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Reading 22: | CAN SEE IT ALL OVER YOUR FACE!

Ekman, P, & Friesen, W. V. (1971). Constants across cultures in the face and emo-
tion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 17, 124-129.

Think of something funny. What is the expression on your face? Now think of
something in your past that made you sad. Did your face change? Chances are
it did. Undoubtedly, you are aware that certain facial expressions coincide with
specific emotions. And, most of the time, you can probably tell how people are
feeling emotionally from the expressions on their faces. Now, consider this:
Could you be equally successful in determining someone’s emotional state
based on facial expression if that person is from a different culture—say, Ro-
mania, Sumatra, or Mongolia? In other words, do you believe facial expressions
of emotion are universal? Most people believe that they are, until they stop and
consider how radically different other cultures are from their own. Think of
the multitude of cultural differences in styles of dress, gestures, personal space,
rules of etiquette, religious beliefs, attitudes, and so on. With all these differ-
ences influencing behavior, it would be rather amazing if any human charac-
teristics, including emotional expressions, were identical across all cultures.

Paul Ekman is considered the leading researcher in the area of the facial
expression of emotion. This article details his early research, which was de-
signed to demonstrate the universality of these expressions. Although the au-
thors acknowledged in their introduction that previous researchers had
found some evidence that facial behaviors are determined by culturally vari-
able learning, they argued that previous studies were poorly done and, in re-
ality, expressions for basic emotions are equivalent in all cultures.

Several years prior to this study, Ekman and Friesen had conducted re-
search in which they showed photographs of faces to college-educated people
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in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Japan, and the United States. All the participants
from every country correctly identified the same facial expressions as corre-
sponding to the same emotions regardless of the nationality of the person in
the photo. The researchers presented their findings as evidence of the univer-
sality of emotional expressions. However, as Ekman and Friesen themselves
pointed out, these findings were open to criticism because members of the cul-
tures studied had all been exposed to international mass media (movies, mag-
azines, television), which are full of facial expressions that might have been
transmitted to all these countries. What was needed to prove the universality of
emotional expression was to study a culture that had not been exposed to any
of these influences. Imagine how difficult (perhaps impossible) it would be to
find such a culture given today’s mass media. Well, even in 1971 it wasn’t easy.

Ekman and Friesen traveled to the southeast highlands of New Guinea
to find participants for their study among the Fore people who still existed as
an isolated Stone Age society. Many of the members of this group had experi-
enced little or no contact with modern cultures. Therefore, they had not been
exposed to emotional facial expressions other than those of their own people.

y /ing Ekman : ras that specific facial ex-
The theory underlying Ekman and Friesen’s study was that specific facial ex
pressions corresponding to basic emotions are universal. Ekman and Friesen
stated it quite simply:

The purpose of this paper was to test the hypothesis that members of a preliter-
ate culture who had been selected to ensure maximum visual isolation from lit-
erate cultures will identify the same emotion concepts with the same faces as do
members of literate Western and Fastern cultures. (p. 125)

METHOD

The most isolated subgroup of the Fore were those referred to as the South
Fore. The individuals selected to participate in the study had seen no movies,
did not speak English or Pidgin, had never worked for a Westerner, and had
never lived in any of the Western settlements in the area. A total of 189 adults
and 130 children were chosen to participate, out of a total South Fore popu-
lation of about 11000. For comparison, 23 adults were chosen who had expe-
rienced a great deal of contact with Western society through watching movies,
living in the settlements, and attending missionary schools.

Through trial and error, the researchers found that the most effective
method of asking the participants to identify emotions was to present them
with three photographs of different facial expressions and to read a brief de-
scription of an emotion-producing scene or story that corresponded to one of
the photographs. The participant could then simply point to the expression
that best matched the story. The stories used were selected very carefully to be
sure that each scene was related to only one emotion and that it was recogniz-
able to the Fore people. Table 22-1 lists the six stories developed by Ekman
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TABLE 22-1  Ekman and Friesen’s Stories Corresponding to Six Emotions

EMOTION STORY

1. Happiness His (her) friends have come and he (she) is happy.

2. Sadness His (her) child (mother) has died and he (she) feels very sad.

3. Anger He (she) is angry and about to fight.

4. Surprise He (she} is just now looking at something new and unexpected.
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ing at something that smells bad.

