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Group Dynamics and Emotional Expression

The study of emotional expressions has a long tradition in psychology.
Although research in this domain has extensively studied the social con-
text factors that influence the expresser’s facial display, the perceiver was
considered passive. This book focuses on more recent developments that
show that the perceiver is also subject to the same social rules and norms
that guide the expresser’s behavior and that knowledge of relevant emotion
norms can influence how emotional expressions shown by members of dif-
ferent groups are perceived and interpreted. Factors such as ethnic-group
membership, gender, and relative status all influence not only emotional
expressions but also the interpretation of emotional expressions shown
by members of different groups. Specifically, the research presented asks
the question of whether and why the same expressions shown by men or
women, members of different ethnic groups, or individuals high and low
in status are interpreted differently.
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at Montreal. She received her Ph.D. in psychology from Dartmouth
College and is a Fellow at the Association for Psychological Science. Her
current research is in the area of emotion psychology – in particular, the
communication of affect with an emphasis on two main lines of research:
psychophysiological measures and the role of social influences in the encod-
ing and decoding of emotional expressions.

Pierre Philippot is Professor of Psychology at the University of Louvain in
Belgium. He is also a Master of Research at the Belgium National Science
Foundation. He received his Ph.D. in psychology from the University of
Louvain. He has published many books and written many articles for
international, peer-reviewed scientific journals.
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Introduction: The Tale I Read on
Your Face Depends on Who I
Believe You Are
Introducing How Social Factors Might
Influence the Decoder’s Interpretation
of Facial Expression

Pierre Philippot and Ursula Hess

Authors’ Note

The writing of this chapter has been facilitated by grants from the
“Fonds National de la Recherche Scientifique de Belgique” 8.4510.99
and 8.4510.03 and by a grant ARC 96/01-198 from the University of
Louvain to the first author, and by a grant from the “Fonds de For-
mation des Chercheurs et l’Aide la Recherche” to the second author.
Correspondence regarding this chapter should be addressed to Pierre
Philippot, who is at Faculté de Psychologie, Université de Louvain, place
du Cardinal Mercier, 10, B-1348 Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgique. Electronic
mail may be sent via Internet to Pierre.Philippot@psp.ucl.ac.be.

Introduction

More than three decades ago, the study of emotional facial expression
saw a spectacular development (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Izard, 1972).
To date, this impetus does not seem to have lessened. From the begin-
ning, research on emotional facial expression has been grounded in a
Neo-Darwinian theoretical framework (Tomkins, 1980). In this frame-
work, facial expressions are considered as innate signals that have
evolved phylogenetically to fulfil important adaptive functions. In a
social species such as ours, effective coordination among conspecifics
is vital. By conveying information about individuals’ inner state and
behavioral intent, facial expression plays an important role in social
coordination.

1
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From this perspective, a wealth of research has demonstrated that,
indeed, emotional facial expressions were decoded at a clearly much bet-
ter than chance level, within and among many cultures (Kupperbusch,
Matsumoto, Kooken, Loewinger, Uchida, et al., 1999). This observa-
tion supported the notion that emotional facial expressions are fore-
most an innate signal. However, there is also evidence that this innate
signal can be modulated by social conventions: so-called display rules
(Matsumoto, 1998). Through social and cultural shaping, people learn
how to suppress, minimize, maximize, or alter their facial displays to
convey socially prescribed emotional attitudes.

Looking back at these three decades of research on nonverbal com-
munication, a striking feature emerges: Most of it has focused on the
decoder’s performance. That is, this research has been primarily devoted
to establishing whether emotional facial expressions are accurately
decoded and to identifying decoder characteristics that are predictive of
a better decoding performance. Little attention has been devoted to those
characteristics of the encoder (i.e., the expressing individual) that might
influence how their facial expression is attended to and interpreted. In
fact, this lack of interest for encoder characteristics is congruent with the
Neo-Darwinian perspective that dominates the field: If emotional facial
expressions are indeed strong innate signals and act as unconditioned
stimuli (Öhman, 1999), they result from automatic processes that leave
little room for variation. Thus, there are few reasons to investigate how
individual differences or personal characteristics might modulate such
an automatic and biologically determined behavior.

However, the recent interest of social cognition for emotion in general,
and facial expression in particular, has somewhat challenged the notion
that encoder characteristics are of little interest for the study of nonverbal
facial communication. Indeed, it is now established that emotion plays
a critical role in the formation, activation and maintenance of attitudes
and stereotypes (Fiske, 1998; Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004). More-
over, stereotypes also include emotional information. For instance, some
emotions, like anger, might be stereotypically attributed to members of
an outgroup whose stereotype is connotated by aggressivity (Philippot
& Yabar, 2005). Also, more refined emotions are preferentially attributed
to ingroup members, whereas more basic emotions are overly attributed
to outgroup members (Paladino, Leyens, R. Rodriguez, A. Rodriguez,
Gaunt, & Demoulin, 2002).

This social-cognitive perspective thus suggests that the activation
of stereotypes must result in congruent biases in the interpretation of
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outgroup versus ingroup members’ facial expressions of emotion. For
instance, the facial expression of an individual from a group that is
stereotyped as violent and aggressive might be perceived as more angry
than the same facial expression displayed by an individual from a group
that is not stereotyped as violent or aggressive.

The question raised is thus whether the interpretation of a given
facial expression might be modulated by the a priori or stereotype that
the decoder holds regarding the encoder. This formulation of the ques-
tion makes it obvious that a crucial aspect of the understanding of
emotional nonverbal communication rests in the interaction between
the sender/encoder and the receiver/decoder. From this perspective, a
nonverbal message such as a facial expression can be understood only
if one considers the relationship that links the sender/encoder and the
receiver/decoder and the (stereotyped) representations they hold for
each other.

Is this question trivial? Evidently, we think that it is not. Our con-
viction is based on several considerations. At the theoretical level, the
Neo-Darwinian perspective that still prevails in the field states that emo-
tional facial expressions are powerful innate signals – which leaves little
room for modulating their interpretation once they are emitted. This
suggests that a display of anger is interpreted as conveying anger and
threat no matter what representation the decoder might have of the
encoder. In contrast, the social-cognitive perspective presented previ-
ously postulates that the interpretation of any individual information
is biased by the stereotype that is attached to that individual. Facial
expression decoding would not be an exception to this general rule.
Hence, these two theoretical perspectives offer contrasting predictions:
The Neo-Darwinian perspective implies that facial expression decoding
should be minimally affected by the group membership of the sender,
whereas the social-cognitive perspective predicts the opposite.

At the empirical level, one needs to recognize that in everyday life,
full-blown facial expressions are by far the exception rather than the
rule (except perhaps in Hollywood sit-coms). Rather, what is observed
in natural settings are most often weak and transient facial expressions.
Furthermore, facial expressions are not necessarily expressed in the
canonic form established by emotion researchers (e.g., Ekman, Sorenson,
& Friesen, 1969). Indeed, facial expressions can be expressed partially
or they can be the result of blends that convey different emotions at the
same time (Ekman & O’Sullivan, 1991). Thus, in real life, facial expres-
sions rarely occur in the form of the clear, prototypical signals such as
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the stimuli originally constructed by Ekman et al. (1969) – even though
these extreme stimuli are the ones most often used in emotion expres-
sion research. Rather, facial expression is often weak, elusive or blended,
resulting in a signal that might often be ambiguous. This ambiguity itself
suggests that significant interpretive work is needed, which opens the
possibility for all kinds of interpretive biases, such as those underlain by
the representations that the sender/encoder and the receiver/decoder
hold for each other.

In sum, there are good theoretical as well as empirical reasons to
investigate whether the interpretation of facial expressions of emotion
might be modulated by the characteristics that the decoder attributes
to the encoder. Still, this field of research is just emerging and few
directly relevant data have been collected. In this volume, we aim to
present the recent theoretical and empirical developments that recog-
nize that the perceiver is also subject to the same social rules and norms
that guide the expressors’ behavior. In turn, this knowledge of rele-
vant emotion norms can influence how emotional expressions shown
by members of different groups are perceived. Factors such as ethnic
group membership, gender and relative status all influence not only
emotional expressions but also the interpretation of emotional expres-
sions shown by members of different groups. Specifically, the research
presented here addresses the questions of whether and why the same
expressions shown by men or women, members of different ethnic
groups, or individuals high and low in status are interpreted differ-
ently. Possible mechanisms addressed include the physical character-
istics of the face (e.g., morphological face difference between races or
genders), its interaction with social rules and norms, the biasing impact
of beliefs and expectations regarding members of different groups, and
the impact of matches versus mismatches of expressor and decoder
groups.

This book consists of eight chapters. It is introduced by a general
chapter by John Dovidio and colleagues discussing social-group influ-
ences on the interpretation of emotions and their implications for every-
day life. In the next section, two chapters focus on the interpretation
of facial expressions of emotion shown by men and women (Leah
Warner and Stephanie Shields; Ursula Hess and colleagues). Then, two
chapters consider the influence of the ethnic-group membership of
the expressor on emotion communication. One chapter (Hillary Elfen-
bein) focuses on biases in the decoding of emotional expressions, the
other (Pierre Philippot and colleagues) on the influence of social- and
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ethnic-group membership on reactions to facial expressions, specifically
in terms of facial morphology and mimicry. Another chapter (Kristi
Lewis Tyran) focuses on the influence of relative status on the inter-
pretation of emotional expressions and the attribution of behavioral
intentions to the expressor. These chapters are complemented by a chap-
ter (David Matsumoto) that presents relevant methodological concerns
particular to this area of research. Finally, a summary and integration
chapter (Hess and Philippot) concludes the book.

The goal of the book is to underline the importance of understanding
emotion communication in its social context. This perspective implies
that the very channels that transmit the emotion signal – voice, face,
posture – all also transmit information about the social context of the
expressors, their sex, their age, their race and even their socioeconomic
status. Thus, social context is literally embodied in the emotion signal,
therefore making it impossible to consider emotion signals in social
isolation.
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1. Implications of Ingroup-Outgroup
Membership for Interpersonal
Perceptions
Faces and Emotion

Jennifer Richeson, John F. Dovidio, J. Nicole Shelton, and
Michelle Hebl

Authors’ Note

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Jennifer
A. Richeson, Department of Psychology, Northwestern University, 2029
Sheridan Road, Evanston, IL 60208. E-mail: jriches@northwestern.edu.

Introduction

Nonverbal behavior is a critical component of social interaction. Peo-
ple rely on nonverbal aspects of behavior during interactions to assess
how their interaction partners are feeling and how to respond to them
(Feldman, Philippot, & Custrini, 1991). One aspect of nonverbal behav-
ior that can be influential in shaping the dynamics of interpersonal inter-
action is the communication of emotion. Indeed, the ability to accurately
decode the emotional states of others from nonverbal facial and vocal
cues has been found to predict social competence (e.g., Feldman et al.,
1991; Glanville & Nowicki, 2002).

Recent research suggests that cultural-group membership may play
an important role in the accurate communication (i.e., encoding and
decoding) of emotion (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a, 2002b). Building on
this work, we propose that the psychological processes associated with
social categorization and social identity produce systematic biases in
the recognition of emotion from facial expressions across members of
different groups. Thus, the present chapter examines emotional facial
expression and communication in an intergroup context. To provide
a general conceptual foundation for the relevance of group member-
ship to the communication of emotion, we begin by briefly reviewing
how group membership fundamentally affects the way people think

7
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about, feel about, and act toward others. We then examine research that
directly studies how group membership affects the communication of
emotion in the face and how members of different groups, defined by
majority and minority status, may be differentially successful at recog-
nizing and interpreting the emotions displayed by outgroup members.
We then consider the systematic nature of emotion recognition accuracy
and inaccuracy through an examination of potential mechanisms that
might contribute to differences in emotion recognition between mem-
bers of different groups. Finally, we conclude with a conceptual analysis
of how the study of facial expression complements previous research on
intergroup bias and offers potentially unique theoretical and practical
insights into understanding intergroup communication, miscommuni-
cation, and relations.

Psychological Impact of Group Membership

Group membership and identity have a profound influence on social
perception, affect, cognition, and behavior. People spontaneously cat-
egorize others as members of social groups, and they fundamentally
distinguish those who are members of their own group from those
who are members of other groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg,
Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987). Perceptually, when people or objects
are categorized into groups, actual differences between members of
the same category tend to be minimized and often ignored in mak-
ing decisions or forming impressions, whereas between-group differ-
ences tend to become exaggerated (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Members of
other groups are generally perceived to be more similar to one another
than are members of one’s own group (Mullen & Hu, 1989). Parallel-
ing these effects, at a basic perceptual level, people have more diffi-
culty recognizing outgroup members than ingroup members, more fre-
quently confusing outgroup members with one another (Meissner &
Brigham, 2001). Cognitively, people retain more information in a more
detailed fashion for ingroup members than for outgroup members (Park
& Rothbart, 1982). Emotionally, people spontaneously experience more
positive affect toward members of the ingroup than toward members
of the outgroup (Otten & Moskowitz, 2000). And, behaviorally, people
are more pro-social toward ingroup than outgroup members (Dovidio,
Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard, 1997). In part as a conse-
quence of these biases, people have more frequent interaction with mem-
bers of their own group than other groups (Brigham, 2005). Greater



P1: FCW
0521842824c01 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 8:48

Implications of Ingroup-Outgroup Membership 9

contact and more frequent interaction produce greater perceptual
and cognitive differentiation (Linville, Fischer, & Salovey, 1989) and
present more opportunities to develop and refine the ability to inter-
pret accurately the behaviors of others.

Taken together, the greater perceptual sensitivity, cognitive elabora-
tion, affective reactions, and behavioral orientations that people have
with ingroup than with outgroup members implicate group member-
ship as an important factor for the communication of emotion. Specifi-
cally, these processes converge to suggest that people will show greater
sensitivity and accuracy in judging the emotional expressions of ingroup
than outgroup members.

A second critical element of group membership – one that also is
relevant to the communication of emotion – involves the hierarchical
organization of groups. In part as a consequence of the factors associ-
ated with group categorization, groups tend to relate to one another
hierarchically. In fact, Sidanius and Pratto (1999) argue that this type of
social dominance is a universal organizing principle in human societies.
Differences in group status, in turn, influence the perceptual, cognitive,
affective, and behavioral responses of group members in systematic
ways. In general, people who have high social status have more free-
dom of movement and thus may be more open in intergroup encounters
than low-status individuals. Conversely, low-status people tend to be
inhibited in their actions, particularly in encounters with high-status
people (see Ellyson & Dovidio, 1985). In addition, low-status people
monitor the specific behaviors and reactions of their interaction partners
more closely than do high-status interactants, who are more likely to
rely on stereotypes based on the partner’s group membership. Keltner,
Gruenfeld, and Anderson (2003) argue that high power and status are
associated with a general approach orientation, whereas low power and
status are related to inhibition.

These processes also have direct implications for the communica-
tion of facial expressions. First, because high-status individuals are
less inhibited in their behaviors than low-status individuals, members
of high-status groups may be more expressive than members of low-
status groups, particularly in intergroup encounters. Consistent with
this, individual status exerts a strong influence on nonverbal behavior
between people. In a meta-analytic review of the literature, Hall, Coats,
and Smith LeBeau (2005) found that people who have higher status or
social power show greater facial expressiveness than those with low sta-
tus or power. Also, members of low-status groups, such as stigmatized
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groups, tend to be more inhibited than members of high-status (i.e.,
nonstigmatized) groups in their emotional expressiveness (Frable,
Blackstone, & Scherbaum, 1990). Second, because low-status individ-
uals monitor the actions of high-status individuals particularly closely,
members of low-status groups may be more accurate at decoding the
facial expressions of others, particularly in intergroup situations, than
high-status people (Henley, 1977; LaFrance & Henley, 1994).

In sum, social categorization initiates a range of perceptual, cognitive,
and affective processes that produce more differentiated impressions of
ingroup than outgroup members, which suggests that people should
be more accurate at judging the emotional expressions of ingroup than
outgroup members. Moreover, the closer and more frequent interaction
among ingroup than outgroup members produces greater familiarity
and experience that further contribute to increased accuracy in inter-
preting the expressions and behaviors of ingroup compared to outgroup
members. However, group status may moderate this effect, such that
increased accuracy in recognizing emotions from facial expressions for
ingroup versus outgroup members might be more pronounced among
members of low-status than high-status groups. In the next section,
guided by this framework, we briefly review the literature on group
differences in emotion recognition.

Group Differences in Emotion Recognition

In general, people are quite adept at recognizing the emotions dis-
played in the faces of members of different groups, nations, and cul-
tures (Ekman, 1972; Izard, 1971). Largely based on these findings, emo-
tional facial displays have been thought of as largely universal (Ekman,
1994). Despite the evidence in favor of universality, however, there is
also accompanying evidence revealing cultural variations in recogniz-
ing expressions of emotion. In an effort to understand and organize
the emotion recognition literature, Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) con-
ducted a meta-analysis of studies bearing on both the universality and
cultural specificity of emotion recognition. Although they found over-
whelming evidence to support the universality hypothesis – that is,
participants were consistently able to detect the emotions displayed in
the faces of outgroup members at better than chance levels – they also
found evidence suggestive of cultural specificity. That is, they found that
individuals were better able to decode the emotions expressed by indi-
viduals sharing their own cultural background than those expressed by
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individuals from a different cultural background (Elfenbein & Ambady,
2002b). The ingroup advantage was observed in studies using a variety
of experimental methods, for both positive and negative emotions, and
in different nonverbal channels of communication, including both facial
expressions and tone of voice (but see Matsumoto, 2002, for a critique).

One clear deviation from the ingroup advantage, however, was
among members of minority groups. Specifically, the ingroup advan-
tage was considerably smaller and sometimes nonexistent for studies
in which members of minority groups were judging the emotions of
members of majority groups from the same nation. For example, Now-
icki, Glanville, and Demertzis (1998) found that white college students
were better able to decode emotion in the faces of other white targets
(i.e., posers) than emotion in the faces of black targets, but black college
students were equally able to decode emotion in the faces of white and
black targets. Similarly, Collins and Nowicki (2001) found that black
and white children were equally accurate at decoding the emotions of
white targets. However, the overall pattern of accuracy in recognition
of emotional facial expression is consistent with our expectations. We
consider potential mediators and moderators of this effect in the next
section.

Moderators and Mediators of the Ingroup Advantage

As outlined earlier, social categorization and identity arouse a range of
perceptual and cognitive biases, with systematic social consequences,
that can operate independently or in concert to produce intergroup
differences in the accurate recognition and interpretation of emotional
facial expressions. We first consider two explanations for the ingroup
advantage that relate to social interaction within and between groups:
familiarity and cultural differences. Then, we consider three additional
explanations for the ingroup advantage that relate to general inter-
group psychological processes identified previously: attention, bias, and
power.

Familiarity

Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) proposed that cultural familiarity is
an important moderator of the ingroup advantage effect. Specifically,
their meta-analysis revealed that the ingroup advantage was smaller for
groups with greater exposure to one another. For instance, cross-cultural
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accuracy was greater for groups living in the same country than for
groups living across national borders. Furthermore, differential famil-
iarity explained the tendency for members of minority groups to reveal
less of an ingroup advantage than members of majority groups and
sometimes even to reveal an outgroup advantage (Elfenbein & Ambady,
2002a, 2002b). Because of the sheer differences in number, members of
minority groups have more opportunities to interact with members of
majority groups than the reverse.

Consistent with this interpretation, Elfenbein and Ambady (2003)
found that accuracy in decoding the emotional expression of European
American models in photographs was greatest among European Amer-
icans, followed in order by Chinese Americans, Chinese nationals liv-
ing in the United States, and Chinese citizens living in China. Chinese
citizens in China were most accurate at judging the emotions of Chi-
nese models. In a second study, Elfenbein and Ambady (2003) fully
decoupled cultural familiarity with ingroup membership by testing the
accuracy with which Tibetan individuals living in China and African
individuals living in the United States could recognize the emotional
expressions displayed by Chinese and American models. Consistent
with the familiarity argument, the Tibetan participants were both more
accurate and faster at recognizing the Chinese compared to the Ameri-
can facial expressions, and the African participants were more accurate
and faster with the American compared to the Chinese facial expres-
sions. These findings provide support for the role of familiarity in gen-
erating the ingroup advantage for emotion recognition.

Although the evidence for the role of familiarity in the ingroup advan-
tage in emotion recognition is compelling, other processes may also be
involved and, in fact, may help explain why greater familiarity reduces
group differences in emotion recognition accuracy. For instance, greater
familiarity with members of other groups may enhance the ability to rec-
ognize and interpret cultural differences in emotion display and decod-
ing rules.

Cultural Differences: Display Rules, Decoding Rules,
and Nonverbal Accents

In the emotion recognition literature, several factors have been proposed
to explain cultural differences in emotional-face recognition. Ekman
argued that although emotions are basic, there are cultural differences
in the norms that govern the outward display of emotion (Ekman, 1972).
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Accordingly, the emotional displays produced by members of some cul-
tures are more difficult to decode (i.e., the displays are not encoded as
clearly) than those of other cultures. In contrast to differences in encod-
ing, Matsumoto (1989, 1992) argued that emotional-expression decod-
ing rules (cf. Buck, 1984) differ as a function of culture. Thus, in some
cultures, it is impolite to observe certain emotions (largely negative) in
other individuals; consequently, members of these cultures may be less
likely to attribute certain emotions to another individual based on their
facial displays than members of other cultures.

As mentioned previously, Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) found that
a match between the group membership of the encoder and the decoder
resulted in better emotion recognition than a mismatch, also known as
the ingroup advantage. One possible explanation for the advantage is
that shared cultural-group membership is accompanied by an ingroup
understanding and congruence of both display rules and decoding rules.
For instance, members of a specific culture may tend to display certain
emotions with less intensity because of display rules. They have been
socialized in the culture and, therefore, are accustomed to observing the
muted form of the expression. However, other members of the same
culture may be more likely to recognize the subtle cues associated with
these muted expressions than members of a different culture. In other
words, a relatively ambiguous, low-intensity angry expression may be
perceived and interpreted as a clear display of anger by ingroup mem-
bers but completely missed or misinterpreted by outgroup members.
Furthermore, members of the same culture are more likely to be aware
of the specific situations in which display rules tend to affect emotional
expression, resulting in more accurate emotion recognition, than that
found for outgroup members.

Similarly, a mismatch in decoding rules may make it difficult to accu-
rately interpret emotion across group boundaries. If perceiving anger
is relatively shunned in an individual’s culture, then he or she may be
less likely to accurately detect (or report) anger from the face of an out-
group member. It is also possible, however, that display and decoding
rules may work against the ingroup advantage. Cultural norms that
limit the expression of certain emotions also tend to limit the interpreta-
tion and perception of the same emotions. In other words, display and
decoding rules are often linked (Matsumoto, Kasri, & Kooken, 1999).
The match between display and decoding rules may lead an individ-
ual to suppress their anger but also lead a member of the same cul-
ture to ignore and perhaps even misperceive any anger that did form
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on the expressor’s face. Consequently, rather than increasing accuracy,
shared cultural display and decoding rules may actually undermine
the accuracy with which members of the same group interpret emo-
tional facial displays.

As an alternative to the display and decoding rules explanations
for the ingroup advantage of emotion recognition, Marsh, Elfenbein,
and Ambady (2003) developed the theory of nonverbal accents. The
theory suggests that, like different languages, emotional expressions
may also have features that vary across cultures. American, British, and
Australian English all have many similarities and are essentially the
same language, but they also differ in important ways that serve to diffe-
rentiate members of the three cultures. Similarly, emotional expressions
are predicted to vary in subtle ways. For instance, Marsh et al. (2003)
asked a sample of North Americans to categorize the nationality of pho-
tographs of nine Japanese nationals and nine Japanese Americans bear-
ing one of five emotional facial expressions (e.g., anger, fear, surprise; or
a neutral pose). Participants were able to accurately categorize the tar-
gets into national groups at better than chance levels for photographs
with either neutral or emotional facial expressions; however, they were
more accurate for the emotional rather than the neutral faces. In other
words, aspects of the facial expressions themselves sufficiently differ-
entiated the two sets of targets (i.e., American and Japanese), and the
North American participants were able to tell which set was American.

This result is even more impressive given that the faces used in the
experiment were drawn from a set that had undergone extensive pre-
testing and found to be equivalent on all dimensions relevant to emotion
recognition. In other words, it was thought that potential cultural dif-
ferences had been removed through the rigorous selection process. One
possible explanation for Marsh et al.’s (2003) findings is that differences
in facial morphology contributed to the observed effects. Recall that
participants in the study were able to detect target nationality at better
than chance levels in both the neutral facial displays and the emotional
displays. There is some evidence suggesting that facial morphology can
contribute to the interpretation – and sometimes misinterpretation – of
emotional expressions (Beaupré & Hess, 2005; Hess, Adams, & Kleck,
2004). Furthermore, the fact that the participants in the Marsh et al.
(2003) study were significantly better able to detect target nationality in
the emotional compared with the neutral faces suggests that slight mor-
phological differences may be accentuated by the expression of emotion.



P1: FCW
0521842824c01 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 8:48

Implications of Ingroup-Outgroup Membership 15

And, by extension, if there are nonverbal accents in emotional displays,
even if they are attributable to differences in facial morphology, then
ingroup members are likely to recognize the accents of other members
of their culture more than members of a different culture. Consequently,
it is likely that ingroup members are better able to decode subtle non-
verbal accents and, therefore, emotional displays more generally than
outgroup members.

As a whole, this work suggests that cultural differences dictating
the expression and decoding of emotion contribute to emotion recog-
nition accuracy. Elfenbein and colleagues (Marsh et al., 2003; Elfenbein
& Ambady, 2003) suggest that the match between the cultural group
memberships of encoders and decoders allows for optimal recognition
accuracy because individuals are more likely to share encoding and
decoding rules, as well as subtle differences in expressive style – what
they call nonverbal accents. Clearly, familiarity with a culture may also
make one more knowledgeable about cultural norms regarding encod-
ing and decoding, as well as nonverbal accents. Thus, people may be
better able to decode emotion within group boundaries.

Familiarity with members of other social groups and knowledge of
the social rules for displaying and decoding emotion may also exert their
effects through general psychological mechanisms. In the remainder of
this section, we consider three such intergroup mechanisms: attention,
biases, and power.

Attention

The nonverbal-accent theory presents the argument that members of
different cultures may express the same emotion in different ways that
are subtle but meaningful nonetheless. If this is the case, as suggested
in the Marsh et al. (2003) experiment, then attentional processes may
piggyback on these subtle differences making outgroup emotion recog-
nition more difficult than ingroup emotion recognition. That is, indi-
viduals may not be aware of the subtle differences that shape emotional
expression in different cultures and, therefore, fail to attend to important
cues associated with the expression of the emotion in the outgroup. For
instance, blushing may be a cue to embarrassment in racial groups with
paler skin tones but not for groups with darker skin tones. Because of
this difference, members of groups with paler skin may not detect that a
darker skinned person is embarrassed because blushing is not evident.
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Attentional differences of this type have been theorized to underlie facial
recognition across group boundaries (Brigham, 2005). Reliance on indi-
viduation cues that are effective in one’s own culture (e.g., eye color)
but less discriminating in a different culture is thought to contribute to
individuals’ relatively poor ability to remember racial outgroup mem-
bers relative to racial ingroup members.

In addition to the perceptual role for attention, differences in motiva-
tion may implicate attention in the manifestation of the ingroup advan-
tage. As individuals navigate their social worlds, they often behave like
“cognitive misers,” only processing information that is relevant to their
goals or needs (Fiske, Lin, & Neuberg, 1999). People may rely on group
memberships to direct attention to strangers, with the default strategy
of attempting to individuate ingroup members but only categorizing
or perhaps even completely ignoring outgroup members (Sporer, 2001).
Outgroup membership may serve as a cue to disregard a stranger, unless
there is some other contextual factor that makes the stranger worthy of
further consideration and/or individuation (Rodin, 1987). An exami-
nation of attentional biases of this type revealed that college students
tended to disregard middle-aged strangers with whom they had a brief
interaction but not strangers who were closer to their own age (Rodin,
1987). In other words, age served as a cue regarding whether to allocate
attention to other individuals.

Additional research suggests that there may be a general tendency
to direct attention to ingroup rather than to outgroup members. Specif-
ically, using a dot-probe test of visual attention, Trawalter (2005) found
that white participants located a dot more quickly if it was in the same
location where a white face had been previously than if it was in the
same location where a black face had been. Because white participants
allocated more attention to other white faces than they did to black faces,
they located the dot faster when it appeared in the white face location
(Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 2004). Thus, participants revealed
an ingroup attentional advantage. It is interesting, however, that a sub-
sequent experiment with black participants found no significant bias
toward ingroup faces. Perhaps like the ingroup-advantage effect and the
cross-race memory effect (Brigham, 2005), low-status minority-group
members are less likely to reveal an ingroup attentional bias. Never-
theless, if individuals pay differential levels of attention to ingroup and
outgroup members in their environments, then they may also process
ingroup and outgroup emotional faces differently and, consequently,
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acquire differential levels of skill at decoding the emotional expressions
of ingroup and outgroup members.

Biases (Ingroup Favoritism, Stereotypes, and Prejudice)

The aforementioned attentional bias for ingroup over outgroup mem-
bers suggests that basic processes associated with group membership
contribute to the ingroup advantage in emotion recognition. One of
the most pervasive effects of social categorization is ingroup favoritism
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979). When individuals are assigned to a group, even
on relatively arbitrary and meaningless grounds, they tend to favor
other members of their newly assigned group compared to members
of an alternate group (Turner et al., 1987). Ingroup favoritism recently
has been found to influence beliefs about the emotional qualities of dif-
ferent groups (e.g., Leyens et al., 2000). For instance, Beaupré and Hess
(2003) examined the attributions that European Canadians made regard-
ing the likely emotional facial behavior of European, African, and Asian
targets in response to a relatively neutral scenario. After reading the sce-
nario, participants were asked to select from among a sample of target
photographs the facial display that best represented the emotion experi-
enced by the protagonist of the scenario. The facial displays were either
neutral or varied in smiling intensity, ranging from a miserable smile
(i.e., a smile with a frown) to an extremely intense smile (i.e., a strong
smile with significant wrinkling around the eyes). Results revealed that
participants attributed smiles denoting positive affect more often when
the protagonist was identified (by photograph) as an ingroup mem-
ber compared to when the protagonist was identified as an outgroup
member (either African or Asian). In contrast, participants attributed
a neutral facial expression to outgroup members more frequently than
to ingroup members. In a follow-up study, participants of Asian and
African ancestry revealed a similar pattern of ingroup bias.

Beaupré and Hess’s (2003) findings suggest that the interpretation of
emotional experiences is subject to ingroup favoritism. Individuals seem
to be predisposed to perceive ingroup members as smiling and perhaps
sociable, even when the context does not necessarily trigger positive
affect. Research suggests, however, that smiling behavior may be just
the tip of the proverbial iceberg regarding differential emotional attri-
butions for ingroup and outgroup members. Specifically, Leyens et al.
(2000) argue that a wide array of emotions is attributed to ingroup but
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not to outgroup members. In their theory of infrahumanization, Leyens
et al. (2000) propose that some emotions are perceived as being uniquely
human (e.g., admiration, resentment, love, melancholy), whereas oth-
ers (e.g., fear, surprise, anger, joy) are perceived as being nonuniquely
human because they are experienced by both humans and animals.
Furthermore, in an effort to claim superior humanity for members of
one’s own group, individuals associate uniquely human emotions with
the ingroup and nonuniquely human emotions with the outgroup (Pal-
adino et al., 2002); and, they are reluctant to attribute uniquely human
emotions to outgroup members (Cortes, Demoulin, P. Rodriguez,
A. Rodriguez, & Leyens, 2005).

Although the emotions that Leyens et al. (2000) identify as non-
uniquely human are those that are most commonly examined in research
on emotion recognition through facial displays (Ekman, Sorenson &
Friesen, 1969), this research on infrahumanization suggests that more
subtle, complex emotions (i.e., the uniquely human emotions) may likely
be misinterpreted across group boundaries. Matsumoto (2002) makes
a similar argument, noting that “signal clarity” (i.e., how observable
an emotion is) is an important moderator of the ingroup advantage
for emotion recognition. Furthermore, Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a,
2002b) note that fear and disgust, two of the more ambiguous emotional
displays, are the most poorly universally recognized emotions, but they
are also the most susceptible to the ingroup advantage. Taken together,
this work suggests that subtleties in emotional expression are likely
to exacerbate the ingroup-advantage effect. Indeed, ingroup-favoring
biases may capitalize on the subtleties and ambiguity associated with
emotional expression that occur naturally in everyday interactions.

In concert with this possibility, cultural stereotypes and biases have
their most profound effects and are particularly powerful in ambigu-
ous situations (Bodenhausen & Macrae, 1998). For instance, ambiguous
behavior performed by black targets is more likely to be interpreted
as hostile or violent than is the same behavior performed by white
targets (Devine, 1989; Duncan, 1976; Sagar & Schofield, 1980). Work
by Hugenberg and Bodenhausen (2003) suggests that ambiguous emo-
tional behavior is also susceptible to the influence of cultural stereotypes.
In their study, white participants were shown movie clips in which a tar-
get’s facial expression changed from angry to happy (Exp. 1) or from
happy to angry (Exp. 2). Consequently, there was a period in each clip
in which the facial expression of the target was relatively ambiguous.
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Two of the targets were computer-generated faces of black individuals
and two were of white individuals. Hugenberg and Bodenhausen (2003)
predicted that if the cultural stereotype of blacks as violent influences
perceptions of emotional displays, then individuals should be slower
to recognize happiness but faster to recognize anger in the faces of
black targets. Consistent with this prediction, participants were slower
to recognize that black faces had changed from angry to happy and
faster to recognize that they had changed from happy to angry, but only
if the participants held relatively negative implicit associations about
blacks.

In addition to these general cultural stereotypes, there are stereo-
types and expectations regarding the expressivity of members of dif-
ferent groups (Kirouac & Hess, 1999). For example, in North America,
women are thought to be more emotionally expressive in general, as
well as more likely to show expressions of happiness and to smile more
than men (Briton & Hall, 1995; Hess et al., 2000). Japanese nationals are
thought to be less expressive, particularly when displaying anger, than
Europeans and European Americans (Pittam, Gallois, Iwawaki, & Kroo-
nenberg, 1995). These stereotypes and, sometimes, actual group differ-
ences (LaFrance, Hecht, & Paluck, 2003) can shape the interpretation of
emotional facial displays (Kirouac & Hess, 1999). For example, if a per-
son believes that women are less likely to display (and feel) anger than
men, then an angry facial display on a female face may be discounted
and rated as less intense than the same display on a male face (Hess,
Blairy, & Kleck, 1997). Consequently, as Hugenberg and Bodenhausen
(2003) note, “stereotypic expectancies appear to penetrate a fundamen-
tal aspect of on-line person perception” (p. 643).

Taken together, the research reviewed in this section suggests that
social categorization activates – often without awareness or control
– ingroup-favoring orientations and stereotypic associations that can
influence ongoing attributions of the emotional facial displays of others.
In addition, the general evaluative biases that accompany recognition
of different group memberships can produce biased evaluation of the
emotional behaviors of both ingroup (Beaupré & Hess, 2003) and out-
group (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003) members. These prejudices
may be blatant or subtle (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986), and often people
who have explicitly nonprejudiced attitudes may still harbor implicit
intergroup biases (Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004) that shape, in part, the
interpretation of facial displays of emotion.
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Power and Status

Although differences in nonverbal accents, attention, ingroup favo-
ritism, and stereotypes may help explain the ingroup advantage for
emotion recognition, these factors and processes do not provide much
of an account for differences in the magnitude of the ingroup advan-
tage. Recall that Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002a) meta-analytic review
demonstrated that the advantage in accuracy for judging the emotion
from facial expressions of ingroup relative to outgroup members was
weaker for minority than majority group members. Psychological pro-
cesses linked to status and power, however, may provide some insight.
Power and status are relational concepts that often are contextually
determined; however, because many societies are rigidly structured
according to group hierarchy, group membership is often correlated
with relatively stable status arrangements. For example, in the United
States, whites have generally had higher status and greater social power
than blacks.

As outlined earlier, differences in status can systematically affect
recognition of emotion from facial expressions in intergroup contexts.
Status influences nonverbal expression and, thus, the opportunity to
learn to recognize emotions. Because high-status people express their
emotions more openly than low-status people, members of minority
groups may find it easier to read majority-group members’ emotions
than majority-group members can accurately interpret the emotional
expressions of minority-group members during intergroup interactions.
In addition, because minority-group members have more contact with
majority-group members than the reverse (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000),
they have higher levels of intergroup familiarity. Relatedly, because
minorities have greater exposure to the dominant culture than majority-
group members have to subcultures, minorities may have a better
knowledge of the differences in display and decoding rules across the
groups. All of these factors can help explain why power and status mod-
erate the difference in accuracy in intragroup and intergroup judgments
of emotional facial expressions.

In addition, status also influences the motivation to try to interpret
emotions from facial expressions. Because they are relatively low in
power, members of minority groups tend to pay more attention to
the specific actions and expressions of majority-group members, per-
ceive them in a more individualized way, and rely less on stereotypes
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and other generalized responses than majority-group members do of
minority-group members. That is, because members of the majority
groups generally have more control over resources than do minority-
group members, minorities may be more motivated to understand the
actions and expressions of majorities than majorities are to interpret
the expressions of minorities. Research reveals that powerful people
and those in high-status positions pay less attention to their subordi-
nates than subordinates do to them (Fiske, 1993), largely due to the
asymmetry in outcome dependency. That is, lower status individuals’
material outcomes tend to depend more on the emotional reactions
and impressions of higher status individuals than the reverse. Conse-
quently, members of minority groups may be more motivated to attend
to the facial displays of emotions of majority-group members than
majority-group members are to the facial displays of minority-group
members.

Furthermore, according to the subordination hypothesis (Henley,
1977; LaFrance & Henley, 1994), chronic stigmatization – which involves
perceived status differences and associated prejudice – produces func-
tional adaptations. In particular, members of oppressed groups are
hypothesized to be more sensitive and attentive to their social envi-
ronment. According to this perspective, therefore, members of minority
groups tend to reveal less of an ingroup advantage than members of
majority groups because they are better decoders of nonverbal behav-
ior, including emotional facial displays. In other words, minority-group
members reveal less of an ingroup advantage because they are equally
as good as majority-group members at decoding the facial expressions of
ingroup members but better than majority-group members at decoding
outgroup facial expressions.

Evidence in support of the subordination hypothesis has been found
in research observing differences in the accuracy with which whites
and blacks decode one another’s nonverbal behavior. As mentioned
previously, for example, Nowicki et al. (1998) found that white col-
lege students decoded the emotional facial expressions of white targets
more accurately than those of black targets, but black college students
were equally able to decode the emotional facial displays of white and
black targets. Furthermore, Halberstadt’s (1985) meta-analysis of racial
differences revealed that although black children (ages four to eleven)
showed equivalent or slightly lower levels of decoding accuracy rela-
tive to whites, black college students showed a higher level of accuracy
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than white college students. According to the subordination hypothe-
sis, in other words, the chronic experience of being a low-status group
member resulted in the black college students’ superior nonverbal
decoding accuracy.

