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(positive. neutral, add feqative) on subjects’ accuracy in ¢
identifying facial e essions of emotion (fear, disgust, anger, s ,
sadness, happiness, and surprise).. The suwbjects were 277 female and ' «(\
69 male teachers enrolled in graduate communication courses. After
reading a positive, neutral, or negative context description and then .
vieving photographs of actors displaying four.diffes®nt negative O,
.. facial expressions, the subjects selected one’ of six chojces as '
identifying the portrayed emotion. The positive. and negative “~y .
contextual cues resulted 4in poorer accuracy for identiinng?facial w'
expressions. Contrary to expectations, a- neutral emnotional conteit .
proved *better than a negative context in facilitating .the . '
.identification of negative facial expressions. Apparently. focial
expressions are best identified out of context and apy contextual
.cues confuse the meaning of the expression. Thus contextual - cues nay
not act as choice-narrovwing cues, as previous researchers have e .
hypothesized, but as choice-videning gues in the interpretatién of
facial expressions. The results also pPQvided additional support for
prevgggslz%identified male/fenqié diffe ences in identifying .

A St Ey tested the effect of three levels of context

L

nonve acial expressions: the female subjects ‘dn this study wvere

found to be significantly more accurate/ghan thé male subjects in

identifyinq facial expressions. (RL) ! .o S . 2
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the effect of three le s of context (positive,

subject's accuracy of identifying facidl expressions of

' s anger,'sadness, bapp1ness and mutprlse) Results
confirmed' the hypotlfepis that a positive: emgtional context resulted in poorer '
acturacy 1n correctl identifying '‘negative expression than a neutral eﬁatzonal
context. The second hypothesis, that a neutral emotiobnal context will result

. " in poorer accuracy in correctly: identifying, negat1ve fac1a1 expressions than
will a negative emotional conteéxt, was not conf1rmed D1scuss1on of these

. results focus upon the potential for contextual 1nformat1on to act‘as choice~

widening rather than ch01ce-narrbw1ng cues. ﬂdd1t1ona1 support for previougly

v identified male /femgle differences .in. aqqurately 1dent1fy1ng nonverbal facral

éxpressions was als¢ obtained. :

Th1s st%dy tested
. neutral, negative)" on
emotion (fear, disgus
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" expressions (Ekman, 19?2, 1973; Ekman & Frxesen,

-ment" approach .that Ekman has €mploygd in his re

- facial expression. Studies emplqyxng the '"judg
‘'noted by Ekman (1973), the judgment approach ha

'observers of fac1a1 expressions be allowed to v

. (Ekman, 1973). 1In each case, observers have bee)

.. sions have an almost lxmxtbess

*éwhxch the communxcatxon i

, '
ACéU RACY IN IDENTIFYING FACIAL FXPREGSM‘
AS A FUNGTION OF COMMUNICATION CONTE &

/ . ) Lt . : .‘
. For the last cent ry, scholars have b n 1nterested in méﬁnxngs ssocxated ~
with facial expressxon. Charles Darwxn (c . 1965) observed that persons who

Other researchers Birdwhistell, 1§70; Klinebe 1940) have argued that facial
expressxons like languages, were ecific to ea culture and could not)be
cross~culturally communicated. " However, Paul Ekman and his associates héve

emp1r1ca11y established the existence of cross—cultural, unxversal facial
1975; Ekman, Sorenson, &

. felt particular emotfon ‘expressed fthem' in sxq;éi; fashion in all cultures.