6.Fear He (she) is sitting in his (her) house all alone and there is no one else
in the village. There is no knife, ax, or bow and arrow in the house. A
wild pig is standing in the door of the house and the man (woman) is
looking at the pig and is very afraid of it. The pig has been standing in
the doorway for a few minutes, and the person is looking at it very
afraid, and the pig won't move away from the door, and he (she) is
afraid the pig will bite him (her).

(Adapted from p. 126.)

and Friesen. The authors explained that the fear story had to be longer to pre-
vent the participants from confusing it with surprise or anger.

A total of 40 photographs of 24 different people, including men,
women, boys, and girls, were used as examples of the six emotional expres-
sions. These photographs had been validated previously by showing them to
members of various other cultures. Each photograph had been judged by at
least 70% of observers in at least two literate Western or Eastern cultures to
represent the emotion being expressed.

The actual experiment was conducted by teams consisting of one mem-
ber of the research group and one member of the South Fore tribe, who ex-
plained the task and translated the stories. Each adult participant was shown 3
photographs (1 correct and 2 incorrect), told the story that corresponded to
one of them, and asked to choose the expression that best matched the story.
The procedure was the same for the children, except that they only had to
choose between 2 photographs, 1 correct and 1 incorrect. Each participant
was presented with various sets of photographs so that no single photograph
ever appeared twice in the comparison.

The translators received careful training to ensure that they would not in-
fluence the participants. They were told that no responses were absolutely right
or wrong and were asked not to prompt the participants. Also, they were taught
how to translate the stories exactly the same way each time and to resist the temp-
tation to elaborate and embellish them. To avoid unintentional bias, the Western
member of the research team avoided looking at the participant and simply
recorded the answers given.

Remember that these were photographs of expressions of emotions on
the faces of Westerners. Could the Fore people correctly identify the emotions
in the photographs, even though they never had seen a Western face before?
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TABLE 22-2  Percent of Adults Correctly ldentifying Emotional Expression
in Photographs

EMOTION NUMBER OF PERCENT CHOOSING

IN STORY PARTICIPANTS CORRECT PHOTOGRAPH
Happiness 220 92.3

Anger 98 85.3

Sadness 191 79.0

Disgust 101 83.0

Surprise 62 68.0

Fear 184 80.5

Fear (with surprise) 153 427

(Adapted from p. 127.)

RESULTS

First, analyses were conducted to determine if any responses differed between
males and females or between adults and children. The adult women tended
to be more hesitant to participate and had experienced less contact with West-
erners than the men had. However, no significant differences in ability to cor-
rectly identify the emotions in the photographs were found among any of the
groups.

Tables Table 22-2 and Table 22-3 summarize the percentage of correct
responses for the six emotions by the least Westernized adults and the chil-
dren, respectively. Not all participants were exposed to all emotions, and
sometimes participants were exposed to the same emotion more than once.
Therefore, the number of participants in the tables does not equal the overall
total number of participants. All the differences were statistically significant
except when participants were asked to distinguish fear from surprise. In this
situation, many errors were made, and, for one group, surprise was actually se-
lected 67% of the time when the story described fear.

The researchers also compared the Westernized and non-Westernized
adults. No significant differences between these two groups were found on

TABLE 22-3  Percent of Children Correctly ldentifying Emotional Expressions
in Photographs

EMOTION NUMBER OF PERCENT CHOOSING

IN STORY PARTICIPANTS CORRECT PHOTOGRAPH
Happiness 135 928

Anger 69 85.3

Sadness 145 81.5

Disgust 46 86.5

Surprise 47 98.3

Fear 64 93.3

(Adapted from p. 127.)
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the number who chose the correct photographs. Also, no differences were
found between younger and older children. As you can see in Table 22-3, the
children appeared to perform better than the adults, but Ekman and Friesen
attributed this to the fact that they had to choose between only 2 photographs
wstead of 3.

