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Synonyms

Body language; Nonverbal communication

Definition

Facial expressions refer to the appearance changes
in the face as a consequence of movement of facial
muscles. They are one channel of nonverbal
communication.

Introduction

The study of facial expressions of emotion can be
traced back to Charles Darwin’s seminal work On
the expression of emotions in man and animals
(Darwin 1872/1965). Darwin discussed not only
facial expressions but also included vocal expres-
sions, postures, and other appearance changes
(such as blushing). Even though his main point

was that emotion expressions serve to prepare the
organism for emotion-relevant action, he very
much emphasized the communicative value of
what he referred to as the language of emotions.

Darwin’s view of emotion expressions as the
visible part of an underlying emotional state was
disputed and rejected by those who considered
facial expressions as social or cultural signals
only. In fact, a number of studies in the early
years of the twentieth century came to the conclu-
sion that emotions can only be recognized at
chance levels, even though some studies found
good recognition rates. The disparity in findings
led Bruner and Tagiuri in their 1954 Handbook of
Social Psychology article to state that “. . . the
evidence for the recognizability of emotional
expressions is unclear” (p. 634). They concluded
that, if anything, emotional facial expressions are
culturally learned. This view remained basically
unchanged until 1972 when Ekman, Friesen, and
Ellsworth wrote a book to explicitly vindicate
Darwin’s idea that emotional expressions are uni-
versal and directly associated with an underlying
emotional state. This book and related research by
Ekman and colleagues as well as Izard (e.g., Izard
1971) were successful in making Darwin’s view
predominant in the field.

Yet, the notion that facial expressions are
clearly linked to an underlying emotional state
continued to be controversial. Thus, according to
Fridlund’s Behavioral Ecology Theory (Fridlund
1994) for emotion expressions to be truly useful as
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a communicative signal they should be linked to
the organism’s social motives rather than to quasi-
reflexive emotions. He concluded that emotion
expressions are to be considered as unrelated to
an underlying emotional state and that emotional
facial expressions should be viewed as communi-
cative signals only not as a symptom of an under-
lying state.

This assertion, however, is also proble-
matic. Parkinson (2005), for example, questioned
why a specific display should be linked to a spe-
cific motive, or why communicating motives
should be more adaptive than communicating
emotions. Parkinson’s extensive review con-
cludes that facial expressions may well serve as
both symptoms of an underlying state and com-
municative signals. This notion was first empiri-
cally tested by Hess et al. (1995) for amusement
smiles and extended by Jakobs and colleagues to
different contexts and emotions (e.g., Jakobs
et al. 2001).

This discussion was also informed by the fact
that prototypical emotion expressions seem in fact
not all that common (see below). This may at first
suggest a quandary. Yet, the issue of what facial
expressions “truly” express is actually somewhat
less important than it may at first seem. Specifi-
cally, as is amply demonstrated by the use of facial
expressions in the arts, films, and literature, peo-
ple understand emotional facial expressions to
express emotions, and they react in accordance
with this understanding (Niedenthal and Brauer
2012). And as long as all concerned behave as if
what is expressed by those behaviors we naively
call emotion expressions are indeed emotions and
behave in accordance, this for all intents and pur-
poses is what is expressed.

Basic Emotions

The main focus of research on emotional facial
expressions has been the study of the so-called
basic emotions – a set of six/seven emotions for
which a specific prototype expression can be iden-
tified. This set can be traced to Paul Ekman (1972)
who originally posited hard-wired programs that
link the basic emotions (happiness, sadness, fear,

disgust, anger, surprise, and possibly contempt;
Ekman and Friesen 1986) to specific (facial)
expressions.