Hall, Halberstadt, and O’Brien (1997) found little evidence for the
subordination hypothesis, however, especially as an explanation for
gender differences in nonverbal sensitivity. Nevertheless, they too
argued that lower status individuals may be more sensitive to the non-
verbal displays of their superiors under certain conditions. Specifically,
they suggest that because status arrangements often are defined in a
relational context, status differences in nonverbal sensitivity are more
likely to be revealed within the relevant context rather than as stable trait
differences. Furthermore, Hall and Halberstadt (1997) proposed that sta-
tus is unlikely to explain differences in nonverbal sensitivity but rather
the role motivations adopted by the individuals in the context. In accor-
dance with the subordination hypothesis and Fiske’s research on power
(Fiske, 1993), the more subordinates are concerned about pleasing their
superiors and predicting their superiors’ reactions, the more they are
likely to be attuned to their superiors’ nonverbal facial displays. Simi-
larly, superiors who are concerned about nurturing their subordinates
and fostering teamwork among them may be sensitive to their subordi-
nates’ nonverbal facial displays but not superiors who are interested in
maintaining rigid lines of authority.

Taken together, the work on status and power provides partial
insight into the ingroup advantage, suggesting that on many occasions,
members of low-status groups will decode the emotional expressions
of majority-group members better than majority-group members will
decode the emotional expressions of minority-group members. As Hall
et al. (1997) pointed out, however, situational factors are also likely to
influence the accuracy with which emotional facial displays are com-
municated across group boundaries. Both emotional expression and
recognition are critical components of communication and, therefore,
highly sensitive to social context. Thus, difficulties with emotion com-
munication across group boundaries may be more apparent and par-
ticularly important during interactions between members of different
groups. In the next section, we explore how the context of an inter-
group interaction may influence the communication of emotion through
the face and possibly contribute to the ingroup advantage through
the exacerbation of emotion recognition inaccuracy across group
boundaries.
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Implications for Intergroup Interactions

Like other aspects of nonverbal communication, the communication of
emotion through facial expressions may be better understood within the
context of a naturally occurring interaction. Interactions between mem-
bers of different social-identity groups provide a meaningful context in
which to examine the expression and interpretation of emotional facial
displays. It is striking, however, that little research has attempted to
examine the communication of emotion through the face during inter-
group interactions. Both accurate and inaccurate interpretations of emo-
tional facial displays could undermine successful encounters between
members of different groups. Moreover, reactions to the emotional facial
displays of outgroup interaction partners are likely to influence individ-
uals’ own experiences during the interaction.

The research that has privileged the study of emotional facial displays
within the interaction context considers both the expressive and com-
municative aspects of emotional faces. For instance, anger constitutes an
individual’s particular feeling state, but it also serves as a signal to other
people what that individual might do (Adams & Kleck, 2005; Frijda
& Mesquita, 1994). When someone looks at you with an angry facial
expression, you know that he or she does not intend to take a nap. Fur-
thermore, within the context of an interaction, facial behavior can serve
a number of functions simultaneously. For instance, a frown displayed
by one’s interaction partner could signal sadness or irritation, effortful
processing of what one is saying, or both. Consequently, it is important
to consider the context of the interaction, including the concerns that
individuals bring with them to the interaction, to understand the facial
displays they exhibit and the ways in which those displays are likely to
be interpreted by their interaction partners (Kaiser & Wehrle, 2004).

In an effort to shape and direct research on intergroup interactions,
Hebl and Dovidio (2005) developed a model that outlines key elements
in the dynamics of communication in an intergroup context. Although
not expressly developed to understand the nonverbal communication of
emotion between members of different groups, the model can advance
understanding of this topic. Building on Patterson’s (1982) Sequential
Functional Model of Nonverbal Exchange, Hebl and Dovidio (2005)
note that people approach each other with preexisting orientations
(i.e., antecedent conditions) – such as personal factors, experiential fac-
tors, and relational/situational factors – that can influence whether and
how they interact. These antecedent conditions trigger pre-interaction
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variables in the context – such as cognitions (including stereotypes) and
affective reactions, levels of arousal, and behavioral propensities to act
– that mediate the effect of these preexisting orientations on both ver-
bal and nonverbal behavior during the interaction. During the course of
the interaction, individuals determine whether both their own and their
partner’s levels of involvement match their expectations, which, in turn,
influence cognition and affect both during and after the interaction.

The model is helpful because it articulates important aspects of both
the interactants and the interaction that are likely to influence the expres-
sion and interpretation of emotional facial displays. Consider a dyadic
interaction between a white and a black individual. According to the
Hebl and Dovidio (2005) model, antecedent factors such as the indi-
viduals’ racial attitudes, previous experience with interracial contact,
and relationship to one another are all likely to impact their emotional
communication during the interaction. For instance, negative racial atti-
tudes, especially those held at a relatively unconscious level, predispose
white individuals to reveal negative nonverbal behavior during interra-
cial interactions that is often detected by their black interaction partners
(Dovidio, Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002). It is interesting that although
unaware of their own communication of negative nonverbal behavior,
white individuals with more negative, implicit racial attitudes may be
especially likely to detect negative affect in the face of black interaction
partners (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003). Considered in tandem, this
work makes it relatively easy to see how emotional communication may
contribute to the negative experiences individuals have during interac-
tions across group boundaries.

However, interactions in which both interactants have consider-
able interracial contact experience may proceed quite differently. Pre-
vious contact is associated with more positive racial attitudes (Petti-
grew & Tropp, 2000) and should translate into more positive emotional
facial displays. Furthermore, greater levels of interracial contact sug-
gest greater familiarity with the nonverbal accents of outgroup mem-
bers, which, in turn, facilitate the accurate communication of emotion
(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a, 2003).

Similar to the antecedent factors, many of the pre-interaction medi-
ators identified in the Hebl and Dovidio (2005) model are also likely
to shape the communication of emotion. As discussed previously,
for instance, stereotypes that individuals hold about one another’s
groups influence both the expression and interpretation of emotion (e.g.,
Beaupré & Hess, 2003). The affect that is often triggered in interracial
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interactions is also important to consider when thinking about emo-
tional communication in the intergroup context. Specifically, intergroup
contact is often a source of anxiety, distress, and even threat for some
individuals (Stephan & Stephan, 2000). Under these circumstances,
accurate communication of emotion may be particularly difficult. When
individuals are feeling anxious, their own emotional facial displays are
likely to be more difficult to decode, while at the same time they will be
more susceptible to misinterpreting neutral or slightly negative facial
expressions on the part of their interaction partners (Fox et al., 2000).

Moreover, Leyens, Demoulin, Désert, Vaes, and Philippot (2002)
found that apprehension associated with intergroup relations may
inhibit the expression of emotions that can convey interest and involve-
ment in intergroup contact. Leyens et al. (2002) asked white students in
Belgium to pose emotions for a black or white photographer. In addi-
tion, the participants were told that individuals of the same race as
the photographer would see the pictures. Participants were asked how
effectively they communicated their emotions, and judges evaluated
how effectively the emotions were conveyed. Results revealed that par-
ticipants reported that they were more expressive and conveyed their
emotions better for an outgroup audience than for an ingroup audi-
ence. According to the judges, however, participants conveyed emo-
tions significantly less effectively for the outgroup audience than the
ingroup audience. Consistent with other work examining the perception
of friendship overtures toward ingroup compared to outgroup mem-
bers (Vorauer, 2005), this work suggests that individuals tend to over-
estimate the intensity and clarity of their emotional expression dur-
ing intergroup interactions. Considered in tandem with the research
reviewed previously, this work suggests that the affect most often trig-
gered in interracial contact –that is, anxiety – may be the least likely to
facilitate accurate emotion recognition or result in positive interaction
experiences.

Motivations and goals are another pre-interaction mediator identi-
fied in Hebl and Dovidio’s (2005) model that should influence both
the expression and interpretation of emotion in the face. Whites’ con-
cerns about appearing prejudiced often initiate self-regulatory processes
designed to suppress and/or control the expression of negative feelings
and thoughts during the interaction (Richeson & Trawalter, 2005). These
self-regulatory efforts may result in overly controlled, rigid behavior
(Richeson & Shelton, 2003). Blacks, in contrast, are often concerned
about being the target of prejudice and stereotypes, and these concerns
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influence their behavior during interracial interactions. Blacks’ concerns
about being the target of prejudice, for example, can facilitate overtly
positive behavior on their part in the service of fostering a smooth inter-
action (Shelton, Richeson, & Salvatore, 2005).

In addition, these interpersonal concerns about prejudice may influ-
ence individuals’ ability to decode their interaction partners’ facial
expressions. For instance, concerns about being the target of prejudice
may make black individuals particularly sensitive to the emotional facial
displays of their interaction partners (Frable et al., 1990). By contrast,
because they are more likely to be self-focused (Vorauer, Hunter, Main,
& Roy, 2000), whites who are concerned about appearing prejudiced may
be insensitive to the emotional facial displays of their black interaction
partners. Consequently, individuals’ motivations stemming from their
distinct prejudice concerns may set up a scenario in which whites are
less accurate at decoding blacks’ emotional facial displays than the accu-
racy with which blacks are able to decode the facial displays of their
white partners – a pattern that mimics the differences in the ingroup
advantage for members of majority and minority groups discussed
previously.

In contrast, the opposite decoding advantage may emerge. That is,
white individuals in the interaction may be able to decode their black
partner’s emotional facial displays more accurately than their partner
can detect their facial displays. To the extent that blacks are concerned
about being the target of prejudice, they may display overtly positive
behavior that is relatively easy to decode. However, the facial displays
associated with effortful self-regulation on the part of whites, particu-
larly as they attempt to avoid appearing prejudice, may be particularly
difficult to decode. Consequently, the black interaction partner may find
it more difficult to read the emotional displays of the white partner than
the white partner finds it to read the emotional displays of the black
partner. It is important that although individuals may find it relatively
hard or easy to decode one another’s emotional displays, these displays
may not reveal individuals’ true emotional reactions to the interaction.
As mentioned before, participants’ interaction concerns prompt them to
attempt to mask their true feelings. Both participants’ attempts to disso-
ciate their own facial expressions of emotion from their emotional expe-
riences may make the interpretation of emotional expressions and expe-
riences during interracial interactions particularly difficult and wrought
with miscommunication.
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In sum, in this section we attempted to explore the implications of pre-
vious research on intergroup relations for the communication of emotion
through facial displays in an intergroup context. We employed aspects of
Hebl and Dovidio’s (2005) model of mixed social interactions to under-
score the complexity of emotion recognition across group boundaries.
The strength of this approach is the simultaneous consideration of how
both interaction participants’ attitudes, previous experiences, and con-
cerns might shape both their expression and interpretation of emotion in
the face. By exploring emotion recognition in the context of intergroup
interactions, researchers will be more likely to capture the true richness,
ambiguity, and complexity of emotional facial expression and interpre-
tation across group boundaries. Consequently, we believe that this type
of research is crucial to understanding intergroup communication and,
ultimately, intergroup relations.

Conclusion

The present chapter explored the recognition of emotional facial dis-
plays in an intergroup context. Given that group membership funda-
mentally affects the way people think about, feel about, and behave
with others, we proposed that psychological processes associated with
social categorization and social identity are likely also to produce sys-
tematic biases in the recognition of emotion across group boundaries.
Through a review of the literature on emotion recognition, we exam-
ined the ways in which group membership affects the recognition of
emotion displayed in the face, and how members of different groups –
defined by majority and minority status – may be differentially success-
ful at recognizing and interpreting the emotions displayed by outgroup
members. That is, we considered the ways in which processes identified
in the intergroup-relations literature contribute to the systematic nature
of emotion recognition accuracy and inaccuracy between members of
different groups.

At the end of the chapter, we considered how the context of an inter-
group dyadic interaction is likely to influence the communication of
emotional facial displays. This final analysis revealed the complexity of
emotion communication across group boundaries. Specifically, drawing
on Hebl and Dovidio’s (2005) model, we proposed that in addition to
their affective states, individuals’ previous experiences, goals, concerns,
and attitudes are likely to influence the ways in which they express and
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interpret facial displays of emotion during intergroup interactions. In
sum, the chapter provides a conceptual analysis of how the study of
facial expressions complements previous research on intergroup bias
and, consequently, argues that examining emotional facial displays in
an intergroup context offers potentially unique theoretical insight into
both emotion recognition and intergroup relations.
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2. When Two Do the Same, It Might
Not Mean the Same
The Perception of Emotional Expressions
Shown by Men and Women

Ursula Hess, Reginald B. Adams, Jr., and Robert E. Kleck

When he appears as a Ghost he had a countenance more in sorrow than in anger.
(Shakespeare, Hamlet, I.iii.232)
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Introduction

Humans are very sensitive to faces. Faces attract attention and have an
important impact on our perception of a social interaction. Faces inform
us about the gender, ethnicity, age, and state of health of our inter-
action partners and also convey information about their likely intelli-
gence, maturity, dominance, sociability, and many other characteristics.
In addition, human faces are able to communicate information about
the emotions of others. Thus, faces provide us with important hints

33
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regarding the behaviors and intentions that we may expect from our
interaction partners.

It is interesting that an important aspect of emotional expressions is
that they also provide social information to the decoder. In fact, Darwin
already suggested that our facial musculature evolved to communicate
social and specifically emotional signals (Darwin, 1872/1965). These
emotion displays can signal not only the internal state of the sender
(e.g., whether they are happy or sad), but they also provide information
regarding the sender’s understanding of the situation as well as the
sender’s behavioral intentions (Hess, Banse, & Kappas, 1995).

Frijda, Kuipers, and ter Shure (1989) define emotions as states of
action readiness – that is, “the individual’s readiness or unreadiness
to engage in interaction with the environment” (Frijda et al., 1989,
p. 213). These states have been operationalized with statements such
as “I wanted to oppose, to assault; hurt or insult” and “I did not want
to oppose, I wanted to yield to someone else’s wishes” (Frijda et al.,
1989). Thus, states of action readiness describe the behavioral inten-
tions of individuals who experience an emotional state. A person who
shows anger signals an intention to (aggressively) approach the offend-
ing other, whereas a person who in the same situation shows sadness,
signals impuissance, and withdrawal.

This view of emotions implies that observers should be able to
reverse-engineer a person’s perception of an emotion-eliciting event.
For example, the person showing anger should be perceived as feeling
more dominant because the person sees themselves as able to address
the situation at hand and go against opposition. In contrast, the per-
son showing sadness should be perceived as submitting to the situation
because they do not see how it is possible to oppose. The ghost in Hamlet
seems, therefore, to have given up notions of revenge.

In fact, anger displays, smiling, and fear displays have been
shown to be associated with dominance and affiliation. Accordingly,
drawing the eyebrows together in anger leads to increased attributions
of dominance, whereas smiling leads to increased attributions of affil-
iation (Hess, Blairy, & Kleck, 2000; Knutson, 1996). At the same time,
anger expressions are perceived as threatening (e.g., Aronoff, Woike, &
Hyman, 1992), whereas smiles are perceived as warm, friendly, and
welcoming (e.g., Hess, Beaupré, & Cheung, 2002). Similarly, it has
been argued that fear expressions elicit affiliative reactions in con-
specifics (see, e.g., Bauer & Gariépy, 2001; Marsh, Ambady, & Kleck,
2005).
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Yet, as mentioned previously, facial morphology is also a source of
information that people use to infer dispositions and intentions related
to the social motives of dominance or affiliation. For example, a square
jaw, high forehead, or heavy eyebrows connote dominance (Keating,
Mazur, & Segall, 1981; Senior, Phillips, Barnes, & David, 1999), whereas
a rounded face with large eyes – a baby face – connotes approachability
or affiliation (e.g., Berry & McArthur, 1985).

These two behavioral dispositions are of central importance for our
interactions with others and their accurate perception is of high social
utility. In hierarchical primate societies, highly dominant alpha indi-
viduals pose a certain threat insofar as they can claim resources (e.g.,
territory, food) from lower status group members (Menzel, 1973, 1974).
Hence, the presence of a dominant other should lead to increased vig-
ilance and preparedness for withdrawal (Coussi-Korbel, 1994). In con-
trast, affiliation is related to nurturing behaviors and should lead to
approach.

Darwin (1872/1965) noted the equivalence between certain emo-
tional behaviors in animals and more enduring morphological appear-
ance characteristics. It is important in the present context that he pro-
posed that piloerection and the utterance of harsh sounds by “angry”
animals are “voluntarily” applied to make the animal appear larger and
hence a more threatening adversary (see, e.g., pp. 95 and 104). Another
example has been described by Bauer and Gariépy (2001), who observed
that mice may use freezing – a juvenile behavior – as a signal to facilitate
affiliative social interaction with conspecifics and thus increase sociality
and communality, which may augment the chances of survival.

This suggests that emotional behavior can serve to mimic or sim-
ulate certain morphological traits linked to size or juvenescence that
are important for social species. Thus, Marsh, Adams, and Kleck (2005)
posit that anger and fear expressions mimic features of mature and baby
faces, which in turn are associated with dominance and submissiveness.
In line with the previous reasoning, they argue that anger and fear derive
their signal value as a dominance cue from this feature overlap. In fact,
there is evidence that humans generally tend to confuse morpholog-
ical with expressive traits. Thus, Malatesta and colleagues (Malatesta,
Fiore, & Messina, 1987; Malatesta, Izard, Culver, & Nicolich, 1987) found
that older people are often perceived as sad based on facial-appearance
cues that are simply due to old age, such as sagging corners of the eyes
and mouth. This perception may lead health professionals and others
to over-attribute depression to this group.



P1: FCW
0521842824c02 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 8:51

36 Group Dynamics and Emotional Expression

It is important to note that facial cues of dominance and affiliation
are not equally distributed among the population. Rather, a number
of aspects of facial appearance that lead to perceptions of dominance
and affiliation are highly confounded with gender. Thus, a high fore-
head, a square jaw, and thicker eyebrows have been linked to per-
ceptions of dominance and are typical for men’s faces (Keating, 1985;
Keating et al., 1981; Senior et al., 1999; Zebrowitz, 1997), whereas a
rounded baby face is both feminine and perceived as more approachable
(Berry & Brownlow, 1989) and warm (Berry & McArthur, 1986), central
aspects of an affiliative or nurturing orientation.

Similarly, the perceived propensity to show emotions such as anger
and happiness is also not equally distributed across the genders. In
fact, one of the best documented gender stereotypes regards men’s
and women’s emotionality. Thus, women report smiling more and are
considered by others to smile more than men, and men’s displays of
anger have been reported to be more pervasive and are generally per-
ceived as more acceptable (Brody & Hall, 2000; Fischer, 1993; Hall et al.,
2002). Even stronger than observed differences in emotional expressivity
between men and women are the stereotypical expectations that individ-
uals hold regarding such differences. These expectations are socialized
early and can have dramatic consequences for the perception of emo-
tion in others. For example, even children as young as five years tend to
consider a crying baby as “mad” when the baby is purported to be a boy
but not when it is purported to be a girl (Haugh, Hoffman, & Cowan,
1980).

Two explanations for this gender stereotype have been previously
proposed, one emphasizing status and the other social roles. First,
Henley (1977, 1995), as well as LaFrance and Henley (1994), empha-
size that women generally have less power or status than men and that
smiling in women serves as a social appeasement strategy. However,
evidence that low power/status is in fact linked to smiling is rather
mixed. Although some authors reported evidence for more smiling by
individuals with less power/status (Deutsch, 1990; Dovidio, Brown,
Heltman, Ellyson, & Keating, 1988; Nagashima & Schellenberg, 1997),
others either did not find such an effect or they found just the oppo-
site: that high power/status individuals smile more (Ding & Jersild,
1932; Halberstadt & Saitta, 1987; Hall, LeBeau, Reinoso, & Thayer, 2001;
Hecht & LaFrance, 1998).

Anger displays have also been linked to the notion of power. Averill
(1997), for example, made the argument that anger has an “entrance
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requirement” of power. That is, for an anger display to be perceived
as legitimate, the expressor has to have the power to address the
anger-eliciting event successfully. This view is congruent with appraisal
theories of emotion (Frijda, 1986; Scherer, 1999) that include “power
potential” as a necessary requirement for anger experiences. This link
between expectations regarding anger displays and status/power is also
reported by Maybury (1997, cited in Shields, 2000). In this study, anger
displays by high-status protagonists were judged as more appropriate,
favorable, and situationally motivated than those of low- and medium-
status protagonists. Similarly, Lewis (2000) found that male leaders were
perceived as more competent when reacting with an angry tone of voice
than when reacting with a neutral or sad tone of voice. It is interesting
that when the leader was a woman, she was perceived as most compe-
tent when reacting with a neutral tone of voice, a finding most likely
reflective of the somewhat lower status of women.

Thus, expectations regarding both smiling and the display of anger
have been linked to the perceived power or status of the expressor. It is
plausible, given these results, that differences in the perception of men’s
and women’s penchant to show happiness or anger are directly related
to the differences in power/status that are generally found between men
and women.

A second explanation for the stereotypical expectations regarding
appropriate emotion displays by men and women focuses on their
respective social roles (e.g., Brody & Hall, 2000; Shields, 2000, 2002).
Specifically, it is generally assumed that women’s nurturing role favors
the acquisition of superior interpersonal skills and the ability to com-
municate nonverbally, whereas men’s roles are seen as more agentic
and hence may foster more goal-directed displays (Eagly & Steffen,
1984). LaFrance and Hecht (1999, 2000) have combined these two expla-
nations by proposing that higher power individuals simply are given
more leeway to show what they feel, whereas low-status/power indi-
viduals are more strictly bound by social rules and expectations. That
is, they hypothesize that one reason women are expected to smile more
and show less anger is because their social roles demand them to be
more affiliative and less dominant in general. However, this notion also
suggests that for high-dominant women, anger displays should be per-
ceived as appropriate in situations that can be expected to elicit anger
because as high-dominant individuals, they are freer to show what they
feel. Given that men in general are considered to be more dominant
than women, they are also freer than women in general to show anger.
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Alternatively, we expect men to show more anger because in general
they have more power to redress a situation than do women.

In contrast, a low-dominant woman should be more likely to smile
in a variety of circumstances because her social-role requirement is to
be affiliative. At the very least, she should not show anger because she
does not have the power to redress the situation that elicited the anger.
In the same vein, if a man is explicitly described as affiliative, then he
too should be expected to smile more than a low-affiliative individual,
and a low-affiliative woman should be expected to smile less than a
high-affiliative individual.

Reenter Darwin with his notions regarding a possible equivalence (in
social-signal value) of facial morphology and expressive behavior, and
we have yet another plausible account of perceived gender differences in
emotionality. Specifically, from this point of view, the anger expression
signals dominance and power as does a high forehead and square jaw,
and happiness signals approachability as does a baby face. This leads
to the interesting proposition that what has been described as a gender
bias is a direct result of certain facial-appearance cues being generally
confounded with sex. Thus, differences in perceived emotionality across
men and women would be a function of the unequal distribution of
facial features across genders. Put another way, in a society where the
facial appearance of men and women would not differ, there would
be no differential attribution of emotions to genders. This hypothesis
was tested via a research program that systematically assessed the link
among dominance, gender, and perceived emotionality.

Dominance, Gender, and Perceived Emotionality

As mentioned previously, when asked about the frequency of their
expression of different emotions or their expectations regarding the fre-
quency of expression by men and women, respondents attribute higher
levels of emotional expressivity to women than to men, with the excep-
tion of anger, which is seen as more frequent in men (see, e.g., Fischer,
1993). This pattern is also found when participants are presented with
vignettes describing a specific emotion-eliciting event (Hess, Senécal,
et al., 2000). In line with these expectations, expressions from a stan-
dardized set of expressions – assuring equivalence across genders – were
rated as more intense when anger was shown by a male actor and when
happiness was shown by a female actor than vice versa (Hess, Blairy, &
Kleck, 1997). That is, the stereotypical view that associates anger more
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strongly with men and happiness more strongly with women biases the
perception of these emotions and is not just restricted to simple expec-
tations of behavior. Further, we found the stereotypical expectations
regarding men’s and women’s emotionality to be strongly normative.
For example, when presented with a vignette that describes a person
who just learned that their car was vandalized, participants rated the
person as very likely to be angry – regardless of whether the person was
described as a man or a woman (Hess, Adams, & Kleck, 2005). How-
ever, whereas a man is then expected to show this anger, a woman is
expected to show sadness instead – but not if she is described as highly
dominant. In this latter case, showing anger is expected for men and
women equally. In a similar vein, men are expected to show less happi-
ness unless they are described as high in affiliation, in which case they
are expected to smile even more than women. In sum, the judgment of
the appropriateness of showing anger or happiness was heavily depen-
dent on the perceived dominance and affiliation of the protagonist and
not just the product of gender category membership per se.

We conducted a study to specifically test the hypothesis that the
perceived dominance and affiliation of men and women, which dif-
fers between the sexes, mediates the perception of emotionality. For
this, three groups of participants were asked to rate a series of indi-
viduals – all displaying a neutral facial expression – regarding their
likelihood to show anger, contempt, fear, sadness, disgust, happiness,
and surprise, respectively. They also rated the stimuli on their level of
dominance and affiliation (Hess, Adams, & Kleck, 2005). As predicted,
women were perceived as more affiliative, whereas men were perceived
as significantly more dominant. Further, the actors’ sex was significantly
correlated with their perceived disposition to show all emotions. Thus,
women were expected to show more fear, sadness, surprise, and happi-
ness, whereas men were expected to show more anger, contempt, and
disgust.

This study also showed a strong relationship between perceptions
of dominance and affiliation and the perceptions of the likelihood that
the individual would show a given emotion. Specifically, after control-
ling for the influence of actor sex, perceived dominance was significantly
positively related to the actors’ perceived disposition to show anger, dis-
gust, and contempt, and significantly negatively related to the actors’
perceived disposition to show fear and sadness. In contrast, perceived
dominance was not related to the disposition to show surprise or hap-
piness. Conversely, and again after controlling for the effect of actor
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Figure 2.1. Examples for the gender manipulation of faces.

sex, perceived affiliativeness was significantly positively related to the
perceived disposition to show happiness, surprise, and fear and signif-
icantly negatively related to the perceived disposition to show anger,
disgust, and contempt. Mediational analyses showed that the tendency
to perceive women as more likely to show happiness, surprise, sadness,
and fear was, in fact, mediated by their higher perceived affiliation and
lower perceived dominance, respectively. The tendency to perceive men
as more prone to show anger, disgust, and contempt was partially medi-
ated by both their higher level of perceived dominance and their lower
level of perceived affiliation. That is, if men and women were perceived
to be equal on these dimensions, then we would not expect observers
to rate their emotionality differently.

To test this expectation experimentally, it is necessary to equate
faces regarding the level of dominance and affiliation they convey. If
dominance and affiliation exclusively predict emotionality, any gen-
der differences in perceived emotionality should disappear. To equate
men’s and women’s faces with regard to the level of dominance and
affiliation they convey, we manipulated androgynous neutral faces
and emotionally expressive faces to appear as either men or women
(Figure 2.1).
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Specifically, the interior of the face contains markers of dominance
and affiliation (i.e., square jaw, heavy eyebrows), whereas hairstyle is
a very potent marker of sex. Thus, by combining androgynous interior
faces with male and female hairstyles, apparent men and women with
identical facial appearance can be created. In one study (Adams, Hess, &
Kleck, 2006, Study 4), ratings of perceived emotionality were compared
for apparent male and female neutral faces. In a second study (Hess,
Adams, & Kleck, 2004, Study 2), emotion ratings of posed emotional
displays were compared for apparent male and female expressors. Both
studies yielded parallel findings. For sadness and fear, the gender stereo-
typical pattern obtained. That is, apparent women were rated as more
likely to express these emotions, and their expressions of these emotions
were rated as more intense than was the case for the apparent men who
showed the identical expression. However, for anger and happiness, a
pattern opposite to the gender-stereotypical pattern was found. That
is, when equated for facial appearance, apparent women were seen as
more likely to show anger and less likely to show happiness, and their
expressions of anger were rated as more intense just as their expressions
of happiness were judged as less intense.

These data are interesting for two reasons. First, the results for sad-
ness and fear suggest that although these emotions are correlated with
perceptions of dominance and affiliation, as shown in the mediational
study reported herein, facial appearance effects are not pertinent for
their evaluation. Rather, the simple knowledge that a person is pre-
sumed to be a man or a woman drives both the expectancy regarding
their emotionality and the bias in judgment of the expressions. These
data underline the fact that it is indeed a decoder bias and not a sub-
tle encoder difference that makes women’s sadness expressions appear
sadder and their fear expressions more fearful because the expressions of
these two emotions were identical for apparent men and women. These
biases may be due to the social-learning history of the observer, which
includes both social-role and gender-linked expectations. Accordingly,
the bias in ratings may be induced by both the knowledge that women
are physically less strong and, therefore, plausibly more afraid of a larger
range of physical fear objects or, alternatively, more likely to resign in
the face of aggressive adversity, and the fact that fear and sadness are
more socially accepted for women.

The second interesting issue regards the observation that in both
studies, the gender-stereotypical effects for anger and happiness were
not nullified, as we had predicted, but rather reversed. This reversal
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demands an explanation because it suggests that intrinsically, all other
things being equal, women are perceived as more anger prone and less
likely to be happy. Specifically, it is possible that naturally occurring
gender differences in facial appearance might interact with the appear-
ance changes produced by anger and happiness expressions. That is,
anger expressions emphasize some of the features that make a face
appear dominant (e.g., the mouth region often appears more square, and
frowning reduces the distance between eyebrows and eyes). Conversely,
smiling enhances the appearance of roundness of the faces that is asso-
ciated with affiliation motivation and babyishness. Due to the construc-
tion of the present stimuli, the expressive cues for anger and happiness
were not “compensated for” by gender-typical appearance (i.e., the faces
were chosen to be androgynous). In some ways, one could say that by
depriving the inside of the face of clear gender cues, we actually ampli-
fied the expressive cues to anger in women and happiness in men, which
are normally “obscured” by the gender-typical facial appearance.

What Aliens Can Tell Us about Our Emotions

The preceding argument suggests that what has generally been
described as a gender stereotype for emotionality may in the case of
anger and happiness more appropriately be described as a dominance/
affiliation stereotype. Yet, at the same time, there is some evidence
for the influence of gender per se, which may well reflect the influ-
ence of both social roles and beliefs about gender on expectations
regarding emotionality. In fact, the experiments described previously
were designed to reduce social-role effects by presenting facial expres-
sions without context. Yet, in the vignette study reported earlier,
we noted that despite being described as equally dominant, women
were rated as somewhat less dominant than men in the manipula-
tion check. That is, the manipulation of dominance appearance did not
fully overcome the social-role expectancies held by participants in the
study.

It has been variously noted (e.g., Eagly, 1987; Hall, Carney, & Murphy,
2002; Shields, 2002) that the child-caring requirements for women
entrain a need to signal more approach and nurturance. During social-
ization, adherence to the norm to be “a nice girl” requires that girls not
show anger but rather emotions that suggest warmth and also submis-
sive emotions such as shame and fear. In contrast, boys are encouraged
to show self-affirming emotions such as anger, contempt, and pride
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Male Deluvian Female Deluvian Caregiver

Figure 2.2. Examples for male, female, and caregiver aliens.

(Shields, 2002). Yet, social roles are not the only differences between
sexes. Specifically, it is the case that women are physically weaker and
hence should reasonably be expected to react with fear to threatening
objects as well as to react with impuissance rather than aggression to
antagonistic objects.

It is obviously impossible in our society to fully untangle the influence
of social roles, gender, and appearance because these factors are highly
correlated. Even in Western countries, men are more likely to occupy
powerful social positions in politics and business; in many countries,
they exclusively occupy these positions. Women not only bear children
but also overwhelmingly are responsible for their upbringing, thereby
assigning themselves a nurturing role.

However, it is not uncommon in science fiction to question gender
roles and to imagine worlds in which these roles are different from ours.
This may include the addition of genders other than male and female
and the redistribution of child-rearing tasks. Therefore, we created a
science fiction scenario in which a planet is inhabited by members of a
race that has three genders: male, female, and caregiver. The male and
female are described as exactly equal in dominant social roles, whereas
the submissive and nurturing role is assigned to the caregiver, who is
entirely responsible for the bearing and upbringing of the young. We
varied the appearance of the members of each gender to be either high,
medium, or low in dominance (Figure 2.2). Affiliation was not varied
because the simultaneous manipulation of both sets of features leads to
extreme-looking individuals, even in this context.
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Table 2.1. Mean Ratings for the Perceived Likelihood to Show Emotions as a
Function of Facial Appearance, Social Role, and Gender

Dominant Submissive

Mean SD Mean SD d

Anger 4.00 1.39 3.36 1.55 1.10
Contempt 3.53 1.75 2.92 1.68 1.33
Disgust 3.22 1.71 2.50 1.58 1.26
Happiness 3.56 3.76 3.97 1.30 0.82
Fear 2.19 1.47 2.58 1.50 0.48
Sadness 2.61 1.59 2.83 1.61 0.27
Surprise 2.67 1.33 2.78 1.27 0.25

Agentic Nurturing

Mean SD Mean SD d

Anger 3.68 1.35 2.36 1.61 1.93
Contempt 3.22 1.65 2.14 1.59 1.70
Disgust 2.86 1.54 2.14 1.55 1.19
Happiness 3.76 1.36 4.25 1.23 0.72
Fear 2.39 1.24 2.97 1.61 0.99
Sadness 2.72 1.38 3.25 1.44 0.71
Surprise 2.72 1.22 3.64 1.38 1.22

Man Woman

Mean SD Mean SD d

Anger 3.92 1.54 3.44 1.44 0.76
Contempt 3.33 1.72 3.11 1.75 0.41
Disgust 2.89 1.63 2.83 1.73 0.08
Happiness 3.53 1.48 4.00 1.41 0.64
Fear 2.31 1.39 2.47 1.59 0.20
Sadness 2.56 1.52 2.89 1.67 0.96
Surprise 2.58 1.27 2.86 1.31 0.64

When male and female participants were asked to rate the emotion-
ality of these Aliens in terms of their likelihood to show different emo-
tions, effects of social role, dominance, and gender emerged. Table 2.1
shows the mean ratings of the perceived likelihood to show anger, dis-
gust, contempt, happiness, fear, sadness, and surprise. The first three are
dominant, agentic, and masculine emotions, whereas the latter four are
submissive, nurturing, and female emotions. The first panel of Table 2.1
compares Aliens with high-dominant facial appearance, regardless
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of assigned gender, to Aliens with submissive facial appearance. As
expected, dominant-appearing aliens were perceived as more likely
to show anger, contempt, and disgust, whereas submissive-appearing
Aliens were perceived as more likely to show happiness, fear, sadness,
and surprise. Effect sizes for this difference (Cohen’s d) ranged from
d = 0.25 for surprise to d = 1.33 for contempt. The effect sizes for the
three dominant emotions were all above 1.00, thus showing the large
impact of facial appearance on perceived emotionality.

The second panel of Table 2.1 shows the effect of social role. For
this, ratings for the caregiver who was assigned a nurturing social role
were compared with the combined ratings for male and female Aliens,
regardless of dominance level. Participants rated the agentic males and
females as more likely to show anger, disgust, and contempt and the
nurturing caregiver as more likely to show happiness, fear, sadness,
and surprise. The large effect sizes ranged from d = 0.71 for sadness
to d = 1.93 for anger. Further, the largest effect sizes emerged for the
agentic emotions.

Finally, we compared ratings for the male and female Aliens, regard-
less of facial dominance, who had both been described as agentic (see
panel three of Table 2.1). The man was perceived as more likely to show
anger and contempt and the woman as more likely to show happiness,
fear, sadness, and surprise. Effect sizes ranged from d = 0.08 for dis-
gust to d = 0.96 for sadness. Thus, even though both facial appearance
and social role were controlled, there was still a residual impact of gen-
der expectations. It is important that although many effect sizes for the
gender effect were quite large, the average effect size for gender was
only d = 0.53 compared with d = 0.79 for the facial dominance effect
and d = 1.21 for the social-role effect.

These findings can only be considered suggestive of the actual vari-
ance explained by each factor. Clearly, the expectations of differing emo-
tionality for male and female Aliens reflect the participants’ learned
association between gender and these emotions. Furthermore, it is, in
fact, unreasonable – despite the large effect sizes for social-role expecta-
tions – to expect that these associations can be unlearned or discounted
by the simple expedient of presenting a situation that presumes perfect
gender equality between men and women, as was done in the previous
experiment. With this caveat in mind, the results strongly suggest that in
regard to expectations concerning the emotionality of our Aliens, social
roles were found to be the most important factor, followed in order by
dominant appearance and gender.
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Equivalence Hypothesis

Results of the present research project are compatible with the notion
proposed by Darwin that for behavioral traits that are pertinent to the
social organism, such as dominance and affiliation, morphological and
expressive features can be substituted for each other and have similar
signaling functions. The results confirm a congruency between some
expressive and morphological signals. The dominant individual is also
an individual who has a “right” to anger displays, and the affiliative
individual is expected to signal his or her approachability by smiling.
However, it is clear that not all traits that a person may possess are
signaled in this way. Thus, there is no evidence for facial expressions of
such traits as trustworthiness or of competence even though these are
also traits of great relevance to a social species. In the present context,
only anger and happiness were found to be consistently signaled by
morphological features. One important feature that these two emotions
have in common is that they are both approach emotions. That is, the
individual who is showing these emotions is displaying the intention
of approaching the observer. Yet, any individual who is approached by
another – especially a potentially dangerous other – has an immediate
interest in discerning why exactly one is being approached.

If a conspecific is approaching affiliatively, aggressive responses to
such an approach would usually be counterproductive. Likewise, not to
defend oneself when the approach is aggressive in nature could be costly.
If an affiliative-appearing individual approaches, one may relax one’s
guard; however, if a dominant individual approaches, care should be
taken lest they are motivated to take away precious resources. This line
of reasoning may also explain why perceptions of being prone to show
fear and sadness are not influenced in the same way by perceptions
of dominance and affiliation as are anger and happiness. Specifically,
fear and sadness are withdrawing emotions that do not usually require
immediate action by the observer.

However, as mentioned previously, both social roles and gender cate-
gory membership have an important influence on perceived emotionality.
In fact, associating fear and sadness with sex may reflect the simple
fact that women, being physically less strong, are indeed more likely to
be afraid in a wider variety of situations and should be more likely to
withdraw from physical aggression as well. Women’s social roles, which
prescribe warmth and nurturance, also proscribe an aggressive stance.
The degree to which emotions are susceptible to the influence of facial
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appearance versus social roles and gender per se was found to vary in
our aliens study. Facial appearance was found to be most influential for
approach emotions and to have little or no influence on withdrawing
emotions. In contrast, in this study, gender per se was found to have the
strongest impact on sadness.