Frxesen, 1969). . It is now widely acCen}ed that a basic set of facial expres— s
-sions has a universal meaning and is’ dlstxnctly necognxzable in q/cross-cul—
tural context. ‘ ) ;
/ . [
Recently, research has questxoneﬁ the' ecological validity of the "judg~ .

search (Andersen & Buller,
examples of facial expressions
generally portrayed in each
ent'' approach typically find
hxkh levels of agreement among, receivers as to what emotion is being conveyed
by .a particular facial expression. Agreement is generally in the 80% to 90%
range within’culture as well as across culture (Ekman & Friesen, 1975). As
several problems. Should : ',
lunteer any word to identify
the émotions which correspond to ‘particular expriessions? If 8o, do synonyms
count as- correct answers? Should observers be given aglist of potential
emotions to associate with each ‘facial expressidn? Th atter approach has
been empléyed in virtuallv all experiments empldying the judgment approach
provided.-with a list of
emotions to employ in 1dent1fy1ng each facial expression. Indeed, typically,

1981). The ‘judgment " approach. 1nv01vps showgqg
t8 individuals and determining what .emotioh isg

six choxces have been provxded in most experimerts (Ekman & Friesen, 1975).

[ 8 ,
Prov1d1ng a“{xst of emotions td/ebservers\' creases experxmental control

.and eliminate$ problems with open-ended responsels. However, ecological’

valxdxty is reduced, for in ordinary interactions, observers of facial expres—
et of choices rejgarding which emotlon they are

. viewing. Of course, - other cues may act to narrgw the potentxally avail >
options. These choxce—narrow ng cues may 1nc1ud-, bq; are’ not limited t
knowledge of the source's moo y “ body movements, gestures, proxemic behav oLs, r

source; and the context 1

S, - - I’
41) demonstrated that the number
eceivers is, 1nverse1y related

or tone of voice; verbal ehgvior; traits of the

In a recént -study, ‘Anddrsen and Ruller (19
of alternatxve choices of ‘emptions provided to
to the accuracy of correctLy 1dent1fy1ng fac1a1 expressions. | In other. words,
choxce—narroq&ng cueg 1ncreas torrect .identi {:catxon of facial
expressions. Thesge results su ested that facigl expressions|are not.inher-.
ently identifiable but rather a\function the [number of logrcdl choices |-
available to receivers. These re upgorted and qualexed the pre=
vious work of Ekman,and assocbates. The“high récognition ‘scores obtained in
all coﬂlxtxons supp rted Ekman's notion that facxal expressrons are 1dent1f1e§-‘

v 4 . ‘
. g . . ' e~
: . R N - 'y .. .
9 . ' . N
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with a high degree of accutacy However, other’cues narrow ava1lable cho%ces, T

and as choices are narrowed accuracy increases. ..
s [

The Andereen and Buller (1981) experxment prov1ded no empxrxcal evidence
for the ‘actual manner in which recexvera narrow the potential choice of

emotions in real face-to-face communication. They recommend a number of varxa-_i"

bles that should be examined in future studies, 1nclud1ng ' (a) verbal behav~
iors accompanyxng facial express1ons, (b) vocal cues occurrxng with facial
expressions; (c) kinesig or proxemic cues in the 1limbs dnd body which accompany
facial expressions; (d) personal. knowledge or famxl1at1ty with the source and
her his facxal expression; (e) the previous emqtional ' state of the source; (f)
the source's personality- and communication traits; and (g) the environment or '
context in which the facial expression is displayedw This study is an attempt
to ascertain the impact of the context in which a facial expression occura on
the accuracy of correctly identifying the facial expression. g :

. Among the any. studies whxch have exam1ned nonverbal accuracy or senax-'
tivity, sevétal\have studied contextual variables associated with the correct

" identification of facxal expresaxons. The first group of . atudxes utilized
various contexts| to.evoke a partxcular facial expression. Buck (1976) video-
taped persons' facial expressions while the person was viewing one of five
types of emotxonally loaded color ‘slides, including: - (a) sexual contexts,' (b)
scenic contexts, (c) pleasant contexts, (d) unpleasant contexts, and (e) .
unusual contexts.! 51mxlarly, Roaenthal, Hall, and Zuckerman (1978) employed
four contexts (pleasnat adult-chiid inferactiops, a comedy scene, a murder
scene, and an auto accxd’nt) to evoke/spontaneous faciall reactions from .
research subjects, who were subseqyéntly used as experimental”'stimuli. Both of
the aforementioned studjies used c Cn1caCion contexts to create partxculat
facial expressions rather than study1ng a.part1cu1ar facxal expressxon in
several alleged contexts. L , v .