Research from a number of domains has found
supportive evidence for the notion that facial
expressive patterning is systematically linked to
certain emotional states – but these findings are
not undisputed. Thus, the basic emotions are
cross-culturally recognized above chance (e.g.,
Elfenbein and Ambady 2002; Izard 1971) – but
there is also strong evidence for cultural dialects in
the expression of these emotions (Elfenbein and
Ambady 2002; see also below). Evidence from
comparative research suggests overlap between
expressions of human and nonhuman primates
(e.g., Chevalier-Skolnikoff 1973). However, the
interpretation of these findings is complicated by
the fact that it is often difficult to assure that
expressions actually serve as homologues across
species or to ascertain emotional states in animals.

Affective neuroscience has made great strides
in identifying emotion-relevant brain regions
involved in both emotion recognition and produc-
tion, but no brain circuits that are uniquely emo-
tional have been identified. Finally, research in
infant facial expressions also suggests a genetic
basis for some facial expressive displays. In one
now classic study Eibl-Eibesfeldt (1973) reports
that deaf and blind children show expressions of
anger, happiness, and other emotions in suitable
situations even though they could not have
learned them through observation. Young infants
also respond differently to different emotion
expressions suggesting an ability to discriminate
emotion expressions (see Izard et al. 1995). How-
ever, the correspondence between prototype
expressions of basic emotions and infants’ expres-
sions is often rather low (see Camras et al. 1991).

In sum, no consistent and unequivocal picture
of the genetic basis for a limited set of basic
emotions emerges. However, the available evi-
dence tends to support the notion of some partial
genetic basis of facial patterning as a function of
emotion. Yet, more research is needed to better
understand the link between facial expression and
mental states.

In fact, the research focus on basic emotions
has resulted in a relative neglect of the study of
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facial expressions of other emotions. Darwin him-
self discussed a large number of expressions of
emotional states including not only states com-
monly accepted as emotional such as joy and
anger but also such states as patience and sulki-
ness. This points to one problem in this line of
research – the question of which states can be
considered emotions. In the absence of a consen-
sual definition of the term emotion, the question of
whether a specific state is an emotion cannot
always be clearly answered. Also, it might not
always be the case that an emotion is preferen-
tially expressed facially. Thus, both pride and
shame require posture to be well recognized
(Tracy and Matsumoto 2008).

In recent years though, efforts have been made
to study other emotion expressions. In particular,
expressions of different positive emotions and of
other mental states such as confusion or worry
have been studied. At the same time, the question
of whether facial expressions actually signal emo-
tional states and to what degree their interpretation
depends on the context in which they are shown
has been resurrected (Barrett 2013).

Prototypical Expressions

Closely linked to the notion of basic emotions is
the notion of prototypical expressions. The facial
expressions used by Ekman and colleagues for
their intercultural research, and the expressions
described by Darwin for a wider range of emo-
tions are typically constrained to just one expres-
sion to represent any specific emotional state.
However, as became evident in the research
conducted in the first part of the twentieth century
(cf. Bruner and Tagiuri 1954) in a given emotional
context a number of different emotion expressions
can be shown and more than one expression is
typically associated with a given emotion in rec-
ognition studies. This raises a question regarding
the status of the prototype expression compared to
those other expressions.

Specifically, whereas there is evidence that the
patterns of emotion expressions described by Dar-
win and by Ekman and Friesen (1978) as proto-
typical for certain emotions tend to be highly

recognizable (see above), there is much less evi-
dence that these specific expressions are actually
shown by people who report feeling the relevant
emotions. That is, whereas a number of studies
have found that specific facial displays can be
linked to self-reports of specific affective states
(e.g., Cacioppo et al. 1986) or to clearly defined
emotional situations (Matsumoto and Willingham
2006), others have not (see Fernandez-Dols and
Ruiz-Belda 1997). These contradictory findings
could of course be attributed to differences in the
procedures employed to elicit specific emotions or
to differences in the complexity of the experimen-
tal situations in which they were elicited. Yet,
even across well-controlled studies perfect over-
lap with prototypes is rarely observed. One expla-
nation may be that facial expressions do not in fact
result from emotions but rather from the underly-
ing appraisals of the social context in which the
emotion is experienced (Scherer 1992) – and as
these have some variation, so should the facial
expressions. Appraisal theories of emotion (e.g.,
Scherer 1987) posit that an emotional state results
from the appraisal of the situation according to the
motivations, values, and resources of the
individual.

