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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














































