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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-
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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.
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CROSS-CULTURAL RESEARCH ON THE EMOTIONS

Background'

For over 100 years, sciemists argued whether facial expressions are universal
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