Conclusion

Both facial appearance and gender in and of itself strongly impact our
expectations regarding others’ emotionality and, consequently, our per-
ception of their emotional state. Yet, this realization also means that
there are severe limits to the possible impacts of social policies on the
perception of men’s and women’s reactions to almost all events in their
lives (assuming that few things indeed are completely non-emotional
in nature). In fact, although social roles (i.e., the explicit normative and
socially learned rules) most amenable to rapid change seem to have the
strongest impact on perceptions of emotionality, the combined impact of
social-role independent gender roles and the effects of facial appearance
were found to be the largest. Yet, both facial appearance and gender per
se are directly or indirectly related to the physical attributes of men and
women, which are unlikely to change quickly. It may be argued that we
associate dominant appearance cues with male gender cues because of
men’s dominant social role and, conversely, women’s affiliative appear-
ance cues with female gender cues because of women’s nurturing social
role. However, this notion is too facile. In fact, it is unlikely that male and
female gender cues are associated to dominance and affiliation because
of learned expectations based on social roles. Rather, most cues to dom-
inance that can be compared between species, such as size, posture, and
gaze, are very much the same for all primates. Similarly, the two pos-
sible precursors of the human smile – the play face and the submissive
bared-teeth display – both signal affiliative, nonaggressive stances in
chimpanzees as does the smile. In short, the simple creation of a rule
(or policy) that states that men and women are to be perceived as equal
regarding their social roles is unlikely to keep people from reacting neg-
atively to women’s (affirmative) anger and to men’s (affiliative) smile.
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Controversy about the Cultural Ingroup
Advantage in Communicating Emotion as a
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As in many areas within psychology, over time the nature-versus-
nurture debate about the expression and perception of emotion has grad-
ually given way to a more balanced perspective arguing for the impor-
tance of both nature and nurture – neither to the exclusion of the other.
This chapter focuses on one recent and controversial area of research
on universals and cultural differences in the communication of emo-
tion: the presence of an ingroup advantage, whereby individuals can
more easily and accurately understand emotional expressions originat-
ing from members of their own cultural group rather than expressions
originating from members of a different cultural group.

There has been controversy about how to interpret empirical find-
ings of the ingroup advantage. Although the controversy has often been
framed in terms of a methodological debate about the underlying empir-
ical research (Matsumoto, 2002), close examination of the issue reveals
its source to be a subtle yet important theoretical divide (Elfenbein
& Ambady, 2002a, 2003b). With the goal of moving the conversation
forward, this chapter aims to describe the broad agreement between

51
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the theories as well as the specific area of disagreement that leads
researchers to endorse differences in methodological requirements –
and even, on other occasions, to endorse identical research designs and
analytic strategies while differently interpreting their findings.

Two main theoretical perspectives – decoding rules and dialect
theory – attempt to account for empirical findings of cultural differ-
ences in the accuracy of recognizing emotional expressions. As a starting
point, both agree that there is broad universality in emotion, in that indi-
viduals across cultures are highly accurate in recognizing facial expres-
sions of emotion. Further, both agree that there is evidence that accu-
racy is relatively greater when expressions and perceivers are from the
same – rather than different – cultural backgrounds. Where they differ is
by offering competing accounts for this ingroup advantage. According
to decoding-rule theory, the ingroup advantage results from culturally
acquired biases on the part of perceivers. Thus, from this perspective, on
a methodological level, the appearance of emotional expressions must
be equivalent across cultures when examining the ingroup advantage
in order to reveal the effects of perception processes alone.

By contrast, according to dialect theory, the ingroup advantage is
not an effect of perception alone but rather occurs from the matching
of perceivers with culturally familiar styles of emotional expression,
which they can understand more effectively than culturally unfamil-
iar expressive styles. Thus, from this perspective, on a methodological
level, the possibility that individuals from different cultures may choose
to express their emotions using subtly different styles should not be con-
trolled away – rather, it is a noteworthy phenomenon that is part of the
investigation. Indeed, the dialect explanation for the ingroup advantage
relies on the presence of such differences in the appearance of emotional
expressions. Simply put, the point of disagreement between the two
perspectives boils down to the question of whether one considers cul-
tural differences in the expression of emotion to be an artifact versus a
phenomenon.

This chapter begins by summarizing the recent evidence for the
ingroup advantage, as well as the critiques that have been made of
this evidence. Outlining the nature of the controversy reveals that it fol-
lows from differences in the underlying explanation of the impact of
culture on the perception of emotion. The presence of empirical results
that are not accounted for by previously accepted theories – for example,
decoding-rules explanations for cross-cultural differences in emotion-
recognition accuracy – suggests a need for refinements to those theories.
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The chapter ends with suggestions and an open invitation to join a
research agenda aiming to provide a balanced foundation for further
work in the area.

Initial Cross-Cultural Research on Emotion Recognition:
Focusing on One Group at a Time

Broadly speaking, psychologists agree that emotional expressions can
be recognized at above-chance levels across cultures, based on clas-
sic research from the 1960s demonstrating that participants around the
world could make multiple-choice judgments of the intended basic emo-
tional states portrayed in posed photographs (Ekman, 1972; Izard, 1971).
Such studies contribute to the foundation of theories arguing that com-
municating via emotional signals is a universal phenomenon and that
this skill has a basis that is at least partly evolutionary and biological
rather than completely learned.

However, newer work also moves beyond establishing this basic uni-
versality and explores cross-cultural differences as well. In fact, the seeds
of this work can be found in the original classic studies, given that exten-
sive cross-cultural differences were visible in the same data used to
establish universality. At the same time that numerous cultural groups
achieved recognition-accuracy rates greater than that predicted from
chance-guessing, these rates appeared to vary substantially across cul-
tures. Although the original researchers were not interested in exploring
these trends in their own data due to their exclusive focus on univer-
sals (Matsumoto & Assar, 1992), later reviews of this research suggested
systematic differences in the accuracy levels achieved by members of
various cultural groups when judging emotional expressions originat-
ing primarily from the United States (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b;
Matsumoto, 1989; Russell, 1994).

Two initial attempts to explain this phenomenon focused exclu-
sively on the perceiver of the emotional expressions. Matsumoto (1989)
argued that members of collectivistic cultural groups use “decoding
rules” (Buck, 1984) that purposely inhibit their ability to understand
emotion. Such groups arguably perceive emotion universally, but they
deny their comprehension, particularly of negative expressions that
threaten to damage social harmony. With a different explanation also
focusing on perceivers alone – noting that accuracy was lower for
individuals judging members from a visibly foreign cultural group –
some researchers labeled these cross-cultural differences as ethnic bias



P1: JZZ
0521842824c03 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:1

54 Group Dynamics and Emotional Expression

(Kilbride & Yarczower, 1983; Markham & Wang, 1996). They argued
that lesser accuracy resulted from lesser motivation to judge expres-
sions from cultural outgroup members. Thus, until recently, cultural
differences in recognition accuracy were generally interpreted via theo-
retical frameworks that emphasized the role of the perceiver alone and,
consequently, focused on the role of one cultural group at a time.

New Perspectives: Focusing on the Interaction
between Perceiver and Perceived

In contrast to explaining cultural differences in emotion-recognition
accuracy by focusing exclusively on the perceiver, my colleagues and
I tried to think about both the expressor and the perceiver at the same
time, in terms of the match between them. This made sense to us in
light of the empirical evidence we had amassed from the cumulated
work of past researchers, in a meta-analysis combining the results of 97
studies with 182 different samples and a total of more than 22,000 partic-
ipants (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b). These studies included the classic
research on universality and newer work on culture and emotion, as well
as cross-cultural studies inadvertently conducted by researchers who
borrowed stimulus materials across cultural boundaries. First, there
was a strong replication of the classic finding that emotional expres-
sions could be recognized across cultures in multiple-choice designs at
accuracy rates exceeding those due to chance-guessing alone. However,
this observation alone ensures only basic rather than complete univer-
sality of the process of recognizing emotions (Russell, 1994). Further, we
found a systematic ingroup advantage, in that participants were gen-
erally more accurate when making within-culture judgments than they
were when making cross-cultural judgments of emotion. This is a rela-
tive finding, in that it appears when controlling for the main effects that
may also exist in emotion judgments across expressor and perceiver
groups. For example, certain stimuli may be universally clearer – for
example, if the researchers from that culture used more extensive val-
idation procedures or if members of certain ethnic backgrounds have
facial features that make it easier to view the contours of emotional
expressions.1 Likewise, some judges may be more accurate overall in
emotion recognition – for example, if the participant groups are not

1 The author thanks Ursula Hess for the latter suggestion.



P1: JZZ
0521842824c03 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:1

It Takes One to Know One Better 55

fully matched in terms of comfort and familiarity with experimental
protocols or education levels, which might occur despite researchers’
intentions to recruit equivalent samples across cultural groups. To con-
trol for such effects, the ingroup advantage is most appropriately exam-
ined as an interaction between expressor and perceiver controlling for
main effects of expressor and perceiver groups.

We searched for many explanations for this ingroup-advantage effect.
First, methodological differences across studies did not significantly
moderate the size of the ingroup advantage. The effect replicated across
any particular methodological factor – such as the research team, the
spontaneous versus posed or imitated nature of stimuli, the nonverbal
channel of communication (i.e., facial expressions, tone of voice, and
body language) – suggesting a robust nature to the effect. Artifacts such
as translation difficulties also did not appear to create the effect, given
that the ingroup advantage also existed across cultural groups speaking
the same language.

Suggesting the importance of the match between the expressors and
the perceivers of emotional signals, the only significant moderator of the
ingroup advantage was the degree of cross-cultural exposure and com-
munication between the two groups. Cultural groups that were physi-
cally closer and that had relatively more telephone traffic between them
tended also to have a lesser ingroup-advantage barrier in understand-
ing each other’s emotional expressions. Likewise, ethnic groups living
together within a single nation – presumably with relatively greater
daily exposure than cultural groups living in separate nations – showed
much less ingroup advantage. In fact, often they did not show an ingroup
advantage at all, particularly given that minority groups often showed a
relative advantage in understanding the emotional expressions of out-
group majority members. Further, we stated clearly that we did not
include gender differences as an element of culture. However, in light of
Matsumoto’s (see Chapter 7, this volume) speculation that the ingroup
advantage must also incorporate gender, one would predict – given
these findings – that the daily exposure and richness of cross-group con-
tact between men and women would all but erase any ingroup advan-
tage if one had originally existed.

Furthermore, we found that the empirical evidence did not support
either of the two earlier explanations that were posited exclusively in
terms of perceivers, decoding rules, and ethnic bias. To the question of
decoding rules, collectivistic cultural groups did not appear to be uni-
versally poor at emotion recognition, but rather they performed poorly
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only when they took part in research originating elsewhere. For exam-
ple, whereas Japanese participants were outperformed on American-
made research tasks and stimuli (e.g., Matsumoto, 1989), they outper-
formed Americans and other Western groups on research tasks and
stimuli created in Japan by Japanese researchers (e.g., Hatta & Nachshon,
1988; Sogon & Masutani, 1989). Such patterns argued strongly for the
importance of the match between perceiver and expressor rather than
a focus on the perceiver alone. Addressing concerns of ethnic bias –
or even anxiety in judging foreign expressors – the ingroup advantage
was also found in numerous studies in which the ethnicity of emo-
tional expressors was not visibly different or unfamiliar: for example, in
studies of facial expressions and body language including multiple Cau-
casian groups (e.g., Rosenthal, Hall, DiMatteo, Rogers, & Archer, 1979).
In such studies, arguably there were few or no cues to suggest foreign-
ness outside of the appearance of the emotional expressions themselves.
Again, this suggested that previously hypothesized factors relating to
the perceiver alone – although they could certainly exist – were not solely
responsible for these cross-cultural differences in emotional-perception
accuracy.

Taken together, these results were suggestive of a role for cultural
learning in the understanding of emotion. The most parsimonious expla-
nation, accounting for this body of research findings, suggested that
there are subtle differences across cultures in the style of emotional
expression – even though the basic expression of emotion is universal –
and that individuals are better able to understand emotions expressed in
a similar or otherwise familiar style. This is the core of a speculative new
“dialect theory” of emotional communication: that cultures use subtly
different dialects of a universal emotional language. This perspective
incorporates the evidence that individuals are more accurate with emo-
tional expressions matched from their own culture, as well as those from
a culture that is more physically near or with which theirs has greater
contact. This perspective also incorporates evidence that members of
collectivistic cultures perform well on experimental tasks originating
in their own nation, even if they perform less well in tasks originat-
ing elsewhere. Further, this perspective accounts for why the ingroup
advantage is still found in research in which participants cannot even
detect that the stimulus materials originate from a foreign culture, which
limits the role of bias – for example, in the work conducted with multi-
ple Caucasian groups – because the style of expression can differ subtly,
whether or not the participant is aware of the source of the difference.
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This background helps to make sense of the theoretical difference
between dialect and decoding-rule theories. In evaluating evidence for
the ingroup advantage, Matsumoto (see Chapter 7, this volume) writes,
“one cannot be sure that judgment differences reflected differences in
judgments or were due to differences in the stimuli being judged”
(p. 147). I argue that this is a false dichotomy: Simply put, a true ingroup
advantage is not a decoding effect. Rather, it results from the matching
of cultural differences in decoding processes with cultural differences
in emotional-expression processes. To argue that cultural differences in
judgments and expressions are “inextricably confounded” with each
other presupposes that there is a reason to study the two processes only
in the absence of each other. To the contrary: the ingroup advantage in
judgments appears to reflect greater ingroup familiarity with culturally
specific forms of emotional expression. Thus, my colleagues and I do
not want to avoid this so-called confound; rather, we want to embrace it.

This said, it is important to note the broad areas of common ground
between dialect and decoding-rule theories, in that both argue that
any differences in the appearance of emotional expressions across cul-
tures are only subtle variations on a universal theme. Dialect theory
assumes there is high consistency in emotional expressions across cul-
tures, given that emotion is a universal language of which cultural dif-
ferences are merely dialects – for example, as similar as British and
American English. Thus, research findings demonstrating high correla-
tions in the style of emotional expression across cultures are consistent
with dialect theory and do not detract from it. Likewise, the ability
of perceivers from different cultural groups to achieve high levels of
accuracy in recognizing prototypical displays of emotion also fits com-
fortably within both decoding and dialect theories. Given that cultural
differences in appearance are merely subtle, emotional expressions are
still largely recognizable to perceivers from foreign cultures – even if the
perceivers themselves might produce a slightly different display. That
is, the universal recognition of particular expressions does not guaran-
tee their identical and spontaneous universal production. After all, when
listening to a person speaking a different dialect of our language, we
might understand words or expressions that we would not necessarily
use in our own conversations.

In addition to this meta-analysis examining the past work of others,
my colleagues and I have conducted new empirical work further explor-
ing some of these intriguing patterns. Examining the role of cultural
learning in a sample of students with varying exposure to China and
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the United States who viewed stimuli from both regions (Elfenbein &
Ambady, 2003c) – Chinese in China, Chinese in the United States, Chi-
nese Americans, and Americans of non-Chinese ancestry – we found
that participants were faster and more accurate in judging expressions
with the more exposure they had to the cultural group in which the
expressions originated. That is, the relative advantage in perceiving
U.S. stimuli was greatest for Americans of non-Chinese ancestry, next
for Chinese Americans, next for Chinese in the United States, and least
for Chinese in China. Along the same lines, Tibetans residing in China
were faster and more accurate when judging Chinese rather than U.S.
expressions, and Africans residing in the United States were faster and
more accurate when judging U.S. rather than Chinese expressions. In
both of these cases, then, groups more efficiently judged emotions orig-
inating in their host versus non-host society. A corresponding effect
even extended across generations for Chinese Americans, in that par-
ticipants who themselves had immigrated from China showed only a
small advantage in judging stimuli from the United States rather than
China, whereas those whose families had been in the United States for
decades showed a much larger advantage when judging U.S. stimuli. It
is worth noting that to provide a valid test according to dialect theory, we
paired stimuli representing prototypical expressions developed within
the United States (Ekman & Friesen, 1976) with those developed within
China (Wang & Markham, 1999) to provide the potential for stimulus
nonequivalence in that the style of emotional expressions could contain
culturally acquired dialects.

Other work addressed the hypothesis that subtle cross-cultural dif-
ferences in emotional-expression style are responsible for the ingroup
advantage in recognition accuracy. In Elfenbein, Mandal, Ambady,
Harizuka, and Kumar (2004), we used facial expressions from India,
Japan, and the United States that were composites created from the
left and right facial hemispheres of a single set of photographs. Results
showed that the ingroup advantage was greater for left than for right
hemifacial composites. The only plausible explanation for such a find-
ing is that the ingroup advantage results from subtle differences in the
appearance of stimuli because, presumably, perceiver biases and other
perceiver attributes are all held constant when a person judges both
sides of another person’s face. Certainly, observers could be more anx-
ious when judging the faces of expressors who are foreign or unfamiliar
(see Matsumoto, current volume). However, such an effect should be
equally strong when judging both sides of another person’s face and,
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therefore, would be controlled for by using such a research design. Any
effects or artifacts associated with the posers themselves – such as eth-
nic facial features, hairstyle, jewelry, and skin pigmentation – are also
controlled in that they should be equivalent for both sides of the same
person’s face. Because the appearance of facial expressions was the only
factor that changed across the two hemifacial conditions, the appearance
of facial expressions must be related to the cross-cultural differences in
their judgment.

These findings also fit with data from other researchers showing that
the ingroup advantage disappears in cases when stimulus materials
from different groups are constrained to have an identical appearance
across cultures. For example, Biehl et al. (1997) did not find the ingroup
advantage when using the Japanese and Caucasian Facial Expressions
of Emotion (JACFEE) set of stimuli in which Caucasian Americans,
Japanese Americans, and Japanese posers were all instructed to move
precisely the same muscles rather than to pose unconstrained emotional
expressions. Although the JACFEE is a valid portrayal of universal pro-
totypes of emotional expression, by its very design the careful process of
ensuring identical portrayals of emotions across cultural groups erases
cross-cultural differences in expressive style. Likewise, Beaupré and
Hess (2005) did not find the ingroup advantage when they collected
facial expressions from French, Chinese, and African Canadians using
a directed facial-action task that resulted in identical expressions from
members of all three cultural groups. If one takes a theoretical perspec-
tive such as decoding-rules theory – in which the ingroup advantage is a
perceptual bias originating from the perceivers alone – then such empiri-
cal findings would appear to cast doubt on the ingroup advantage. How-
ever, to the contrary, when adopting a dialect perspective, such findings
do not argue against the existence of the ingroup advantage; rather,
they support the explanation that the ingroup advantage results from
cross-cultural differences in the style of emotional expression. With-
out such differences in style, the apparent mechanism – the ingroup
advantage – disappears. Thus, research that has null findings for the
ingroup advantage when stimuli are identical across cultures supports
the notion that the ingroup advantage results from subtle cross-cultural
differences in the appearance of emotional expressions. Furthermore,
such work speaks against the idea that the ingroup advantage results
from processes on the part of perceivers alone, such as bias or lesser
motivation to understand members of a visibly different culture. After
all, such factors – which would explain the ingroup advantage using a
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different mechanism other than that posited by dialect theory – do not
appear empirically to cause a noticeable ingroup advantage in studies
that use the JACFEE or other stimuli that erase cultural differences in
expression.

The dialect theory of emotion is still new and emerging, driven mainly
by the need to account for the empirical data on the ingroup advantage.
The evidence strongly suggests that cultural differences in expressive
style drive cultural differences in judgment accuracy – thus, explaining
findings that relate to the perception of emotion also casts the expressor
as an essential actor.

Controversy about the Ingroup Advantage: Theory, Not Methods

The emerging dialect theory – and, indeed, the ingroup advantage phe-
nomenon more broadly – has not been without controversy. In fact,
the meta-analysis documenting the ingroup advantage (Elfenbein &
Ambady, 2002b) was published along with a critique (Matsumoto, 2002),
as well as a rejoinder to the critique (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a). In his
critique, Matsumoto (2002) focused on three asserted “methodological
requirements” to believe the evidence for the ingroup advantage. First,
he argues that studies should use balanced designs, in which mem-
bers of each culture view stimuli equally from members of their own
and each other group in the study. The second requirement is “stimu-
lus equivalence”; that is, stimuli from different cultures should express
emotion identically. The third is that a meta-analysis of such studies
should include a measure of the clarity or intensity level of stimuli.

Referring to these features as “requirements” suggests a certain
level of agreement about the methods that are necessary and desirable
for investigating cultural differences in the understanding of emotion.
However, there are, indeed, widely varying opinions about the opti-
mal methods for use more generally in the scientific study of nonverbal
behavior (e.g., Ekman, 1994; Izard, 1994; Nowicki & Duke, 2001; Rosen-
thal et al., 1979; Russell, 1994). Given this diversity in opinion, referring
to any set of opinions as requirements can create confusion and misinter-
pretations for readers interested in understanding the state of evidence –
in this case, for the ingroup advantage. Arguing, for example, that
“researchers interested in promoting such claims should give consider-
ation to these methodological requirements to test for it” (Matsumoto,
this volume, p. 178) implies that the scientific evidence to date is not suf-
ficient to document the key finding that individuals are more accurate
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in understanding emotional expressions originating from members of
their own cultural group.

In fact, as described herein, the first and third of these features are
already met by the larger body of research findings, and the second
feature is the subject of theoretical disagreement. To the first feature,
balanced designs appear to demonstrate perceivers’ relative advantage
in understanding emotional expressions originating from members of
their own cultural group. Further, my colleagues and I took precau-
tions (described in detail in the original paper) to ensure that the unbal-
anced designs examined served to replicate the results we found with
their balanced counterparts (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b). These pre-
cautions included a statistical test confirming no significant difference
between the size of the ingroup advantage in balanced versus unbal-
anced designs. Thus, we concluded that the limited use we made of
unbalanced studies did not account for the finding of a relative ingroup
advantage in emotion recognition. To the third feature, the issue of exam-
ining stimulus-clarity levels, we coded the closest variable reported by
the original researchers – whether or not authors used a consensus sam-
ple to ensure a minimum level of stimulus clarity, and this variable did
not make a difference in the size of the ingroup advantage. Further, we
used a heterogeneity analysis to document that there was not excessive
variance left to require explanation via additional moderating variables.

As for the second feature, stimulus equivalence, I argue that refer-
ring to the opinion that this is necessary – or, indeed, desirable – as a
methodological requirement is troublesome and obscures the underly-
ing issue. It distracts attention by focusing the debate about the ingroup
advantage on methods rather than the related theoretical differences
among researchers that drive them as a consequence to use different
methods. Researchers who rely on subtly different models of emotion
can disagree about which methods are optimal to address which ques-
tions. Matsumoto argues that an ingroup advantage results from bias
on the part of perceivers – that is, from decoding rules alone. If the
ingroup advantage is exclusively a bias on the part of perceivers, then
certainly any difference in the appearance of emotional expressions
across cultural groups represents a confounding factor when studying
the effect. Thus, it makes sense from Matsumoto’s perspective that one
must have stimulus equivalence as a methodological requirement in
studying the ingroup advantage. By contrast, my colleagues and I have
argued that the ingroup advantage is a consequence of perceivers being
more accurate when they judge emotions expressed in a more familiar
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style. The ingroup advantage results from matching norms for displays
with norms for decoding. Thus, from this perspective, stimulus equiva-
lence is detrimental rather than necessary to examine the phenomenon.
Requiring stimuli to be equivalent across cultures would deny the pos-
sibility that people from different cultures may express their emotions
differently. If the ingroup advantage results from differential familiarity
with expressive styles, then requiring expressive styles to be identical
should dissipate the effect. For this reason, arguing that cultural differ-
ences in the perception of emotion result directly from cultural differ-
ences in the expression of emotion, researchers adopting dialect theory
would attempt to ensure the opposite: stimulus nonequivalence.

These competing theoretical accounts help to explain why researchers
taking different theoretical perspectives can also endorse the same
research designs yet offer different interpretations of particular find-
ings. As described earlier, Biehl et al. (1997) and Beaupré and Hess (2005)
did not find an ingroup advantage in studies using stimulus materials
that were constrained to have an identical appearance regardless of the
cultural background of the posers. Whereas Matsumoto’s (2002) inter-
pretation would regard such data as evidence that the ingroup advan-
tage does not exist, as described earlier, my colleagues and I interpret
these data as evidence that the ingroup advantage is caused by cross-
cultural differences in emotional-expression style. Thus, the two theo-
retical perspectives share the common ground of agreeing that stimulus
nonequivalence is the likely cause of the ingroup advantage. However,
based on the perspective taken, one can conclude that this is either a
methodological artifact, as Matsumoto has argued, or a core finding,
as my colleagues and I have argued. Thus, at its core, this is a conver-
sation about theory. With issues of theory and methods intertwined,
arguing about the soundness of methods alone serves as a distrac-
tion and tends to hinder further understanding and development in
this area.

Alternate Perspectives to Account for Cultural Differences
in Emotion Recognition

Because currently accepted theories of the communication of emotion
do not yet fully account for the body of empirical evidence discussed
previously, it is a worthwhile pursuit to refine these theories in light of
this evidence. The door is wide open, and the field would benefit from
fresh contributions in this area.
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Empirical Observations That Alternate Theories Must Explain

The only constraint on new theoretical development is that it must
account for the existing data. In particular, there were two central empir-
ical findings relating to the ingroup advantage, discussed previously,
that inspired the initial development of a dialect theory. The first is that
any explanation of an ingroup advantage must address not only the
perceiver but also the match between the perceiver and the expressor
of emotion. After all, evidence on the ingroup advantage demonstrates
that accuracy is relatively higher when individuals judge expressions
from members of their own cultural group; therefore, it matters not only
who is doing the judging but also their match or mismatch with who is
being judged.

The second empirical finding to be explained by any new theoret-
ical perspective is that the cultural differences that cause the ingroup
advantage must somehow be contained within the appearance of the
emotional expressions themselves. Because studies have demonstrated
that the ingroup advantage is impacted by changes only in the properties
of stimulus materials, then logically the ingroup advantage must result
from cues contained within these materials. In the example discussed
earlier regarding multiple Caucasian groups judging American facial
expressions and body language (e.g., Rosenthal et al., 1979), Americans
could only have outperformed other groups if there was something par-
ticularly American about the stimuli.

No Evidence for a Decoding-Rules Explanation
of Cross-Cultural Differences in Accuracy

Although the door is wide open to alternative accounts other than dialect
theory, there is evidence arguing against some of the particular alterna-
tives already proposed. Specifically, the current body of data argues
strongly against a decoding-rules explanation of cross-cultural differ-
ences in emotion-recognition accuracy. Decoding rules surely exist in
many contexts and circumstances and they may explain other phenom-
ena, but they simply cannot provide an explanation for the ingroup
advantage.

First, when focusing only on the perceiver, evidence on decod-
ing rules breaks down. As discussed previously, the same collectivist
groups supposedly employing decoding rules to depress their emotion-
recognition performance actually outperform others when taking part
in studies developed by researchers within their home country. Further,
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a decoding-rules explanation cannot explain results in terms of the
match between perceiver and expressor. To use decoding rules to explain
an ingroup advantage would require that these performance-reducing
rules operate more strongly when judging members of a foreign cul-
tural group. However, the theoretical framework behind decoding rules
would suggest exactly the opposite: that the goal of preserving har-
mony fostered by overlooking the negative expression of emotion is
more salient and valuable within an ingroup context. In fact, our own
empirical findings documented an ingroup advantage alongside a ten-
dency to attribute greater positivity when making judgments of outgroup
members (Elfenbein, Mandal, Ambady, Harizuka, & Kumar, 2002), fur-
ther arguing that the hypothesized form of decoding rules does not
appear to explain the ingroup advantage. Even studies attempting to
connect decoding rules and emotion-recognition accuracy across cul-
tural groups appear to depend on the artifact of using data primarily
collected using stimuli from the United States. In Matsumoto (1989), sig-
nificant correlations were found between emotion-recognition accuracy
and cultural profiles by country (Hofstede, 2001). However, in Elfen-
bein and Ambady (2003a), we found that these correlations did not vary
across individual emotions nor across positive versus negative valence –
a central prediction of decoding-rules theory, which argues that specific
profiles on cultural dimensions are associated with specific sensitiv-
ity to particular types of emotion (Matsumoto, 1989; Schimmack, 1996).
Rather, the pattern of correlations in Elfenbein and Ambady (2003a) was
more consistent with a cultural similarity argument, whereby emotion-
recognition accuracy was greater for groups that were more similar in
their cultural profile to that of the group in which the research stimuli
originated.

Although the decoding-rules explanation frequently appears in dis-
cussions on the topic of cross-cultural differences in emotion-recognition
accuracy, empirical research has not tested directly that the presence
or absence of such rules predicts differences in accuracy. Rather, sup-
porters generally infer the rules from the lower performance frequently
attained by participants from cultures visibly different from the United
States and Europe. Given an alternative explanation for this empirical
observation – that of cultural match versus mismatch between emotional
expressors and perceivers, along with the generation of most research
tasks in the United States and Europe – it is time for empirical data to
support directly the claims made in the name of decoding rules or else
for an alternative explanation to supersede them.
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Future Directions

As stated previously, there is an open door for further theoretical devel-
opment to refine current theories on universals and cross-cultural dif-
ferences in order to account for the current body of empirical data. The
following suggestions for further research are only that – suggestions –
and the area would benefit from a diversity of new research angles and
approaches.

To develop greater credibility, the new dialect theory needs to be sup-
ported by additional empirical work, testing each link proposed by the
theory. In particular, it is necessary to reveal which particular cues and
patterns contained within the emotional dialects vary across cultures.
Further, it is necessary to map the presence or absence of those cues and
patterns in stimuli to the emotion-recognition judgments made of those
stimuli. Current work in progress attempts to tackle these goals. For
example, with collaborators Ursula Hess, Martin Beaupré, and Manon
Leveque (Elfenbein, Beaupré, Leveque, & Hess, in press), in a study
examining naturalistic expressions among North Americans from Que-
bec and Africans from Gabon, we found suggestive evidence of subtle
dialects in the basic emotions as well as more noticeable dialects in
secondary emotions. In future work, we hope to use computerized ani-
mation to simulate the effect of having members of each culture pose
their own expressive style as well as that of the other group. It is inter-
esting that this mirrors one of Matsumoto’s (see Chapter 7, this vol-
ume) suggestions for future empirical work in the area, with the goal
of demonstrating that the ingroup advantage does not result from per-
ceivers being more accurate merely when judging other people from
their own culture – but rather that perceivers are more accurate when
judging culturally familiar expressions, regardless of the apparent eth-
nicity of the person posing the expression. Such designs would further
emphasize the ingroup advantage as a result of social-psychological
processes such as cultural familiarity and learning rather than physical
similarity factors such as race. Accordingly, additional research could
examine the cultural learning of these cues and patterns over time
to support the argument that familiarity with culturally specific ele-
ments of emotional style aids in the communication of emotion across
cultures.

Another worthwhile area for further research is to examine whether
there are corresponding findings to the cultural ingroup advantage
across the personal styles that vary among individuals within a culture.
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On the one hand, some evidence suggests not: Research examining
whether interpersonal acquaintance and familiarity increase emotion-
recognition accuracy has been mixed (for a review, see Elfenbein, Marsh,
& Ambady, 2002). However, suggesting the value of reopening this
question, there is new evidence for “relationship effects” among unac-
quainted individuals within a single culture. That is, when judging each
other’s facial expressions, some dyads uniquely understand each other
well or poorly, even controlling for individual differences in perception
and expression skill (Elfenbein, Foo, Boldry, & Tan, 2006). This suggests
the intriguing possibility that the cross-cultural phenomenon of subtle
differences in expressive style better understood with greater familiarity
could perhaps replicate itself within a single culture. This also suggests
a cautious approach to research on “emotional intelligence” (Mayer,
Salovey, & Caruso, 2000), in which accuracy in expressing and perceiv-
ing emotion is a major component. If individuals are more accurate
when judging the emotions of some expressors but not others, then this
calls into question whether emotional intelligence is a “one-size-fits-all”
phenomenon and poses difficulty on a practical level for the creation of
valid test instruments of individual differences.

Overall, the study of cross-cultural universals and differences in the
communication of emotion has benefited from the controversy and
attention that it has received. It will likely continue to be a topic of
great interest to researchers. The goals of this chapter have been to put
into context the nature of the current controversies and to issue a warm
welcome to others who may be interested in getting involved with this
topic. Much work remains to be done, and fresh and balanced perspec-
tives will continue to benefit the field.
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Introduction

A crucial role of facial expressions is to convey one’s feeling to facilitate
interpersonal or intergroup understanding and interactions (Kirouac &
Hess, 1999; Philippot, Feldman, & Coats, 1999). Indeed, the exchange
of nonverbal information in human interactions serves not only to
inform interaction partners of each other’s emotional (Ekman, Friesen,
& Ellsworth, 1982; Hess, Kappas, & Scherer, 1988; Noller, 1985; Russell,
1994) or intentional states (Frijda, 1986; Frijda & Tcherkassof, 1997;
Tcherkassof, 1999) but also to regulate aspects of social relationships
(Kirouac & Hess, 1999).

In this context, a small body of research has established that facial
expressions of emotions (e.g., anger, disgust, fear, happiness and sad-
ness) affect decoders’ interpersonal trait inferences, such as inferences of
dominance, affiliation or romantic interest (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1989; Hess,
Blairy, & Kleck, 2000; Keating, 1985; Keltner, Young, Oemig, Heerey, &
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Monarch, 1998; Knutson, 1996) or of perceived intelligence, attractive-
ness and sociability (Matsumoto & Kudoh, 1993; Riggio & Friedman,
1986). Of course, such inferences are expected to affect reactions toward
the partner (Patterson, 1999).

Another body of research has addressed the role of nonverbal behav-
ior in the regulation of interactions via motor mimicry (Hess, Philippot,
& Blairy, 1999). The tendency to synchronize one’s nonverbal behavior
with those of another person induces a corresponding emotion in the
decoder (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993; Laird, Alibozak, Davai-
nis, Deignan, Fontanella, et al., 1994; Strayer, 1993). Some have proposed
that such ‘emotional contagion’ might help the decoder to infer the
expressor’s emotional state (McHugo, Lanzetta & Bush, 1991; Levenson
& Ruef, 1992; Wallbott, 1991), which should increase the perception of
empathy and, as such, the intimacy of the relationship (Ickes, 1984). This
latter part of the causal path, however, has not found support in much
empirical data (e.g., Blairy, Herrera, & Hess, 1999; Hess & Blairy, 2001).

It is quite surprising that the social context of the recognition of facial
expressions has received little attention from researchers (Fernández-
Dols, 1999; Kirouac & Hess, 1999; Wagner & Lee, 1999). Indeed, non-
verbal research has mainly focused on the impact of social context
on encoding aspects of facial expressions rather than on aspects of
decoding such expressions. For instance, nonverbal research has inves-
tigated display rules or cultural norms that determine what kind of
facial expressions can be displayed by whom and under which circum-
stances (Ekman, 1993; Kupperbusch, Matsumoto, Kooken, Loewinger,
Uchida, Wilson-Cohn, & Yrizarry, 1999). Nonverbal research has also
focused on the impact of the audience on the expression of emotion. It
has been observed that the intensity of positive and negative emotional
facial displays increases in the presence of a real or imagined audience,
demonstrating the sociality dimension of emotion displays (Fridlund,
1991; Manstead, Fischer, & Jacobs, 1999; Wagner & Lee, 1999; Wagner &
Smith, 1991).

However, the impact of the expressor’s social group membership –
in the social-psychological meaning of this notion – on the recognition
of facial expressions has been addressed by only a few studies. This
chapter attempts to fill in this gap by presenting a series of studies from
our laboratories that have focused on the impact of intergroup context
on the decoding of facial expressions. We argue that the decoding of
facial expressions is affected by the intergroup status of the expressor
and, in particular, by the social-role expectations associated with the
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expressor’s group membership. For instance, in a European context,
expecting male North Africans to be aggressive may foster the attribu-
tion of anger to male North Africans’ facial displays. In other words, we
predict that the interpretation of outgroup members’ facial displays is
biased by the stereotype of that outgroup. Such influences are likely to
bias intergroup communication, especially in the affective domain, and
to reinforce stereotypes. To support this claim, we first review the rele-
vant literature and develop a theoretical framework specifying the pro-
cesses by which the expressor’s group membership might affect the
decoding of facial expressions. Then, we present recent findings from
our laboratories.

Group Membership in Facial Expression Decoding: A Review

In the literature, the influence of the group membership of the expressor
on the accuracy of emotional decoding has been investigated for gender,
social and ethnic/racial memberships. Because the effects of gender and
ethnic/racial memberships are reviewed in other chapters of this vol-
ume, we focus on the few studies that examined the effects of the social
group to which the expressor belongs on facial expression decoding by
a member of a similar or different social group. In this context, some
studies have reported that stereotypes about the group of the expres-
sor affect the intensity of emotion attributed to facial expression, and
other studies have observed an effect on the decoding accuracy of facial
expressions.

For instance, Priest (1997) showed that the social group member-
ship of the expressor (an executive versus an interior designer) did not
influence the accuracy of the emotion attributed to his facial expres-
sion but rather the overall emotional-intensity ratings. These results
are congruent with the observation that executives are stereotypically
judged as being conservative and uptight, which results in attributions
of less expressivity and more inhibition to such targets (McArthur, 1981;
Sanbonmatsu, Sherman, & Hamilton, 1987).

On the other hand, Gallois and Callan (1986) showed that when
Australians had to attribute an emotion on the basis of a videotape dis-
playing a content-ambiguous message delivered by either an Australian,
British, or Italian speaker, Italian speakers were decoded less accurately
than the others. Gallois and Callan’s interpretation was that because
of their negative attitude toward Southern European immigrants,
Australians allocated more attention to social markers such as accent
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and less to emotional markers such as facial expressions or message
contents. Consequently, the emotional decoding process of the commu-
nication was less efficient for prejudiced outgroup members and more
influenced by their negative stereotype.

Apart from these few studies, little work has empirically tested the
influence of the group membership of the expressor on the decoding
of facial expressions. Furthermore, these pioneering studies suffer from
several limitations. For instance, the study by Priest (1997) used full-
blown facial expressions of basic emotions as stimuli, presenting little
ecological validity. Indeed, most everyday facial expressions tend to be
relatively weak and ambiguous (Motley & Camdem, 1988), and some
have argued that the expressor’s group membership is likely to influ-
ence specifically the decoding of weak expressions (Kirouac & Hess,
1999).

Also, no attention has been given to the decoding of facial expres-
sions in terms of action tendencies (i.e., intentions to behave in a certain
way following an emotion-eliciting situation; Frijda, 1986) in an inter-
group setting. This latter concern is important for several reasons. First,
some have argued and raised evidence indicating that action tenden-
cies are more easily attributed to facial expressions than emotion cate-
gories because facial expressions might represent one’s relational activ-
ity to the environment more than one’s inner state (Frijda & Tcherkassof,
1997; Tcherkassof, 1999). Second, in an intergroup context, indications
regarding one’s relational activity are more important and adaptive than
indications regarding one’s inner state (Dijker, 1987). Thus, showing an
impact of stereotypes on the attribution of action tendencies in an inter-
group context bears direct consequences for the efficacy of communi-
cation between members of different social groups (Kirouac & Hess,
1999).