It is postulated that there is a direct causal
relationship between specific appraisals and spe-
cific expressive elements such that each appraisal
outcome is associated with a specific facial move-
ment (Scherer 1992). For example, goal obstruc-
tion is associated with the drawing together of the
eyebrows as suggested by Darwin. As appraisals
progress, the cumulative appearance of facial
movements constitutes the resulting emotion
expression. Support has been found especially
for goal obstruction and pleasantness appraisals
(e.g., Lanctôt and Hess 2007), but more system-
atic research is needed to verify this proposal.

From this perspective, emotion prototypes are
shown only when a situation is appraised in an
emotion-prototypical fashion. However, social
interactions are heavily rule based. As such emo-
tion regulation is an integral part of any interac-
tion and is part of the appraisal process. Hence, it
should not surprise us that “classic” prototypical
expressions are the exception and not the rule in
many everyday interactions. Considering emotion
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expressions as a readout of appraisals would
therefore help to solve some of the most persistent
problems in the research on emotion expressions.

Moderating Factors for Emotion
Expression and Recognition

A number of influences on the communication of
emotions have emerged as important. Of foremost
interest was the question of whether there are
cultural differences in facial expressions. Another
often raised issue regards gender differences, a
question that overlaps with the question regarding
status differences. These two issues will be briefly
outlines next.

Culture: Are Emotional Facial
Expressions Universally Recognized?

Ekman and colleagues (1972) as well as Izard
(1971) made strong claims that the so-called
basic emotions are universally recognized, based
on the notion that the expressions have developed
due to evolutionary constraints and hence are in a
continuity across mammalian species and univer-
sal across human cultures. Yet, a number of dis-
cussions in leading journals took issue with the
methodology employed in the studies that found
support for universality and social constructivist
approaches to emotion emphasized differences in
emotion vocabularies and disputed universality
on these grounds.

Cultural Dialects

More recently, strong meta-analytical evidence
for an intermediate view has emerged and led to
the formulation of Elfenbein and Ambady’s Dia-
lect Theory (Elfenbein and Ambady 2002). They
argue that the universal language of emotion
expression has local dialects that differ subtly
from each other. A study by Elfenbein et al.
(2007) comparing expressions from Quebec and
Gabon found evidence for the posited dialects
for serenity, shame, contempt, anger, sadness,

surprise, and happiness but not for fear, disgust,
or embarrassment. A decoding study also reported
by these investigators showed that individuals
were better at decoding expressions from their
own group but also showed that they were con-
siderably better than chance accuracy for expres-
sions from the other group. Consistent with an
appraisal approach to emotional expressions, dia-
lects could be explained by postulating subtle
differences in appraisal patterns due to differences
in cultural constraints, values, and norms that
reflect themselves as differences in facial expres-
sion (Hess et al. 2013).

In sum, the evidence to date suggests that
emotion expressions are by and large universally
recognized – at least with regard to emotions that
have been categorized as basic. However, the
evidence is also clear that many emotions are not
universally expressed in exactly the same
manner – albeit with enough overlap that they
can be recognized well across cultures and
subgroups.

Cultural Rules and Norms

Stronger impact on emotion expression and rec-
ognition is presented by social rules and norms.
Norms may have an indirect effect because they
guide attention to specific aspects of a situation. In
fact, any given situation tends to contain a variety
of potential emotion-relevant signals. Thus, in the
same situation, different people may focus on
different cues, which they also may appraise dif-
ferently. As different cultures have different value
systems, it should not be a surprise that the same
situation may elicit different emotions in different
cultural contexts.