1!

’

“In another type of study, Guber (1966) found that subjects who had' them~
-selyes undef‘pne an experxmental cond1t1on were better able to recognxze the
facial expressions of others. .. Spec1f1cally, it wgs found that subjects who had
experienced either shocks (punishers) or bells (rewards) were better able to
determine when other subjects were experiencing shocks or,bells a1mp1y by look- -
ing § the other subJect s face. While thxa experiment also examined facial
expressions and context, it did not examxne if context had a dxrect impact on
accuracy of 1dent1fy1ng facial. expreasxons. But it did demonstrate that an
individual's exper1ende of .a particular situational context could enhance the
recognition rate of: correctly identified facial expre.sxons. ‘In a similar
study of person's enc g and decoding ability,’ Lanz‘tta and Kleck (1970)
asked ‘subjects to ddcjle whether people in a v1deo tape) were experiencing shock °
or no-shock conditi 84 -Once’ again;, . thxs atudy xamipéed context only as a
means of creating xpress1ono and did no examznet ‘knowledge of context had a
&1rect effect on accuracy of 1dent1fy1ng acxal expressions,

' Several atudxes have examined combxnatxons of facial cues and other commu-
ication cues. Shapiro (1968) studied inconsistent messages in which the- face
\\d words communxcated markedly different levels of pleasantness. He" foumd
t“t individuals responded dxfferentxally to facial or linguistic cues, with -

-lyxng latgely on one set of cues to the exclusion of’ ,the other. It was

N
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con%luded that recexvers,have dj ffe p trait respotises whxch cause them pri-
marxly to select either 11ngu18§}c Jg#facx 1l cues. Bugenthal, Kadwan, and Love
(1970) examined the influence of var ous\combxnatxons of scripts, pictures, and
,voxces on meanings conveyed to receivers. The visual channel, which contained
facial as well as other cues, was found to gccount for twice as much variance -
in .meaning as either the script or the voic® However, this study examined ~
only positive or negative visual cues rather than the meanings assodiated with
a Wider range of facial expressions.\ Moreover, the pictures included qtggr

4 N

' Fmally‘ Fr13da (1958) did p study which d’irectly%:ressed the effect of
context on facial expréssions. He paired four photos o xpressxons.by actres-

ses wbth two’ sets .of emotional cues.. Subjects,were asked to describe feel g8,

. efiotional states, or anything else abaut the actress./ While some of the

results of the gjudy were stqﬁistically nonsignificant, one significant finding
emerged . Interptetagxons of emotions ‘or feelxngs differed with the situation.
These findings ate somewhat difficult to interpret due to the free 1nterpreta-
tions provided by fﬁ!—subJectq Nonethelggs, Frijda (1969 p. 193), in his
summary on the recognxtxon of emotxon, maintains: :

- Expressxve behavior 1s always berce’ ed in contex£? Expressive
behavior constitutes Telational acqézity and derives most of
its meaning from the fact thht the ference.point of movement,
partxcularly of the glance, is given'"or assumed-.

Frifda (1968, p. 193) goes on to' describe a model of the process by which non-

verbal expressions are identified. . . ‘ .
. . .

-

? The process -of recognition of emotion can be concejved as a two
.stage process: assessment of the general positional activity
pattern on the basis of expression, and subsequent specifica<
. tion of this pattern on the basis of situational and ‘other .
ntextual cues. . P N -

“ s .

’\‘\nggéggstudy is, an attempt to, ascertaxn the effect of context.on the aecur-
acy .

ERIC
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ntifying facial expressions. Specxfxcally, it is hypothesized that
'when viewing a series of negative’ fac1a1 expressxons (fear, dxsgust anger, and
-sadness): .

