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In our everyday interactions, we are frequently called upon to make judgments and categorizations
of other individuals. When meeting someone for the first time, for example, we form an impression
of that person almost instantly. These immediate judgments about other individuals are sometimes
surprisingly accurate. At other times, however, our first impressions turn out to be inaccurate and
can lead to misunderstandings. Research on person perception has suggested that the information
we glean from others can be affected by factors such as appearance (€.g. Albright, Malloy, Dong,
Kenny, & Fang, 1997, Zebrowitz & Montepare, 2005; Zebrowitz, Montepare, & Lee, 1993), stereo-
types (e.g. Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughns, & Johnson, 2006; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002;
Maddox & Gray, 2002), and culture (e.g., Ambady, Koo, Lee, & Rosenthal, 1996; Marsh, Elfenbein,
& Ambady, 2003; Matsumoto, 1989, 1992). Although the role of culture in person perception has
become increasingly important, given the rapid increase in globalization and cross-cultural expo-
sure, it has been relatively underexamined. In this chapter, we review some of our experimental
findings on culture and person perception in the area of nonverbal behavior, including affect and
gestures. We then shift our focus to discuss trait inferences and seek to examine the effects of cul-
ture on making trait inferences based on external cues.

NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR

Nonverbal behavior is the term used to describe behaviors that do not include spoken, written,
or signed language. Nonverbal communication is a subset of nonverbal behavior and consists of
the ways in which we communicate without language, whether consciously or nonconsciously.
Examples of nonverbal communication include facial expressions of emotion and physical gestures,
both of which are a rich source of information about an individual. In this section we will focus first
on facial expressions of emotion, exploring universal aspects and cultural differences in emotion
recognition across cultures. Cultural differences in emotion recognition have led to the formulation
of a dialect theory of emotion, which we discuss in detail. Second, we will briefly explore the pro-
duction and recognition of gestures across cultures. In both cases, we discuss the role of expertise
and exposure, which influence judgmental accuracy.

EMoTION RECOGNITION

Facial expressions of emotion are ubiquitous in daily life, and the ability to decode and understand
these emotions allows for successful social interactions. Researchers have long been interested in
the study of emotion, resulting in an extensive body of work on understanding facial affect (e.g.,
Darwin 1872/1965; Ekman, 1972, 2003; Tomkins, 1962). In addition to the production and recogni-
tion of facial emotions, the universality of emotion expressions across cultures has also been widely
studied (Ekman & Friesen, 1969, 1971; Izard, 1977). Early research investigating constants for
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emotion across cultures found comparable judgment for emotions between members of a preliterate
culture and members from a literate Western culture, suggesting that the facial behavior associated
with emotion is not culture specific or language bound (Ekman & Friesen, 1971). Other cross-
cultural research has demonstrated universal recognition of facial expressions from literate cultures
(Boucher & Carlson, 1980; Ekman, 1972). Thus, these studies have found evidence of similarity in
emotion judgments between cultures, leading to the theoretical model positing the universality of
emotional expression and recognition (Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Ekman, 1972; and see Matsumoto’s
chapter in this volume).

Most of these studies on the cross-cultural expression and understanding of emotion, however,
did not seek to investigate whether there were any differences across cultures, “because the research-
ers were interested at that time in exploring agreement, not disagreement” (Matsumoto & Assar,
1992, p. 86). Despite outstanding support for the universality of emotions, more recent research has
demonstrated that cross-cultural differences in the recognition of emotions do indeed exist (e.g.,
Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a).

One explanation for cultural differences in emotion recognition suggests that these differences
are due to different display and decoding rules between cultures. In some cultures, for example, it
may be considered inappropriate to reveal anger in public, or impolite to acknowledge another per-
son’s sadness. These rules regulate the social norms regarding the appropriateness of emotion dis-
plays, and as a result, affect the identification of emotional expressions (Ekman, 1972; Matsumoto,
1989, 1992). Cultural differences in emotion recognition have also been attributed to differences in
language. The words used to describe particular emotions vary in both intensity and meaning across
cultures, and some languages may be better at expressing emotional concepts than others (Harre,
1986; Matsumoto & Assar, 1992; Mesquita, Frijda, & Scherer, 1997). A final explanation for cul-
tural differences in emotion recognition centers on the familiarity among members of a particular
cultural group with their cultural displays, leading to an advantage in recognizing the emotions of
in-group members. This explanation of familiarity suggests that the cultural differences we observe
may result from stylistic differences across cultures rather than social pressures or norms (Elfenbein
& Ambady, 2002b).