Why and How Should Social Group Membership Influence
Facial Expression Decoding?

Few theoretical developments have been proposed to specify the nature
of the impact that the social-group membership of expressors and the
stereotype attached to it might have on the decoding of their facial
expressions. Unfortunately, most of the social-psychological literature
has focused on personality-trait stereotypes (Gilbert, Fiske, & Lindzey,
1996); little attention has been devoted to emotional-trait stereotypes.
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However, three lines of research have documented the notion that emo-
tional characteristics might be as important as personality characteristics
in terms of stereotype content.

One line of research has documented that people hold stereotypes
about the frequency with which certain emotional states or emotional-
action tendencies are attributed to specific outgroups. For instance,
Yabar and Philippot (2000) have shown that Belgian natives stereotypi-
cally believe that migrant North African males (i.e., the outgroup) expe-
rience anger more often and show more aggressive action tendencies
than Belgian natives (i.e., the ingroup). These authors suggested that
more than personality traits, these emotional features of the outgroup
stereotype are determinants in accounting for the prejudicial attitude of
Belgians toward North African migrants.

Another line of research (Leyens, Paladino, Rodrigues-Torres, Vaes,
Demoulin, Rodriges-Perez, & Gaunt, 2000) has shown that feelings are
stereotypically denied to the outgroup. The rationale underlying this
research is that people believe that feelings are a typically ‘human’ fea-
ture (as opposed to bestial). Consequently, overattributing feelings to
the ingroup and denying them to the outgroup would constitute a form
of ingroup favoritism and outgroup prejudice. According to this hypoth-
esis, subtle feelings (e.g., tenderness and sadness) would be attributed
to the ingroup, whereas raw, animal-like emotions (e.g., joy and anger)
would be attributed to the outgroup.

Still another line of research (Pennebaker, Rimé, & Blankenship,
1996) has documented that all over the world, people hold stereotypes
about the emotional expressivity of outgroups. More specifically, peo-
ple believe that other groups, living closer to the equator and thus in
warmer regions, are more emotionally expressive than they are. Con-
versely, they hold the opposite stereotype for people living closer to the
poles than they are.

In sum, several lines of research support the notion that emotion
stereotypes do exist, perhaps to the same extent as personality stereo-
types. However, much is still unknown about these stereotypes. One
hypothesis is that specific emotions would be attributed to specific out-
groups; for instance, in a Northern European context, anger would be
stereotypically attributed to North African migrants, whereas joy would
be attributed to Southern Europeans. Another hypothesis is that feelings
would be attributed to the ingroup but denied to outgroups. In con-
trast, basic, animal-like emotions would be stereotypically attributed to
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outgroups. Finally, a third hypothesis is that it would not really be the
nature of the emotion that would matter but rather its intensity. Some
outgroups would be stereotypically believed to experience and express
more intense emotions than others. These three hypotheses hold differ-
ent predictions on how outgroup stereotypes might bias the decoding
of facial expressions of emotion.

Still, the very notion that facial expression decoding will be biased
by stereotypes has yet to be established empirically. One might even
question whether stereotype biases apply to the decoding of emotional
facial expression. Indeed, humans have a special expertise and an innate
ability in the processing of faces (Russell & Fernández-Dols, 1997), in
terms of both identity and expressivity. Some have even advocated that
facial expressions of emotion (at least expressions of threat) are innate
unconditioned stimuli (Öhman, 1999). It might thus be that such rou-
tinized automatic processes remain uninfluenced by the activation of
outgroup stereotypes.

An intermediate theoretical position is that social stereotypes would
not bias full-blown emotional facial expressions but rather would only
exert an influence on the decoding of ambiguous or weak facial expres-
sions. This view is consistent with an observation by Ekman, Friesen,
and Ellsworth (1982), who showed that facial expressions generally
dominate contextual information in determining emotion attribution,
with the exception of ambiguous or weak facial expressions. When
facial expressions are prototypical and intense, the context does not
affect emotion attribution (Boucher & Carlson, 1980), whereas it inter-
venes when facial expressions are ambiguous or weak (Shaver, Wu, &
Schwartz, 1992). This argument is important because in everyday life,
emotional display tends to be weak and ambiguous as compared to the
intense and prototypical stimuli generally used in emotion-recognition
research (Motley & Camdem, 1988). When the expressor belongs to
another ethnic group, facial expression may be even more ambiguous
because of differences in physiognomies and/or because of the nonfa-
miliarity of the perceiver with such physiognomies. When facial expres-
sions are ambiguous, decoders would refer more frequently to informa-
tion from the social context, such as knowledge concerning the expressor
or the stereotype associated to the expressor’s group (Hess & Kirouac,
1997).

In sum, several lines of research have shown that social stereotypes
comprise emotional features and that these features might be influen-
tial in the process of prejudice. However, the exact nature of emotional
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stereotypes is not well established, and at least three models have been
proposed. On the other hand, one might question whether emotional
stereotypes would bias the decoding of facial expression of emotion.
Indeed, several authors have proposed and raised empirical evidence
that emotional facial expressions are strong and that innate signals are
not very sensitive to contextual noise. The biasing potential of emotional
stereotypes might well apply to weak or ambiguous facial expressions
but not to full-blown expressions.

Do Emotional Stereotypes Bias the Decoding
of Facial Expression?

We designed a research program to investigate whether emotional
stereotypes bias the decoding of facial expression, while attempting
to overcome limitations from previous studies. This research program
investigated the impact of the expressor’s social-group membership and
related stereotypes on the decoding of neutral as well as emotional facial
displays, in terms of both emotions and action tendencies. Specifically,
participants were exposed to facial expressions displayed by a member
of their group or by a member of another group for which they held
a negative stereotype. Our hypothesis was that emotional stereotypes
would bias the attribution of emotions and action tendencies to facial
expressions, at least when these expressions are weak or ambiguous. To
the contrary, the decoding of full-blown emotional expression of out-
group members should not be biased by the emotional stereotypes.

Stereotype Biases in the Decoding of Outgroup Members’
Neutral Faces

In our first experiment, we investigated the situation in which emotional
stereotype biases are the most likely to occur: the decoding of neutral
facial expressions displayed by prejudiced outgroup members. Specif-
ically, Belgian participants had to infer the action tendencies possibly
felt by an individual whose face they were shown. The facial stimuli
were neutral faces of either North African or Belgian young males. One
could expect participants to endorse an action tendency more frequently
when that item is stereotypical of the expressor’s group than when it
is nonstereotypical. In this particular instance, because Belgians stereo-
typically believe that young North African males are aggressive (Yabar
& Philippot, 2000), one might expect participants to attribute aggressive
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action tendencies more frequently to North African expressors than to
Belgians.

More specifically, Belgian participants were exposed to eight neutral
faces of young Belgian males and eight neutral faces of young North
African males. Both groups differ in terms of morphological features,
and a pretest ascertained that Belgian and North African expressors
were unambiguously recognized as such. Participants rated each face
that appeared during 500 ms. on a computer screen on fifteen items:
five action tendencies stereotypical of Belgians, five action tendencies
stereotypical of North Africans, and five nonstereotypical action ten-
dencies. Each face was presented three times, each time with a dif-
ferent type of action tendency (i.e., nonstereotypical, stereotypical of
Belgians, or stereotypical of North Africans). Participants were told that
their task consisted of interpreting spontaneous facial expressions dis-
played by either Belgian or North African expressors. The cover story
was that photographs had been taken from actual situations in which
expressors were looking at emotion-eliciting video excerpts and that
the judgment items corresponded to what they had reported feeling
in those situations. Participants were also told that the photographs
and correspondent judgment items were mixed and that they had to
judge whether the judgment items presented corresponded to facial
expressions.

As expected, action tendencies stereotypical of North Africans were
more frequently attributed to North African expressors than to Belgian
expressors. Action tendencies stereotypical of Belgians were equally
attributed to both groups. This effect may result from the fact that stereo-
typical Belgian action tendencies are clearly of an introverted nature,
which is more compatible with the neutral expression of the stimulus
faces than the extraverted North African stereotypical action tenden-
cies. There was no main effect of the expressor’s group on the overall
attribution of action tendencies.

In sum, these results document that a prejudiced stereotype can bias
the attribution of action tendencies to outgroup members’ neutral faces.
Would this observation be replicated for the attribution of emotions
rather than action tendencies? Indeed, action tendencies (or behavioral
intentions in the context of attitudes; see Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) can
be described as the situational counterparts of personality traits, and
previous research has long demonstrated the influence of stereotypes
on the description of outgroup members in terms of personality traits
(for a review, see Fiske, 1998). Thus, stereotyping appears to be more
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likely to affect the attribution of action tendencies than to affect the
attribution of emotions.

The relationship of emotion categories to stereotypes may be quite
different from that of personality traits or action tendencies. Indeed,
some researchers have argued that emotions and emotional displays are
universal and, therefore, do not differ as a function of cultural or group
membership (Ekman, 1993; Frijda, 1986; Izard, 1994). Such an assump-
tion is shared by ‘naive theories’ of lay people (Saarni & Weber, 1999),
which would imply that there would be no cognitive representations
about which emotions are stereotypical of specific outgroups.

Despite the arguments just developed and because stereotypes about
emotions typical of different groups have been evidenced in a previous
study (Yabar & Philippot, 2000), we proposed that these stereotypes
should also affect the decoding of facial expressions. Study 1 was thus
replicated using emotions rather than action tendencies as judgment
items. Based on the study by Yabar and Philippot (2000), six items were
selected for the present study: two emotions stereotypical of Belgians
(i.e., fear and sadness); two emotions stereotypical of North Africans (i.e,
anger and contempt); and two nonstereotypical emotions (i.e., admira-
tion and desire).

Congruent with our hypothesis, emotions stereotypical of North
Africans were more often attributed to North African faces and emotions
stereotypical of Belgians were more often attributed to Belgian faces.
Emotion items thus seem to respond quite similarly to personality traits
or action tendencies in the stereotyping process. In addition, there was
an overall over-attribution of emotional items to Belgian faces as com-
pared to North African faces. This observation differs from the results
of the first experiment (i.e., no effects of stereotypes were reported for
ingroup members’ facial expressions) or in relation to previous research
(i.e., the perceptual or informational processing initiated for ingroup
members is supposed to be analytic and stereotype-inconsistent; Fiske
& Taylor, 1991; Koomen & Dijker, 1997). This aspect of our results is
further discussed in the context of the next experiment.

Stereotype Biases in the Decoding of Outgroup Members’
Emotional Faces

As argued in a preceding section, stereotype biases are more likely to
occur in the decoding of weak or ambiguous facial expressions than
in the decoding of full-blown facial expressions. This possibility was
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investigated in the next experiment. It replicated Experiment 1 with
the additional factor that half of the facial expression stimuli in each
expressor’s group were neutral and the other half were clearly emo-
tional, displaying either anger, joy, fear or sadness.

The results indicated that when facial expressions were neutral, action
tendencies stereotypical of North Africans were more often attributed to
North African expressors than to Belgian expressors. In contrast, when
facial expressions were emotional, all action tendencies were system-
atically more often attributed to Belgians, with the exception of action
tendencies stereotypical of Belgians, which were equally attributed with
respect to the expressor’s group membership.

These observations suggest two phenomena. First, stereotypes
appear to bias facial-expression decoding only when facial expressions
are neutral. Second, there is an over-attribution of action tendencies
to ingroup members. Such an ingroup over-attribution had also been
observed in Experiment 2. It could reflect two distinct processes. A first
possibility is that participants experienced more difficulties in decod-
ing facial expressions of outgroup members because they had less in-
depth contact with the outgroup (Kilbride & Yarczower, 1983). This
lack of contact might have generated an impression of unfamiliarity
with outgroup members’ faces, resulting in an uncertainty in decoding
their facial expressions. A second possibility is that participants merely
wanted to favor ingroup members by attributing fewer feelings to out-
group members. Indeed, displaying an emotion – specifically, a complex
feeling – is perceived as a positive and typically human feature (Leyens
et al., 2000).

Thus, attributing more feelings to an ingroup member’s facial expres-
sion as opposed to an outgroup member’s facial expression might rep-
resent a form of implicit prejudice toward outgroup members: They
would be less human than ingroup members because they would have
fewer feelings.

In summary, results of Experiment 3 provide reasonable support for
the idea that stereotype-driven biases in the decoding of facial expres-
sion vary as a function of the emotionality of the stimulus (Ekman,
Friesen, & Ellsworth, 1982; Shaver, Wu, & Schwartz, 1992; Wallbott,
1988). When facial expressions are neutral, the decoding process would
preferentially be based on contextual features, whereas when facial
expressions are emotional, the decoding process would preferentially
be based on facial features per se.
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An Effect of Outgroup Membership or of Differences
in Morphology?

In the three experiments described previously, outgroup facial expres-
sions were displayed by young North African men. It should be noted
that North Africans differ sensibly from Northern Europeans (and, thus,
Belgians) in terms of their morphological features and physiognomy.
Thus, these three experiments present confounds between the expres-
sor’s group membership per se and the unfamiliarity and difference in
physiognomy of the stimulus face. The fact that stereotype-driven biases
were observed, at least for neutral faces, could indeed be explained by
a difference between North African and Belgian expressors in terms of
physiognomies (Deregowski, Ellis, & Shepherd, 1975; Kilbride & Yarc-
zower, 1983; Malpass & Kravitz, 1960; Shepherd, Deregowski, & Ellis,
1974). One could question whether the effects we observed would main-
tain for cases in which outgroup faces would not differ from ingroup
faces in terms of physiognomy and thus of familiarity (Fiske & Taylor,
1991; Koomen & Dijker, 1997; McArthur, 1981; Sanbonmatsu, Sherman,
& Hamilton, 1987).

Experiment 4 was designed to replicate the results of Experiment
3 with respect to the effect of the emotional nature of the stimuli and
to test whether the activation of stereotypes is directly initiated by the
expressor’s group membership or indirectly by a difference in morphol-
ogy. For that reason, the same facial stimuli from Caucasian expressors
were presented to the French-speaking Belgian participants as being
the faces of either Walloon (i.e., French-speaking) or Flemish (i.e., Dutch-
speaking) Belgian nationals. Belgium is divided into two main linguistic
areas: the French-speaking area situated in the South known as Wallonia
and the Dutch-speaking area situated in the North known as Flanders.
Members of French- and Dutch-speaking communities present identi-
cal ethnic features but hold relatively conflictive relations that trigger
prejudice (Bourhis, Giles, Leyens, & Tajfel, 1979; Yzerbyt, Leyens, &
Bellour, 1995) and different stereotypes in terms of global expressiveness
(Pennebaker, Rimé, & Blankenship, 1996). Consequently, if a difference
in group membership constitutes a sufficient condition for stereotype-
driven biases in facial expression decoding, such an effect should be
observed in Experiment 4.

Because for geographical and historical reasons most Walloons have
roots and contacts with both the Walloon and the Flemish communities,
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actual outgroup contacts were controlled for in this experiment. Indeed,
intergroup contacts have been shown to be an important moderator
of prejudice and stereotyping under certain conditions (Brown, 1996;
Pettigrew, 1998; Tzeng & Jackson, 1994). A measure of outgroup contacts
offers a reliable means to control for the participants’ links to Flemish
and Walloon communities independently of their group membership
(Tzeng & Jackson, 1994).

The procedure of Experiment 4 was identical to the one used in Exper-
iment 3, except that the expressor’s group membership was now either
Walloon or Flemish (as opposed to Belgian or North African). Partici-
pants were told that their task consisted of interpreting facial expres-
sions displayed by either a Walloon or a Flemish expressor. The group
identity of each stimulus person was indicated by the label “Flemish” or
“Walloon” appearing just before the display of the facial expression. As
in the previous studies, participants were made to believe that the pho-
tographs were taken from actual situations in which expressors were
looking at emotion-eliciting video excerpts and that the judgment items
corresponded to what expressors had reported feeling. Half of the par-
ticipants were presented with neutral facial expressions and the other
half with emotional expressions. All facial stimuli were taken from the
Caucasian subset of the JACFEE (Matsumoto & Ekman, 1988).

Again, the results clearly showed that when facial expressions were
neutral, action tendencies stereotypical of the outgroup (here, Flemish
people) were more often attributed to outgroup (Flemish) faces, whereas
nonstereotypical action tendencies or action tendencies stereotypical
of the ingroup (here, Walloon people) were more often attributed to
ingroup (Walloon) faces, provided that contact with the outgroup was
controlled for. In contrast, when facial expressions were emotional, the
attribution of action tendencies was not modulated by the expressor’s
group membership. Finally, there was a statistically nonsignificant ten-
dency to over-attribute action tendencies to the emotional expression of
the ingroup faces.

The results of Experiment 4 support the hypothesis that stereotype-
driven biases in facial-expression decoding occur specifically when
facial expressions are neutral. This effect was observed for faces of
members of groups with no differences in morphology, which also cor-
roborates the assumption that the expressor’s group membership can
directly initiate the application of stereotypes. In other words, knowing
that an expressor belongs to a specific outgroup is a sufficient condition
for applying a stereotype in the decoding of neutral facial expressions.



P1: FCW
0521842824c04 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:4

Beauty Is in the Eyes of the Perceiver 81

Differences in physiognomies are not a necessary condition for such a
bias to interfere with the decoding of facial expressions, at least when
facial expressions are neutral. On the other hand, when facial expres-
sions are clearly emotional, this latter feature takes over the decoding
process and seems to suppress influences from the stereotype. It might
be that in the case of emotional faces, prejudice would take another face
and would consist in the denial of emotion – or at least feelings – to
the outgroup (Leyens et al., 2000). However, this interpretation must
be taken cautiously because this effect did not reach statistical signifi-
cance in the results of the present experiment. However, Beaulieu (2001)
reported evidence in agreement with that notion. Participants, who were
either basketball players or not, had to rate the facial expressions of two
groups of people who were identified either as basketball players or
nonplayers. In addition, half the stimulus persons were Caucasian and
half were African. Caucasian basketball players rated the facial expres-
sions of anger and happiness shown by purported Caucasian basketball
players as less angry and happier, respectively, than the same expres-
sions when shown by a purported nonplayer. Yet, no effects emerged
for African stimulus persons, which suggests that participants rated the
facial expressions of a presumed ingroup member more positively than
one of an outgroup member. Yet, for individuals who were members
of one ingroup (i.e., basketball players) but also a member of an ethnic
outgoup, this ingroup favoritism was not observed.

The Role of Prejudice for Stereotype-Driven Biases
in Facial Expression Decoding

In Experiment 4, an effect of intergroup contact was observed. Indeed,
stereotype-driven biases in the decoding of facial expression were fully
observed only after controlling for intergroup contact. It is well known
that positive outgroup contacts alleviate prejudice (Bourhis & Leyens,
1994), which suggests that these stereotype-driven biases might be mod-
ulated by individual differences in terms of a prejudicial attitude toward
outgroup members.

Experiment 5 was designed to test whether stereotype-driven biases
in facial expression decoding are affected by individual differences in
reported prejudice. Specifically, it was assumed that low-prejudice indi-
viduals display different patterns of evaluation, either because they
inhibit the application of stereotype (Devine, 1989) or because differ-
ent stereotype contents are activated (Lepore & Brown, 1997). Following
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one perspective, low- and high-prejudice people have access to the same
stereotypical negative attributes associated with a prejudiced outgroup
but endorse different beliefs about it. Low-prejudice people would
inhibit spontaneously activated attribution of negative traits to out-
group members (Devine, 1989; Devine & Elliot, 1995). Following the
other perspective, low- and high-prejudice people would hold differ-
ent representations. Low-prejudice people would reject negative stereo-
types to endorse positive stereotypical features. In the long term, the
activation of positive stereotypical features would become automatic
(Lepore & Brown, 1997).

The first perspective implies that low- and high-prejudice people
are differentiated on both judgment contents and judgment latencies
because inhibition of spontaneous negative-traits attribution involves
a cognitive cost. To the contrary, the second perspective implies that
low- and high-prejudice people are differentiated only on judgment
contents because positive-traits attribution is automatically activated
and involves no inhibition or cognitive cost. Empirical evidence has
been reported at an automatic level (i.e., stereotype activation) support-
ing one perspective or the other (Devine, 1989; Lepore & Brown, 1997;
Kawakami, Dion, & Dovidio, 1998). Experiment 5 aims at differentiating
the two perspectives at a controlled level (i.e., stereotype application)
and in the field of facial expression decoding.

The procedure was similar to the procedure for Experiment 2, with
emotion labels as judgment items. The experimental task included the
presentation of five Belgian neutral faces and five North African neu-
tral faces. Each face was presented three times with different types of
emotion-response items: nonstereotypical, stereotypical for Belgians, or
stereotypical for North Africans. In addition, participants (i.e., French-
speaking Belgians) were asked to fill out a French translation of a scale
developed by Tzeng and Jackson (1994). This scale was developed from
existing ‘modern and subtle racism’ measures (e.g., Jacobson, 1985;
McConahay, Hardee, & Batts, 1981; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) and
assessed how much one likes (and thus is susceptible to favor) one’s
ingroup. Based on a median split of this questionnaire, participants were
distributed in a high- or low-prejudice group.

Consistent with the literature, results showed that high-prejudice par-
ticipants attributed more emotions stereotypical for North Africans to
North Africans than low-prejudice participants. This effect was reversed
in low-prejudice participants. Moreover, results also showed that
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high-prejudice participants attributed emotions more rapidly than low-
prejudice participants in a controlled context. These observations are
consistent with Devine’s (1989) perspective: A cognitive cost is expected
for low-prejudice participants because they activate the same represen-
tation as high-prejudice participants but inhibit its application because
of personal beliefs.

Social Context and Facial Mimicry

The experiments reported in the previous section demonstrate that one
does not react in the same manner to ingroup as compared to outgroup
members’ facial displays. The attribution of emotion and action ten-
dencies on the basis of facial signals is modulated by group stereo-
types, at least for weak or ambiguous facial expressions. The attri-
bution of inner states, however, is just one aspect of the responses
triggered by facial expressions. As mentioned in the introduction of
this chapter, there is another type of reaction to an interaction part-
ner’s facial expression: facial mimicry (Hess, Philippot, & Blairy, 1999).
This tendency to synchronize one’s nonverbal behavior with those of
another person is assumed to induce a corresponding emotion in the
decoder (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993; Laird, Alibozak, Davainis,
Deignan, Fontanella, et al., 1994; Strayer, 1993), which would increase
the perception of empathy and the intimacy of the relationship (Ickes,
1984). In an intergroup context, it might be that more facial mimicry is
observed when interacting with ingroup members than with outgroup
members.

In line with this assumption, McHugo, Lanzetta, and Bush (1991)
observed facial-mimicry and emotional-contagion effects in American
students who supported then-president Reagan when they saw facial
displays by him but not when they saw facial displays by his political
adversary, Senator Hart. Conversely, nonsupporters of Reagan showed
lower mimicry levels. In this context, Reagan might be considered an
ingroup member by his supporters, whereas Hart might be considered
an outgroup member.

Still, one limitation of that study is that the two politicians dif-
fered in their general appeal. Reagan was a much more charismatic
and expressive person than Hart. It is possible that nonsupporters of
Reagan found him fake or overly flamboyant when comparing his dis-
plays and Senator Hart’s, especially as counter-mimicry effects were
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observed only to strong expressions by Reagan and only when expres-
sions by Hart were also shown. Although seeing expressions by Hart
makes political attitudes more salient, it may also serve as a baseline
against which Reagan’s expressions then seem less convincing to his
nonsupporters.

We designed an experiment to replicate the McHugo et al. (1991)
study but by comparing facial reactions to two political leaders who
were both considered charismatic and good communicators. Specif-
ically, we investigated observers’ facial reactions toward smiles and
frowns by two prominent Quebec politicians, Lucien Bouchard and Jean
Charest, who, at the beginning of the 1998 elections, both received 40.7
percent support in a poll. Participants in the present study were in sup-
port of Bouchard. They viewed twelve short video sequences of facial
expressions displayed by either Bouchard or Charest. The sequences
were taken from a pre-electoral debate and were selected because either
a frown or a smile was displayed. Participants’ facial reactions as they
were watching the video clips were recorded by facial electromyogra-
phy (EMG) of their Orbicularis Oculi and Zygomaticus Major muscles
to assess smiling and of their Corrugator Supercilii muscle to assess
frowning. In addition, participants had to rate the emotional expres-
sion of the politician by choosing one term from a list of emotion
labels.

The results globally supported our hypothesis. Specifically,
Bouchard’s supporters showed congruent muscle activity to his anger
displays, while they showed no clear muscle pattern when judging
Charest’s anger displays. For happiness displays – despite a less clear
pattern – results also leaned slightly in favor of the impact of attitude
on mimicry behavior. In this case, participants showed global patterns
of mimicry for both Bouchard and Charest. In sum, and despite the
less clear pattern of results for responses to smiles, more mimicry was
observed as a response to a display by an ingroup member (in the present
case, a supported politician) than by an outgroup member (here, a polit-
ical opponent). The observations of McHugo et al. (1991) are thus repli-
cated and extended to expressors who did not differ in terms of expres-
sivity and charisma. There is, therefore, empirical support for the notion
that people mimic the facial expressions of ingroup than of outgroup
members more.

As part of the study on basketball players reported previously
(Beaulieu, 2001), facial EMG was recorded as well (Bourgeois &
Hess, 2006). The results suggest that, again, happiness expressions by
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members of all four groups (i.e., basketball players and nonplayers
of both African and Caucasian appearance) were mimicked equally.
However, for sadness expressions, a different pattern emerged. Specifi-
cally, participants mimicked as a function of group status. The strongest
evidence for mimicry was found for the ‘double’ ingroup (i.e., the
Caucasian basketball players); some evidence also emerged for both
single outgoups (i.e., African basketball players and Caucasian non-
players); and expressions by members of the double outgroup (i.e.,
African nonplayers) were not mimicked. No evidence for anger mimicry
emerged. Bourgeois and Hess (2006) explain this finding by referring
to the social cost of mimicry. In fact, to the degree that mimicry is an
affiliative social signal aimed at group cohesion, mimicking different
emotions entrains different costs. Thus, happiness is a positive emotion
that signals that all is well and seeing happy people makes others feel
good. Therefore, happiness mimicry should have low social costs and
only be found to be absent in explicitly competitive contexts (Lanzetta
& Englis, 1989). In contrast, anger is a threat signal and mimicking anger
may lead to the unwanted signaling of threat. Also, mimicking anger
directed toward oneself would defeat the notion of affiliative intent. Yet,
it may be affiliative to mimic anger when the expression is valid and
clearly directed elsewhere, as was the case for the study of politicians
described previously. Finally, sadness is an emotion which is associated
with a demand for succor. Mimicking sadness also implies signaling
understanding and hence may entail a cost in terms of providing social
support. This notion is supported by the close parallel between levels
of mimicry and degrees of closeness that were found in this study.

Thus, one important factor in deciding whether someone will mimic
another person may be the anticipated social cost of that ‘decision.’
Therefore, mimicking outgroup members in many situations may be
too costly.

General Conclusion

In this chapter, we developed the idea that the manner with which an
individual interprets and reacts to a facial display might be modulated
by the social-group status of the expressor. We presented converging evi-
dence from several studies, mostly from our laboratories, that outgroup
stereotypes bias the interpretation of facial expressions that are weak or
ambiguous. However, such biases are not observed when unambigu-
ous facial expressions of emotion are displayed. Furthermore, this bias
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seems to occur more particularly in people who are prejudiced against
outgroup members.

Thus, the data presented clearly support the notion that stereotypes
might affect the type of emotions that are attributed to weak or ambigu-
ous expression. Such a specification of the conditions under which
stereotypes affect facial expression decoding does not greatly restrict the
implications of our results. Indeed, in everyday life, emotional displays
tend to be weak and ambiguous as compared to the intense and pro-
totypical facial stimuli generally used in emotion-recognition research
(Motley & Camdem, 1988). Furthermore, during interactions with out-
group members, people might have fewer cognitive resources to fully
process facial displays because they have to regulate the strategic and
sensitive aspects of outgroup communication. This lack of cognitive
resources might favor the influence of stereotypes on the decoding pro-
cess. This latter hypothesis, however, needs to be empirically tested.

Some aspects of our data also suggest that more emotional mean-
ing is attributed to facial expressions of ingroup members. This finding,
although it was not systematically observed in all our studies, is con-
gruent with the hypothesis of Leyens and collaborators (2000) that one
aspect of prejudice against outgroups might be to deny them feelings
because feelings are believed to be a specifically human and positive
characteristic.

Finally, the social group status of the expressor not only affects the
interpretation of facial expression, but it also seems to modulate the
extent to which social interaction partners mimic each other. The last
experiment we reported, together with the results of McHugo and col-
laborators (1991), suggests that people tend to mimic ingroup members
but not outgroup members. This latter observation, however, needs to
be further replicated.

In sum, the different lines of research reviewed in this chapter show
that there is more than one way by which the social group status of the
expressor modulates the responses to facial expressions. The type and
intensity of the emotions attributed to the facial expression might be
altered; a process of mimicry might be initiated or inhibited according
to whether one interacts with an outgroup or an ingroup member. Such
modulations in the flow of emotional communication are likely to affect
the relationship among interaction partners and to reinforce stereotypes.
Therefore, our understanding of prejudice might greatly benefit from
a more systematic study of how nonverbal communication might be
biased by outgroup stereotypes.
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Brown, R. (1996). Social psychology (2nd ed.). New York: Free Press.
Deregowski, J. B., Ellis, H. D., & Shepherd, J. W. (1975). Description of white and

black faces by white and black participants. International Journal of Psychology,
10, 119–123.

Devine, P. G. (1989). Stereotype and prejudice: Their automatic and controlled
components. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56, 5–18.

Devine, P. G., & Elliot, A. J. (1995). Are racial stereotypes really fading? The
Princeton trilogy revisited. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 21, 1139–
1150.

Dijker, A. J. M. (1987). Emotional reactions to ethnic minorities. European Journal
of Social Psychology, 17, 305–325.

Eibl-Eibesfeldt, I. (1989). Human ethology. New York: Aldine de Gruyter Press.
Ekman, P. (1993). Facial expression and emotion. American Psychologist, 48, 384–

392.
Ekman, P., Friesen, W. V., & Ellsworth, P. (1982). Emotion in the human face.

Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.
Fernández-Dols, J. M. (1999). Facial expression and emotion: A situationist view.

In P. Philippot, R. S. Feldman, & E. J. Coats (Eds.), The social context of non-
verbal behavior (pp. 242–262). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.

Fishbein, M., & Ajzen, I. (1975). Belief, attitude, intention and behavior: An introduc-
tion to theory and study. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company,

Fiske, S. T. (1998). Stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination. In D. T. Gilbert,
S. T. Fiske, & G. Lindsey (Eds.). The handbook of social psychology (4th ed.). New
York: McGraw-Hill.

Fiske, S. T., & Taylor, S. E. (1991). Social cognition (2nd ed.). New York: McGraw-
Hill.

Fridlund, A. J. (1991). The sociality of solitary smiling: Potentation by an implicit
audience. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 60, 229–240.

Frijda, N. H. (1986). The emotions. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.



P1: FCW
0521842824c04 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:4

88 Group Dynamics and Emotional Expression

Frijda, N. H., & Tcherkassof, A. (1997). Facial expression and modes of action
readiness. In J. A. Russell & J. M. Fernández-Dols (Eds.), The psychology of facial
expression (pp. 78–102). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Gallois, C., & Callan, V. J. (1986). Decoding emotional messages: Influence
of ethnicity, sex, message type and channel. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 51, 755–762.

Gilbert, D., Fiske, S. T., & Lindzey, G. (Eds.) (1996). Handbook of social psychology.
New York: McGraw-Hill.

Hatfield, E., Cacioppo, J. T., & Rapson, R. L. (1993). Emotion contagion. Madison,
WI: C. W. Brown.

Hess, U., & Blairy, S. (2001). Facial mimicry and emotional contagion to dynamic
emotional facial expressions and their influence on decoding accuracy.
International Journal of Psychophysiology, 40, 129–141.

Hess, U., Blairy, S., & Kleck, R. E. (2000). The influence of expression intensity,
gender, and ethnicity on judgments of dominance and affiliation. Journal of
Nonverbal Behavior, 24, 265–283.

Hess, U., & Kirouac, G. (1997). Group membership and the decoding of nonver-
bal behavior. In P. Philippot, R. Feldman, & E. Coats (Eds.), The social context
of nonverbal behavior. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Hess, U., Kappas, A., & Scherer, K. R. (1988). Multi-channel communication of
emotion: Synthetic signal production. In K. R. Scherer (Ed.), Facets of emotion:
Recent research (pp. 161–182). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Hess, U., Philippot, P., & Blairy, S. (1999). Mimicry: Facts and fiction. In P. Philip-
pot, R. S. Feldman, & E. J. Coats (Eds.), The social context of nonverbal behavior
(pp. 213–242). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Ickes, W. (1984). Compositions in black and white: Determinants of interaction
in interracial dyads. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47, 330–341.

Izard, C. E. (1994). Innate and universal facial expressions: Evidence from devel-
opmental and cross-cultural research. Psychological Bulletin, 115, 288–299.

Jacobson, C. K. (1985). Resistance to affirmative action: Self-interest or racism?
Journal of Conflict Resolution, 29, 306–329.

Kawakami, K., Dion, K. L., & Dovidio, J. F. (1998). Racial prejudice and stereotype
activation. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 24, 407–416.

Keating, C. F. (1985). Human dominance signals: The primate in US. In S. L.
Ellyson & J. F. Dovidio (Eds.), Power, dominance, and nonverbal behavior
(pp. 89–108). New York: Springer-Verlag.

Keltner, D., Young, R. C., Heerey, E. A., Oemig, C., & Monarch, N. D. (1998).
Teasing in hierarchical and intimate relations. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 75, 1231–1247.

Kilbride, J. E., & Yarczower, M. (1983). Ethnic bias in the recognition of facial
expressions. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 8, 27–41.

Kirouac, G., & Hess, U. (1999). Group membership and the decoding of non-
verbal behavior. In P. Philippot, R. S. Feldman, & E. J. Coats (Eds.), The social
context of nonverbal behavior (pp. 182–213). Cambridge, England: Cambridge
University Press.

Knutson, B. (1996). Facial expressions of emotion influence interpersonal trait
inferences. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 20, 165–182.



P1: FCW
0521842824c04 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:4

Beauty Is in the Eyes of the Perceiver 89

Koomen, W., & Dijker, A. (1997). In-group and out-group stereotypes and selec-
tive processing. European Journal of Social Psychology, 27, 589–601.

Kupperbusch, C., Matsumoto, D., Kooken, K., Loewinger, S., Uchida, H., Wilson-
Cohn, C., & Yrizarry, N. (1999). Cultural influences on nonverbal expression of
emotion. In P. Philippot, R. S. Feldman, & E. J. Coats (Eds.), The social context of
nonverbal behavior (pp. 182–213). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.

Laird, J. D., Alibozak, T., Davainis, D., Deignan, K., Fontanella, K., Hong, J., Levy,
B., & Pacheco, C. (1994). Individual differences in the effects of spontaneous
mimicry on emotional contagion. Motivation and Emotion, 5, 139–154.

Lepore, L., & Brown, R. (1997). Category and stereotype activation: Is prejudice
inevitable? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 72, 275–287.

Levenson, R. W., & Ruef, A. M. (1992). Empathy: A physiological substrate.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 63, 234–246.

Leyens, J. P., Paladino, P. M., Rodriguez-Torres, R., Vaes, J., Demoulin, S.,
Rodriquez-Perez, A., & Gaunt (2000). The emotional side of prejudice: The
attribution of secondary emotions to ingroups and outgroups. Personality and
Social Psychology Review, 4, 186–197.

Malpass, R. S., & Kravitz, J. (1960). Recognition for faces of own and other race.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 13, 330–334.

Manstead, A. S. R, Fischer, A. H., & Jacobs, E. B. (1999). The social and emotional
functions of social displays. In P. Philippot, R. S. Feldman, & E. J. Coats (Eds.),
The social context of nonverbal behavior (pp. 287–317). Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press.

Matsumoto, D., & Ekman, P. (1988). Japanese and Caucasian facial expressions of
emotions (JACFEE) and neutral faces (JACNeuf). San Francisco: San Francisco
State University.

Matsumoto, D., & Kudoh, T. (1993). American-Japanese cultural differences in
attributions of personality based on smiles. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 17,
231–243.

McArthur, L. (1981). What grabs you? The role of attention in impression for-
mation and causal attribution. In E. Higgins, C. Herman, & M. Zanna (Eds.),
Social cognition: The Ontario Symposium, 1, 201–246. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

McConahay, J. B., Hardee, B. B., & Batts, V. (1981). Has racism declined in
America? It depends on who is asking and what is asked. Journal of Conflict
Resolution, 25, 563–579.

McHugo, G. J., Lanzetta, J. T., & Bush, L. K. (1991). The effect of attitudes on emo-
tional reactions to expressive displays of political leaders. Journal of Nonverbal
Behavior, 15, 19–41.

Motley, M. T., & Camdem, C. T. (1988). Facial expression of emotion: A compar-
ison of posed expressions versus spontaneous expressions in interpersonal
communications settings. Western Journal of Speech Communication, 52, 1–22.

Noller, P. (1985). Video primacy – a further look. Journal of Speech Communication,
9, 28–47.
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Cell phones. You never know what news a call might bring. And in a
public place it can be difficult to get a handle on the roller-coaster of
emotions that ensues. Chris is upset. News of the divorce is surprising,
yet not totally unexpected. Making matters worse, the phone call comes
at a restaurant while Chris sits with friends at the table, surrounded by a
roomful of strangers. The news is too much. And then it happens – along
with the growing anger, tears well up in Chris’s eyes.

Adults’ tears can be powerful elicitors of concern and sympathy. Tears
can also elicit scorn or suspicion regarding the crying person’s motives.
Crying prompts others to pay attention, which makes tears a powerful
form of persuasion. However, tears can also be deemed suspect if the
tearful individual’s motives are questioned, especially because people
have a remarkable capacity to control weeping. So, what determines
whether tears are valued or are suspect?
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In this chapter, we consider the paradoxical nature of crying, focusing
on questions of why and how evaluations of tears differ – depending on
who sheds the tears, how the crying is done, and the context in which
the crying occurs. We begin with a review of research on the perceptions
of tears, specifically on what contributes to the power and ambiguity
of tears as communicative signals. We then focus specifically on the
influence that the crying person’s gender has on how their crying is
evaluated by others. We do this through examining the role played by
the eliciting emotion, the role played by the type of tears cried, and
the assumptions that observers make about the crier in context. We
then report the results of a vignette study in which we investigated the
extent to which people find different intensities of angry versus sad tears
appropriate and the extent to which judgments of their appropriateness
depend on the gender and race of the person shedding the tears. In the
concluding section, we discuss the significance of the observer and the
context for predicting how crying will be evaluated.