Hy: "A.positive emotional context will result in poorer accuracy in
- . cdrrectly identifying negative facial expressions than w111 a -

neutral gmotxonal context. . . -

. Vo " ’ - .
"Hp: A neutral emon;onal cpntext will result in poorer accurae¥y in , -

correctly identifying negative facial expressxons ‘titan will a.

negatxve emdtional context, . -

0
»

o~

(8



o : ) * ’
even female and 69 male teachers from a large eastern
state -participated in this stydy.. Thé lubjectnréol was comprised of teachers

‘ frot across academic levels (ije., kindergarter, elementary, middle school,

junjor high school, - and high skhool).” All subjects were enrolled in graduate-
.level communication courses and participated voluntaﬂily.'
N

The measure emplpyed in this sfudy was an eight-item test of ability to.
accurately identify negative facial expressions. Negative facial expressions
.were employed to provige an eight-item accuracy test which Would be consistent
with the negative context and inconsistent with the positive context. Sti“&
black-and-white photographs of facialj expressions geveloped by Ekman and
Friesen (1975) were chosen to comprisk the instrument. The Stimulus photo-
rraphs_portrayed five female and thrée\male actors: displaying four different
negatiﬁfﬁfacial expressions which had béen validated by Ekman ‘and Friesen
(1975) ‘as portraying specific emotions that are widely recognized within the
North American culture. ‘The photographs by Ekman and Friesen (1975) exhibited
fear (photographs 10, 12), disgust (photographs 16, 18), wadness (photographs
38, 43), and anger (photographs 24, 27). Two photographs of each of these pure
emotions were combined to form the set of eight stimulus expressions employed
in this study. No blended or positive photographs (e.g., anger-disgust blend,
surprise-happiness blend, happiness, surprise) were utilized. The photographs
were transferred to 35 mm slides to fatilitate{the $dministration of .the '
measure to a large exerimental group. The slides were produced by a profes-

v

h 2

Measure

aional’publication_photographeg}/// ) .

\l B e .
Three scoring sheets ‘ constructed. which contained a list of the four
pure emotions (anger, sadness, fear, disgust). Six spaces’ were provided where
the subjects could indicate vhich emotion they thought was communicated by each.
‘fagial expression. The six o tions included the four pure emotions plus two
puje emotions not depicted (h@ppiness, surprise). The three 'scoring sheets
d{ffered only in texms of thelsituational context presented (Form 1, positive
context; Form 2, neutral context; Form 3, negative context; see Table 1).
Additional demographic questions were included on the measure; however, for the

I

emotions were intluded in this study (see Table 2). )

purpose of this study, only data pertaining to sex and responses to the list of

L

Procedures

C . . \_ ! .

One of the three a%ofing sheets was randomly as:igned to each subjeet. .
The experimenters expldined that the test was designed to see how well people
could determine emotional states via facial expressions. Each subject was
instructed to read the context description prior to viewing the slides .ani
then for each photograph to choose which emotiod was depigted in each slide’.
Subjects were instructed to view each slide and then indicate the emotion,
from the list of six alternatives, whjch they felt bes& described the facial

» -

P
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expression exhibited by the stimulus face in that specific context. No inter-
action among subjects was permitted during the experiment. ’ .

:

&

The eight slides were then projecqtd in random order to the subjects.
Each:slide was projected for 10 seconds Subjects were given an additional , !
five seconds. in order to mark their choice before the next slide was presented.

. There yas no discyssion between the experimenters and subjects during the view
ing of the slidgs Subjects were stfiefe§ fbllowing gata“collestion.' )
Variables .’ ) e -
D— / ’ . i, ' 7.
- The independent and assigned variables for this study were: 7(a) sex of
the subject, and (b) the three context conditions (positive, neutral, negative)
presented to the subject. The analysis. employed data derived from subjects’

responses fto the stimulus slides.

