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Cultural Influences -on

Facial Expressions of Emotion
David Matsumoto
Research demotlstrates that facial expressions of emotion aTe both universal and cul-
turally-specific, but OUTtheoretical understanding of how cultures influence emotions
has not advanced since Friesen's (1972) conception of cultural display rules. This
mticle offers a theoretical framework by which to understand and predict how and
why cultures influence the emotions. The model combines the cultural dimensions
knowll as individualism and power distance with the social distinctions of ingroup-out-
group and status. AJajor issues in future theoretical and empirical work are also
discussed.
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R esearch has shown that cultures can affect nonverbal behaviors. Morns and

his co1leagues' (1980) work on gestures, for example, pointS to how cultures
transform simple behaviors intO many different messages. In our interac-

tions with, and observations of, people from different cultUres, we witness nonverbal
displays with special meanings unique to their own culture or subculture.

Cross-cultUral work on nonverbal behavior has centered on facial expressions of
emotion because of their importance in social interaction (Ekman, 1982; MatSumoto,
Wallbott. & Scherer, 1989). Research on facial expressions has shown how they are
simultaneously universal and culturally-specific, resolving the debate concerning
the universality of emotion. Facial expressions convey discrete emotions, making
them the most specific and precise nonverbal signal system. Facial expressions also
illustrate speech, regulate conversation, and 'provide social impressions.

Our theoretical understanding of how and why cuitures influence facial expres-
sions is limited. Ekman (1972) and Friesen's (1972) work 00 cultuml display rules
greatly extended our knowledge of the dual influence of biology and culture; but
t~ere is still no theory that prediclS cultural differences and facial displays of emo-
tIon.

This article offers a theoretical framework for understanding cultUral differ-
--~ ~e.flc~s.in~~m()tionaL behavior._.ltS_purposeis~to-expand~ways-of.thinking about-(;ul -

tures, emotions, and facial expressions. I draw upon examples from the American
and Japanese cultures; however. they are only twO examples within a larger theoret-
ical perspective that incorporates other cultures.' The article also discusses key
methodological points that should be given serious consideration in empirical work.

1-.---.---

CROSS-CULTURAL RESEARCH ON THE EMOTIONS

Background'

For over 100 years, sciemists argued whether facial expressions are universal
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and pan-cultural or culture-specific. Darwin (1872) first suggested that emotional
expressions were biologically innate and evolutionary adaptive. and those who ag-
reed with Darwin were called universalists(e.g., Eihl-Eibesfeldt. 1972; Lorenz, 1965;
Tomkins, 1962); those who disagreed were called cultural relativists (e.g., Birdwhistell,
1970; Klineberg, 1940; LaBarre, 1947; Leach, 1972; Mead, 1975). Convincing re-
search from the past 20 years has provided evidence for both universal and culture-
specific influences on the expression and perception of emotion.

The Universality of Facial Expressions of Emotion

The universal recognition of emotion by literate cultures was first documented by
Ekman and Izard (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Ekman, Sorenson, & Friesen, 1969;
Izard, 1971). In their studies, facial expressions were shown to observers in different
cultures who described the emotion portrayed. Universality was documented when
all cultures agreed on the specific emotions portrayed in the faces. These findings
have been replicated many times by other researchers using different stimuli (see
review in Matsumoto, in press; Matsumoto et al., 1989).

Some writers argued that a shared visual input (such as the mass media) among
the cultures sampled confounded these results. To answer these criticisms, Ekman
and Friesen went to two preliterate tribes in New Guinea and asked them to select
the facial expression, from three alternatives, that best conveyed the emotion de-
picted in short stories. The New Guineans selected the same expressions as did the
members of the literate cultures, thereby replicating the earlier universality results.

The universal expression of emotion has likewise been documented. In a separate
part of the New Guinea experiments, Ekman and Friesen (1971) read stories that
described elicited emotions (e.g., "you feel sad because your child died"), and fIlmed
the New Guineans as they showed what their facial expressions would be. These
clips were shown to observers in the United States who were able to identify correctly
which emotional contexts the expressions portrayed. This study is important because
the expressions were posed by members of a visually-isolated culture with whom the
observers had no previous exposure.

