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Two studies provide evidence for the role of cultural familiarity in recognizing facial expressions
of emotion. For Chinese located in China and the United States, Chinese Americans, and non-
Asian Americans, accuracy and speed in judging Chinese and American emotions was greater
with greater participant exposure to the group posing the expressions. Likewise, Tibetans resid-
ing in China and Africans residing in the United States were faster and more accurate when

judging emotions expressed by host versus nonhost society members. These effects extended

across generations of Chinese Americans, seemingly independent of ethnic. or biological ties.
Results suggest that the universal affect system governing emotional expression may be character-
ized by subtle differences in style across cultures, which become more familiar with greater cultural
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and Facial

contact.

The individual who moves from one class to another or from one
society to another is faced with the challenge of iearning new “dia-
lects” of facial language to supplement his knowledge of the more
universal grammar of emotion. (Tomkins & McCarter, 1964, p. 127)

To what extent is the recognition of emotion universal versus

variable by culture? Researchers in psychology have spent
decades in pursuit of this question. Extreme positions taken by
early theorists have gradually given way to recent interactionist
perspectives integrating evidence for both universality and cul-
tural specificity (e.g., Ekman, 1972; Fiske, Kitayama, Markus,
& Nisbett, 1998; Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Mesquita & Frijda,
1992; Mesquita, Frijda, & Scherer, 1997; Rosenthal, Hall, Di-
Matteo, Rogers, & Archer, 1979; Scherer, 1997). This article
seeks to contribute to this literature by showing that cultural
familiarity is associated with greater accuracy in emotion rec-
ognition, such that individuals can more effectively understand
universal emotions expressed by members of a cultural group to
which they have greater exposure.
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Cultural Differences in Emotion Recognition

Most of the early classic studies of cross-cultural emotion rec-
ognition (e.g., Ekman, 1972; Izard, 1971) did not examine cultural
differences “because the researchers were interested at that time in
exploring agreement, not disagreement” (Matsumoto & Assar,
1992, p. 86). Despite providing strong evidence for universality, in
that participants across cultures viewing posed expressions recog-
nized the intended category at accuracy rates greater than that
expected by chance, the same classic studies also suggested sys-
tematic cultural differences. Samples outside the United States
rarely achieved accuracy as high as American samples when
viewing the American stimuli. For example, in Izard’s (1971)
large-scale study, American and European groups correctly iden-
tified 75%—83% of the facial photographs, whereas Japanese cor-
rectly identified 65% and Africans correctly identified only 50%.
Thus, it seems that emotions are recognizable at above-chance
levels across cultures, but at the same time there is also cultural
variation in emotion recognition accuracy.

Recént speculation about the cause of cultural variation in
emotion recognition accuracy has focused on in-group familiarity,
whereby emotion recognition appears to be more accurate when
members of the same cultural group that express the emotional
stimuli also make the judgments (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a,
2002b, 2003). A meta-analysis (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b)
provided evidence for an in-group advantage that replicated across
a range of experimental methods and nonverbal channels of com-
munication, as well as across each of the positive and negative
basic emotions. Further, this in-group advantage replicated when
examining only balanced studies, in which members of every
cultural group in the study judged emotions expressed by members

of every other group. These balanced studies control for possible -

differences in the main effects of emotional expression and rec-
ognition ability across cultures while examining the impact of
cultural match versus mismatch on commumcatlon accuracy in the
form of an interaction effect.

Interestingly, the in-group advantage effect 'shares many com-
mon features with the same-race effect extensiv ely documented in
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research on facial recognition (e.g., Anthony, Cooper, & Mullen,
1992), showing that individuals can more accurately recognize
whether they have previously seen a face with members of their
own ethnic group. The effect, also referred to as “cross-race,”
appears to originate in differences in the diagnostic cues that
members of different groups use to store information about faces
(Ellis, Deregowski, & Shepherd, 1975; Sporer, 2001a, 2001b).
Individuals generally pay attention to the cues that are particularly
diagnostic for members of their own ethnic group. However, these
same cues may not assist as clearly in distinguishing among faces
of out-group members. A similar origin might be postulated for the
in-group advantage in emotion recognition.

Explaining the In-Group Advantage

Several different explanations have been suggested for the in-
group advantage. Lack of familiarity with experimental procedures
as well as translation difficulties (Mesquita & Frijda, 1992) can
each contribute to higher performance from members of cultures in
which the experimental procedures and stimuli originated. How-
ever, these factors could not be solely responsible for the findings
of in-group advantage. Notably, the in-group advantage replicates
consistently across balanced studies in which absolute differences
across participants, such as familiarity with procedures, are main
effects controlled before the calculation of the in-group advantage
as an interaction effect. The in-group advantage also replicates
across cultural groups sharing a native language (Elfenbein &
Ambady, 2002b). However, the frequent overlap between lan-
guage and cultural group membership presents a confound making
it difficult to separate the two variables in many cross-cultural
studies.