The {ependent variﬁbléiin tqt analysis was the percentage of correct y
identified facial expressions. e measurement scale’and scoring procedutes '
;E;e consistent with previous studies (Andersen~&'nu11er, 1981; Ekman § ° \-~
riésen, 1975). The measurement instrument had a split-half reliability of
-40. Although low, the split-half reliability 6f the measurement and the
obtained significant differences for sex on sensitivity to facial djsplays of _
emotion conform to previous research (Andersen & Buller, 1981:; Ekma; A& Friesen,
1975) and will be discussed later. in this papere . _

. . ' : / ' - .~
’ Stag&g;xca} Analysis - <

- A one-way analysis of variance was appl?{g;%o the aatéfto determine the -
accuracy level of Bubjects' scores on the fac al expression measurement. A
two-way analysis of variance for unequal ‘cell sige (sex b 'fﬁree context condi~
tions) was applied to the data to idertify signi;icant €x differences across
the context conditions. Alpha was set at .05. The expe;iment had a corre~
sponding pawer of approximately .38 for small effects, .99 foramedium effects,

and in excess of .995 foj large effects (Cohen, 977). '

[}

"« Results -

.

.

i_ﬂipothesis 1 was coﬁfitmed: A positive émotional’conééxt (x = 5.63)
resulted din Pporer acéuracy in correctly idéntifying negative expression than a
neutsal emoéiGngl context- (xx = 6.30, F = 12.47;: gee Table, 3).

12 /

- . Hypothesis 2 was not confirmed. Indee\i, the means were in the opposite
direction of the hypothesis. Means ¥or the neutral emotional context (6.30) X

were actually higher than the wfans fo neggﬁlve emotional context (5.70). -
. X - " . 5 . . -
: . ‘ : ~ -
- - . Iy
2 | . ) -
) Y ’
o ‘ ,
‘ 9 . -
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' ‘ Discussion
N H e ———
O ‘
It was expected that a negativ emotional context would fac111tate correct

‘ identification of negative fadjal gxpressions. This should.be manxfested in
' lower accuracy score for the neutgrl emotional context than the negative
' emotional contekt, as posited in Hypothenxe 2. This was not the case. Simi-~
larly, it was expected that a positive emotional context would inhibit correct
1dent1f1cat on of negative facial expressions. This should be manifested inh a
lower accur ¢y score for the positive emotional context than the neutral
emotional context, as poaated in Hypothenxl 1, which _was confirmed.

The data indicate a pattern aomewh!i different from what was‘expected.\z
In this exper1ment.,contextua1 cues of either & positive or a negative type
< resulted in poorer accuracy of 1dent1fy1ng facial expressions. These data seem
. to indicate that facial expressions are best identified out of context and that
(_ any contextual cues confuse the meaning of the expression, ‘resul ing in lower
- accuracy gcores. Contrary to the euggestxon of Birdwhistell (1970, p.29) and
e Andersen and Buller (1981), contextual cues may not act as choxce-ﬁarrow1ng
<i cues in the identification of facial expressions. Instead, .contextual cues
may actually widen the possible 1nterp§etatxona of meanxng in any facial -
. expressxon . . L . . .
& .
Y Althdugh the relmabxlxty of the aEpendent measure (aCCuraty Bcores) wag
. . marginally adequate (.40), it was sufficiently feliable to pick up the sex dif-
* ferences consistently reported by a host of othdr researchers (Rosenthal, Rall,
DiMatteo, Rogers, & Ancher 979) These studiep have indicated that females &
are more. sensitive to nonverpal cues, particular y those which are visually
’ received. In thxs study,’ females (x = 5.99) wer¢ found to-be significantly
! more accurate in identifying facial expressions/(F = 9, 58, eta2 = ,025). than -
| were males (x = 5.49). Although less then‘3z of the yvariance in accugracy .
“ . % was a function of sex, these findings provide evxdenJ for the validity of the
accuracy test, because of its consistency with previous research.