Discussion Ekman and Friesen did not hesitate to draw a confident conclu-
sion from their data: “The results for both adults and children clearly support
our hypothesis that particular facial behaviors are universally associated with
particular emotions™ (p. 128). They based their conclusion on the fact that
the South Fore group had no opportunity to learn anything about Western ex-
pressions and, thus, had no way of identifying them, unless the expressions
were universal.

As a way of double-checking their findings, the researchers videotaped
members of the isolated Fore culture portraying the same six facial expres-
sions. Later, when these tapes were shown to college students in the United
States, the students correctly identified the expressions corresponding to
each of the emotions:

The evidence from both studies contradicts the view that all facial behavior asso-
ciated with emotion is culture-specific, and that posed facial behavior is a unique
set of culture-bound conventions not understandable to members of another
culture. (p. 128)

The one exception to their consistent findings—that of the confusion
participants seemed to experience in distinguishing between expressions of
fear and surprise—Ekman and Friesen explained by acknowledging certainly
some cultural differences are seen in emotional expression, but this did not
detract from the preponderance of evidence that nearly all the other expres-
sions were correctly interpreted across the cultures. They speculated that fear
and surprise may have been confused “because in this culture fearful events
are almost always also surprising; that is, the sudden appearance of a hostile
member of another village, the unexpected meeting of a ghost or sorcerer,
etc.” (p. 129).

IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH

This study by Ekman and Friesen served to demonstrate scientifically what you
already suspected: facial expressions of emotions are universal. However, you
might still be asking yourself “What is the significance of this information?”
Well, part of the answer to that question relates to the nature-nurture debate
over whether human behaviors are present at birth or are acquired through
learning. Because facial expressions for the six emotions used in this study ap-
pear to be influenced very little by cultural differences, it is possible to conclude
that they must be innate, that is, biologically hard-wired in the brain at birth.
Another reason behavioral scientists find the notion of universal emo-
tional expressions interesting is that it addresses issues about how humans
cvolved. In 1872, Darwin published his famous book The Expression of Emotion
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in Man and Animals. He maintained that facial expressions were adaptive
mechanisms that assisted animals in adapting to their environment, thereby
enhancing their ability to survive. The idea behind this was that if certain
messages could be communicated within and across species of animals
through facial expressions, the odds of surviving and reproducing would be
increased. For example, an expression of fear would provide a silent warn-
ing of imminent danger from predators; an expression of anger would warn
less dominant members of the group to stay away from more powerful ones;
and an expression of disgust would communicate a message of “Yuck! Don’t
eat that, whatever you do™ and prevent a potential poisoning. These expres-
sions, however, would do the animals no good if they were not universally
recognized among all the individuals making up the species. Even though
these expressions may now be less important to humans in terms of their
survival value, the fact that they are universal among us would indicate that
they have been passed on to us genetically from our evolutionary ancestors
and have assisted us in reaching our present position on the evolutionary
ladder.

A fascinating study demonstrated this leftover survival value of facial ex-
pressions in humans. The researchers (Hansen & Hansen, 1988) reasoned
that if facial expressions could warn of impending danger, then humans
should be able to recognize certain expressions, such as anger, more easily
than other, less threatening expressions. To test this, they presented partici-
pants with photographs of large crowds of people with different facial expres-
sions. In some of the photographs, all the people’s expressions were happy
except for one that was angry. In other photographs, all the expressions were
angry, except for one that was happy. The paltl(‘lp'lllt'\} task was to pick out
the face that was different. The amount of time it took the participants to find
a single happy face in a crowd of angry faces was significantly longer than
when they searched a crowd of happy faces for a single angry face. Further-
more, as the size of the crowds in the photographs increased, the time for par-
ticipants to find the happy face also increased, but finding the angry face did
not take significantly longer. This and other similar findings have indicated
that humans may be biologically programmed to respond to the information
provided by certain expressions better than others because those expressions
offered more survival information.

RECENT APPLICATIONS

Other more recent studies in various areas of research have relied on Ekman’s
early findings in attempting to improve our understanding of children and
adults with dt‘\elopmentﬂl or learning disabilities. One such study found that
children diagnosed with autism (a pervasive developmental disorder marked
by language deficits, social withdrawal, and repetitive self-stimulation behay-
iors) appear to have difficulty recognizing the facial expressions that corre-
spond to basic emotions (Bolte & Poustka, 2003). This difficulty was even
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more pronounced in families with more than one autistic child and may help
explain why many autistic individuals show difficulty interpreting emotional
responses from others.