Evaluating Tears: Powerful but Ambiguous Signals

Tears are powerful stimuli that produce strong reactions in the observer,
such as empathy and a willingness to comfort (Cornelius & Lubliner,
2003). In addition, those who cry are aware that their tears are likely to
be evaluated. For example, public weeping can lead to negative affect
or embarrassment for the weeper (Hoover-Dempsey, Plas, & Wallston,
1986). Because tears have such powerful effects on others, researchers
are converging on the idea that adult crying is not only a reflection of
an internal state of feeling but also a form of social communication.

Vingerhoets, Cornelius, Van Heck, and Becht (2000) observe that
tears, by communicating a variety of needs, serve an instrumental pur-
pose by influencing others to change the situation to the crier’s liking.
Thus, tears signal that others should pay attention and respond accord-
ing to the message that the tears convey. In this regard, tears serve as a
“distance regulator” in relationships (Kottler & Montgomery, 2001). For
example, in one study, when participants were asked to describe the sig-
nal function of emotional expressions on faces, they were significantly
more likely to say that faces shown with tears signified “help me” or
“leave me alone” compared to nontearful faces (Cornelius, Nussbaum,
Warner, & Moeller, 2000).

What makes the message of tears so powerful? Tears offer a way
to express genuine emotion without the necessity of identifying the
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emotion behind them. Kottler (1996) describes tears as a “paralanguage”
that serves the purpose of asking for help or surrender without being
expected to engage in the reciprocal behaviors that accompany direct
requests. Crying is a condensed way to say, “I am feeling intensely.”
As Kottler and Montgomery (2001) observe, there are few other means
to express so much about the intensity of one’s feeling in so little time.
Katz (1999, p. 197) captures the essence of the power of tears when
he describes them as “a personally embodied form of expression that
transcends what speech can do.” In other words, tears demonstrate the
profundity of a person’s feelings when speech fails. Thus, paradoxically,
tears express strong feelings while neither specifying exactly what those
feelings are nor precisely what others present are supposed to do about
them.

The status of tears as a distinctly emotional communication compli-
cates judgments about the degree and nature of the tearful person’s
needs. Cornelius et al. (2000) found that images of tearful faces were
rated as more emotional than were the same faces with the tears dig-
itally removed. This was true regardless of observer gender or target
gender. Tears reveal that the crier is experiencing something signifi-
cant. By signaling that something important has occurred, tears have
the potential to elicit concern for the crier, thereby signaling that the
crier requires help. At the same time, however, tears can signal loss of
control in a situation (Vingerhoets et al., 2000). In situations where some-
one is expected to act but does not and instead cries, tears may signal
failure.

Even though tears signal that the crier requires help from others, tears
by themselves do not necessarily signal what help is needed. For exam-
ple, Cornelius et al. (2000) found that participants’ opinions diverged
over whether they thought that the images of tearful faces signaled “help
me” or “leave me alone.” Thus, there is ample room for multiple inter-
pretations of a single tearful event. The degree of distance or comforting
that the tearful individual requires, the perceived degree of distressful
dependency of the tearful individual, and the tearful individual’s per-
ceived capacity for self-control all depend on the observer’s reading of
the situation. The ambiguity of tears thus opens the possibility for the
observer’s own biases – such as his or her attitude toward the target –
to contribute to his or her evaluations of the tearful individual.

To complicate matters, humans have a remarkable capacity to control
their weeping (e.g., Kraemer & Hastrup, 1988), so tears can be inter-
preted as deliberate and manipulative. Therefore, another contentious
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dimension of reading tears is the evaluation of whether they are gen-
uine. Frijda (1997) asserts that tears will be evaluated as suspect if one’s
motive for crying is questioned, and thus tears will be read as a form
of extortion. Katz (1999) suggests that certain motives are associated
with different quantities and qualities of tearing. Controlled tears stand
for compassion, concern, sorrow, and so on, but too many tears make
the expression too blatantly emotional and can signal that the tears are
deliberate. Although these observations intuitively make sense regard-
ing adult tears and their interpretation, we have found no empirical
evidence to support them.

The fact that tears can be associated with so many emotions and
intensities contributes to their ambiguity. Tears can occur with various
emotions, including sadness, joy, anxiety, surprise, and anger (Vinger-
hoets et al., 2000). Tears also occur in varying amounts, from as little as
a moist eye to streams of visible tears. Nonetheless, all tears signal feel-
ings of intense emotion (Kottler & Montgomery, 2001). The social value
of tears, however, depends on the specific emotion with which they are
associated. Katz (1999) suggests that a moist eye in a sad context is a way
to genuinely and appropriately express sadness. The moist eye signals
that a strong emotion is being expressed in response to an uncontrol-
lable loss but also that the emotion is sufficiently under control so as
to not produce an overflow of emotion and full-blown crying. On the
other hand, angry tears of any amount have been described as ineffective
because they do no more than express frustration with stronger forces,
preventing one from achieving certain goals (Crawford, Kippax, Onyx,
Gault, & Benton, 1990). Crawford et al. point out the powerlessness that
angry tears express: The individual is so frustrated by forces that allow
no effective action that only one reaction seems possible – crying and
admitting failure. These angry tears have low social value because the
weakness associated with them calls into question the legitimacy of the
original feeling of frustration.

Gender and Evaluation of Tears

Different types of tears may have different signal value depending on
who shows them. The type of tears expressed and the situation in which
crying occurs can affect the way that men’s and women’s tears are eval-
uated by others. In fact, studies of adult crying have assumed that the
gender of the crier is the main variable driving the valence of tear eval-
uation. Studies in the 1980s found that women’s tears were seen as
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more acceptable than men’s. Cited extensively in recent reviews (e.g.,
Cornelius & Labott, 2001; Vingerhoets et al., 2000), these early stud-
ies concluded that people perceived men’s tears to be inappropriate,
whereas they believed that women’s tears were more acceptable. In
addition, people were more likely to indicate that they wanted to give
sympathy and help to women. Notably, these studies rarely focused on
the amount of crying or on the social context of crying.

The results of more recent work, in contrast, suggest that women’s
tears are not necessarily more valued than men’s. Lewis (2000) found
that both male and female actors who dabbed at their eyes and sniffled
were given an equally negative evaluation in terms of their effective-
ness when the respondents were told that the actors were leaders. Also,
Zammuner (2000) found that men and women believe crying to be
equally appropriate for themselves in a sad context, such as the death of a
family member or a pet. Consistent with Zammuner’s findings, Fischer,
Manstead, Evers, Timmers, and Valk (2004) report – based on findings
from a vignette study – that people perceive hypothetical men’s and
women’s tears to be equally warranted when the situation is extreme
(e.g., the death of an intimate or the breakup of a romance). However,
traditional beliefs about men’s and women’s tears persisted when the
situation was less severe (e.g., a burglary or a computer crash).

In some contexts, men’s tears even may be valued more than women’s
(Labott, Martin, Eason, & Berkey, 1991). Labott and colleagues measured
participants’ evaluations of trained confederates’ reactions (i.e., crying,
laughter, or no expression) to an emotional movie. They found that
the male confederates were better liked by the respondents when they
wept than when they did not, whereas the female confederates were
liked better when they were nonreactive than when they wept. Partic-
ipants’ evaluations of the confederates’ laughter, however, yielded no
gender difference. This pattern of results suggests that the evaluation
of women’s and men’s crying was not based on an overall difference in
the evaluation of men’s and women’s expressiveness.

One possible reason as to why recent studies are more likely to find
positive evaluations of men’s crying than those published in the 1980s
is that some norms for men and crying are changing (Labott et al., 1991).
Although some traditional norms still persist (Fischer et al., 2004), there
may be certain types of expressions that were socially proscribed for
men in the past but are now becoming more acceptable. One study
has addressed this possibility, albeit indirectly. Gray and Heatherington
(2003) found that men tended to express more verbal and nonverbal sad
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feelings in the presence of another man who was also expressive of sad
feelings compared to one who was inexpressive. Men verbally expressed
sad feelings to an even greater extent when the other man demonstrated
that he was accepting of sad feelings. In sum, these findings suggest that
men’s expressivity is susceptible to changes in norms for a particular
situation (Gray & Heatherington, 2003).

A common social-psychological explanation for why women are
moved to tears more often than men is that tears violate social norms for
masculinity (Bekker & Vingerhoets, 2001). Several studies have found
that traditional men report that they avoid crying because they think
crying is associated with weakness (e.g., Lombardo, Cretser, & Roesch,
2001; Ross & Mirowsky, 1984). Fischer (1993) proposes that masculin-
ity is associated with displaying power and assertiveness, making men
more likely than women to express “powerful” emotions, such as anger.
She suggests that women, in contrast, are less concerned with demon-
strating power and, therefore, more likely than men to report showing
emotional expressions that reveal vulnerability or powerlessness, such
as crying (see Bekker & Vingerhoets, 2001, for a review). Timmers,
Fischer, and Manstead (2003) found that people believe that men dis-
play more powerful emotional behavior than women, lending support
to the idea that tears expressing weakness are viewed as incompatible
with conventional masculinity. Yet, it may be that certain types of tears
are no longer associated with powerlessness and thus no longer conflict
with assertions of masculinity. Recent findings of the acceptability of
men’s tears would reflect this change in meaning.

Even if the norms for the acceptability of some emotional behaviors
may be changing, self-reports regarding the intensity and frequency
of crying have not. Lombardo, Cretser, and Roesch (2001) found that
gender differences in the self-reported frequency and intensity of crying
were comparable in a 1983 and a 2001 sample. One complicating factor
in interpreting whether and how norms are changing is the tendency for
emotion self-reports about general, nonspecific situations to conform to
gender stereotypes even when behavioral measures do not (Robinson,
Johnson, & Shields, 1998).

Research has pointed to apparent gender differences in the frequency
of crying to explain why men’s tears may be viewed more favorably
than women’s in some contexts (Fischer et al., 2004; Labott et al., 1991).
It has consistently been shown that women report being more prone to
cry. Both self-report and observational data demonstrate that women
are much more likely than men to be moved to tears and to cry more
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intensely, especially when angry (see Bekker & Vingerhoets, 2001, for
a review). Labott and colleagues suggest that because men’s tears are
unusual, observers might think that something genuinely important
must have happened for adult men to cry. On the other hand, women’s
relatively more frequent crying suggests to an observer that women cry
in response to more mundane issues as well as in response to impor-
tant ones. Because women are believed to cry more frequently than
men, women’s tears may be regarded as more suspect. For example,
Lutz (1999) cites numerous historical anecdotes of women’s tears being
regarded suspiciously and perceived as shed only to obtain a desired
outcome.

If men’s tears are more likely than women’s to be evaluated positively
because men cry less often and the norms for men’s tears are changing,
then we must ask why the general belief persists that men’s crying is
negatively evaluated. There may simply be a discrepancy between what
people believe about gender and crying in general and what actually
happens when specific targets in specific situations are evaluated. In
other words, implicit norms about men’s tears may be changing, but
this change is not yet reflected in explicit knowledge. Consequently, in
self-report measures, individuals refer to traditional beliefs that men’s
tears are rare and that they signal weakness.

If norms are changing, what does the new ideal form of expression
look like? What type of tears no longer signals weakness? In the follow-
ing section, we propose an explanation for the evaluation of women’s
and men’s tears that is contingent on the manner and the context in
which the tears are expressed.

Manly Emotion: An Account of Gendered Evaluation of Tears

Shields (2002) proposed that in contemporary U.S. society, one type of
“ideal” emotional expression is construed as controlled expression that
conveys deep and authentically felt emotion. This expressive style is
celebrated in popular culture and exemplified in dramatic movie heroes
such as Russell Crowe in Gladiator or Vigo Mortensen as Aragorn in the
Lord of the Rings trilogy. It conveys the individual’s emotion as one of
authentic feeling and self-control: “I can control my emotion (i.e., my
self), and I can competently harness my emotion to control the situation.”

Shields (2002) referred to this expressive style as “manly emotion”
because it derives its value from and defines (as well as is defined by)
a particular version of white heterosexual masculinity. Greater cultural
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value is placed on manly emotion through its connection to the expres-
sion of rationality and self-control. As a standard, this style is elusive or
only partially attainable for the individual. Like other cultural standards,
such as those for beauty, it may be completely and ideally expressed
only in films and other works of fiction. It is important to note that
manly emotion is not equivalent to men’s emotion per se. In fact, it is
a standard that women are expected to adhere to in many situations
as well.

Men in the United States and Northern Europe report that they are
concerned with possessing the competence necessary for manly expres-
sion of emotion. Timmers, Fischer, and Manstead (1998) argued that
because men are reluctant to express feelings that show vulnerability,
they are more concerned with the instrumentality of emotional expres-
sion. In other words, they want to be able to change the situation or
the behavior of another person to demonstrate that they are in control
of themselves. Timmers and colleagues tested this idea by instructing
participants to read a series of vignettes about individuals expressing
powerful versus powerless emotions. Participants were instructed to
imagine whether they would express the emotion in the same way as
described in the vignette. Timmers et al. (1998) found that the men were
more likely to report that they would express their anger to be seen
as self-confident. On the other hand, the women were more likely to
report that they would express their anger because they expected it to
be a relief or because the anger was out of their control. In addition, these
researchers found that men were less likely to say they would express
their sadness than women, especially through crying.

Other work corroborates Timmers et al.’s (1998) results by demon-
strating a connection between masculinity and anger expression. For
example, Kinney, Smith, and Donzella (2001) used the Bem Sex Role
Inventory (Bem, 1974), a measure of the extent to which people endorse
gender stereotypes as descriptive of themselves, and the anger-in
and anger-out portions of the State Trait Anger Expression Inventory
(Spielberger et al., 1985) in a correlational study to explore this associa-
tion. They found that the endorsement of masculine stereotypical traits
as self-descriptive positively predicted the degree to which individu-
als report expressed anger (i.e., anger-out). Conversely, endorsement
of feminine stereotypical traits as self-descriptive negatively predicted
reports of expressed anger. Moreover, endorsing stereotypical mascu-
line traits was negatively related to the degree to which individuals
repressed anger (i.e., anger-in). Thus, the more masculine stereotypes
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the respondents endorsed, the more they reported that they express
anger and the less they reported that they repress anger.

These two studies demonstrate a link between masculinity and emo-
tional expressions that signal competence. However, because women
are also held to competence standards, manly emotion may be expected
of them, too. For example, women are just as negatively evaluated
for expressing “weak” emotions in positions of leadership as men
are (Lewis, 2000), but because manly emotion is associated with men,
individuals tend to assume that men are able to uphold competence
standards more than women are. For example, Timmers, Fischer, and
Manstead (2003) found that their participants believed men are better
than women in situations where sensitivity is required for competence
(e.g., in nursing). Indeed, Timmers and colleagues concluded, “For men,
emotions still seem to be more associated with ability, with good social
and emotional skills, whereas for women emotions remain linked to
stereotypical femininity, that is, to their vulnerability, and thus to their
loss of control and power” (p. 58). Both men and women were held to
competency standards, but it was assumed that men handled their emo-
tions better than women. Men were still seen as more competent than
women even though situations requiring sensitivity are stereotypically
associated with women’s work (Fabes & Martin, 1991).

Returning to our discussion of tears, how does the concept of manly
emotion help us understand why men’s tears may be valued more than
women’s in some contexts? Contrary to assertions that all crying is unde-
sirable, the moist eye in a sad context may be a valued emotional expres-
sion, especially for men, because it fits the criteria for manly emotion
expression. As discussed previously, a moist eye in a sad context reveals
intense feeling while demonstrating the ability to control those feelings
(Katz, 1999). Such a display can demonstrate the competence prescribed
by manly emotion norms. Another feature that may affect the accept-
ability of tears is the degree to which the person is believed to have
some control over the situation. For example, in a work context, sad
news regarding a colleague’s health (something that the person could
not have influenced) warrants more reaction than that colleague’s fail-
ure to be promoted (something that the person could have influenced
and, therefore, something of a personal failure). In Lewis’s (2000) study
described earlier, participants evaluated leaders’ reactions to a poor
financial year in a work context. Sad reactions (e.g., tearful displays and
a quiet, pleading voice) were compared to angry reactions (e.g., looking
stern, raising one’s voice, and pounding fists) and to nonreactions (e.g.,
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unemotional expression and a neutral voice). Men’s sad reactions were
seen as less competent than either no reaction or an angry reaction,
whereas there was no difference in the evaluation of women’s sad and
angry reactions.

Although evidence suggests that subtle tears in a sad context may
meet the standards for manly emotion, angry tears are more problem-
atic. Thomas’s (2003) qualitative study of men’s attitudes toward their
own anger revealed that men strive to maintain a manly emotion version
of their anger. Competence and minimal expression were central themes
that emerged in her interviews of nineteen predominantly middle-class
white men. Thomas found that “right anger,” or the appropriate expres-
sion of anger, was described as “proportionate to the offense and suc-
cessful in making its point” (p. 168). For example, one respondent said,
“You are going to work for justice and people are going to know what
your point is, but you’re not going to yell at them” (p. 168). “Wrong
anger,” on the other hand, involved overreaction and failing to act:
“Men became angry when they did not have the ability to control or
‘fix’ things” (p. 168). In other words, the desired expression of anger is
one that competently addresses the cause of anger and resolves the con-
flict but employs minimal expression of anger to achieve this goal. It is
interesting that the men in Thomas’s study said that, as they grew older,
they became better able to express anger in a manly emotional style.
Respondents reported that, as they matured, they tended to “have more
realistic expectations, make finer distinctions, and display less volatile
responses” (p. 171). Thomas reported that the men recalled decades of
conflict regarding how to express their anger in a way that maximized
competence without overreaction.

In summary, if minimal expression and appearance of competence are
indicators of manly emotion, it would be extremely difficult for angry
tears to meet this standard. It appears that in terms of how the quantity
and quality of tears influence evaluations of women’s and men’s tears,
the most positively evaluated may be a moist eye in a sad context, most
notably if the one who emotes is a man. Furthermore, what is read
as manly emotion is susceptible to observer interpretation (Shields,
2005). The crier’s emotional state, communication intent, self-control,
and authenticity are all open to interpretation. The expressor’s gen-
der also influences how observers interpret the expressor’s emotional
behavior and feeling (e.g., Hess et al., this volume, Chapter 2; Shields
& Crowley, 1996), which are evident in tears (e.g., Shields & Crowley,
2000).
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Race, Gender, and Manly Tears

The research summarized herein demonstrates that in situations
demanding competence, masculine norms of competence set the stan-
dard for tearful expression for both men and women. This would seem
to be the end of the story. However, the apparent simplicity of describ-
ing emotional, tearful expression in terms of gender difference masks
important questions: Which man? Which woman? Before turning to our
study of manly emotion in men’s and women’s tears, we consider here
how another dimension of social identity – namely, race – might interact
with gender in influencing the evaluation of a person’s tears.

As we noted earlier, the manly emotion standard is not simply based
on masculinity; rather, it is based on white (i.e., white European Amer-
ican) masculinity. Few investigators have addressed the way in which
gender and race mutually affect beliefs about emotion. The scant evi-
dence available suggests that white participants believe that white men
conform to manly emotion standards more successfully than white
women or women and men from other racial or ethnic groups. That
said, we expect that the ways in which non-white men and women are
believed to deviate from these standards are different from the ways
that white women are believed to deviate.

Evidence from studies that have addressed stereotype content more
generally indicates that, across races, women are believed to be more
emotional than men. The degree to which this is so, however, depends
on the race of the target. Shields and Crowley (2000) asked research par-
ticipants to read a single scenario in which a white, black, or latina/o
target learned that she or he had been denied a promotion. After read-
ing the scenario, participants answered a short series of questions about
the likely reactions of the target and the target’s suitability for the job.
Participants (not just white participants) rated the white female target
as significantly less in control, sadder, and more frequently emotional
than the male target. Answers to an open-ended question corroborated
this pattern. Participants were asked to “Imagine [the target] after read-
ing the letter [and] describe [the target’s] reaction to the news.” The
terms “sad” and “disappointed” were more often used for the female
target than for the male target, and “angry” or “angry and disappointed”
were more often used for the male target. Tears or weeping were
mentioned more often for the female target. Gender effects, however,
differed by target race. Relevant here is the frequency with which the par-
ticipants referenced tears or weeping in their description of the target’s
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reaction to the news about the missed promotion. Tears were mentioned
more frequently for women than for men for all three ethnicities, but the
proportion of responses that mentioned tears for white women (15.5 per-
cent) was greater than for latinas or black women (7.2 and 9.4 percent,
respectively).

In a study of stereotypes held by white women, Landrine (1985) also
found differences in emotion stereotypes of black women and white
women. Black women were rated as significantly more “dirty,” “hostile,”
and “superstitious” than white women, whereas white women were
rated as significantly more “dependent,” “emotional,” and “passive.”
Landrine’s study specifically suggests that negatively valenced words
that signal uncontrolled anger are associated with black women,
whereas emotion is more generally associated with white women.

Additional evidence that being emotional is associated particularly
with white American women comes from a study of national stereo-
types. Eagly and Kite (1987) examined national stereotypes of twenty-
eight nations held by U.S. college students (race was not reported). The
participants used a scale of 0 to 100 to indicate the percentage of men,
women, and persons in general (gender unspecified) of each nationality
that they believed possessed each of forty-one attributes. Ethnicity of
men, women, and persons within nations remained unspecified. Eagly
and Kite found that, for any nation, the stereotypes for persons were
significantly closer to stereotypes for men than for women. This finding
is consistent with the idea that the stereotypes of dominant members in
a category tend to be overrepresented in the stereotype content of the
category as a whole (see Schneider, 2004, for a review). Eagly and Kite
also found that the percentage of American women estimated as “emo-
tional” was higher than any other target from any nation (i.e., in the
United States, person = 68.0 percent, man = 57.0 percent, and woman =
72.5 percent). If we assume that the same category-dominance effects
occur with race, the stereotype that American women are emotional
may be closer to the stereotype for American white women than for
women of color. In addition, dampened or controlled emotion may
be more of a white male stereotype than a stereotype about men of
color.

In summary, the few studies that pertain to emotion stereotypes
across racial or national groups suggest that in the United States, the
emotional female/unemotional male stereotype may be a dimension of
stereotypes of whites/European Americans, and that emotional behav-
ior may not be a developed component of stereotypes of blacks. There
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is simply too little data to speculate on the quality or importance of
emotion stereotypes for other racial and ethnic groups. If it is the case
that there are few or weak emotion stereotypes of blacks, whites’ rat-
ings of blacks’ tears would not be based on consistent beliefs about
black women’s or men’s emotions. The resulting evaluations of their
tears would thus be mixed.

In the next section, we describe a vignette study that provides an ini-
tial demonstration of manly emotion standards as applied to the eval-
uation of tears. In this study, we primarily considered target gender.
Because we believe there is a need to examine gender effects in relation
to other aspects of social identity, we also included a race of the target
condition as an exploratory component of the study. We were partic-
ularly interested in comparing how black targets (women and men)
would be evaluated in terms of the quantity and quality of crying in
context.

An Empirical Investigation of Manly Emotion’s Role in Tear Evaluation

We investigated the extent to which people find different intensities of
angry versus sad tears appropriate in an uncontrollable situation and the
extent to which judgments of appropriateness of tears depend on the
gender and race of the person displaying them. As noted previously,
little attention has been given to the effect of the intensity of tears in
comparing evaluations of men’s and women’s tears. Rather, conclusions
about the value of tears have been based on the presence or absence
of tears (Cornelius & Labott, 2001). Our discussion of manly emotion,
however, suggests that tear intensity and gender should be central to
determining evaluation. Specifically, we predict that moist eyes will be
more favorably evaluated than open tears and that moist eyes displayed
by men will be evaluated most favorably overall.

In addition, the relation among gender, tears, and the kind of emotion
evoking the tears has not been considered in empirical work. Scholars
have suggested that angry tears of any kind are negatively evaluated
(e.g., Shields, 2002), whereas tears are more acceptable in sad situations
(e.g., Katz, 1999); however, these proposals have yet to be empirically
tested. The acceptability of sad tears, however, is qualified by the situ-
ation such that tears are deemed appropriate only when the situation
is truly not under one’s direct control. Our work on manly emotion
suggests that in situations outside of one’s control, positive evaluations
will depend not only on the type of emotion associated with the tears
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but also on the gender of the individual who is crying. Specifically,
we predict that a male target’s tears will be more positively evaluated
than a female target’s tears in a sad context. This prediction follows
from previous research showing that emotion is associated with abil-
ity and competence to a greater degree in men than women. Because
manly emotion is hypothesized to be particularly desirable in situations
where individuals are motivated to express competence, we developed
vignettes describing situations in which people were in a public place
and strangers as well as friends were present. We included race as an
exploratory component to examine how black targets’ tears would be
evaluated by whites.

The vignettes included key words to indicate gender, race, emotion
type, and tear type. Vignettes were varied on four two-level factors:
2 (target gender: woman or man) by 2 (target tear type: moist eye or
visible tears) by 2 (target emotion type: sad or angry) by 2 (target race:
black or white). To vary gender and race, we used the subtle tactic of
using different names of the main character.1 We varied emotion type
by describing the target as becoming either “sadder” or “angrier” in
response to the experience described in the vignette. We varied tear-type
intensity by describing the target as beginning to “tear up” for subtle
tears, while describing the target as beginning to “cry” for more intense
tears. Our manipulation checks indicated that participants recognized
the distinctions in emotion type and in tear intensity.2

1 Our gender and race manipulation was achieved by using names that are convention-
ally associated with a particular gender and race in the United States. Previous research
concluded that some names are commonly identified as designating one or the other
gender (Kasof, 1993; Van Fleet & Atwater, 1997). For our study of tears, we used four
names we had identified as race and gender typical. As a manipulation check, partic-
ipants rated a longer list of names individually on (a) the likelihood that the names
were African American versus European American (1 = African American, 4 = either,
7 = European American), and (b) the likelihood that the names were male versus female
(1 = male, 4 = either, 7 = female). The names we used in our study of tears (i.e., Latisha,
Jamal, Jennifer, and Daniel) were all found to be gender and race specific. We found a
significant difference in the predicted direction between mean ratings of the two white
targets (Jennifer, M = 5.63, SD = 1.28; Daniel, M = 5.35, SD = 1.34) and the two black tar-
gets (Latisha, M = 1.73, SD = 1.02; Jamal, M = 1.59, SD = 0.96, t(282) = 38.83, p < 0.001).
We also found a significant difference in the predicted direction between mean ratings of
the two female targets (Jennifer, M = 6.98, SD = 0.13; Latisha, M = 6.90, SD = 0.60) and
the two male targets (Daniel, M = 1.08, SD = 0.36; Jamal, M =1.31, SD = 1.15, t(283) =
125.12, p < 0.001).

2 As a manipulation check for emotion type we asked, “How angry is [the target]?” and
“How sad is [the target]?” In comparison to targets described as becoming “sadder,”
targets described as becoming “angrier” were rated as more angry (M = 5.86, SD = 1.00
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Participants responded to one of two vignettes, one about break-
ing up with a significant other or one about parental divorce.3 Because
the participant responses to each topic were similar (i.e., did not differ
statistically), results for the two vignettes were combined; those com-
bined results are reported herein. The following sample vignette tem-
plate shows in italics the words that were varied.

Latisha and her boyfriend have been dating for almost one year and
have been considering living together. One week before their one-year
anniversary, they meet several friends at a busy restaurant for lunch
as planned. During the meal, it accidentally comes out that Latisha’s
boyfriend has been seeing someone else. He says he still loves her, but
Latisha only becomes sadder and begins to cry.

In this study, 284 university undergraduates participated. Our sample
included 69 percent women and 31 percent men. Because nearly all
participants indicated that they were white (i.e., 94 percent), we are
limited to comparing white women’s and men’s responses.4

We tested the participants in groups. Participants first read the
vignette and then completed a questionnaire packet that included the
Positive Evaluation Scale, a five-item scale created for this study to

versus M = 4.98, SD = 1.43, t(287) = 6.05, p < 0.001) and less sad (M = 5.99, SD = 1.03
versus M = 6.37, SD = 0.78, t(287) = −3.45, p = 0.001). As a manipulation check for tear
intensity we asked participants, “How intense did you imagine [the target’s] tears to
be?” Respondents answered the question using a 1 to 4 scale (1 = “no actual tears,” 2 =
“a moist eye,” 3 = “visible tearing,” 4 = “weeping”) to see if our two tear descriptors
were considered to be of different intensities. Targets described as beginning to “cry”
(M = 3.06, SD = 0.60) were rated as displaying more intense tears than targets described
as beginning to “tear up” (M = 2.71, SD = 0.60, t(287) = 5.01, p < 0.001).

3 We constructed the vignette template taking into account five considerations. First, we
emphasized the uncontrollability of the situations by describing situations that could
not be avoided by the protagonist. Second, to emphasize the public nature of the situa-
tion, the vignettes described the presence of strangers in a public space. The presence of
friends was described so that the tears could not be thought of as unnoticed or anony-
mous. We did not use private or intimate situations because such situations may call for
expressive rules that entail displays of nurturance rather than manly emotion (Shields,
2002). Third, we constructed the vignette template such that it was relevant to both sad-
ness and anger. Because only the emotion words were changed and not the content of
the story, the situation had to be constructed such that tears from both sadness and anger
were plausible reactions. Fourth, the vignettes described events that were upsetting but
were also ambiguous in nature, such that room for interpretation of the protagonist’s
emotional response was possible. Fifth, the vignettes concerned topics relevant to the
participant population: students enrolled in an introductory psychology course.

4 We deleted data for participants who did not pass our manipulation checks (i.e., more
than 2.5 standard deviations away from the mean on tests of the vignette variables); this
left 284 participants in our final sample.
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measure how positively participants evaluate targets’ emotional expres-
sion (e.g., “How likely is it that you would react in the same way as [the
target]?”). For these items as well as for all other close-ended ques-
tions, the respondents indicated their level of agreement on a seven-
point scale. Higher numbers indicated a more positive evaluation of the
target’s behavior. The scale reliability was computed via Chronbach’s
alpha, r = 0.65.

The emotion evaluation data were analyzed by means of a 2 (emotion
type) by 2 (tear type) by 2 (target gender) by 2 (race) between-subjects
ANOVA on the Positive Evaluation Scale. First, as noted previously, we
predicted that a moist eye would be evaluated more positively than
visible tears, especially for males. Consistent with this prediction, we
found a significant tear type by gender interaction. Notably, all means
were above the 4.0 mark, which indicates that all the targets were rated
more positively than negatively; however, males in the tear-up condition
were evaluated more positively than targets in any other condition. In
addition, regardless of gender, targets were evaluated more positively
the less intense their tear display (Figure 5.1).

Second, we hypothesized that sad tears would be evaluated more
positively than angry tears, especially for males. This prediction was
supported by a significant emotion type by target gender interaction.
Male targets described as sad were evaluated more positively than sad
female targets, angry male targets, and angry female targets. Again, all
means were above the 4.0 mark, which indicates that all targets were
rated more positively than negatively but that sad males were evaluated
most positively (Figure 5.2).

Third, we hypothesized that participants would justify the male tar-
gets’ (positive) ratings and the female targets’ (negative) ratings by
implying that the women’s tears were less genuine than the men’s. In
addition to the Positive Evaluation Index, we asked two questions per-
taining to the participants’ beliefs about the targets’ ability to control
their tears: “How much is [the target] able to control his or her emotions
in this situation?” and “How hard is it for [the target] to handle his or
her emotions in this situation?” Higher numbers indicated lower levels
of ability to control emotions. Indeed, we found that female targets
(M = 3.48, SD = 1.50) were judged as more able to control their emotions
than male targets (M = 3.00, SD = 1.35), F(1, 267) = 9.38, p = 0.002. Also,
female targets (M = 3.02, SD = 0.57) were perceived as displaying more
intense tears than male targets (M = 2.76, SD = 0.65), F(1, 267) = 12.96,
p<0.001. Females were more likely to be described as displaying “visible
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Figure 5.1. Mean positive evaluation of tears as a function of gender and tear type,
F(1, 267) = 3.77, p = 0.05.
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tearing,” whereas males were more likely to be described as displaying
“a moist eye” – regardless of the actual tearing condition in the vignette.
Thus, while women were believed to cry more intensely, they were also
judged better able to control their tear flow, perhaps suggesting that
they purposely displayed more intense tears than men.

The results of this study inform us of the participants’ strength of
opinions on male and female tears. The results also indicate that the sce-
narios were intense; a breakup or a divorce is not trivial. In all the
vignette-rating conditions, the participants believed that because of the
strong situation, the targets had a good reason to react emotionally. Even
though all the participants had a good reason for emotion, some targets
seem to have been credited with a better reason for tears. Specifically, the
male targets were rated more positively than the female targets when
they reacted with a subtle tear or were sad.

Finally, we treated race as an exploratory variable because there are
several possible competing predictions for the role that race plays in
the evaluations of tears. If our idea is correct that whites believe that
blacks’ angry tears deviate from manly emotion, then we would expect
especially negative evaluations of blacks’ angry tears compared to the
evaluation of their sad tears. On the other hand, if it is more likely that
whites’ beliefs about blacks’ emotion expression are underdeveloped,
then we would expect inconsistent findings or no findings due to race.
Our findings in this initial study suggest the latter. Indeed, all effects
due to race were not significant except for one. This finding, a signif-
icant race by emotion type interaction, F(1, 267) = 4.20, p = 0.04, pro-
duced results opposite to what we would have expected based on our
argument about blacks’ angry tears. Specifically, blacks described as dis-
playing angry tears (M = 5.76, SD = 0.62) were rated significantly more
positively than whites who were described as displaying angry tears
(M = 5.42, SD = 0.93). However, the evaluations of blacks’ sad tears
(M = 5.64, SD = 0.79) did not differ from the evaluations of blacks’
angry tears or the evaluations of whites’ sad tears (M = 5.70, SD = 0.67).
This initial finding suggests that there is more to the story in understand-
ing whites’ evaluations of blacks’ tears. Thus, we need a better under-
standing of where emotion fits into stereotypes of black targets, both
female and male, and other subgroup stereotypes. Future studies should
compare blacks’ evaluations of whites’ and blacks’ expressive behavior,
including tears, to better understand how dimensions of social iden-
tity intersect in producing target-group and specific gender-emotion
stereotypes.
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The Paradoxical Nature of Manly Tears

There is a positive value to the nonverbal expression of sad emotion
via publicly shed tears, but our results suggest that men are more likely
to receive this positive evaluation than women. If this is the case, it
reveals a paradox: If sadness is a “weak” emotion (as suggested by some
researchers), why are men’s sad tears evaluated positively? If anger is
a “strong” emotion, why are angry tears seen as less positive in men
than sad tears? These seeming contradictions may be explained in part
by the context-driven social meaning of emotion. By this, we mean that
specific emotions (or emotions more generally) in themselves are not
inherently strong or weak; rather, the value placed on them depends in
part on the circumstances in which they are felt or expressed, how they
are expressed, and by whom.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, angry tears and open tears sug-
gest frustration with stronger forces (Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault,
& Benton, 1990); therefore, anger displayed in association with tears is
perceived as ineffective rather than effective and would be evaluated
negatively. In addition, in our vignettes, sadness is not associated with
ineffectiveness because the protagonist is not directly responsible for
the situation. This understanding of anger and sadness in the context of
tears contrasts with the position that anger necessarily conveys higher
status and competence than sadness does (Tiedens, 2001). Expressions
of sad, moist eyes can convey competence (in this case, self-control) if
one does not have personal responsibility for the negative situation.
Thus, results of our study might suggest that the context, not the emo-
tion per se, dictates whether an emotion is associated with high or low
competence.

It remains for us to account for why men are evaluated most posi-
tively in the sad, moist-eye context. It may be that women’s reactions
are evaluated less positively than men’s here because men in general
are believed to display more expressions of competence than women
(Timmers, Fischer, & Manstead, 2003). If an expression signals weak-
ness in the situation, as do angry or open tears, women and men
will not be evaluated differently because the ineffectiveness is clear.
However, if the expression has the potential to signal effectiveness,
such as moist eyes in a sad context, then other beliefs about effec-
tiveness can inform one’s evaluation of a target’s emotion. Because
the short vignettes in our study left some ambiguity as to how the
emotions were expressed, the participants could have inferred that the
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male targets’ expressions were more competent than the female targets’
expressions.

In addition to the belief that men express their emotions more effec-
tively than women, another belief about effectiveness that may con-
tribute to the evaluations of men’s and women’s tears in the sad, moist-
eye context is the extent to which participants believed that women
targets controlled or “manipulated” their tears. Men’s and women’s
emotions were rated as having the same intensity of feeling, but there
appeared to be some implied manipulation of the appearance of tears
by women. Women targets were estimated as displaying more intense
tears and being more able to control their emotion than men protag-
onists. Together, we interpret these results as reflecting our partici-
pants’ belief that women targets may have intentionally displayed more
intense expressions than the men targets. If this is the case, it converges
with Cretser, Lombardo, Lombardo, and Mathis’s (1982) finding that
female respondents reported believing that society views females’ cry-
ing as manipulative (to a greater degree than did male respondents
about females’ crying).

It is plausible that some of our effects were intensified due to the
fact that the vignettes described situations involving important per-
sonal relationships. In Lombardo and colleagues’ (2001) comparison
of 1981 and 1993 data on the frequency of men’s tears, the only signifi-
cant change between their two studies was an increase in male crying as
a result of a “breakup of a romance,” indicating that tears in situations
involving close relationships may be more acceptable than tears in other
situations. Fischer and colleagues (2004) also reported that participants
indicated approval of men’s tears when the tears occurred in response
to the breakup of a romantic relationship. It is possible that our findings
are limited to changing relationship norms. However, the public nature
of the situation in our vignettes suggests a change in standards more
pervasive than the romantic relationships context because men tradi-
tionally report that they avoid crying in front of strangers (Lombardo
et al., 2001). Future research would benefit from comparing different
types of public situations to discover how widely the positive regard
for men’s crying extends.

Taking a broader view, our study bears out the conclusion that per-
ceptions of crying are embedded in particular cultural timeframes. Sev-
eral authors (e.g., Labott et al., 1991; Vingerhoets et al., 2000; Cornelius
& Labott, 2000; Shields, 2002) have asserted that attitudes toward men
compared to women criers have changed substantially in the United
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States during the past thirty years, from the “sensitive man” of the
early 1970s to a “hard bodies” political backlash in the 1980s (Jeffords,
1994) to the “new fatherhood” of the 1990s. The events of September
11, 2001, seem to have brought about yet another change in the criteria
for public displays of intense sadness by men, including crying. Visible
and sometimes profuse tears were shed by various powerful men in
the immediate aftermath of the terror attack, the most famous perhaps
being veteran CBS news anchor Dan Rather’s intense weeping on David
Letterman’s late-night television talk show. The general suspension of
the prohibitions on open weeping in the short run seems to have altered
expectations for what is deemed appropriate since then.

Conclusion: The Meanings of Tears

How crying is evaluated depends on how it is done and who sheds the
tears. There is a positive value for nonverbal expression of sad emotion
via tears in situations that require competence, but the results of our
study suggest that men are more likely to receive this positive evalua-
tion than women. In this chapter, we emphasized that the tearful expres-
sion (both type and amount) and characteristics of the target interact to
inform whether an observer’s evaluation will be positive or negative. In
other words, observers do not uniformly accept or reject certain expres-
sions of emotion based on target gender. Their beliefs about the gender
and race of the target work in conjunction with their beliefs about the
appropriateness of the type and quantity of tears as the basis for evalu-
ating others’ tears. Controlled yet deeply felt manly emotion is valued in
many displays of tears, and those who adhere to this standard are more
positively evaluated than those who do not. Because competence and
instrumentality are stereotypically associated with masculinity, they are
also associated with manly emotion, fostering the belief that men are
better at adhering to manly emotion than women.