In this sense, members of collectivist cultures
tend to react more to external, socially sharable
elements of a situation, whereas members of indi-
vidualist cultures tend to react more to internal
cues (Suh et al. 1998). This notion explains why
in North America positive feelings tend to be
associated with personal achievement, whereas
in Asian countries they are linked to interpersonal
events (Uchida et al. 2004). Another example of
the indirect influence of norms can be found in
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those African countries where a strong belief in
witch craft persists. There, events such as sickness
and death are often perceived as immoral, unfair,
and as caused by human agency and not by
fate and hence elicit anger instead of sadness
(Scherer 1997).

The most direct impact of norms is posed by
those social norms that directly pre- and proscribe
certain emotion expressions in certain contexts.
Ekman and Friesen (1971) called these norms
display rules. These norms are generally per-
ceived as obligatory and their transgression is
usually socially punished. They are typically
learned early in the socialization process. Impor-
tantly, these norms vary with culture. For exam-
ple, in North America it is more socially
acceptable to show anger to close others (friend,
family) than to strangers, whereas in Japan the
converse is the case (Matsumoto 1990).

Finally social norms do not only regulate who
shows which emotion when but also the specific
form the emotion expression takes. For example,
it is acceptable for women but not for men to cry
when angry (Crawford et al. 1992).

Gender and Status

Differences in the expression and recognition of
emotion expressions can also be found with
regard to status and gender of both expresser and
decoder. Generally speaking, women are more
emotionally expressive than men (Fischer 1993).
This is best established for smiling –women smile
more, and they smile more in situations where
they experience negative affect. By contrast,
men are perceived and perceive themselves as
more likely to express anger. Interestingly, in
experimental situations where anger is induced,
this difference disappears (Fischer 1993).

The reason for these well-established gender
differences can be traced to two – nonexclusive –
sources: differences in status and differences in
social roles. Thus, Henley (1995) emphasizes the
inherent difference in status between men and
women, which maintains to this day even in egal-
itarian cultures. Henley bases her argument on the
assumption that the human smile is a homologue

of the primate silent-bared-teeth display, which
typically is used as a sign of submission. From
Henley’s perspective smiles also signal submis-
sion and hence women as the lower status gender
tend to smile more. This model may be a bit too
simplistic though. On one hand people who smile
tend to be rated as more dominant (Knutson 1996)
and there is only limited evidence linking smiling
as such to status and power. In fact, there are many
different forms of smiles which serve different
social functions, with the submissive smile being
just one (Niedenthal et al. 2010). In this vein,
Brody and Hall (2000) propose a more complex
model, which includes social norms regarding
gender-adequate behavior and social expectations
but also a stronger trend toward positive affect
experience in women.

As regards anger expressions in men, status
seems to be more clearly relevant. Thus, Averill
(1997) considers power and “entrance require-
ment” for anger. The notion being that the anger
display of a person who does not have power to
back up the threat is less effective and in fact less
legitimate. As an example, one may think of the
angry temper tantrum of a child versus an angry
expression of a member of a biker gang. This view
concords with the position of appraisal theories of
emotion which consider coping potential – the
power to redress a situation – as the key appraisal
for anger (Scherer 1987).

Individual Differences in Emotional
Expressivity

Despite the fact that all people tend to express
their emotions outwardly, they also differ in the
extent to which they tend to do so. Emotional
expressiveness refers to the general disposition
toward expressing different emotions outwardly
including by facial expressions (Kring et al.
1994). Whereas one reason for differences in
expressivity stems from personality differences,
other factors such as gender, status, and culture
also can determine the extent to which persons
tend to outwardly express their emotions. For
example, generally speaking, women are more
emotionally expressive than men (Fischer 1993).
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Conclusions

Facial expressions of emotions are both symp-
toms of an underlying emotional state and
communicative signals. Whereas there are char-
acteristic expressions associated with specific
emotions which are also highly recognizable
across cultures and contexts, people rarely express
their emotions by showing these characteristics
expressions. In addition, contextual factors
strongly affect both the expression and detection
of expressions of emotions by their observers.
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