The ifluence of Ekman’s research, however, is not limited to humans.
Ekman’s 1971 study has been cited in research on the emotions of, believe it
or not, farm animals (Desire, Boissy, & Veissier, 2002). These researchers sug-
gest that the welfare of farm animals depends, in part, on their emotional re-
actions to their environment. When individual animals feel in harmony with
their environment, their welfare is maximized; however, “any marked devia-
tion from the state, if perceived by the individual, results in a welfare deficit
due to negative emotional experiences” (p. 165).

A study citing Ekman’s 1971 article attempted to shed light on exactly
how one, specific facial feature—the eyebrows—contributes to facial recogni-
tion (Sadr, Jarudi, & Sinha, 2003). Previous research had centered more on
the eyes and mouth, but these researchers found that the eyebrows may be
more important than the eyes themselves. The authors concluded “that the
absence of eyebrows in familiar faces leads to a very large and significant dis-
ruption in recognition performance. In fact, a significantly greater decrement
in face recognition is observed in the absence of eyebrows than in the absence
of eyes™ (p. 285). So, if you are ever in need of an effective disguise, be sure to
cover your eyebrows!

CONCLUSION

Over the past three decades following his early cross-cultural studies on emo-
tional expressions, Ekman has continued his research individually and in col-
laboration with Friesen and several other researchers. Within this body of
work, many fascinating discoveries have been made. One further example of
Ekman’s research involves what is called the facial feedback theory of emotional
expressions. The theory states that the expression on your face actually feeds
information back to your brain to assist you in interpreting the emotion you
are experiencing. Ekman tested this idea by identifying the exact facial mus-
cles involved in each of the six basic emotions. He then instructed partici-
pants to tense these muscles into expressions resembling the various
emotions. When they did this, Ekman was able to measure physiological re-
sponses in the participants that corresponded to the appropriate emotion re-
sulting from the facial expression alone, and not from the actual presence of
the emotion itself (Ekman, Levensen, & Friesen, 1983).

Ekman has also extended his research into the area of deception and
how the face and the body leak information to others about whether some-
one is telling the truth. In general, his findings have indicated that people
are able to detect when others are lying at a slightly better than chance level
when observing just their facial expressions. However, when allowed to ob-
serve another’s entire body, participants were much more successful in de-
tecting lies, indicating that the body may provide better clues to certain states
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of mind than the face alone (see Ekman, 1985, for a complete discussion of
this issue). Most recently, Ekman has distilled his extensive research in a
book titled, Emotions Revealed: Recognizing Faces and Feelings to Improve Commu-
nication and Emotional Life, written to help all of us apply his work on the
recognition of the meaning of facial expressions to improving our communi-
cation and interactions with romantic partners, children, coworkers and
even strangers (Ekman, 2007).

Ekman and his associates have provided us with a large literature on the
nonverbal communication provided by facial expressions (see Ekman, 2003).
And research in this area continues. It is likely that studies will continue as we
become increasingly skilled at the process that was the title of Ekman and
Friesen’s 1975 book, Unmasking the Face.
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Reading 23: LIFE, CHANGE, AND STRESS
Holmes, T. H., & Rahe, R. H. (1967). The Social Readjustment Rating Scale. Journal
of Psychosomatic Research, 11, 213-218.

Everyone knows about stress. For most of you, most of the time, stress is an un-
pleasant, negative experience. Stress is a very general term and not easy to de-
fine, but one way of looking at it is to think of stress as any extreme emotional
reaction. In this sense, extreme fear, anger, sadness, or even happiness could
produce stress. Think for a moment about the last time you were experienc-
ing a heavy load of stress: the kind of stress that lasts more than a few hours or
even a few days. Maybe you moved to a new city, had a legal problem, were
dealing with difficulties in a relationship, changed jobs, lost your job, experi-
enced the death of someone close to you, were injured, or had to cope with
some other major upheaval in your life. You know this kind of stress—it goes
on for a while and you have to deal with it, for better or worse, every day. What