Some of the first researchers to notice the effect considered it to
be ethnic bias (Kilbride & Yarczower, 1983; Markham & Wang,
1996), with the term bias implying that the in-group advantage
resulted from lesser motivation to understand emotions expressed
by members of recognizably different cultures. Indeed, researchers
have found that emotion recognition rates can differ when judges
believe that expressors are members of their own versus a different
cultural group (Hess, Senecal, & Kirouac, 1996). Bias or differ-
ences in motivation when judging out-group members can con-
tribute to in-group advantage, but cannot account for its presence
in certain settings. For example, some studies had stimuli so
minimal that it is implausible for participants to determine the
cultural group membership of the emotional expressors in the
absence of cultural differences in the expressions themselves—for
example, in filtered vocal tones and in facial photographs among
multiple Caucasian groups (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002b). Recent
evidence also shows that the in-group advantage is stronger when
judging composite photographs using the more intense left rather
than the right facial hemisphere (Elfenbein, Mandal, Ambady,
Harizuka, & Kumar, in press), which demonstrates that bias alone
does not cause the in-group advantage because presumably judges
use the same degree of bias when judging each half of the same
facial expression.

For cultural differences to emerge in the above studies, the
markers of group membership were likely contained within the
style of emotional expression itself. Thus, the most parsimonious
explanation of the in-group advantage might lie in subtle differ-
ences in expressive behavior across cultural groups, such that

‘ndividuals can more accurately recognize emotions expressed in a
style matching their own. This explanation emphasizes the incre-
mental effect of cultural learning. Universal affect programs can
largely determine emotional expression (Ekman, 1972; Tomkins &
McCarter, 1964), whereas stylistic differences across cultures cre-
ate small adjustments to these core programs. Along these lines,
Rosenthal et al. (1979) argued that several nonverbal behaviors are
likely descended from a common “nonverbal ‘language,” but that
some of the specifics of this language vary across disparate cul-
tural groups (p. 224). Thus, this view does not argue against
universality in emotional communication. Rather, it argues only
against extreme interpretations. Further, an explanation of the
in-group advantage focusing on cultural style does not preclude
display rules (Ekman, 1972) or decoding rules (Buck, 1984;
Matsumoto, 1989; Schimmack, 1996) from existing alongside
cultural differences in expressive style.

Cultural Familiarity

The goal of this article is to examine evidence for the effect of
cultural familiarity on greater accuracy and efficiency in emotion
recognition. Previous research on cross-cultural emotion recogni-
tion is suggestive of this effect. Ekman and colleagues tested the
Fore tribe from New Guinea with a series of American facial
expressions of emotion. Analyses separating participants into three
groups on the basis of their level of contact with Westerners
revealed a strong association between cross-cultural contact and
higher emotion recognition performance (Sorensen, 1975). Using
Ekman and Friesen’s (1976) American facial photos, Ducci, Ar-
curi, W/Georgis, and Sineshaw (1982) tested both urban Ethiopi-
ans with exposure to Western culture as well as rural Ethiopians
with limited exposure. They also found greater emotion recogni-
tion performance for their participants with greater Western expo-
sure. In these two studies, greater exposure may be confounded
with other factors such as a higher degree of formal education or
socioeconomic status, which are themselves factors that can relate
to emotion recognition performance (Hall, Halberstadt, & O’Brien,
1997; Izard, 1971; Kirouac & Doré, 1985). Both studies also tested
only contact by non-Western groups becoming familiar with West-
ern groups, and not vice versa. Furthermore, these studies tested
participants only with emotional expressions that originated in a
foreign culture, without controlling for individual differences in
ability by testing participants with emotional expressions originat-
ing in their own culture. This prevents analyses that would distin-
guish whether their higher performance was specific to emotional
expressions from the group with which they had contact, versus
higher performance regardless of the stimuli’s cultural origin. This
suggests the need to conduct additional research with a design that
is balanced to control for participants’ accuracy in judging mem-
bers of their own cultural group. Thus, it is difficult to interpret
past findings unambiguously in terms of cultural familiarity.

Elfenbein and Ambady’s (2002b) meta-analysis provides some
additional evidence for the impact of cultural familiarity, in that
the in-group advantage in emotion recognition was smaller for
samples that had greater cross-cultural exposure to each other.
First, the in-group advantage was larger for cultural groups living
across national borders than it was for cultural groups living
together within the same nation, who presumably have more
contact with each other. The in-group advantage was also smaller











