Many,choxce-narrowxng cues are discussed by Anﬂersen and Buller (1981) and
»lxsted at the beg1nn1ng of this paper. It is evident from these data that con-
text ‘can act as’a confusing, choice-widening cue rather than a choice-narrowing
-~ cue. These data indicate that both consistent and inconsistent contexts may ‘
-act to confuse and wxden the choxces in emotions that receivers see 1n facial N
“ expressions., - Future research should manipulate centexts in other ways to .
ascertain if thés is & general effect of context or if some contextual cues
: can actually tarrow choices and result in|more ccuracy in identifying facial
? expressions. Moreover, a recent study by Leat&?rs and Emigh (1980) indifBtes
that the decoders of facial expression can make finer within-class judgements
regarding ,the meaning of facial expreee1ons than had previously been reported
« . 'Future attempts at relating facial meanxng to context should consider using
" " these finer categories rather than.the broad categories reported by_Ekqgn and
Friesen (1975) and employed in the present study. / i

. : . N
. . . . ,
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Table 1 . .
“ S I
Stimulus Contexts *
Employnd in the Experiment
Form 1: Positive Contextual Induction o // .

The following group of photographs were taken of employees of a large
multinational corporation. The photos were taken immediately after each person
was informed of a promotion with a sizable salary inkrease. Each person h‘d
also been commended. for a superiqr service to the ‘corporation.

For the follojsug'zﬁotographl, please indicate uhich emotion :he petaén xs’

experiencing by che the appropriate blank. Y P

Form 2: Neutral Congextual Inductlon

The fol}o&ing g;igi of photogrnphl were taken of emplgyees of a large

mult1nat1qna corporation. i
For thb followxng photographs, please indicate which emotlon the person _is

exper1enc1ng by checking the approprllte blank.

Form 3:*

Negative Contextual Induction

The follgwing group of photographs were taken of employec of a large |
multinational corporation. The photos were taken immedilately*after each person
was informed that ‘they were not promoted nhg received no salary increase. Each
person was also critized fot inferior oerv&EgAto the corporagion,

For the following photographs, please indicate which emotion the person 13
exp¢r1enc1ng by checking the appropriate blank.

T

g T
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" Table 2

_(1-5) Research code

(6) Sex ~M. © F
(1) (z_f'

(7-8) Age.

(9-10) Grade level--1~12 (0 for kindergarten, 13 for college)
(1 you teach more than one class, include the grnde/level mos t

-, frequeritly taught)

The following group of photographs were .taken of employees of a large
P

multinational corporation.

For the following photographs, please indicate which emotion the person is
exper jencing bQ:_hecking the appropriate blank. -

M. Anger Disgust Fear - M¥appiness Sadness Surprise
(11) Photo 1 ‘ e
(12) Photo 2 : : '
- 1) W T
(13) * Photo 3 4 e L '
’ m [F )V ) "(55' (53] (3]
SR LNt } -
(14) Photo 4 o &
- W ™ W @ T W®
(15) Photo 5 . ' : 7
(167 Photo ¢ N N |
s R ¢ B ) w ...y O]
’ (17) Photo 7 .‘ T
) - [6)] [£)) ) ,(5) (O]
. . ", } .
_ (\If{ Photo 8 ) - , -
6] \\ W™ () T 1)

(19) Number of speech'communication clgsses taken
— . ) "
(20) Form 2 :

-~ -

o \g
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Table 3

Analysis of Variance Effect of Context
on Accuracy of Identifying Pacial Expressions
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Effect \ss . df _\ _ M8§ F P eta?
tg;n, J2.85 2 19.43 12.47 <.0001 .066
Sex 12.61 1 12.61 9.58 <.002 .025
Forn x sex 3.06 2 1.53 1.16 NS
Error 447.72 )
Total 496,25 \\\\
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d( Table 4
. 57/ Accuracy Means by Sex and Context
] q-, I
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Context Males Females ‘All Subjects
‘Positive  5.19 5.77 5.63 ’
T ) ‘ '
Neutral 6.17 6.33 6.0, ,
Negative - 5,1% 5.82 5.70,
L] ., ¥ " //
Total 5.49, 5.99, " Ye
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Mears with the¥’same subscripts- are sugﬂificanqu,
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