The ambiguity of tears contributes to the role that beliefs related to
gender, race, and other social groups play in determining evaluation
valence. Tears can be controlled to a greater extent than many other
nonverbal behaviors, but they can also be seen as a signal of uncon-
trolled emotion. Thus, tears alone do not clearly indicate whether a per-
son is genuinely and justifiably upset. This is especially the case when
the situation is extreme (Hutson-Comeaux & Kelly, 2002) or unclear.
Such ambiguity leaves room for biases to influence the evaluation of
another’s tears. In addition to reliance on beliefs about social groups, the
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ambiguity of tears increases the chance that other types of observer
biases will affect evaluation of this expressive behavior. Factors such as
the observers’ social values, attitudes toward the target, and likeability
of the target all can affect their evaluation of tears.

The power and ambiguity of tears as a signal of felt emotion make
them susceptible to the observer’s Biased Emotion Evaluation, the term
we apply to the observer’s use of a target’s emotional behavior as evi-
dence for or against that target’s legitimacy (Shields, Simon, Warner,
& Scott, under review). We argue that, unlike other forms of biased
social perception, emotion-relevant information carries special weight
in the evaluations of others. Facial expressions of emotion and nonverbal
movements are believed to be more difficult to control than language or
actions (Gilbert & Krull, 1988; Morgan & Averill, 1992). Also, emotions
have an immediate visibility in real-time behavior that other characteris-
tics influenced by biased perception, such as honesty or moral character,
do not. Thus, the observer may weigh heavily the value of judgments
about emotion in judging the authenticity or worth of the target because
he or she believes emotion is both visible and difficult to control and,
therefore, a reflection of the target’s subjective state.

Indeed, previous work indicates that lay people may link emotion
with authenticity, even though this link may be inaccurate. Averill
(1983) argued that authenticity is defined by lay people as a conjunction
between internal experience and external expression. Internal experi-
ence is supposedly representative of who one truly is, a manifestation
of one’s core beliefs and values (Hochschild, 1983; Morgan & Averill,
1992), and emotion is viewed as a more direct expression of internal-
ized experience than other target characteristics such as nonemotive per-
sonal attributes or observable actions (Johnson & Boyd, 1995). Although
people may believe that emotions and their expression are unequivo-
cal indicators of a target’s authenticity, the salience and complexity of
emotionally expressive behavior also make it susceptible to multiple
interpretations (Shields, 2005). Thus, if emotions are perceived to be
reflections of authenticity, and if observer biases influence the evalu-
ations of the targets’ emotions as inappropriate, such evaluations may
provide particularly persuasive justification for negative actions toward
those targets.

Throughout our discussion of crying, we have been concerned with
the consequences that the evaluation of crying has for the target. We
conclude with the proposal that what is at stake in crying is no less
than the perceived authenticity and legitimacy of the felt emotion of the
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person who sheds the tears. Our results also reveal a particular double
bind for women. When facing an emotion-evoking event, men may be
expected to adhere more strictly to competence standards for tearful
expression than women. However, even if women adhere to competence
standards when they cry, they are likely to be less positively evaluated
than men who are behaving comparably. As the saying goes, “It takes
a real man to cry,” but the right man must cry the right way at the right
time.
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Organizations are often thought to be nonemotional venues where seri-
ous work is done. Goals are set and accomplished, daily tasks checked
off, and goods and services are produced – emotion is generally assumed
to be absent or at least unnecessary in the work setting. Recently, schol-
ars have acknowledged what workers have long known: that the work-
place is far from a nonemotional environment (Fineman, 1993, 2003).
Both positive and negative emotions are experienced and expressed
daily, and the quality of these emotional experiences varies from elation
and celebration when goals are accomplished to sadness or anger when
expectations are not met (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1987, 1989; Sutton, 1991).
Emotional expression can also be a required part of the job role, as in
customer service (Hochschild, 1979, 1983; Rafaeli & Sutton, 1990; Sutton
& Rafaeli, 1988). As such, emotion can play a role in all facets of work life.
In this chapter, I focus on the worker’s emotional reaction to a leader’s
emotional expression. A leader’s expression of emotion in interpersonal
interaction may occur incidentally or purposefully. The consequences
of emotional expression by a leader in interpersonal communication are
complex to predict and vary based on the follower audience. Neverthe-
less, if communication is conducted with a goal or purpose of influence,
then understanding the impact of a leader’s intentional or unintentional
emotional expression on followers is important.

118
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This chapter intends to build on the existing leadership literature by
enhancing our knowledge of how gender and emotional expression dur-
ing leader “storytelling” influences, motivates, and inspires a positive
emotional response in others. Storytelling in organizations is defined
as communicating and describing events for the construction of a col-
lective sense of meaning and interpretation of those events (Boje, 1991;
Spicochi & Tyran, 2002). Storytelling is a common method of communi-
cation in organizations and is often conducted as a dialogue with par-
ticipants – effective storytelling involves listening as well as speaking.
As participants participate in the dialogue and identify with the leader
and her or his story, they make sense of events collectively through their
own frame of reference (Greenberg, 1995). The purpose of storytelling
versus traditional communication or information exchange is to estab-
lish a connection among those participating in the story so that, collec-
tively, all participants gain a deeper sense of meaning within the shared
experience. Because the objective of storytelling is to inspire collective
interpretation of events, leader emotional expression and gender may
play a crucial role in how individuals perceive the leader’s story and
thus make sense of complex and challenging events (Gioia & Thomas,
1996).

The exploration of leader emotional expression during storytelling
requires the integration of three streams of literature: effective leader-
ship styles and emotional expression, the emotional experience of those
who observe male and female leaders’ emotional expression, and leader
storytelling as a part of effective leadership. To put the research in con-
text, I begin with a brief discussion and overview of how leadership
relates to emotions in organizations in general, followed by a discus-
sion of each of these three research areas, and then move on to integrate
these literatures through a discussion concerning the ways that leader
gender and emotional expression may influence the audience’s emo-
tional experience during leader storytelling. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for enhancing leader effectiveness when storytelling
is employed to help followers cope with and understand challenging
events.

Emotions in Organizations: A Leader’s Perspective

Many economists and business people would argue that the work-
place is a rational and nonemotional place where people are clearly
guided by self-interest and the bottom line. But, research on emotions
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in organizations suggests that the workplace is a very emotional place,
and leaders know this all too well. In the workplace, people experience
joy when successful, sadness in failure, and anger when thwarted by
others. Indeed, emotions are an integral part of the work experience for
workers and customers, and leaders are not only aware of these emo-
tions but also can manage, motivate, and respond to the emotions of the
workplace on many levels.

Within the workplace, there are norms for emotional experience and
expression and expectations for which emotions are appropriate to
express in specific situations (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1989). Some jobs require
emotional expression as part of the job description (Hochschild, 1983).
For example, flight attendants are expected to be positive and happy,
whereas bill collectors are expected to be gruff and mean (Hochschild,
1983; Sutton, 1991). Most customer-service employees are trained in
maintaining positive affect even when the customer is expressing anger
(Grandey, Fisk, Matilla, Jansen, & Sideman, 2005). In a recent study on
the impact of affect and authenticity of affective expression in customer-
service encounters, Grandey and her colleagues (2005) found that a ser-
vice professional’s authenticity in affect was equally as important as
positive affect in customer satisfaction with the service they received.
So, employees are not only expected to express positive emotion but also
to do it authentically. Some workers take on an emotional persona so
as to embed this emotional experience and expression in their job tasks,
as in the case of adventure-travel guides (Sharpe, 2005). The emotional
labor of adventure guides is an integral part of the adventure fantasy
participants pay to have when going on an adventure-travel vacation.
The research on emotional labor indicates, however, that incongruence
(i.e., emotional dissonance) between felt and expressed emotion can lead
to employee burnout and dissatisfaction (Hochschild, 1983).

As employees experience and express emotion, so do those in leader-
ship roles. A leader can influence the quality of workers’ emotional
lives in many important ways. Leaders can provide guidance as to
norms for emotional experience and expression; they can also model
emotional norms. Recent research has focused on how emotional intel-
ligence in leaders can improve many aspects of the work life of employ-
ees (Mandell & Pherwani, 2003). In addition, leaders who are consid-
ered “authentic” – that is, self-aware and true to their values, identities,
preferences, and emotions – are argued to be more effective (Avolio,
Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004). Thus, leaders model how
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to effectively manage and express emotions not only through their own
emotional expression but also through their empathy and awareness
of others’ emotions. Leaders who empathize with the emotional labor
of workers can structure policies and strategies to ease the burden of
emotional dissonance and other negative consequences of emotional
labor.

Leader communication – both one-way (i.e., directive) and two-way
(i.e., dialogue) – is an area in which leader emotional expression and
response to emotional experience is particularly salient in the work-
place. In his book, Toxic Emotions at Work (2003), Peter Frost argues
that leaders who demonstrate compassion when responding to follower
expressions of pain, anger, and other negative emotions can reduce
the negative effects that experiencing toxic emotions can bring. Com-
passion and empathy are important aspects of effective leader com-
munication (Frost, 2004). A leader’s communication when followers
are experiencing change, crisis, or other negative situations can be
extremely important in determining how followers respond to such
upheaval (Spicochi & Tyran, 2002). Most important, a leader’s ability
to listen as well as talk can influence the emotional responses of follow-
ers. A leader’s communication style is related to his or her leadership
style, and in the next section, this is related directly to leader emotional
expression.

Effective Leadership Styles and Emotional Expression

“Before you can inspire with emotion, you must be swamped with it
yourself. Before you can move their tears, your own must flow. To convince
them, you must yourself believe.” (Winston Churchill)

There are as many different definitions of leadership as there are contexts
for leading (Bass, 1990; Vecchio, 1997). For our purposes, leadership is
defined as the social-influence process that occurs between and among
individuals working toward a common goal. Leaders frequently influ-
ence followers as a way to motivate them to behave in ways that benefit
the organization. For instance, desired organizational outcomes may
include higher levels of work performance, increased commitment to
the organization’s mission, and higher job satisfaction. In the influence
process, emotional expression may enhance or suppress the motivation
of individual followers (House, Spangler, & Woycke, 1991). For example,
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a leader expressing anger and blame may cause followers to feel guilt
and shame, whereas a leader’s enthusiasm and encouragement may
inspire newfound energy and enthusiasm in followers as they work
toward the organization’s goals (Brief & Weiss, 2002). To understand
the role of emotion in leader storytelling, it is useful to consider a lead-
ership style associated with emotion and storytelling: transformational
leadership.

Early research on leadership identified outstanding leaders and their
common traits (Bass, 1990). Later research focused on leader behaviors
and their consequences (Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996). As leadership
research has developed, ideas of what constitutes effective leadership
have changed over time (Dess & Picken, 2000). Previously, effective
leadership was assumed to be authority-driven: Leaders gave explicit
directions and monitored results. Based on the results, workers were
allowed to keep their jobs or were fired for failure to achieve the desired
outcomes. This type of directive and authoritative leadership style was
thought to be the norm up until the last twenty or thirty years. More
recent research indicates that effective leadership is now viewed as –
among other things – motivational, participative, inspirational, and
authentic (Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004; Bass
& Steidlmeier, 1999). This view of leadership involves communicating
a large, systemic vision to others in an inspirational and convincing
way (Fullan, 2001). As such, emotional expression is now considered
by many researchers to be part and parcel of more effective leadership
styles (Pitcher, 1997).

Consistent with this new view of effective leadership, research con-
ducted by Bass and Avolio (1994) identified three alternative leadership
styles: transformational (i.e., sets high standards and inspires others
to adopt a vision for achieving those goals), transactional (i.e., reacts to
follower behaviors with rewards or punishments), and laissez-faire (i.e.,
generally fails to take responsibility for leading or managing). Trans-
formational leadership is frequently argued as the most effective lead-
ership style in today’s rapidly changing and dynamic organizational
environment because it focuses on intrinsically motivating individuals
(Bono & Judge, 2003). Transformational leadership is characterized by
a variety of behaviors designed to fit the situation (Lowe, Kroeck, &
Sivasubramaniam, 1996). These behaviors may include communicating
a vision with which followers may internalize and identify; mentor-
ing and developing followers; displaying optimism and excitement for
future goals; and motivating attitudes of respect, pride, and ownership
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for the work performed by followers (Ackoff, 1999; Bass & Avolio,
1994). Recent research has provided strong support for the argument
that transformational leaders motivate followers to view their work as
more important and congruent with their own values (Bono & Judge,
2003).

Authentic leaders are keenly self-aware; thus, their actions directly
reflect their most deeply held values, their beliefs, and their emotions
(Avolio et al., 2004). Authentic leaders go beyond transformational lead-
ership to see their transformational behavior as stemming directly from
their moral and principled center (May, Chan, Hodges, & Avolio, 2003).
Thus, authentic leaders are deeply committed to authenticity in both
action and emotion. This authenticity is argued to be motivational to
followers who believe that their leader is committed to the best interests
of the organization and followers, even at their own expense (May et al.,
2003).

“Whenever I . . . asked a class what qualities define an ‘A player,’ it always
made me happiest to see the first hand go up and say, ‘Passion.’ For me,
intensity covers a lot of sins. If there’s one characteristic all winners share,
it’s that they care more than anyone else. No detail is too small to sweat
or too large to dream. Over the years, I’ve always looked for this charac-
teristic in the leaders we selected. It doesn’t mean loud or flamboyant. It’s
something that comes from deep inside. Great organizations can ignite
passion.” (Welch, 2001)

Authentic transformational leaders motivate followers by communi-
cating and describing the work required of the followers in ideological
terms (Burns, 1978). Using emotional expression while communicating
is a part of how transformational leaders inspire and motivate followers
to internalize the leader’s vision and see their work as consistent with
their own values (Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). Although emotion
is theorized to play a key role in transformational leadership behavior,
few theoretical and empirical studies concerning the role of emotional
expression in leader–follower interaction have been conducted. In addi-
tion, few studies have considered the role of leader and follower gen-
der in how emotional expression by leaders is interpreted. Although
research is limited, Winston Churchill’s quote provides support to the
conclusion that emotion may play a key role with respect to the emo-
tional responses of followers to transformational leaders (Lewis, 2000).
In the following section, we explore how emotional expression of leaders
may emotionally affect followers.
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Emotional Responses to Emotional Expression in Leaders

Followers often attribute charismatic behavior to those leaders who are
seen as transformational (Conger & Kanungo, 1994, 1998). Charismatic
attributions are frequently made based on a leader’s attitude, emo-
tional expression, and communication style. When followers attribute
charisma to a leader, they identify with that leader and have a desire to
do what that leader asks of them. Leaders that followers see as charis-
matic have a profound effect on follower performance, attitudes, and
mood (Groves, 2005; Lowe, Kroeck, & Sivasubramaniam, 1996). Attri-
butions of charisma are made based in part on a leader’s emotional
expression when communicating (McHugo et al., 1985). A leader’s emo-
tional intelligence in understanding the impact of emotional expression
in others is an important factor in leader effectiveness (Goleman, 2000).
Leaders who are effective at communicating emotion consistent with
their message (Goleman, 1998) and whose positive emotion is inspir-
ing, motivating, and contagious (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994;
Verbeke, 1997) are perceived as more transformational and effective
(Groves, 2005). Followers are motivated by emotional expression that
they perceive is appropriate and positive (Staw, Sutton, & Pelled, 1994).
Not only are followers motivated, but they also can “catch” the leader’s
mood and translate it into a group mood as well (Sy, Cote, & Saave-
dra, 2005). Sy and colleagues (2005) found that when the group leader’s
mood was positive, groups also experienced a more positive mood and
exhibited more coordination and less expended effort. Leaders influ-
ence followers’ moods – and, therefore, their performance – through
their own mood; their empathy; and, in particular, how they communi-
cate information, direction, and attitude.

The circumplex model of affect can help us to interpret and under-
stand how followers will respond to a leader’s emotional display in
all types of communication but particularly during storytelling (Burke,
Brief, George, Roberson, & Webster, 1989; Larsen & Diener, 1992). In
this model, positive and negative affect can vary from active to passive.
Transformational leaders are viewed as expressing both active and pas-
sive positive emotions, which can result in active and positive affective
responses in followers. Positive active emotions include enthusiasm and
excitement; positive passive emotions include a sense of relaxation and
calm confidence. Research demonstrates that the consequences of pos-
itive affect in the workplace are generally positive (Isen, Daubman, &
Nowicki, 1987; Brief & Weiss, 2002; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). Thus,
to the extent that leaders can promote or motivate positive emotions



P1: SEH
0521842824c06 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:16

Tell Me a Story 125

in followers, they are likely to see positive consequences in terms of
mood (Sy, Cote, & Saavedra, 2005), performance (Gaddis, Connelly, &
Mumford, 2004), coordination (Sy, Cote, & Saavedra, 2005), attitude
(Frost, 2004), and customer-service quality (George, 1995).

Expressing positive emotion is an integral part of transformational
leadership behaviors. Negative emotion can also be important but only
when it is perceived as appropriate to the situation and context. Indeed,
a leader who is perceived as “happy” after a negative event befalls a fol-
lower may be perceived as lacking empathy. For example, if a follower
has been the victim of another person’s unethical behavior, the follower
may perceive the appropriate emotional response from the leader as
empathetic anger and sadness at the situation. Cognitively and emo-
tionally, followers will analyze cues from both the situation and the
leader’s expression as they try to make sense of the emotional experi-
ence. In addition to the cognitive analysis of a leader’s emotional expres-
sion, an internal emotional response will be initiated through emotional
contagion (Izard, 1977; Izard, Kagan, & Zajonc, 1984; Lewis, 2000; Sy,
Cote, & Saavedra, 2005). Both social and environmental-context factors
will influence how the follower’s emotional experience is interpreted.
Particularly during leader storytelling, these cues will be important
(Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault, & Benton, 1992).

Situational cues that followers may focus on include the leader’s
role in the situation, the uncertainty associated with the situation, the
leader’s gender, and the role expectations that they have for a leader
in that specific situation. As followers engage and involve themselves
in the storytelling process, they will cognitively process the informa-
tion surrounding the events they experience and the story they are
told and will experience emotional contagion (Frijda, 1986; Hatfield
et al., 1994; Verbeke, 1997). Thus, the follower’s emotion will be influ-
enced by the leader’s emotional display during the storytelling process.
We know that both positive and negative emotions or moods at work
are related to important employee outcomes, including absenteeism,
turnover, and satisfaction (George, 1989; George & Jones, 1997; Staw,
Sutton, & Pelled, 1994). For example, Staw et al. (1994) found that feeling
positive emotions is associated with later evaluations of work achieve-
ment (i.e., higher pay and favorable evaluations of work). The goal of
transformational leadership is to intrinsically inspire and motivate fol-
lowers so that they see accomplishing the leader’s vision as a way to find
meaning and purpose in their work life. Therefore, inspiring positive
affect and emotional experience – both passive (i.e., relaxation and calm)
and active (i.e., enthusiasm and excitement) – is an appropriate goal
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for a leader. Using positive emotional expression in storytelling with
the intention of inspiring positive emotional experience and increased
understanding of events is done within an organizational and soci-
etal context that impacts interpretation. Therefore, in the next section, I
address the implications of gender, emotional expression, and a trans-
formational leadership style on the impact of leader storytelling on the
audience.

Leader Storytelling: The Role of Emotion

Storytelling is described as a form of communication that constructs
a collective sense of meaning, with the goal of having a deeper under-
standing of the meaning of experienced events (Boje, 1991; Boyce, 1995).
A storytelling organization has a culture of sharing stories to help mem-
bers interpret and understand all of the complex events that compose
that organizational experience. For example, Boje (1995) discusses how
storytelling at Disney helped those inside (and outside) the organiza-
tion to understand the history and goals of the organization. The stories
explained, for instance, how Walt Disney developed his ideas for var-
ious Disney characters and the Disney theme parks. Because people
socially construct their perceptions of reality, many of the social cues for
these perceptions come from those we admire or look to for guidance:
our leaders (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Leaders use storytelling to cre-
ate the opportunity for more consistent and optimistic interpretation of
events – in effect, helping individuals make better sense of what they
have collectively experienced. Storytelling is initiated to enhance effec-
tive “sensemaking,” where sensemaking is defined as individual efforts
to cognitively create order out of ambiguous experiences and informa-
tion through reflection (Hill & Levenhagen, 1995; Weick, 1995). Those
who listen and participate in storytelling are interested in reducing their
uncertainty through greater understanding of how the story relates to
their own life and perceptions. However, leaders may be more or less
effective in telling their story, as reflected in this quote from Jack Welch’s
book, Straight from the Gut:

At the end, the reaction in the room made it clear that this crowd thought
they were getting more hot air than substance. One of our staffers over-
heard one analyst moan, “We don’t know what the hell he’s talking about.”
I left the hotel ballroom knowing there had to be a better way to tell our
story. Wall Street had listened, and Wall Street yawned. The stock went
up all of 12 cents. I was probably lucky it didn’t drop. (Welch, 2001)
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Examples of leader storytelling can easily be found both throughout
history and in current events (Weil, 1998). Leader storytelling is par-
ticularly salient when organizations and individuals experience chal-
lenging events and when ambiguity in events leads individuals to seek
out guidance and help from leaders as to how they can make sense of
what they have experienced. For example, after the tragedies of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, citizens of the world looked to their leaders at home and
abroad for guidance in interpreting the terrorist attacks. People asked
questions about who was responsible, who the victims were, how they
should respond, and what it meant for their future. Leaders of countries
and organizations affected by the tragedies, including (among others)
the military offices in the Pentagon, companies located in the World
Trade Center, the airline industry, and the Red Cross, all used story-
telling to help people answer these questions and interpret and make
sense of the events.

One example of post–September 11 storytelling comes from a promi-
nent New York citizen, former Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan.
Moynihan used storytelling to help inspire the citizens of New York
City to work together toward a new vision after the World Trade Cen-
ter tragedies. He told a story about New Yorkers working together to
maintain a thriving, vibrant, and successful city, one where people par-
ticipated and cooperated enthusiastically in this effort. His story argued
that this was a healthy and preferred response to the tragedies they had
experienced. An excerpt from one of his speeches, aimed at inspiring and
motivating individuals to identify with a vision (in this case, the vision
of rebuilding the city of New York, beginning with the rehabilitation of
Penn Station), reflects this message:

“This is not a moment to be intimidated,” Moynihan went on. “It’s worth
keeping in mind how the British behaved during the Blitz. They kept those
theaters and music halls going the whole time. People didn’t change their
way of life. The only way these terrorists can win is to change the way we
live. And we live in cities.” (Judge, 2001)

Emotions expressed during storytelling may emphasize a point or
express the leader’s true emotions regarding a subject. Moynihan was
very passionate about his vision, and his “zeal” seemed to positively
affect the audience (Judge, 2001). This contagious positive emotion
is instrumental in motivating others to adopt a vision. In this case,
Moynihan inspired the vision of New York City as a thriving city
where new structures enhanced the lifestyle of its citizens. Moynihan
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tapped into people’s emotional response to the tragedies through pos-
itive passive emotions, including empathy, and demonstrated that he
shared their shock, anger, and sadness. He also expressed positive active
emotions by communicating enthusiasm and energy for the new Penn
Station renovation project and emphasizing the positive impact the
project would have on people’s emotional responses to the tragedies
and their city.

In this illustration of storytelling, Moynihan used emotional expres-
sion to inspire and motivate others toward a common goal. Leader
expression of emotion in storytelling, however, can focus on a variety
of positive outcomes for followers. For example, leaders may want to
reduce followers’ negative affect associated with change, uncertainty,
or hurtful experiences by expressing empathy and sensitivity (Frost,
2004). Emotionally aware leaders will respond to followers who are
experiencing “toxic” situations by telling stories that restore a person’s
confidence and inspire hope for the future (Frost, 2004). One of the classic
examples of this is the response of Malden Mills’ owner, Aaron Feuer-
stein, to the disastrous 1995 fire in his textile mill. Feuerstein insisted
on maintaining his payroll and rebuilding the mill after the fire, but
it required a great deal of storytelling to convince employees that the
company would endure and eventually employ them all again. He did
this through storytelling and action, as is reflected in the following
quote:

From this moment on, it is just a question of doing more rapidly what
people are used to doing more slowly. We will rebuild in record time;
what some consider impossible, we will figure out how to do. (Perkins,
2000)

After the fire, Feuerstein committed to paying his employees’ salaries
and health benefits even though the plant was closed. Feuerstein con-
tinued to communicate with employees, sometimes visiting them in
person, to tell his story that a “miracle” was going to happen and that
he had confidence in their ability to make it happen. He displayed
courage, empathy, and commitment to his employees, and the employ-
ees responded. They worked around the clock to rebuild their manufac-
turing lines and, through hard work and expertise, the production crew
restored the first line within ten days of the fire. All of the employees,
as inspired by Feuerstein, responded to his story of how their response
to this tragedy would make a difference: They knew that he felt their
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pain, and they could see it in his response to their success in restoring
the line:

I went over and shook hands with each one of them, and they were all
crying. I let myself cry on that day because it was a cry of joy and satis-
faction. One worker said, “Aaron, we’re going to pay you back tenfold,”
and they did. (Perkins, 2000)

Perceptions of Leaders: Emotional Responses to Leader Gender,
Storytelling, and Emotion

The story of Malden Mills and Aaron Feuerstein illustrates how follow-
ers can respond positively to a leader’s example and emotional expres-
sion during storytelling. In addition to understanding the emotional
impact of storytelling on followers, another important contribution
of this chapter is to expand our understanding of follower emotional
response to a male and a female leader’s emotional expression. Recent
research has indicated that gender may be a factor in perceptions
of effective leadership and, in particular, transformational leadership
style (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Eagly, Karau, & Makhijani, 1995; Carless,
1998). Studies using the Multifactor Leadership Quotient, the most com-
mon measure of transformational versus transactional leadership styles,
show that women are more frequently perceived as using a transforma-
tional style, whereas men are perceived as more frequently using a trans-
actional style (Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly, Johannesen-
Schmidt, & van Engen, 2003). Transformational leadership is associated
with emotional intelligence, and leaders who are higher in emotional
intelligence are more aware of their own emotions and more empa-
thetic to others’ emotions (Mandell & Pherwani, 2003). In their study
exploring emotional intelligence, transformational leadership, and gen-
der, Mandell and Pherwani (2003) found that although female leaders
were significantly higher in emotional intelligence and emotional intel-
ligence was significantly related to transformational leadership, women
leaders did not differ from men in their transformational style. Trans-
formational leaders use more positive emotional expression, even in
the face of challenging circumstances (Conger & Kanungo, 1994). These
positive emotions are frequently associated with a female leadership
style (Stephens, 2003).

In addressing the question of why women leaders are perceived as
using transformational leadership more frequently, the role of emotional
expression may be key. Perhaps women use emotional expression as a
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way to identify with followers and engender their support and commit-
ment to organizational goals. In her exploration of the role of rhetoric in
women’s leadership style, Stephens (2003) argues that women leaders
use language to connect to others, identify with others, engage others in
conversation, and learn more about those with whom they are interact-
ing, thereby connecting others to the common thread of purpose they
share. The behaviors that Stephens outlines are, by definition, transfor-
mational and consistent with the findings of Eagly and her colleagues
(Eagly & Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Eagly et al., 2003). When women
leaders engage in storytelling, they are using language to engage oth-
ers in dialogue with the purpose of helping them to better understand
recent shared events. Using positive emotional expression is consistent
with transformational leaders as storytellers. One example of how a
female leader uses storytelling in dialogue with others is Myrtle Potter,
currently the COO of Genentech, who has received many honors and
recognition as a rising female executive. She describes her leadership
style as “managing by walking around”:

If there’s somebody walking beside me, I’ll ask, “Where do you work?
What are you working on? How is it going?” People often tease me because
I’m the one holding the elevator door open while I finish a conversation.
So I really do work to open myself up and make sure the organization
knows that I’m accessible. (Madell, 2000)

In our study of leader storytelling in the health-care industry, we
found that positive and negative emotional expression – both text-based
and in person – influenced the interpretation of events in the process of
sensemaking (Spicochi & Tyran, 2002). In our study, we compared two
leaders as they embarked on a significant change in their health-care
organizations. Through storytelling, the leaders sought to help employ-
ees understand and support what promised to be difficult changes to
the organization. For example, one leader spoke enthusiastically and
positively about employees, promising to engage and include them in
the proposed organizational changes, thereby creating a vision of inclu-
sion. This positive emotion was expressed as the leader helped employ-
ees make sense of the changes in a positive way, as illustrated in the
following quote:

Evolution, however, is never an easy process, and there are always grow-
ing pains along the way. While we don’t know right now what changes
we may have to make to remain a viable institution in the future, I promise
that we will endeavor to keep employees informed about the process at
each step. (Spicochi & Tyran, 2002)
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The leader made an effort to relate the change to the employees’
experience so that the employees can see how they could participate
in achieving the organization’s vision. The response of employees to
this positive story was renewed commitment to the organization. This
contrasts with some leaders who focus only on informational, one-
way communication to employees about the logistical changes to be
implemented, ignoring the story as a way of engaging others. In one
instance, this resulted in increased turnover and labor-relations prob-
lems (Spicochi & Tyran, 2002). As employees lost faith in the organi-
zation’s commitment to their best interest, they focused on increasing
their power through unionization. Good employees left for organiza-
tions that they saw as more committed to keeping employees happy
while competing in a changing health-care industry.

Positive emotions such as excitement and enthusiasm – as well
as empathy and sympathy as expressed by the leader discussed
previously – enhance engagement of others in a storytelling conversa-
tion. The expression of positive emotion will be interpreted as moti-
vating when followers make sense of the story in a positive way
for them personally. However, interpretation of a leader’s emotional
expression will depend in part on the gender of the leader. Previ-
ous research supports the idea that interpretation of emotional expres-
sion will vary based on leader gender due to gender-role expectations
(Lewis, 2000) and stereotypes associated with emotion-display rules
(Brody & Hall, 2000). Interpretation of leader behaviors – including
emotional display – is complex and involves expectations and norms
associated with the organizational role of the individual (in this case,
the role of a leader) (Moskowitz, Suh, & Desaulniers, 1994). Thus, fol-
lowers may interpret a leader’s emotional expression with regard to
consistency in respect to both leader-role expectations and gender-role
expectations.

Eagly and Johannesen-Schmidt (2001) argue that a number of factors
determine how followers will evaluate a leader’s behavior in terms of
these two role expectations. First, the leader will be evaluated based
on whether that leader’s role is associated with masculine characteris-
tics. If the traditional view associated with this leader is of an author-
itative and strong leader, or if men in the past have been the pre-
dominant gender in leader roles in an organization or industry, then
gender-role expectations will be more salient when interpreting leader
behaviors. Consistent with this, my previous research found that fol-
lowers associated anger with effectiveness as a leader when expressed
by men but not by women, presumably due to gender-role expectations
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associated with emotional expression (Lewis, 2000). These gender-role
expectations are also consistent with historical leader-role expectations
of a leader as an authority figure to be feared and obeyed. As noted
earlier, recent research has identified the transformational leadership
style as more effective in today’s organizations (Bass, 1998). Follow-
ers are expected to be intrinsically motivated to take initiative in their
work, creatively approaching their tasks for the goals of the organi-
zation (Bono & Judge, 2003). Transformational leaders inspire follow-
ers to adopt the organization’s goals as their own by communicating
how the individual follower can identify with these goals on a personal
level (Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996). Followers are motivated when the
goals of the organization are those that they have internalized and iden-
tified with (Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). Thus, in some contexts,
gender-role expectations may be less salient as followers look to lead-
ers for visionary guidance and inspiration rather than directive task
assignments.

If a leader’s role is less associated with masculine characteristics, then
leader behaviors are more likely to be evaluated on their own merit, with
less consideration of gender-role expectations (Eagly & Johannesen-
Schmidt, 2001). In this case, the expression of emotion will likely be
evaluated on the basis of whether the emotion is consistent with the
message and story and less on whether it is consistent with gender roles.
Consequently, followers see leadership and guidance as most important
in that situation, and they seek this help from their leader independent
of the leader’s gender.

In my previous research, leaders who expressed negative emotional
expression – both active (i.e., anger) and passive (i.e., sadness) – were
evaluated partly based on gender-role expectations. Female leaders who
expressed no emotion were evaluated as far more effective in leadership
than female leaders who expressed anger or sadness. In contrast, men
who expressed no emotion were evaluated to be just as effective as men
who expressed anger, and men who expressed sadness were perceived
as least effective (Lewis, 2000).

Transformational leadership involves positive emotional expression,
both active (i.e., excitement and enthusiasm) and passive (i.e., empa-
thy and sympathy). Eagly and her colleagues (Eagly et al., 2003) found
that evaluating leader style and emotional expression was influenced by
both leader behavior and leader gender. Perhaps those female leaders
perceived as strongest in transformational leadership were also per-
ceived as expressing more positive emotion, consistent with gender-role
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expectations. Men who express anger – consistent with transactional
behaviors such as correcting mistakes and waiting for lapses in an
employee’s behavior before addressing the employee – may initially
be perceived as effective leaders because they are expressing emotion
consistent with their gender role. This is consistent with the recent find-
ings of Simpson and Stroh (2004) that women more frequently conform
to female display rules (i.e., suppression of negative emotions and simu-
lation of positive emotions) in the workplace. Simpson and Stroh (2004)
also found that men were less likely to suppress negative emotions and
more likely to suppress positive emotions, consistent with masculine
display rules. Because follower motivation may be negatively affected
by negative emotions through emotional contagion and the cognitive
processing of this experience, suppression of the negative emotions and
simulation of positive emotions may have a positive impact on follow-
ers’ emotions (Hamilton, Katz, & Leirer, 1980; Hatfield et al., 1994). In
exploring leader storytelling, it is clear that positive emotions are seen
as more inspirational, as discussed previously.

Recommendations for Leaders

Based on our understanding of how followers emotionally experience a
leader’s gender and emotional expression during storytelling, there are
some recommendations we can make to those interested in increasing
their leadership effectiveness. When expressing emotion in storytelling,
leader emotional expression must be perceived as consistent with sev-
eral factors to be an effective part of leader storytelling. First, it must be
perceived as consistent with the story that is told. For example, when a
leader is telling a story of challenge and hardship, expressing optimism,
hope, and enthusiasm for the opportunity available in the challenge
will seem appropriate and motivating. When experiences of hardship
are frustrating for employees, expressing anger and sadness may also
be perceived as appropriate. As indicated in the previous discussion,
expressing empathy with those emotions as experienced by followers is
key. Empathy that is authentic – both felt and expressed – is a positive
passive emotion that will inspire connection and identification with oth-
ers. Paired with enthusiasm and excitement for opportunities, empathy
with negative emotions experienced by followers is consistent with a
transformational leadership style.

Second, a leader’s emotional expression must be consistent with
the perceived role of the leader in the events described in the story.
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Here is where the role of transformational leadership is important.
Transformational-leadership behaviors include mentoring, motivating
pride and identification in organizational goals, and rewarding goal
achievement with thoughtful and individually appropriate rewards.
If a leader is perceived as transformational, then positive emotional
expression will seem appropriate and consistent with past leader
behavior.

Finally, a leader’s emotional expression must be consistent with
gender-role expectations. This may be a challenge for some female lead-
ers whose inclination is to communicate anger in the context of sto-
rytelling. However, because female leaders may be more comfortable
with the excitement, enthusiasm, and empathy associated with effec-
tive transformational-leader storytelling, these emotional expressions
may be seen as more consistent with the female gender role. The chal-
lenge for male leaders may be to avoid the use of anger and negative
emotions and increase their use of positive empathy and enthusiasm
when trying to inspire others, thereby increasing the ability to lead with
a transformational leadership style.

When followers perceive emotional expression of a leader to be con-
sistent with the situation, as well as leader and gender roles, they are
likely to be much more open to being emotionally affected by the expe-
rience themselves. As they engage in the leader’s story, they open up to
the positive emotional expression and increase their commitment and
motivation to the vision described in the storytelling dialogue. Followers
identify with the values illustrated in the story and want to participate
in positively addressing the issues described.

Conclusion

When challenging events occur in an organization, leaders have the
opportunity to guide interpretation of those events. Through story-
telling, a leader can motivate and inspire positive emotional experiences
in followers, helping them to collectively see challenges as opportuni-
ties and to internalize this vision as a personal opportunity for posi-
tive experience. Enhancing the storytelling experience through positive
emotional expression has the potential to emotionally affect the audi-
ence in a positive way. Transformational leaders express positive emo-
tion in their leadership role, communicating that emotion to followers
and “infecting” them with enthusiasm and excitement for the challenge.
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Expressing empathy and calm resolve further enhances the connection
made with followers, fostering strong commitment to the leader and
identification with the organization’s goals.

Both men and women may adopt a more transformational leader-
ship style and use emotional expression to enhance positive emotional
experience in followers as they experience challenging events. Indeed,
the example of Moynihan in New York City illustrates how a man
may be motivational and inspiring using positive emotional expression.
Research shows, however, that women are more frequently identified as
having a transformational leadership style (Eagly et al., 2003). Perhaps
this is because expressing the positive emotions associated with trans-
formational leadership is both leader-role and gender-role consistent.
Female leaders can make the best of a transformational style because it
involves enthusiasm and excitement, as well as mentoring and nur-
turing others through sympathy and empathy (Brody & Hall, 2000;
Stephens, 2003). During storytelling, engaging the audience through
these positive emotions is consistent with gender-role expectations for
women. In current organizations, it is also an important part of the trans-
formational leader role expectations. Because these role expectations are
consistent, women leaders have the potential to be perceived as effective
transformational leaders and, as such, can use storytelling effectively to
motivate and inspire followers during times of crisis, challenge, and
hardship.

Regardless of a leader’s gender, expressing positive emotion dur-
ing storytelling can positively affect followers in a number of ways.
For example, followers will experience positive emotions themselves,
“catching” the contagious effect of the enthusiasm and energy of the
leader. In addition, followers may perceive leaders as more effective
and thus feel more intrinsically motivated. This happens as their clearer
and deeper understanding of the events that have taken place leads
them to see their work as more meaningful to them personally. By
using positive emotion to help followers see ambiguous and challenging
events through an optimistic lens, leaders can enhance the possibility
that followers will attempt to use creative approaches in response to
the challenges. These are just a few of the benefits of using positive
emotion in storytelling. As scholars and practitioners continue their
quest for insight into effective leadership practices, greater understand-
ing of the impact of emotion in leader storytelling is worthy of further
inquiry.
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Introduction

The ability to recognize certain facial expressions of emotion is uni-
versal. Studies reported more than thirty years ago provided the first
systematic and reliable evidence of this (Ekman, 1972; Ekman & Friesen,
1971; Ekman, Sorenson, & Friesen, 1969; Izard, 1971), and those studies
have been replicated time and again by different researchers using dif-
ferent methodologies (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b; Matsumoto, 2001).
A recent meta-analysis including 168 data sets involving judgments of
emotion in different cultures summarized this area and indicated that
the core components of emotion recognition are pancultural and likely
biological (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b).