Universality in emotional expressions was also shown in a study using Japanese
and Americans while they watched stress-inducing (bodily mutilation) and neutral
fIlms (nature scenes). When the subjects viewed the films alone, a concealed camera
recorded their facial expressions, which were later measured using the Facial Affect
Scoring Technique {FAST: Ekman, 1972). Americans and Japanese displayed virtu-
ally the same facial responses Df disgust, fear, and sadness. i

The N eUTocultural Theory of Emotion t
Given the overwhelming evidence in favor of universality, it was perplexing why

noted authors such as Margaret Mead (l967) and Ray Birdwhistell (1970) believed
that emotions were culture-specific. Ekman and Friesen reasoned that the universal-

expressions may be modified depending on s_~~al_5i:~~-~~C~~~Qi~~raI!~~~.:: u_-~--- --! ~-
ing:-whichC"would lead observers-to believe that the expressions were indeed culture-
specific. They tested this idea in the second part of the American-Japanese study
described above. A scientist was present as the subjects viewed the stress films again
and their facial reactions were filmed. Despite universality in the first part of the !
experiment, the Japanese in the second part invariably masked their negative emo-
tions with smiles, while the Americans continued to show signs of their negatiye
feelings.

Ekman and Friesen accounted for these findings by positing their NeurocuIturaJ
Theory of Emotional Expression. They suggested that the facial prototypes of each
of the universal emotions are stored in a biologically innate facial affect program.
Culturally-learned display rules would dictate the modification of the expressions
depending on social circumstance. Thus, the American and Japanese subjects dis-
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played different emotions when the scientist was present because different cultural
display rules were operative (i.e., Japanese culture discourages displays of negative
emotions in the presence of higher status others). When alone, there was no reason
for display rules to modify expressions, and both Americans and Japanese displayed
unmodified universal emotional expression.

Cultures also differ in emotional perception. Ekman et al. (1987) asked observers
in 10 different cultures to rate how intensely they perceived universal emotions, and
significant cultural differences were found despite predictions of cultural similarity
(e.g., non-Asian cultures rated emotions more intensely than Asian cultures). Mat-
sumoto and Ekman (1989) replicated these fmdings in an American-Japanese com-
parison and demonstrated that they were not influenced by the race or sex of the
posers of the photos or by the lexical differences in the emotion words. Instead,
these differences were accounted for by the display-rule concept; people modify
their perceptions of emotion in the same manner that they learn rules for modifying i
expressions. That is, display rules inJapan not only attenuate emotional expression,
but similarly downplay how emotional others aTe seen.

TOWARD A CROSS-CULTURAL THEORY OF EMOTION

Defining Cultures

After the original universality studies, cross-cultural research on the emotions
!

'

reached a hiatus. Some cross-cultural studies did appear in the literature, but resear- '
chers turned their attention largely to questions of development, personality, and;
psychophysiology. Our theoretical understanding of emotions cross-culturally did Ii
not advance beyond Ekman and Friesen's Neurocultural Theory. No study since'
Friesen's (1972) has examined spontaneous emotional expressions cross-culturally,
and only two cross-cultural studies have examined display rules (Matsumoto, 1990a,
b). Substantial work remains to be done. i:

The absence of theory in this area is due in part to the lack of a conceptualization:!
of "culture" in ways that understand and predict differences. Culture is usually 1:

operationalized by country, equating culture 'with nation. Cultures, though, are not:
geo-political states; they are socio-psychological entities. A definition of culture;

should include shared behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, and values communicated from I

generation to generation (Barnouw, 1985). '
Cross-cultural researchers and theorists need to incorporate new operations of

cultUre. This "attitude" requires the search for, and use of, meaningful socio-
psychological dimensions of cultural variability that would enable us to relate cul-
tural s~mi1arities and differences to theoretically usef~ constructs that cut aCf.oss I
countnes and, to a cenain extent, races. Our understandmg of cultures and emotIon I
would improve because theories could rely on a few relevant dimensions raLher than
the traditional exposition of anecdotal and sometimes stereotypic impressions and
observations of cultures. Cross-cultural research that stiU operationalizes culture by
country would need to include the exposition of differences on theoretically useful
cultural dimensions. --~

W.9..IKfrom.anthropology has already identifiedsomerelevantdassifying dimen~ :~-~--

sions. For example, Mead (1967), Kluckholn and Strodbeck (1961), Hofstede (1980,
1983), and Triandis (1972) have identified Individualism-Collectivism (I-C), the de-
gree to which a culture encourages individual needs, wishes, desires, and values in
relation to group and collective ones. Individualistic cultures encourage their mem-
bers to become unique individuals; individual goals and desires take precedence
over collective needs. Collective cultures. by contrast, emphasize the needs of
groups, and individual goals are SubOl-dinated to group goals. Individual identifica- l'
tion in collective cultures is throughgroup affiliation.

Another important dimension of cultural variability is known as Power Distance
(Hofstede, 1980, '1983). PD refers to the degree to which cultures maintain hierar- ,\




