21 

 
Malaysian/Chinese 

 

Yes I often smile at 

strangers. 

 
Yes 

 
Smile 

 

FP22 

 

China 

Yes, I do. I would 
smile at strangers 

whenever even if it's a 
brief moment of eye 

Smile when 

there is an 

eye contact 

 

Eye contact 

contact.  

FP23 Malaysian/Iban 
no. because i am a 

shy person 
No Do not smile 

 

 
FP24 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

 
Usually yes, to show 

some respect if they're 
older or being friendly 

to people my age 

Yes Smile 

Show 

manners 

and positive 
gesture 

 
Attitude 

 

 
FP25 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes, because I love 
how people will smile 

at me back and wil 
make a friendly 

environment 

Yes Smile 

Show 

manners 

and positive 

gesture 

 
Attitude 

 

 

 
FP26 

 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

 
Depend on my mood 
on that day. I always 
smile to girls only. I 
dont usually smile at 
boy unless if i know 

them. 

Depending 

on moods 
Mood 

Smile at 

strangers of 

the same 

gender only 

Prefer to 

smile at 

strangers of 

the same 

gender 

 
FP27 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes. But rarely at 
male strangers. If 
female then i smile 

Yes Smile 

Smile at 
strangers of 

Prefer to 
smile at 
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   the same 

gender only 

strangers of 

the same 

gender 

 
 

FP28 

 
 

Malaysian/Malay 

 
yes it is a small 

gesture i can do at 
least 

Yes Smile 

Show 

manners 

and positive 
gesture 

 
Attitude 

 

FP29 

 

Malaysian/Malay 
Ya sekiranya dia 

melihat saya. 

Smile when 
there is eye 

contact 

 

Eye contact 

 

 

FP30 

 

 

Malaysian/Malay 

Sometimes, depends 
on my mood and 
depends on the 

stranger I 
coincidentally lock my 
eyes with. I don't smile 

to suspicious 
strangers. 

Sometimes Sometimes 

Depending 
on moods 

Mood 

Smile when 

there is an 

eye contact 

 
Eye contact 

FP31 Malaysian/Malay 
No because i want to 

avoid any kind of 
interaction 

No Do not smile 

 
 

FP32 

 
 

Malaysian/Malay 

Yes I smile at stranger 
because I believe 
smiling gives me a 

good mood and also 
affect the strangers 

positively 

Yes Smile 

Spread 

positivity 

 

Positive vibes 

 

 

 
FP33 

 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

Yes I smile at stranger 
because I believe with 

smile, maybe it can 
build someone 

emotion. For example, 
the stranger in the bad 
mood, the smile can 

help them to feel 
better 

 
Yes 

 
Smile 

 
Spread 

positivity 

 

Positive vibes 

 

 
FP34 

 

 
Malaysian/Malay 

No because I’m too 
shy to smile at 

stranger. I prefer not 
to give an eye contact 

to them. 

No Do not smile 

Prefer to 

avoid eye 

contact 

Avoid eye 

contact 

 
 

FP35 

 
 

Malaysian/Malay 

Yes I smile at 
strangers because I 

feel the need to 
spread good vibes 

Yes Smile 

Spread 

positivity 
Positive vibes 
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