However, there are also cultural differences in emotion judgments.
One of the first studies that documented cultural differences reported
correlations between Hofstede’s cultural dimension data (Hofstede,
1980, 1984) with accuracy rates of judgments of universal facial expres-
sions of emotion across cultures in an ecological analysis (Matsumoto,
1988). Subsequent studies showed that cultural differences existed
between Americans and Japanese (Matsumoto, 1992), and then across
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a broader range of cultures (Biehl et al., 1997) and ethnic groups
(Matsumoto, 1993), and in bilinguals depending on the language in
which they are tested (Matsumoto & Assar, 1992).

Based on these types of differences, I previously proposed (Matsu-
moto, 1989a, 1992; Matsumoto et al., 2002; Matsumoto & Ekman, 1989;
Matsumoto et al., 1999) the existence of cultural decoding rules (Buck,
1984) – that is, rules that govern modifications in how people judge the
emotions of others and that are linked to the concept of cultural display
rules (Ekman & Friesen, 1969). On the one hand, for instance, people
from cultures that dictate the suppression of emotional expression in
certain situations might infer that others may be feeling emotions more
internally relative to how much they express them externally. On the
other hand, people from cultures who amplify their expressions may
judge others to feel emotions less, compensating for the display rule to
amplify. And, in fact, the most recent studies from our laboratory have
now provided the link between individual-level display rules and these
types of emotion judgments, demonstrating that such linkage mediates
previously documented cultural differences in judgments (Matsumoto
et al., 2003).

One type of cultural difference in judgment that has recently received
attention concerns the possibility of an ingroup advantage in emotion
recognition (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b). This notion is defined as the
tendency whereby individuals can more easily and accurately under-
stand emotional expressions originating from members of their own
cultural group rather than expressions originating from members of
a different cultural group (Elfenbein, this volume, Chapter 3). Previ-
ous research that tested this hypothesis (e.g., Boucher & Carlson, 1980;
Kilbride & Yarczower, 1983; Markham & Wang, 1996) provided mixed
results. In their meta-analysis, however, Elfenbein and Ambady (2002b)
reported support for it across the studies they analyzed, as well as sepa-
rately for emotion, channel of communication, cross-cultural exposure,
and other potential moderators. To account for the effect, they sug-
gested the viability of an interactionist interpretation focusing on cul-
tural learning and expressive style, differences in emotional concepts
and cognitive representations, cultural specificity of emotional experi-
ences and linguistic expressions, cultural learning of emotional behav-
ior, and culture-specific information-processing systems (Elfenbein &
Ambady, 2002b).

Elfenbein and Ambady have continued to build a case for the
ingroup-advantage hypothesis. One of their latest studies, for instance,
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involved a meta-analysis of four studies in which observers in mul-
tiple cultures judged the expressions portrayed by one of those cul-
tures (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a). Physical distance, determined by
the distance between the capital cities of the countries included in
the samples, and cultural distance, computed by difference scores of
Hofstede cultural dimensions between the expressor and judge cultures,
were both negatively correlated with emotion recognition accuracy
rates, providing evidence in support of a “distance theory” of emotion
recognition. In two other studies, Elfenbein and her colleagues demon-
strated the existence of an ingroup effect among American, Japanese,
and Indian observers and expressors (Elfenbein, Mandal, Ambady, &
Harizuka, 2002) and among non-Asian American and Chinese observers
who judged Caucasian and Chinese expressions (Elfenbein & Ambady,
2003b).

The ingroup-advantage hypothesis is interesting and, if true, would
have important implications for theory and practice. Thus, it is impor-
tant to have a good grasp of the evidentiary basis of the hypothesis.
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss what I believe to be the proper
methodological requirements for testing it and to review the available
evidence concerning it vis-à-vis those requirements. I demonstrate that,
once studies that meet the proposed standards are considered, the evi-
dence that supports its existence is inconclusive. Moreover, when stud-
ies are considered in relation to the possible sources that could con-
tribute to the ingroup effect, there is no evidence that demonstrates it
exists because of cultural differences in emotional expressivity.

The Statistical Conditions in Which
the Ingroup Effect Has Been Found

The ingroup advantage is tested only in studies employing balanced
designs involving two or more judge and encoder cultures, in which
decoders of all cultures judge expressions of encoders from all cultures
(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a; Matsumoto, 2002). This design allows for
a full-factorial analysis of judge and encoder effects, as well as other
identifiable effects in the study. The ingroup effect is demonstrated by a
significant interaction between decoder and encoder culture in accuracy
scores.

Because the ingroup effect is demonstrated in an interaction, it is
important to understand at least two ways in which the effect may
exist. These correspond to the two ways by which interactions can be
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interpreted. In the first, interactions can be interpreted using cell means
and tested by examining the simple effects associated with the interac-
tion (Keppel, 1991). In this manner, interactions corresponding to the
ingroup effect may directly demonstrate that judges of Culture A have
a higher mean accuracy score when judging expressors from Culture
A (than B), whereas judges of Culture B have a higher mean accuracy
score when judging expressors from Culture B (than A). In this case, the
ingroup effect would reflect a difference in direction of the cell means
involved in the interaction. Let’s call this the “simple effects” version of
the ingroup-advantage hypothesis.

In the second way, interactions can be understood by analyzing the
cross-over variance pattern of residualized means after the main effects
have been removed (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1985, 1991). Whereas the anal-
ysis of residualized means can certainly detect differences in the direc-
tion of cell means as described previously, it may also detect the case in
which judges of one culture judge encoders of their own culture better
than encoders of another culture – but only relative to the same differ-
ence observed for other judge cultures. This effect may exist even though
the actual observed cell means do not directly demonstrate a difference
in direction. In this case, the ingroup effect would reflect a difference
in the degree of difference between the cell means. Let’s call this the
“relative difference” version of the ingroup-advantage hypothesis.

Understanding interactions associated with the ingroup advantage
is more complex because of the existence of judge culture main effects,
which have been amply replicated in many studies (Biehl et al., 1997;
Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b; Elfenbein et al., 2002; Matsumoto, 1992,
2002). As statistical sources of variance they are orthogonal to any inter-
action effects, including those associated with the ingroup advantage.
Theoretically they may be orthogonal as well; people of different cul-
tures may be differentially better at judging emotions on the whole than
people of other cultures, for a variety of reasons. Thus, it is possible that
cultures exert influences on the overall decoding process of emotions but
make it possible for emotions to be differentially recognized according
to the familiarity with whom one judges. The existence of overall judge
culture decoding main effects need not argue for the non-existence of
any possible ingroup effect, or vice versa.

To support the ingroup-advantage hypothesis, Elfenbein and her col-
leagues have reported significant encoder by decoder culture interac-
tions in their original meta-analysis (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b), as
well as in their subsequent studies (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a, 2003b;
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Table 7.1. Unbiased Hit Rate (Hu), Emotion Recognition Accuracy Mean Values,
and Interaction across Nations of Expressors and Judges (from Elfenbein et al., 2002)

Expressor

Perceiver India Japan USA Total

Mean Values
India 0.738 0.378 0.885 0.667
Japan 0.556 0.397 0.730 0.561
USA 0.716 0.450 1.009 0.725
total 0.670 0.408 0.874 0.651

Interaction Effect
India 0.052 (0.046) (0.006)
Japan (0.024) 0.079 (0.055)
USA (0.028) (0.032) 0.060

Elfenbein et al., 2002). The reported interactions involved the analysis of
cross-over residuals, and the cell means they reported make it clear that
the ingroup-advantage effect they describe refers not to differences in
direction in the cell means but rather to relative differences among them.
For example, Table 7.1 (from Elfenbein et al., 2002), reprinted here, indi-
cated that Indian, Japanese, and American judges all judged the Amer-
ican expressors most accurately, and that the Japanese judges judged
the Japanese expressors the least accurately, in terms of cell means.
Thus, there is no support for the simple effects version of the ingroup-
advantage hypothesis. In addition, the judge culture main effect was
significant, indicating that Americans were more accurate than Indians,
who were more accurate than the Japanese overall. Yet, the interaction
between judge and encoder culture was significant, and follow-up con-
trasts of residualized means indicated that judges were more likely to
be accurate when judging encoders of their culture relative to the cell
main effects observed. The same effect was reported in their subsequent
study involving Americans of non-Asian descent, Chinese Americans,
and Chinese (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b).

Thus, it is important to understand that the data to date offered for
the ingroup-advantage hypothesis support the relative difference ver-
sion of the hypothesis but not the simple effects version. Moreover,
the relative difference version of the ingroup advantage co-exists with
overall judge culture effects. A more refined definition of the ingroup
effect that has been argued to exist to date, therefore, would be that
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members of a cultural group tend to be more accurate in recognizing emotions
of their own cultural group compared to encoders of other cultures, relative
to strong judge and encoder culture effects. The effect does not exist if one
analyzes the judge by encoder culture interaction on the level of the
simple effects of cell means; rather, the effect exists relative to those cell
means.

This difference in the interpretation of the interaction has important
consequences. That the ingroup effect may not exist on the level of cell
means suggests that people may not really be more accurate when judg-
ing others of their own culture in an absolute sense or in terms of real-life
phenomena. That the ingroup effect does exist when analyzing resid-
ualized cell means suggests that people recognize others of their own
culture relatively better than encoders of a different culture. However,
in an absolute sense, they may still recognize encoders of a different
culture better than members of their own. Stated quite bluntly, peo-
ple may be relatively better at decoding displays from their own group
but, in terms of raw accuracies, may be actually worse at doing so.
These distinctions are important to make theoretically, empirically, and
pragmatically.

Methodological Requirements for Testing a Possible Ingroup
Advantage in Emotion Recognition

Balanced Designs and Stimulus Equivalence

Matsumoto (2002) suggested that two methodological requirements
were necessary for a study to test adequately the ingroup-advantage
hypothesis. First, studies should employ balanced designs in which all
judged cultures view expressions portrayed by members of all the other
cultures in the study. In a two-culture design, observers of Cultures
A and B should judge expressions of members of Cultures A and B.
An unbalanced design occurs in two ways. In one, judges of Cultures
A and B see expressions portrayed only by members of A; in the other,
judges of only Culture A see expressions of A and B. Matsumoto argued
that data from these studies cannot be used to test the ingroup effect
(although they can provide evidence that may not be consistent with
the effect). In the first type of unbalanced design, which is the way an
overwhelming number of studies have been conducted, if judges of
Culture B are less accurate in recognizing emotions, one cannot be sure
that the same observers of B will be more accurate when they judge
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expressions portrayed by B, precisely because those expressions were
not included in the study.

The second requirement concerned the necessity for stimulus equiva-
lence. Because balanced studies include stimuli expressed by people of
multiple cultures, it is necessary to ensure that the stimuli are equiv-
alent across the cultural groups in terms of their physical-signaling
properties related to emotion. As mentioned previously, in Ekman and
Friesen’s (1978) Facial Action Coding System (FACS) terminology, the
same Action Units (AUs) need to be innervated at the same intensity
levels. If the expressions of Culture A have different AUs or the same
AUs at different intensities than those of Culture B in a balanced design,
then cultural differences in the judgments are inextricably confounded
with differences in the expressions being judged. One would not be sure
that the differences observed truly reflected the ingroup advantage or
were due to differences in the stimuli.

Consider, for example, the study conducted by Ricci-Bitti and his
colleagues (Ricci-Bitti et al., 1989), in which American, Northern Italian,
and Southern Italian encoders role-played situations designed to elicit
contempt and were allowed to try out the expressions repeatedly to
obtain ones that best corresponded to contempt (cited in Elfenbein and
Ambady’s original meta-analysis in support of the ingroup effect). Two
independent judges from the same cultural background as the encoders
then selected the best exemplars for a judgment study. The findings indi-
cated that although there were no differences in the recognition rates
of Northern Italians judging Northern or Southern Italian expressions,
Southern Italians had significantly higher recognition rates for South-
ern Italian expressions than for Northern Italian expressions, which
provides partial support for the ingroup-advantage hypothesis. FACS
coding of the expressions produced, however, indicated that Southern
Italians’ contempt expressions included strong, bilateral upper-lip raises
(AU 10), sometimes but not always in combination with weak nose wrin-
kles (AU 9); the Northern Italians’ expressions included combinations
of upper-lip raises and unilateral lip tightening (AUs 10 + 14). Thus,
although an ingroup effect was produced, it is impossible to determine
whether it was due to sources in the decoders or the differences in the ex-
pressions, precisely because expression differences confounded the
judge cultures. And, because the judge culture decoding differences are
occurring in relation to different stimuli being judged, some may inter-
pret this effect as resulting because of a methodological artifact, much as
a cultural difference that occurs when members of two cultures rate two
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different questionnaires that supposedly measure the same construct or
different items within a questionnaire.

Given both of these methodological concerns, Matsumoto (2002) con-
cluded that Elfenbein and Ambady’s original meta-analysis could not
support the ingroup-advantage hypothesis because they did not review
the studies as to whether they met those requirements. (To be sure,
Matsumoto did not argue against the possibility that the ingroup
advantage may exist but rather against the scientific evidence for it.)
Applying these requirements would also suggest that their subse-
quent meta-analysis (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a) did not support the
ingroup-advantage hypothesis because those studies did not meet the
requirements either. And, even though a balanced design was used
in Elfenbein et al. (2002) and in Elfenbein and Ambady (2003b), they
attempted to achieve stimulus equivalence in both studies by using
recognition rates of the expressions by separate samples of observers.
But, observer judgment cannot validate the equivalence of the physical-
signaling properties of emotion in the face because it is not clear as
to what signals observers use to make their judgments. Two different
expressions may have the same recognition-agreement levels but not
necessarily involve the same muscle innervations, and those differences
inherently confound any judgments of those expressions. That the exter-
nal observer agreement rates in Elfenbein et al. (2002) were 70 percent
for the Indians and Japanese and 88 percent for the Americans in that
study further confounded the judgments in that study (the recognition
rates were equivalent in Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b). Without mea-
suring the physical signaling properties related to emotion (i.e., in the
case of facial expression of emotion, the facial muscles innervated in
the expression), one cannot be sure that judgment differences reflected
differences in judgments or were due to differences in the stimuli being
judged.

Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) agreed that balanced designs “pro-
vide the strongest evidence for the ingroup advantage in emotion”
(p. 244) and actually employed a balanced design in two subsequent
studies (Elfenbein et al., 2002; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b). They dis-
agreed, however, with the importance of stimulus equivalence across
cultures, stating that stimuli “should be representative and created
inside that cultural context, using posers who are members of and
reside in that culture, preferably with experimenters who are members
of that culture.” And, “Emotion itself should be elicited from partici-
pants, rather than specific expressions determined or hand-picked by
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the experimenter. Expressions should be as natural as possible, and not
imitations of preselected theoretical models” (pp. 243–244).

They further stated that stimulus equivalence “forcibly erased” the
“possibility that natural emotional expression may not be exactly equiv-
alent across cultures” (p. 244) and that “the forcible erasing of cul-
tural differences as a methodological requirement prevents the possi-
bility of learning about these differences” (p. 244). In this framework,
nonequivalence in expressions is vital because these differences are pre-
cisely what Elfenbein and colleagues suggested produce the ingroup
effect. Thus, it is understandable that they defended the use of stimuli
that were not equivalent in their physical signaling properties. There-
fore, an alternative view of the study conducted by Ricci-Bitti and col-
leagues (Ricci-Bitti et al., 1989) described previously is that it shows
the existence of the ingroup effect precisely because of the use of culture-
specific expressions, corresponding to Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2003a,
2003b) notion of emotion dialects.

Establishing Stimulus Equivalence with Culturally Different Expressions

I disagree. Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) mistakenly interpreted my
position as suggesting that culture-specific expressions generated by
culture-specific display rules cannot be studied. On the contrary, I
strongly feel that studies involving culture-specific expressions can and
should be conducted. However, I feel equally strongly that they need to
be conducted within the methodological guidelines as described previ-
ously: that the stimuli and study need to be balanced for ethnicity and
gender and the stimuli need to be equivalent in the physical signaling
characteristics of emotion.

How can this be done? To study culture-specific displays expressed
by people of different cultures, researchers need to ensure that, in a two-
group comparison, culture-specific expressions from Culture A are also
represented in expressions by members of Culture B and vice versa and
that observers of both cultures judge all expressions. Even though an
expression may be specific to a culture, it is entirely possible that it exists
in other cultures but to different degrees or may not be labeled as such.
It may be necessary to get members of Culture B to pose those expres-
sions that occur spontaneously in Culture A; this is acceptable as long
as the physical signaling characteristics of the expressions are equiva-
lent. This would be true regardless of whether one studies spontaneous,
naturally occurring expressions; imitated; posed; partial; or any other
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type of expression; the key is for the expressions to be equivalent in their
physical-signaling properties related to emotion and to be expressed by
members of all observer cultures. Studies involving an expression from
Culture A without the same expression from Culture B and an expres-
sion from Culture B without the same expression from Culture A cannot
address questions about the ingroup advantage because the judgments
are inherently confounded by expression type.

Consider, for instance, a hypothetical study in which members of
Cultures A and B judge culture-specific, nonequivalent expressions of
both A and B, and the data show that A is relatively more accurate when
judging expressions of A, and B is relatively more accurate when judg-
ing expressions of B (which is the way many of the studies to date have
been conducted). Although this finding has been interpreted as evidence
for an ingroup advantage, it is impossible to know whether the effect
occurs because people judge other people of their same culture better
or they judge those particular expressions more accurately. Whereas
some may conclude that cultural meaning and expression cannot be
separated in this fashion, I suggest that it is an empirical question that
should be addressed by data. For example, the study would also need to
include local expressions of A expressed by B and local expressions of B
expressed by A. In this fully balanced and equivalent design, it is possi-
ble that judges of Culture A are more accurate than judges of Culture B
when judging local expressions of A expressed by B. If this were the case,
then the first set of findings that suggests the existence of an ingroup
advantage really are not occurring because people judge other people of
their same culture more accurately but rather because they judge certain
expressions more accurately – and that they will do so regardless of the
people expressing them, thus not reflecting a cultural ingroup advantage
per se. Such a finding would also empirically test the assumption that
culture and expressions are inseparable. (To be sure, if people of Culture
B do not actually do the culture-specific expressions of Culture A, the
ecological validity of this experiment would be questionable. Data on
expression usage would be needed to address this issue.)

To clarify the implication of this problem, let us suppose that we con-
ducted a study like that of Ricci-Bitti and colleagues (1989) described ear-
lier that included not only the previous expressions but also expressions
of Southern Italians’ contempt (i.e., AU 10 sometimes with AU 9) por-
trayed by Northern Italians, and expressions of Northern Italians’ con-
tempt (i.e., AUs 10 + 14) by Southern Italians. If Southern Italians judged
expressions of AU 10 sometimes with AU 9 portrayed by Northern
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Italians as well as Southern Italians, then the decoding differences are
not representative of an ingroup advantage per se but rather of an advan-
tage in judging those expressions regardless of who displays it. Although
expression usage data may indeed show that Southern Italians actually
portray this expression more than others, such a finding would lead to
a somewhat different conclusion about the nature of judge culture dif-
ferences, indicating that the ingroup effect does not occur because of a
match between encoder and decoder cultures but because of a match
between decoders and expressions with which they are more familiar.

Although this notion may not be far removed from Elfenbein and
colleagues’ notion of emotion dialects, I believe this distinction is a cru-
cial one for social psychology to make because it has implications for
our understanding of interpersonal processes and the development of
intercultural sensitivity. If we believe that the ingroup-advantage effect
occurs because of matches between people’s visible cultural character-
istics, this implies that there is something inherently different about
people from different cultures solely because of the visible facial cues
associated with their ethnicity or race (which is exactly the assumption
made in all the studies to date). If, however, we believe that the ingroup-
advantage effect occurs because of our familiarity with expressions – not
necessarily people of other cultures per se – this understanding implies
that we are different not because of our visible facial cues due to race
or ethnicity but rather because of differences in learned social practices.
This is an important distinction to make vis-à-vis our understanding of
social interactions.

Thus, as I stated earlier (Matsumoto, 2002), the requirement of stim-
ulus equivalence is not mutually exclusive to the desirability of spon-
taneous and/or culture-specific expressions. Stimulus equivalence can
and should be established for such stimuli, and the creation of such stim-
uli is not a problem and, in fact, is desirable. It would still be method-
ologically necessary to establish that stimuli generated in this fashion in
multiple cultures were equivalent in their physical signaling properties.
Without stimulus equivalence judge culture differences are unavoidably
confounded by stimulus differences.

Possible Sources of the Ingroup Effect and Additional
Methodological Requirements

I believe that Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002a) suggestion that nonequiv-
alent expressions are the only type that should be used to test the
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ingroup-advantage hypothesis is also limited because it ignores the pos-
sibility that the ingroup effect may occur for reasons other than cultural
differences in expression. The ingroup-advantage hypothesis itself – that
members of a cultural group are more accurate in recognizing the emotions of
members of their own culture than of other, relatively more disparate groups –
might occur because of culture-specific expressions and because they are
decoded more accurately by people of the same culture. However, the
effect can also exist for other reasons, including other encoder effects
as well as those inside the decoder. The use of nonequivalent stim-
uli, however, renders it impossible to separate encoder from decoder
effects in the design because judge culture differences in judgments
are inherently confounded by expression differences across encoder
cultures (which may also represent a methodological artifact). In con-
sidering the most appropriate methodological requirements to test the
ingroup effect, therefore, it is important to identify the potential sources
of the effect and to incorporate them into studies examining it, if one
wants to make claims about why the effect exists. In this section, I dis-
cuss the two main theoretical sources of the effect: encoder and decoder
effects.

Encoder Effects

Elfenbein and colleagues suggested that the ingroup effect exists
because of cultural differences in emotional expression (which they
called “emotion dialects”) and that people are more accurate when judg-
ing such expressions because those expressions are differentially used in
their culture (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a, 2003b; Elfenbein et al., 2002).
Thus, for instance, raising an eyebrow could be a sign of skepticism in a
culture. If people of that culture judged expressions of encoders raising
an eyebrow, they are likely to respond that the expression was one of
skepticism. A judge from another culture, however, may not respond
with skepticism because the expression may not be used or may have a
different meaning in that culture.

A major limitation to Elfenbein and colleagues’ previous studies,
however, is the fact that Elfenbein and colleagues never measured the
emotional expressions portrayed in the stimuli used in their judgment
studies, nor have they used such culturally different expressions. They
simply used stimuli that were available, found evidence for differen-
tial judgments of them, and interpreted those differential judgments
to occur because of presumed expression differences in the encoders.
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But, because expressions were never measured in any study, there is,
in fact, no direct linkage of expression differences in the stimuli with
the decoding differences in the judges. Thus, interpretations concern-
ing ingroup effects occurring because of “subtle expression differences”
are strictly unwarranted by the data and speculative (albeit interesting)
until a study directly links them.

For example, in all studies they have reported until now, the Ameri-
can stimuli have included Ekman and Friesen’s Pictures of Facial Affect
(PFA) (Ekman & Friesen, 1976). The stimuli of other encoder cultures
used in their studies (i.e., India, Japan, and China) were created by
posing (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a, 2003b; Elfenbein et al., 2002). To
provide some degree of equivalence among the stimulus sets, indepen-
dent samples of observers in all cultures judged the expressions of the
same culture in all studies; recognition rates were high in all cases, with
considerable variability. Elfenbein and colleagues never measured the
actual expressions used in the stimuli, nor did they link those expressive
differences with actual expression differences that occur in the cultures
of the encoders. Without having done so, it is methodologically impos-
sible to suggest that the ingroup effect they observed was due to expres-
sion differences. The use of independent judgment data in this case has
little meaning because similarities or differences in agreement levels on
these stimuli can occur for a variety of reasons, of which expressive
difference is but one factor.

Moreover, expressive differences are only one of the ways in which
encoders may be a source of the effect. Expressions are produced by
innervation of the facial muscles, but the messages associated with the
signaling properties of the face are not limited to the morphological
changes associated with muscle innervation (Ekman, 1979). For exam-
ple, there are wide individual (and, it is supposed, ethnic and cultural)
differences in facial physiognomies – that is, the physical features of
the face – and these may contribute differentially to emotion-related
signals independent of the expressions themselves. Individuals with
protruding eyebrows, for instance, may be perceived as staring more,
and individuals with double eyelids may produce more sclera – i.e., the
whites above the eyes – than individuals with single eyelids for the
same degree of innervation. In fact, one study did indeed find differ-
ences in judgments of fear and anger between Americans and Japanese
as a function of the degree of white above the eyes shown in these emo-
tions (Matsumoto, 1989b). Rounder faces with larger eyes give baby-face
features, whereas longer faces with thinner eyes may portray a harsher
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message. All of these physical features associated with the face may
contribute to emotion messages, although to date there have been no
systematic studies of their effects.

In addition to the physiognomy, there are other signals from the face
that may affect emotion judgment, including hair style and length, type
and length of facial hair, and facial pigmentation, all of which may
have been operating in the studies to date. Other cues in everyday life
additionally compound the picture, such as cosmetics, eyeglasses, jew-
elry, and the like (although these were not a factor in the stimulus sets
used in research to date). All of these nonexpressive facial cues con-
tribute to the messages perceived in the face, and these most likely
accounted for Marsh et al.’s (2003) finding that individuals can judge
which expressors in Matsumoto and Ekman’s Japanese and Caucasian
Facial Expressions of Emotion (JACFEE) were Japanese nationals and
which were Japanese Americans. Although these researchers attributed
their findings to subtle expression differences, it is likely that those dif-
ferences occurred because of differences in nonexpressive features of the
faces.

In their most recent study, Elfenbein and colleagues created hemi-
facial composites of Indian, Japanese, and American expressions and
asked observers in those countries to judge them (Elfenbein et al., 2004).
They interpreted the finding that left hemifacial composites were more
recognizable to ingroup members as providing some support for the
notion that the ingroup effect was linked to subtle differences in the
expressions. But, in the design and discussion of the study, they failed
to recognize there is a major difference between neural innervation of the
right and left sides of the face based on voluntary versus involuntary/
spontaneous expressions. The left side is innervated more strongly than
the right when expressions are produced voluntarily; when expres-
sions are produced spontaneously, they are symmetrical (Ekman et al.,
1981; Hager & Ekman, 1985; Matsumoto & Lee, 1993; Rinn, 1984). Thus,
another way to interpret Elfenbein and colleagues’ most recent finding
on hemifacial composites is that the ingroup effect demonstrated using
those stimuli (and supposedly others like it) may be limited to volun-
tary expressions posed for the purposes of stimulus creation. Whether
the ingroup effect exists for spontaneously occurring expressions is left
as an open question (and these expressions presumably are related to
cultural differences in expression or emotion dialects); more important,
the degree to which other possible sources of encoder contributions is
unknown.
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Decoder Effects

Although the interpretations of the ingroup effect to date have focused
on possible encoder sources contributing to the effect (and focusing
only on possible expressive differences while ignoring other potential
encoder effects), it is also possible that decoder sources contribute to
the effect. For instance, judges may be more motivated to recognize the
emotions of members of their own culture, or their judgments may be
affected by stereotype-based biases (see Chapter 2 by Hess et al., this vol-
ume). Alternatively, observers may be more anxious when judging emo-
tions expressed by people with facial physiognomies or morphologies
with which they are not familiar, despite similarities in the expressions
themselves, and this anxiety may interfere with judgments. People may
experience more anxiety when judging the expressions of others from
a different culture because of the uncertainty concerning the expres-
sions or the context of judgment. Uncertainty is, in fact, a major compo-
nent of intercultural interactions, and research has demonstrated that
people in such interactions engage in a number of strategies to reduce
it (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1984; Gudykunst et al., 1986; Gudykunst et
al., 1985). A recent study (Mullins & Duke, 2004), however, indicated
that social anxiety, although correlated with increased response times
in judging expressions, was not correlated with accuracy rates, arguing
against this possible explanation.

Other decoder factors may contribute to the ingroup effect and, unfor-
tunately, these effects cannot be ruled out in Elfenbein and Ambady’s
studies to date because those studies employed stimuli that were not
equivalent in their physical-signaling properties related to emotion (see
discussions by Elfenbein and Ambady [2002a] and Matsumoto [2002]).
With regard to facial expressions, equivalence in the physical-signaling
properties related to emotion would require that the same facial mus-
cles be innervated at the same intensity levels across encoder cultures.
In Ekman and Friesen’s (1978) FACS terminology, stimulus equivalence
would require the same AUs innervated at the same intensity levels.
Although the stimulus sets used in their studies of Indian, Japanese,
and Chinese expressions (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b; Elfenbein et al.,
2002; Elfenbein et al., 2004) were produced using the same procedures
as Ekman and Friesen’s PFA (Ekman & Friesen, 1976), there were no
data reported by Elfenbein and colleagues nor by the creators of those
stimulus sets (Mandal et al., 1996; Wang & Markham, 1999) to suggest
that the actual expressions themselves, via FACS coding or any other
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facial measurement system, were the same (or different, for that matter)
across encoder cultures in the stimulus sets.

Two More Methodological Requirements

Based on this discussion, let me add two more methodological features
that are necessary to test the ingroup-advantage hypothesis if, as Elfen-
bein and colleagues believe, it occurs because of cultural differences
in expression. First, studies need to document those expressive dif-
ferences (i.e., emotion dialects) in the cultures being tested, preferably
through actual measurement of expressive behavior when emotions are
spontaneously aroused. Then, stimuli need to be created that match
those culturally different expressions, and the same expressions need
to be portrayed in all encoder cultures. If the ingroup effect occurs with
these stimuli and then only on the stimuli expressed by encoders of the
same culture as the judges, then and only then can one safely con-
clude that the ingroup effect occurs because of cultural differences in
expressivity.

Second, because nonmorphological aspects of faces, such as facial
physiognomy and cosmetics, may contribute to emotion signaling, these
need to be controlled across encoder cultures. If expressions used as
stimuli are different across encoder cultures and the encoders differ
in nonmorphological aspects of their faces, then judgment differences
across encoder cultures are inherently confounded by the nonexpressive
aspects of the face. Only studies eliminating this possibility and isolating
the effect to expression differences would allow for an interpretation like
the one made by Elfenbein and colleagues.

None of the studies reported in support of the ingroup effect meets
these criteria. As described previously, all of Elfenbein and colleagues’
own research involves expressions created by directed facial action
tasks. Although it is true that the experimenters who created the stim-
ulus sets in India, Japan, and China used in their studies were of the
same encoder culture, in no instance did they elicit emotions from the
participants in a natural way, as suggested by Elfenbein and Ambady’s
previous comments. Thus, not only do the stimuli not allow for an inter-
pretation of the observed ingroup effect to occur because of cultural dif-
ferences in expression, they also are not congruent with Elfenbein and
colleagues’ own notions of how stimuli should be created. And nowhere
has there been any mention of the possible contribution of nonmorpho-
logical features of the faces to emotion judgments.
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Re-Reviewing the Previous Literature

To further examine the import of these criteria in understanding the
available literature regarding the ingroup hypothesis, I reexamined the
sixteen balanced studies cited in Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002b) Table 4
that were the basis for their test of the ingroup effect. Although Elfenbein
and Ambady meta-analyzed the statistical findings of these studies, they
did not evaluate them with regard to whether the stimuli were equiva-
lent across expressor ethnicities in their physical signaling characteris-
tics. I evaluated them with regard to whether the stimuli were posed or
spontaneously expressed, the method of emotion elicitation, the criteria
the original authors used to select the expressions, and evidence that the
physical signaling properties of the expressions were equivalent across
ethnicities. In conducting this examination, I dropped the two studies
that were unpublished dissertations (Buchman, 1973; Kretsch, 1969), but
added three studies that were published since the original meta-analysis
(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a, 2003b, Studies 1 and 2), and one previ-
ously omitted study (Mandal et al., 1996). Analyses revealed that for ten
of the eighteen studies (Table 7.2), significant interactions supported the
ingroup-advantage hypothesis, whereas eight did not. But, more impor-
tant, five studies actually provided some evidence (i.e., filtered speech
or FACS coding) that the physical signaling properties of the expres-
sions used as stimuli were mostly equivalent in their physical signaling
properties across the expressor ethnicities (Albas, McCluskey, & Albas,
1976; Kilbride & Yarczower, 1983; McCluskey, Albas, Niemi, Cuevas,
& Ferrer, 1975; McCluskey & Albas, 1981; Mehta, Ward, & Strongman,
1992). Four of these were associated with nonsignificant interactions.
Two studied facial expressions (Kilbride & Yarczower, 1983; Mehta et al.,
1992) and both provided FACS coding for the expressions. Both are per-
tinent because the FACS codes were equivalent across the expressors.
Yet, the relevant interactions were not significant.

With regard to the methodological requirement of naturally occurring
expressions, of the seventeen studies, only one involved spontaneous
emotional expressions (Machida, 1986). (Another study – Nowicki,
Glanville, & Demertzis, 1998 – did involve spontaneous expressions,
but they were mixed with the posed expressions so that it was not
clear to what the data referred.) This study did not reveal a significant
interaction either; but, at the same time, it did not provide evidence
that the expressions judged were equivalent in their physical signaling
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properties. Thus, of the seventeen studies, none involved spontaneous
expressions by individuals of two different cultures that were equivalent
in their physical signaling properties.

There is one lone exception, however, that was omitted from Elfen-
bein and Ambady’s (2002b) meta-analysis. Ekman’s classic report with
Japanese and American participants included two studies that involved
the judgment of spontaneous expressions across the two cultures
(Ekman, 1972). In the expression condition of their experiment, Amer-
ican and Japanese students viewed neutral and stressful stimuli. Their
spontaneous expressions of disgust, anger, fear, sadness, and happiness
were comparable to each other (the correlation between the coded facial
behaviors of Americans and Japanese = 0.88); however, they were not
perfectly matched (77.44 percent overlap; 22.56 percent nonoverlap),
thereby providing some evidence of culture-specific responding. One-
minute clips of the participants’ spontaneous behaviors from both the
neutral and stress film conditions were shown to different samples of
both American and Japanese observers, who judged which film the par-
ticipants were watching. Simple effects comparisons of observer and
expressor culture that corresponded exactly to the target interactions
predicted by the ingroup-advantage hypothesis were all nonsignifi-
cant. Also, correlations between the Japanese and American observer
responses separately for each expressor were high for both expressor
cultures in both studies (ranging from 0.77 to 0.86), arguing against the
ingroup-advantage hypothesis. These are the only studies to date that
involve spontaneous emotional expressions by two different cultures
and judged by both cultures and did not support the ingroup-advantage
hypothesis.

Summary

This review makes clear that although the ingroup-advantage hypoth-
esis is interesting, provocative, and certainly worthy of further explo-
ration, the evidence presented to date does not support it. The studies
conducted by Elfenbein and her colleagues do not meet the require-
ments of stimulus equivalence or spontaneously elicited emotion, and
the meta-analyses and literature reviews conducted to date have not
reviewed the studies in terms of whether they utilized stimuli that
were equivalent in their physical signaling properties. Moreover, none
of the studies have controlled for the possible influence of nonmor-
phological aspects of the faces on judgments. Although Elfenbein and
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Ambady (2003a) concluded that “the effect replicates across a range
of experimental methods and nonverbal channels of communication”
(p. 95), I suggest that no definitive conclusions about it can be made
based on that evidence.

Studies Testing the Ingroup-Advantage Hypothesis Using the
Japanese and Caucasian Facial Expressions of Emotion (JACFEE)

In addition to the studies described previously, cross-cultural research
from our laboratory involving judgments of Matsumoto and Ekman’s
JACFEE (Matsumoto & Ekman, 1988) by American, Japanese, and Asian
American observers (Biehl et al., 1997; Matsumoto, 1992, 1993) also speak
to the ingroup-advantage hypothesis. The JACFEE consists of fifty-six
expressions – that is, eight examples of seven emotions – portrayed by
different individuals: half by Caucasians, the other half by Japanese (half
male, half female). All faces were reliably coded using the FACS (Ekman
& Friesen, 1978) to ensure that the muscles innervated in the expres-
sions corresponded to the universal, prototypical signals of emotion (as
depicted by Ekman & Friesen, 1975). Within emotion, the expressions
include exactly the same facial muscles innervated at exactly the same
intensity levels according to FACS coding, not a group of observers.
Thus, balanced studies involving the JACFEE provide a valid test of the
ingroup-advantage hypothesis.

Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) questioned the use of the JACFEE
on two grounds. First, they argued that because some of the posers
were Japanese Americans and others were Japanese nationals living in
the United States, the Japanese expressions of the JACFEE were not
really Japanese; instead, they labeled these expressors as “Americans”
(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a, p. 245) and suggested that this characte-
ristic limited the ability of the JACFEE to test the ingroup-advantage
hypothesis. Second, Elfenbein and Ambady argued that the JACFEE
expressions used “imitation facial musculature patterns” because
“posers of Japanese ethnicity were essentially asked to pose American
faces – expressions that met American norms regarding emotional
expression” (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a, pp. 245–246) and that the faces
did not portray Japanese expressions. Elfenbein and Ambady concluded
that the previous JACFEE studies essentially included “American faces
and imitations of expressions empirically derived from American faces”
(p. 246) and, for that reason, one would expect no ingroup-advantage
effects.
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Because Elfenbein and Ambady (2002a) made these claims about the
JACFEE, it is important to discuss the validity base of the JACFEE to
portray emotion prior to presenting findings from the studies using it
relevant to the ingroup-advantage hypothesis.

The Validity of the JACFEE

Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002a) characterization of the expressions por-
trayed in the JACFEE is incorrect. Multiple studies examining sponta-
neous facial behaviors in various types of emotion-eliciting situations
have amply demonstrated that the facial-muscle configurations in the
JACFEE expressions represent emotional expressions that actually occur
spontaneously in real life situations (Berenbaum & Oltmanns, 1992;
Bonanno & Keltner, 2004; Camras et al., 1992; Chesney et al., 1990; Ekman
et al., 1990; Ekman et al., 1980; Ekman et al., 1988; Ekman et al., 1997;
Ellgring, 1986; Frank et al., 1993; Gosselin et al., 1995; Heller & Haynal,
1994; Keltner et al., 1995; Rosenberg & Ekman, 1994; Ruch, 1993, 1995).
All of these studies reported facial muscle configurations arising from
spontaneously elicited emotion corresponding to those in the JACFEE.
It is important that the studies involved not only American participants
but also participants from other countries.

Data from Ekman’s (1972) study of the spontaneous facial behav-
iors of Americans and Japanese viewing stress films also indicated
clearly that the expressions of the JACFEE correspond to spontaneously
occurring emotional expressions produced by Japanese individuals. In
that study, participants in both cultures viewed a neutral and highly
stressful film (comprised of four separate clips). Unbeknownst to them,
their facial behaviors were recorded throughout the entire experiment.
Ekman coded the last three minutes of facial behavior videotaped dur-
ing the neutral films and the entire three minutes of the last stress film
clip using the Facial Affect Scoring Technique (FAST), a precursor to
and ultimately a subset of FACS. FAST coding identified facial-muscle
configurations associated with six emotions: anger, disgust, fear, hap-
piness, sadness, and surprise. All corresponded to the facial expres-
sions portrayed in the stimuli used in their judgment studies (Ekman,
1972; Ekman, Friesen, & Ellsworth, 1972; Ekman et al., 1969) in the
descriptions of the universal emotions in their book, Unmasking the
Face (Ekman & Friesen, 1975); in their stimulus set, Pictures of Facial
Affect (Ekman & Friesen, 1976); and in the JACFEE (see Ekman, 1972,
Chart 1, pp. 251–252). These configurations identified by FAST also
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corresponded to those currently in use in Ekman and Friesen’s Emotion
FACS (EMFACS) coding system (Gottman, 1993; Matsumoto, Ekman,
& Fridlund, 1991). Two sets of analyses were performed on the FAST
codes, one involving separate facial areas and one involving the whole
face, combining codes from all facial areas; data on the second analy-
sis are especially pertinent to the JACFEE. Analysis of the frequency of
the types of emotions portrayed in the whole face indicated that dis-
gust, sadness, anger, and surprise were the most frequently displayed
emotions, but fear and happiness were also displayed (see Table 2,
Ekman, 1972, p. 256). The correlation between the Americans and the
Japanese on the frequencies of these whole face emotions expressed
spontaneously was 0.88, indicating a high degree of consistency in the
spontaneous production of whole face expression configurations by
both Americans and Japanese corresponding to those portrayed in the
JACFEE.

Furthermore, the spontaneous emotional displays of Japanese and
American infants were more recently examined in a study by Camras
and her colleagues (Camras, Oster, Campos, Miyake, & Bradshaw, 1992),
who videotaped babies’ reactions to an experimental procedure known
as arm restraint. In this procedure, experimenters hold a baby’s hands
folded across the stomach until the baby shows distress or for a maxi-
mum of three minutes. Videotapes of the babies’ facial reactions were
coded using a modified version of FACS. FACS coding indicated facial
muscle configurations corresponding to the JACFEE configurations of
anger, sadness, fear, and happiness. Examination of differences in these
expressions produced a nonsignificant culture effect, indicating that
there were no differences in the spontaneous expressions of Japanese
and American infants. A progress report by the same team of researchers
on a new project involving American, Japanese, and Chinese eleven-
month-old infants also produced the same nonsignificant culture effects
on facial displays (Campos et al., 2004).

A final source of data supporting the contention that the expres-
sions portrayed in the JACFEE are not of “American norms” is the
wealth of judgment data involving not only Japanese observers but also
observers from many cultures of the world, including preliterate cul-
tures that reliably judge the expressions portrayed in the JACFEE (and
of Ekman and Friesen’s PFA) as the emotions intended (Biehl et al.,
1997; Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Ekman et al., 1969; Ekman, 1972; Ekman,
Friesen, O’Sullivan, Chan, et al., 1987; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b; Izard,
1971; Matsumoto, 2001). Many of these studies were conducted inde-
pendently by multiple scientists (see a review of twenty-seven studies
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compiled in Matsumoto, 2001). If the expressions were imitations of
American norms, it would be highly unlikely that such data would be
obtained so consistently.

Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002a) claim is also somewhat mitigated by
their own subsequent work in which they demonstrated that Americans
could reliably guess that the expressors who were Japanese nationals
were indeed born and raised in Japan (Marsh, Elfenbein, & Ambady,
2003). If participants can make such deductions, then the claim that the
JACFEE’s Japanese expressions are of Americans is questionable. More-
over, the more valid question is whether Japanese observers would rea-
sonably assume that the Japanese expressions are portrayed by Japanese
and that the Caucasian expressions are not. We believe that this assump-
tion is reasonable. Furthermore, in one of the studies we conducted
(described herein), American and Japanese observers were instructed
that the Caucasian expressors are U.S.–born and raised as Americans
and the Japanese expressors are Japan–born and raised Japanese, and
there was still no evidence of the ingroup-advantage effect.

Based on the evidence available, therefore, I conclude that the JACFEE
portrays expressions that are spontaneously produced not only by
Americans and Japanese but also panculturally.

Why Use the JACFEE If the Ingroup Advantage Occurs
Because of Culture-Specific Expressions?

Elfenbein and colleagues used the term “emotion dialects” to label cul-
tural variations in emotional displays or expressive styles and to explain
why the ingroup advantage exists (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a, 2003a,
2003b). (The degree to which this concept is different than Ekman’s
notion of display rules is not clear.) They propose that members of a
culture can better recognize the emotions of others in the same culture
because the cultural variations are more recognizable to them. If this is
the case, then one question that arises is whether the JACFEE can be used
to test the ingroup-advantage hypothesis at all because the expressions
in the JACFEE are clearly not expressions of such culturally prescribed
emotion dialects.

I suggest that the JACFEE should be used to test the ingroup-
advantage hypothesis (along with other types of stimuli, of course).
Elfenbein and Ambady included multiple studies involving universal
prototypical facial emotions like those in the JACFEE (Ekman & Friesen,
1971; Ekman et al., 1987; Ekman et al., 1969; Haidt & Keltner, 1999; Izard,
1971) in their original meta-analysis in which they reported evidence in
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support of an ingroup effect (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b). Some, in
fact, included the JACFEE (Biehl et al., 1997; Matsumoto & Assar, 1992;
Matsumoto & Ekman, 1988). Additionally, two of their latest studies
involved Ekman and Friesen’s PFA, which portray the same expressions
as in the JACFEE, and expressions produced in other cultures based on
the PFA (Elfenbein, Mandal, Ambady, & Harizuka, 2002; Elfenbein &
Ambady, 2003b). The inclusion of these studies gives the impression
that the ingroup advantage existed despite the lack of differences in the
expressions used to test recognition – that is, that there might have been
something inherent in the visual cues related to culture or ethnicity that
made it easier for people of a culture to recognize the expressions of
members of their own culture. Elfenbein and colleagues call these “non-
verbal accents” (Marsh et al., 2003).

Moreover, studies involving the JACFEE allow us to isolate possible
sources of the effect if found. That is, because the stimuli portrayed in the
JACFEE are exactly equivalent, if the ingroup effect is found with such
stimuli, it would indicate that the effect exists despite the fact that the
expressions were the same; thus, the effect would have to exist because
of decoder effects. If the effect did not occur, however, we would be
fairly confident in ruling out decoder effects in contributing to it.

For these reasons, studies of the ingroup-advantage hypothesis using
universal prototypical facial emotions are just as important as studies
involving culturally varied expressions. We contend that the expres-
sions portrayed in the JACFEE reflect prototypical, full face expressions
of emotions that occur panculturally; that the facial muscle configu-
rations portrayed in the JACFEE correspond to emotional expressions
that spontaneously occur with people of different cultures, including
Japanese; and that they constitute a valid set of stimuli with which to
test the ingroup-advantage hypothesis. Neither the Japanese nor the
Caucasian expressions in the JACFEE represent Japanese or Ameri-
can norms in expression; they were never designed to represent such
norms, nor has it ever been claimed to do so. We do not agree with
the suggestion that it cannot test the ingroup-advantage hypothesis
because it does not represent such norms; rather, it tests the ingroup-
advantage hypothesis with expressions that occur across cultures (but,
clearly, they cannot be used to test the emotion dialect hypothesis of
Elfenbein and others). Studies using the JACFEE were included in
Elfenbein and Ambady’s original meta-analysis, so it met their criteria
for inclusion to examine the effect as well. Our reliance on the JACFEE
in previous studies is not to imply that other types of expressions are
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not worthy of study. Certainly, there are other expressions that need
to be studied, including culture-specific ones, provided those studies
meet the methodological requirements of balanced designs and stimulus
equivalence.

Research Testing the Ingroup-Advantage Hypothesis Using the JACFEE

Of the studies reported until now that showed the JACFEE to American
and Japanese judges, none found any support for the ingroup-advantage
hypothesis (Matsumoto, 2002). When cultural differences were reported,
they showed that Americans judge the expressions more accurately than
the Japanese regardless of the ethnicity of the expressor (Matsumoto,
1992), supporting the notion of cultural decoding rules introduced ear-
lier. A study comparing judgments of Asian versus European Americans
also found no evidence for the hypothesis (Matsumoto, 1993).

Different Versions of the Ingroup-Advantage Hypothesis

In Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002b) meta-analysis, the cultural congru-
ence between observer and expressor was operationalized by the con-
gruence of the origins of the expressors and perceivers. But, in all studies
when observers judged stimuli, they had no information whatsoever
about the cultural background of the expressors other than whatever
physical characteristics they could see or hear. If cultural congruence
influenced judgments, it must have done so through the similarity or
discrepancy of the physical characteristics of the expressors portrayed
to the observers in an implicit comparison because this was the only
source of information about the expressor given to the observers.

If this is so, then different forms of the ingroup-advantage hypoth-
esis can be derived (although we suggest herein that this may not be
the most fruitful way to conceptualize the hypothesis). Elfenbein and
Ambady’s (2002b) original meta-analysis and their subsequent stud-
ies (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a; Elfenbein et al., 2002) focused on
the ethnic/racial/cultural congruence between expressor and perceiver,
stating that people were more accurate in judging emotions of others
who were of the same cultural group than of those who were from
different cultural groups. We call this the cultural ingroup-advantage
hypothesis.

If there are differences in emotional expression between men and
women, and if gender can be construed as a product of culture, then
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another version of the ingroup-advantage hypothesis would suggest
that men more accurately perceive the emotions of other men and
women more accurately those of other women. In fact, there are ample
studies documenting expression and judgment differences between
men and women (Hall, 1978, 1984). There are also a number of works
suggesting that gender is a cultural product and that gender differences
are a type of cultural difference (Bem, 1981). Elfenbein and Ambady
themselves stated that “depending on the definition of culture one uses,
gender might also be appropriate to include as a cultural group” (Elfen-
bein & Ambady, 2002b, p. 207). If this is the case, a logical extension of
the ingroup-advantage hypothesis is that it occurs for gender as well.
We call this the gender ingroup-advantage hypothesis.

In actuality, the question of possible gender ingroup advantage in
decoding accuracy was addressed well in the previous literature. Hall’s
(1978) meta-analysis published more than twenty-five years ago, for
instance, examined that question both between and within studies and
reported no evidence for it; no study since has reported such evidence
either. But, because it is unclear as to whether the physical-signal char-
acteristics associated with the stimuli used in previous studies testing
the effect were equivalent across gender, our recent studies using the
JACFEE have tested for this version of the ingroup-advantage hypoth-
esis as well.

Recent Research

Recently, we conducted three studies using the JACFEE to test the cul-
tural and gender ingroup-advantage hypothesis (Matsumoto & Choi,
2004). In Study 1, we aggregated judgment data from seven previous
studies in which both American and Japanese judges saw the JACFEE at
different intensity levels and judged the emotions they saw in the stim-
uli. This allowed us to test the culture and gender ingroup-advantage
hypotheses for both high- and low-intensity expressions. The total sam-
ple included 1,020 U.S.–born and raised Americans and 382 Japan–born
and raised Japanese. The stimuli included the fifty-six full-face expres-
sions of the JACFEE; in some studies, judges saw low-intensity versions
of sixteen of the JACFEE expressions produced by computer morphing
techniques. In all studies participants were asked to judge the emo-
tion in the face using a fixed choice judgment task involving either
emotion labels or stories. We recoded the categorical judgment data
into hit/miss scores, averaged across examples of each expressor type,
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and computed full factorial Analyses of Variance (ANOVAs). (Because
these data are averaged across expressions, they are not binary; in
actuality, they are counts of the number of accurate recognitions within
the various subject factors. For the target interaction being tested, the
score ranges from 0 to 56.) The culture and gender ingroup-advantage
hypotheses were tested by examining judge culture by expressor ethnic-
ity and judge gender by expressor gender interactions, respectively. The
ingroup-advantage hypothesis would predict that these interactions are
significant and in a specific direction. Both interactions, however, were
not significant, indicating no support for either version of the ingroup-
advantage hypothesis.

In Study 2, we tried to optimize the degree to which observers thought
that the Caucasian expressors of the JACFEE were Americans while the
Asian expressors were Japanese. In this study, we blocked the Caucasian
expressions into one set and the Japanese expressions into another to
maximize the differences between them and explicitly told American
and Japanese observers that the Caucasians were U.S.–born and raised
as Americans and that the Japanese were Japan–born and raised as
Japanese. We also included a control group of American observers who
did not receive the nationality instructions. The judgment task was the
same fixed-choice task as used in Study 1. The findings produced non-
significant interactions for the culture and gender ingroup-advantage
hypotheses, once again indicating no support for them.

In Study 3, we aggregated data from two previous studies (Mat-
sumoto, LeRoux, Bernhard, & Gray, 2004; Matsumoto et al., 2000) involv-
ing American judges that utilized the Japanese and Caucasian Brief
Affect Recognition Test (JACBART), which is a high-speed presentation
of the JACFEE expressions that produces reliable individual differences
in emotion recognition accuracy (Matsumoto et al., 2000) to test the gen-
der ingroup-advantage hypothesis. The JACBART randomly presents
each of the fifty-six JACFEE expressions for 1/5 s embedded within a 1s
neutral presentation of the same expressor’s neutral expression. There is
a 3s inter-stimulus interval and an orienting tone 1s prior to each presen-
tation. Accuracy rates on the JACBART are much lower than for either
high- or low-intensity expressions presented at long exposures such as
those used in Studies 1 and 2. The JACBART also provides good item
discrimination and reliable individual differences (Matsumoto et al.,
2000). Because the only difference between the JACFEE and JACBART
is the speed of presentation, not the nature of the expressions them-
selves, they allow for a direct comparison of results that can isolate
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the cause of judgment differences, if any. The judgment task was the
same fixed choice task used in Studies 1 and 2. The analyses produced a
nonsignificant interaction between judge gender and expressor gender,
once again indicating no support for this version of the hypothesis.

In all studies, we also examined the judge culture and gender main
effects. These effects are orthogonal to the interactions, and previous
research consistently reported moderate judge culture effects (Biehl
et al., 1997; Matsumoto, 1992; Matsumoto et al., 2002; Matsumoto, Kasri,
& Kooken, 1999) and weak-moderate judge sex effects (Hall, 1978; Hall
& Matsumoto, 2004). In the past, the interactions reflecting the ingroup-
advantage hypothesis were used to argue against overall judge culture
decoding effects (see Elfenbein et al., 2002). But, given that they rep-
resent two orthogonal effects, the presence of one does not speak to
the presence or absence of the other. Certainly, an ingroup-advantage
effect theoretically may coexist simultaneously with overall judge cul-
ture decoding effects. In Study 1, the judge culture main effect was
significant for both high- and low-intensity expressions, indicating that
Americans were more accurate at recognizing the emotions than were
the Japanese. The same results were obtained in Study 2. These findings
lent further support for the notion of cultural decoding rules affecting
judgments. Likewise, judge sex main effects were significant in most
analyses, replicating the well-established finding that women are more
accurate in recognizing emotions than men.

Thus, across all studies, neither the culture nor the gender ingroup-
advantage hypothesis was supported regardless of whether observers
judged full-face, high- or low-intensity expressions (Study 1); even when
observers were explicitly told that Caucasian expressors were U.S.–born
and raised as Americans and that the Asian expressors were Japan–born
and raised as Japanese (Study 2); and when the stimuli were presented
at high speeds to reduce ceiling effects and produce individual differ-
ences (Study 3). We believe that these studies are the most appropriate
to test both versions of the hypothesis because of the balanced design
and the equivalence in the physical-signaling properties of the stimuli
across ethnicities and genders, and because the expressions are valid
analogs of expressions that occur in real life. Furthermore, I reviewed
the findings of the three studies reported previously with regard to
whether they differed according to whether the Asian expressors were
Japanese or Japanese American; they did not. The same argument cannot
be made about the male and female expressors, and the gender version
of the ingroup-advantage hypothesis was not supported either. Finally,
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a recent study conducted by another laboratory using stimuli that were
equivalent in their physical-signaling properties comparing judgments
and expressions of various Canadian ethnic groups found no evidence
of the ingroup effect either (Beaupré & Hess, 2005).

Conclusion

The absence of the ingroup effect using the JACFEE – that is, when the
stimuli were equivalent in their physical signaling properties related to
emotion – rules out the possibility that superficial differences in physical
appearance across encoder cultures comprise the basis for the ingroup
advantage observed in other studies. As mentioned earlier, the ingroup
advantage that was observed previously may have occurred because
of factors associated with either the encoder or the decoder. The non-
findings strongly suggest that the ingroup advantage, therefore, may be
occurring because of encoder effects.

Although on the surface this interpretation would appear to pro-
vide support for Elfenbein and colleagues’ position that the ingroup
effect occurs because of cultural differences in emotional expressions,
as I discussed earlier, a number of nonexpressive (i.e., nonmorpholog-
ical) characteristics of the encoders may also have produced previous
effects. These characteristics include facial physiognomy, facial hair and
hairstyles, and the like. These factors may contribute to emotion signals
above and beyond or even instead of expression, and future studies will
need to systematically tease out these factors to isolate the cause of the
ingroup effect.

One way to examine whether the ingroup effect exists because of cul-
tural differences in emotional expression, as Elfenbein and colleagues
contend, and not because of nonmorphological characteristics of the
encoders used in the studies would be to test for the effect using cultur-
ally different expressions while keeping constant the nonmorphological
characteristics of the faces being judged. That is, individual and ethnic
differences in facial physiognomies, hair style and length, facial hair,
skin pigmentation, and other variables will need to be kept constant
while varying only the differences in the expressions. If the ingroup
advantage exists under such circumstances, it would be safe to con-
clude that it exists because of cultural differences in expression. In the
absence of such data, however, it is difficult to reach that conclusion
and to rule out the possibility that the effect is due to methodological
artifacts. Measurement systems to assess nonmorphological aspects of
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faces that may contribute to emotion signaling – that is, craniofacial
anthropometry – exist in other disciplines (e.g., dentistry, facial surgery,
and physical anthropology), and I encourage researchers interested in
isolating such effects to develop them.

To some degree, however, some facial characteristics, such as skin
pigmentation, may be inherently associated with differences in eth-
nicity and thus inseparable from encoder expressions. In these cases,
future studies can examine their effects by systematically controlling
for the effects of different nonmorphological characteristics to determine
which, if any, contribute to emotion signaling and thus to the ingroup
effect.

Elfenbein and colleagues’ study (2003b) involving Chinese, Chinese
American, and non–Asian American judgments of American and
Chinese faces is relevant to this point. In that study, the accuracy advan-
tage for American over Chinese emotional expressions was largest
for non–Asian Americans, next largest for Chinese Americans, fol-
lowed by Chinese living in the United States, and smallest for Chinese
in China. They interpreted that the ingroup effect was preserved even
when judges were of the same ethnicity (Chinese in China versus
Chinese Americans) and that this finding was likely due to different
expressions to communicate emotions. However, this interpretation of
the data ignores the fact that across the three Chinese groups, the expres-
sions were held constant; thus, differences in relative accuracy across
them could not possibly be attributed to differences in expressions
because the expressions being judged were all the same. Instead, those
differences must have been linked to other nonexpressive aspects of the
judgment task or stimuli, such as familiarity with judging Caucasians
or with such judgment tasks in general.

In future tests of the ingroup-advantage hypothesis, it will be neces-
sary to isolate differences in expressions across encoder cultures while
holding constant nonmorphological features of the face that may con-
tribute to emotion signaling. In conducting such tests, I reaffirm that
the expressions must be equivalent in their physical-signaling proper-
ties across encoder cultures to isolate that the effect occurs because of
encoder, not decoder, influences. Furthermore, the ingroup-advantage
hypothesis as stated by Elfenbein and Ambady, which is based on the
match between a judge-culture group and the physical characteristics of
expressors supposedly from their own culture and how I have tested it
myself in the past, is probably not the most fruitful way to examine possi-
ble ingroup-advantage effects. Ingroups are defined not so much by the
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physical similarities between people based on their ethnic, racial, or gen-
der compositions as by social psychological characteristics (Tajfel, 1982).
Ingroup members share familiarity, intimacy, trust, and commitment to
future relationships. There is no such sharing between a participant in
our research studies or in any of those that Elfenbein and Ambady used
in their meta-analyses or conducted studies. A better examination of
any possible ingroup effects would be studies that manipulated these
social-psychological parameters between judge and expressor all the
while ensuring that stimuli and study are balanced and that the stimuli
are equivalent. Such studies will be difficult to conduct properly but I
encourage the conduct of them.

Although I have found no support for either the culture or gender
ingroup-advantage hypothesis in any of the studies I conducted or in
my re-review of the literature, other researchers and I consistently found
judge culture differences regardless of expressor ethnicity. These differ-
ences suggest the existence of cultural decoding rules that affect judg-
ments. In fact, Elfenbein and colleagues’ most recent studies also found
evidence for judge-culture main effects among Americans, Indians, and
Japanese (Elfenbein et al., 2002) and between Chinese and non–Asian
Americans (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b), which supports this notion.

If judge culture effects in judging emotions exist, it is easy to see
how they can contribute to the appearance of possible ingroup effects
in unbalanced studies. In a two-culture comparison in which judges of
Cultures A and B view expressions only of Culture A, and in which a
judge-culture effect exists such that members of Culture A have higher
recognition-accuracy rates, judges of Culture B will have lower recog-
nition rates when judging expressions of Culture A that are suggestive
of the existence of possible ingroup effects. We believe that this is what
most of the studies reviewed by Elfenbein and Ambady obtained (Elfen-
bein & Ambady, 2002b). In this light, it is significant that there was no
support for the ingroup-advantage hypothesis in our study described
previously for low-intensity expressions, even though both Americans
and Japanese were more accurate in judging Japanese expressions.

The ingroup-advantage effect, if it exists, need not be mutually exclu-
sive of overall judge-culture decoding effects. As Elfenbein and col-
leagues themselves demonstrated (Elfenbein et al., 2002; Elfenbein &
Ambady, 2003b), both effects may exist within the same data set. It
makes sense that both effects are possible empirically and theoreti-
cally. Using an ANOVA analogy, judge-culture overall effects are rep-
resented in judge-culture main effects, whereas the ingroup effect is
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represented by the interaction of judge-culture and expressor ethnicity.
In ANOVA, these effects are orthogonal to each other. Theoretically, it
may be possible that cultures exert influences on the overall decoding
process of emotions but make it possible for emotions to be differen-
tially recognized according to the familiarity with whom one judges.
The existence of one need not argue for the nonexistence of the other.

In summary, I welcome the ingroup-advantage hypothesis and its
related distance theory; they are worthy hypotheses to be pursued in
future research. I also believe that these hypotheses may be true under
certain circumstances. At the same time, however, I strongly believe
that the available evidence, when carefully scrutinized, does not sup-
port the hypotheses. To date, there has been no study that has employed
a balanced design involving stimuli portrayed by people of different cul-
tures that were equivalent in their physical-signaling properties related
to emotion. Moreover, no study to date has involved stimuli that have
been empirically related to culturally different expressions or dialects,
nor has any study attempted to control for the possible contribution
of nonmorphological features of the faces to emotion judgments. Thus,
whereas the hypothesis is truly a worthy one to pursue, the evidence
brought to bear on it to date simply does not support its existence at
this time. Researchers interested in promoting such claims should give
consideration to those methodological requirements to test for it.
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An Integration
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The aim of this book was to present recent thinking and research
on the interaction between encoding and decoding processes from a
social context perspective. In this context, we wanted to emphasize
the influence that norms and beliefs, as well as the social charac-
teristics of both the encoder and the decoder, have on the percep-
tion of emotion. That the interpretation of emotion displays should
be informed by the social context is an important corollary of not
only social-constructivist approaches which place emotions entirely in
the service of social coordination but also by evolutionist approaches.
Thus, Turner (1997) asserts that emotions evolved in part to provide
the means for effective sanctioning and the enforcement of moral
codes within groups of hominids. His basic argument is that the com-
munication of emotions in humans was a necessary prerequisite for
social bonding among hominids. In a similar vein, Preuschoft and Van
Hooff (1997) presented evidence that the degree to which situational
determinants of the primate silent bared-teeth display (i.e., the pre-
sumed precursor of the human smile) and the relaxed open-mouth dis-
play (i.e., the presumed precursor of human laughter) overlap can be

182



P1: JZZ
0521842824c08 0 521 84282 4 Job: CUFX072A/Hess Printer:cupusbw December 2, 2006 9:31

Others’ Faces’ Tales 183

traced to the social relationships within primate groups – specifically,
to the level of hierarchical structure within the group. These notions
have in common that “emotion norms” in groups of early hominids
depended on the specific structure of the group – that is, differed
between groups.

As mentioned in the preface, the literature on the decoding of emo-
tional expression focuses mainly on the ability of the decoder. One aspect
that is taken for granted in this research is that the decoders are moti-
vated to exert themselves to the extent of their ability and that they use
the encoders’ expressive behavior as the only source of information for
decoding rather than to rely on (real or stereotype) knowledge about
the situation or the social group of which the interaction partner is a
member (Kirouac & Hess, 1999).

In fact, there are two means of decoding an emotion expression: first,
the sender’s facial, vocal, postural, etc. expressions can be used to draw
inferences regarding the presumed emotional state of the sender using
a pattern-matching approach (e.g., Buck, 1984). Thus, the presence of
upturned corners of the mouth and wrinkles around the eyes can be
interpreted as signaling happiness. The second source of information
is the knowledge that the receiver possesses regarding both the sender
and the social situation in which the interaction takes place and that
permits the receiver to take the perspective of the sender, thereby helping
deduce the emotional state that the sender most likely experiences in a
given situation.

Social-group characteristics such as the gender or ethnic group of
both the encoder and decoder can bias both processes. Thus, decoders
may interpret facial-expressive movements differently depending on
the facial morphology of the sender. Facial-morphological differences
between men and women, as well as between members of different
racial groups, may enhance or obscure expressive elements and, hence,
bias pattern-matching, as was found by Hess et al. (see Chapter 2, this
volume). Furthermore, Richeson et al. (see Chapter 1, this volume) show
how the goals, concerns, motivations and emotions that interaction part-
ners bring into the interaction may attract attention away from pertinent
facial cues.

In turn, stereotypical expectations regarding the emotionality of
members of a certain social group are susceptible to influencing
perspective-taking. In case of doubt, the expected emotion may be the
one that is perceived as the more likely shown. Similarly, the study
by Warner and Shields (see Chapter 5, this volume) suggests that the
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interpretation of described emotional behavior may vary as a function
of the beliefs we have about the sender’s emotional style. When decod-
ing motivation is lacking, then these influences should be stronger, but
even highly motivated decoders may be influenced.

Richeson et al. present a model that outlines the different social fac-
tors that can be expected to influence decoding. These include not only
stereotypes, social norms, and display rules but also familiarity with
the encoder’s social group, as well as intergroup relations with empha-
sis on the relative status of encoder and decoder. These latter factors are
important specifically because of the motivational consequences they
may entrain. In fact, given that many expressive episodes in every-
day life are fleeting and ambiguous, a potential decoder’s motivation
to understand what just happened is of importance. The expressions
of individuals who are close to us (Thibault, Bourgeois, & Hess, 2006)
and of those who have power over us may invite more motivational
investment than expressions by individuals whose emotions have less
impact on ours. Richeson et al. also make the important observation that
motivation to decode well is not the only motivational factor at hand.
Specifically, the individuals’ previous experiences, goals, concerns, and
attitudes are likely to influence the ways in which they express and inter-
pret facial displays of emotion during intergroup interactions. In short,
in some situations, decoders may be motivated to see certain emotions
rather than others. In an ambiguous social interaction, a person may see
a sign of positive affect where another sees the lack thereof based on
their own social concerns and expectancies.

Yet, in a social context, the decoder’s task consists not only of labeling
the expressor’s emotion expression; rather, the social-signal value of the
expression has to be understood. In this context, it is important to assess
whether the expression reflects genuine emotion and is meant to be
manipulative and to know what it says about the other person. Thus, a
person who cries may be perceived either as genuinely distressed, albeit
weak, or as manipulative. Similarly, emotions expressed in difficult cir-
cumstances may be perceived to be either encouraging and motivating
or fake.

Warner and Shields (see Chapter 5) for the case of crying, and Tyran
(see Chapter 6) for the case of positive emotion expression focus specif-
ically on the influence that expressive gender norms have on the signal
value of an expression. Specifically, as a consequence of the difference
in expressive norms for men and women, the same expression may be
perceived quite differently depending on the gender of the expressor.
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In particular, Warner and Shields describe a form of socially endorsed
emotional expressive style that they call “manly emotions” – construed
as controlled expression that conveys deep and authentically felt emo-
tion, which reflects the rationality and self-control ideals of white hetero-
sexual masculinity. In the context of crying, a moist eye in a sad context
would correspond to the ideal of manly emotion expressions, whereas
copious tears would not. In a vignette study, Warner and Shields showed
that when responding to a sad event, men who were described as “tear-
ing up” were perceived more positively than were women or men who
were described as crying. Also, women’s tears were described as more
intense, regardless of the actual vignette description. Angry tears were
generally perceived negatively. Warner and Shields note that the tears
are perceived as more appropriate when the person actually had no
power to redress the situation (sad tears) than when tears signaled
helplessness (angry tears). Thus, the ideal to appear competent and in
control can be fulfilled by a moist eye but not by copious crying. Hence,
restrained tears are perceived more positively. In turn, men are perceived
as more competent and in emotional control; therefore, their tears are
perceived as more restrained. In sum, social-role expectations bias not
only the interpretation of the behavior but also the actual perception of
the behavior.

In turn, Tyran (see Chapter 6) points to the very real stakes for lead-
ers in this context. Specifically, she points out that leaders’ emotional
expressions are evaluated with regard to both leadership norms (i.e.,
authoritative versus transactional) and gender norms. Hence, men’s and
women’s emotion expression in a leadership context may not lead to the
same attributions. For example, whereas showing anger may serve to
make a male leader appear more competent, the same is not the case for
a female leader. Thus, it is not only important that a leader’s emotions
are situation-congruent, they must also be congruent with prevailing
social and organizational norms to be effective in a leadership context.

In sum, the signal value of an expression may be greatly impacted
by the degree to which the expression is perceived as gender norm con-
gruent or, in a larger sense, role congruent. Thus, the same emotion
may be perceived as signaling rather different states when shown by
a man or a woman. Expressions that violate social roles are perceived
as inappropriate, their genuineness may be doubted or they may seem
impolite. In turn, a person’s social role can bias the actual perception of
the expression in line with the stereotypical expectations, further aug-
menting this effect. Thus, as a consequence, the same expression may
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make one person appear in a positive light, potentially entraining better
future relationships or soliciting support in the present, whereas on a
different face, this expression may have quite the opposite effect. This is
also a conclusion drawn by Hess et al. (see Chapter 2), who focus on the
impact of the morphological differences between men’s and women’s
faces and how these difference may, in turn, interact with stereotypes or
social-role expectations to bias emotion judgments.

Specifically, Hess et al. (see Chapter 2) for the case of gender and
Philippot et al. (see Chapter 4) for the case of ethnic-group membership
showed that the physical characteristics of the expressive stimulus may
serve to activate stereotypes or to imply social roles. In this context,
Hess et al. observed effects of social role expectations, which interacted
with physical appearance cues, for both neutral and explicitly emotional
faces. They found that the interaction between the level of dominance
and affiliation communicated by facial morphology cues and the gen-
der of the sender biased both judgments of the perceived emotionality
of the sender, and judgments of the type and intensity of emotional
facial expressions shown by the sender. That is, the physical charac-
teristics of the face were found to influence both the pattern-matching
process by accentuating or obscuring expressive features of anger and
happiness differentially in men and women, and the perspective-taking
process by activating different social-role expectations as a function of
perceived dominance and affiliation. It is important that they showed
that the perceived emotionality of a person is derived preferentially
from appearance cues and social role information with only very lit-
tle variance explained by gender per se. This line of research suggests
that the emotional stereotypes that we hold about men and women are
essentially derived from expectations about their behavior in terms of
nurturance and dominance.

In turn, Philippot et al. (see Chapter 4) found that physiognomic
markers of racial group – in a way, similar to gender markers – activate
existing stereotypes regarding the emotionality of members of differ-
ent racial groups. Specifically, the stereotypes that Belgians hold with
regard to North Africans bias the attribution of emotions and action
tendencies to individuals from these two groups based on facial stim-
uli. Furthermore, a corresponding bias was found for the decoding of
identical facial stimuli that were labeled to represent either Flemish
or Walloon Belgians. This bias was more evident and associated with
faster response times for high-prejudiced compared to low-prejudiced
individuals. However, different than the gender markers studied by
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Hess et al., which actually interfered with emotion perception when
prototypical emotions were shown, this bias was only found when the
facial displays were emotionally ambiguous – specifically, when neu-
tral rather than explicitly emotional faces were shown. That is, the racial
markers did not seem to interfere with the pattern-matching process, but
rather observers treat these physical characteristics as ancillary emotion
information that is helpful in the decoding of ambiguous stimuli. Thus,
when stimuli are unambiguous – that is, show well-recognizable emo-
tion expressions – this latter information renders the stereotypical infor-
mation superfluous because the observer can easily derive an emotion
judgment from the expressive stimulus alone.

These findings suggest that a face, even in the absence of discernable
facial-expressive movements, is never emotionally neutral. Observers
discern emotions, emotional dispositions and behavioral intentions
from neutral faces. These judgments, in turn, are biased by stereotypes
and social role expectancies. Thus, perceived dominance and affilia-
tion interact with gender to influence the perceived emotionality of the
sender (Hess et al., see Chapter 2), and racial group membership influ-
ences perceptions of emotions and behavioral intentions in line with
group stereotypes (Philippot et al., see Chapter 4). In fact, as Philippot
et al. point out, neutral faces are particularly apt to be interpreted in line
with stereotypical notions.

This has a number of important implications for social interactions
between members of different groups. Specifically, inhibiting emotion
expressions may have unintended consequences. Rather than avoid-
ing the sending of an emotional message, one may actually send a
stereotype-congruent message that reinforces the interaction partner’s
preconceived notions. In fact, the observation that husbands tend to
interpret the simple absence of smiling during a marital dispute as a
sign of hostility on the part of their wives, whereas wives tend to inter-
pret the simple absence of hostility displays by their husbands in such
a dispute as a sign of love (Gaelick, Bodenhausen, & Wyer, 1985) might
be understood in this sense.

The complexity of the interaction between encoder and decoder
group is especially central to the discussion of the ingroup-advantage
hypothesis by Elfenbein (see Chapter 3) and Matsumoto (see Chapter 7).
The ingroup advantage, defined as the tendency to more easily and
accurately understand emotional expressions originating from mem-
bers of one’s own cultural group rather than expressions originating
from members of a different cultural group, is a phenomenon that cannot
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be explained only by an encoder–decoder interaction effect but, in fact, is
defined as such. Thus, with regard to the ingroup advantage, Elfenbein
emphasizes “that it matters not only who is doing the judging, but also
their match or mismatch with who is being judged.” And, as Matsumoto
points out, the ingroup advantage is rarely found when looking at raw
cell means but rather describes the relative contribution of the statistical
interaction.

Elfenbein presents evidence for the dialect account of the ingroup
advantage – specifically, that ingroup members are better at decod-
ing each other’s expressions because there are subtle differences in
the local “nonverbal dialects” of emotion expressions. Ingroup mem-
bers are more familiar with these dialects, whereas outgroup mem-
bers may be more easily confused. Additionally, ingroup members may
be more motivated to decode each other’s expressions and, hence, are
more likely to attend to subtle information (Thibault, Bourgeois, & Hess,
2006).

In contrast, the decoding-rule account favored by Matsumoto (see
Chapter 7) stresses the importance of social rules and norms that guide
expressions and that differ between cultures. In this view, ingroup mem-
bers would be better decoders because they can apply their accurate
normative knowledge to the situation. However, decoding rules are
more often invoked when it comes to explaining why members of cer-
tain cultures show overall reductions in decoding ability for certain
emotions – regardless of who expresses them. Also, most described
expressive norms, such as the one that members of collectivist cultures
should avoid to both acknowledge negative emotions in others and
show themselves to preserve group harmony, would lead one to predict
an outgroup rather than an ingroup advantage.

Matsumoto (see Chapter 7) stresses that there are a number of par-
ticular challenges for research that emphasize encoder–decoder inter-
actions. He outlines a number of specific concerns that become rele-
vant in this context. Not only is it preferable for studies be balanced
(i.e., members of both groups should decode expressions from both
groups), but also it is important to assure that the decoder actually
is presented with identical expressions from different encoder groups.
Thus, Philippot et al. (see Chapter 4) used the same faces but labeled
them as Flemish or Walloon. Similarly, Hess et al. (see Chapter 2) used
the same faces but changed hair style, a potent marker of gender. If
this is not done, then group differences are confounded with stimulus
differences.
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In sum, this book shows the rich interaction between encoding and
decoding processes. Specifically, it becomes clear that to consider these
processes in isolation may be a fallacy. Rather, encoding and decoding
processes have to be seen as embedded in dyadic and intergroup pro-
cesses and, therefore, fundamentally subject to social influences. Thus,
the seemingly better or worse decoding skills of an observer may well
be due to the prevalent motivations, emotions or goals of the observer,
which impact on the deployment of attentional resources – but could
just as well be due to the prevalent motivations, emotions or goals of the
expressor, which impact on the ability to clearly express a given emotion
in a given situation, as suggested by Richeson et al. Also, the seemingly
better or worse decoding skills may well be due to stereotype influences
that help or hinder the decoder in labeling the emotion, as was found by
Hess et al. for expressions of anger and happiness shown by men and
women. As well, the meaning of expressive behavior is not indepen-
dent of who shows it. Rather, such factors as relative status and gender
of the interaction partners will impact on meaning. Thus, the same tear
may be seen as a sign of honest emotion in one person and a means of
manipulation in another, as shown by Wagner and Shields (see Chap-
ter 5). In short, the meaning of emotional facial expressions depends
fundamentally on who shows what to whom – and in which context.

To conclude, for a long time, the study of nonverbal communication
has mostly focused on the nonverbal signal itself, as well as on decoder
and encoder characteristics, with little emphasis on the nature of the
social forces operating in their ongoing interactions. Such an approach
does not give justice to the fact that nonverbal behavior is mostly a means
of social communication and regulation. Failure to recognize this aspect
of the very nature of nonverbal behavior prevents the understanding of
significant aspects of its meaning and determinants.

In this book, we hope we demonstrated that, in the understanding of
nonverbal communication, important dividends are to be taken from the
consideration of the social forces constraining the nonverbal interplay
between interaction partners. On the one hand, this book presented both
integrative and domain-specific models that provide sound theoretical
bases for the study of group dynamics in nonverbal communication. On
the other hand, these theoretical models were applied to a diversity of
research domains, generating an already impressive amount of empir-
ical data. Still, this is just the beginning of a new journey, and we are
aware that much work still needs to be done. We hope that this book
contributed to the building of this new scientific avenue.
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