An in-group advantage has been demonstrated in emotion recognition, such that individuals bet-
ter recognize emotional expressions displayed by members of their own culture than by members of
other cultures (c.f., Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a, 2003a; Elfenbein, Mandal, Ambady, Harizuka, &
Kumar, 2002). This in-group advantage has been shown across many different studies and cultures
in a meta analysis (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a). Results revealed that although emotions were
universally recognized at above-chance levels, there was an increase in accuracy when judging
emotional expressions for members of a cultural in-group. Results from the meta-analysis suggest
that display and decoding rules do not fully explain cultural variation in emotion recognition. In
addition, the findings suggest that there indeed may be linguistic and conceptual factors contribut-
ing to the increased accuracy in the recognition of in-group emotions.

The finding of an in-group advantage in emotion recognition suggests that cultural differences
in emotion expression might be a result of different cultural “dialects” prevailing within the “more
universal grammar of emotion” (Tomkins & McCarter, 1964, p. 127). Perhaps the cultural differ-
ences leading to an in-group advantage are contained in the emotional expressions themselves. A
dialect theory suggests that along with a universal language of emotion, there may also be cultural
dialects that are exhibited in the subtle differences in how emotions are expressed between cultures,
and that these cultural dialects go beyond cultural norms or display rules dictating when and how to
display emotion (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003a).

Support for the dialect theory of communicating emotion can be found in a recent study exam-
ining the expression and recognition of posed facial expressions (Elfenbein, Beaupré, Lévesque,
& Hess 2007). In the study, individuals from the Canadian province of Quebec and the west-cen-
tral African country of Gabon were asked to pose for a set of emotional expressions. These emo-
tional expressions from both cultural groups were later coded, and results showed reliable cultural
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differences, such that dialects emerged in the activation of facial muscles for the same posed emo-
tions. In a second part of the study, both standardized faces designed to eliminate dialects and
the nonstandardized posed expressions from the previous study were shown to another group of
participants. The results of the second study showed an in-group advantage for emotion recognition
of the nonstandardized emotion expressions. Taken together, these findings provide support for the .
dialect theory of emotions, highlighting the subtle differences in the expression of emotions that
occur between different cultures.

Extending the linguistic analogy, we also have evidence of nonverbal “accents,” arising from
subtle cultural variations in expressiveness. In a study investigating facial emotion recognition,
Marsh and colleagues (2003) found that American participants were able to successfully identify
Japanese nationals from Japanese Americans in standardized images of emotional expressions.
These results suggest that although facial expressions of emotion may fall under basic universal
prototypes, subtle cultural differences exist in the appearance of these emotions that can convey
cues as to nationality and culture, beyond physiognomic and other static features.

Fluency in reading nonverbal dialects arises from exposure. In the previously mentioned meta-
analysis, the in-group advantage was found to be smaller for groups with greater levels of exposure
to one another (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002a). Increased familiarity and greater cultural contact is
also associated with better emotion recognition (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003b). In the first of two
experiments, Elfenbein and Ambady examined emotion recognition for Chinese and American par-
ticipants who differed in their level of cultural exposure to China and the U.S. (Chinese in China,
recent Chinese immigrants to the U.S., second-generation Chinese immigrants born in the U.S.,
and non-Chinese U.S. citizens). Findings showed that increased cultural exposure led to greater
speed and accuracy in the recognition of emotions. The second experiment replicated the cultural
exposure effects for Tibetans living in China and Africans living in the U.S. Tibetans living in
China were more accurate at identifying facial expressions of emotions for Chinese targets than for
American targets, and Africans living in America showed the reverse pattern, thus demonstrating
the role of exposure in improving accuracy of emotion recognition.

GESTURES

Gestures are a type of nonverbal behavior that can be produced with or without speech. Co-verbal
behaviors, such as hand movements made during conversation, normally occur during speech and can
serve as cross-modal primes that aid in the retrieval of words from lexical memory (Krauss, 1998;
Krauss & Chiu, 1997). In contrast, symbolic gestures are often produced silently and can be under-
stood without accompanying speech (Ekman & Friesen, 1969). These types of gestures, also known
as emblems, serve to further the shared understanding of concepts and are the focus of this section.

Cultural differences in gestures have been widely documented, and the meaning of symbolic
gestures can differ from one culture to another. For example, in American culture, giving another
individual the “thumbs-up” gesture helps to communicate success or approval. However, the same
“thumbs-up” sign could be interpreted as a very rude gesture in Persian culture. These differences
suggest that symbelic gestures are not universal and can be culture specific (Archer, 1997; Kendon,
1992). The symbolic gestures used by specific cultures can seem “completely arbitrary unless one
knows the culturally specific code on which they are modeled” (Poortinga, Schoots, & van de
Koppel, 1993, p. 42). As a result, it is not surprising that research examining cross-cultural differ-
ences in gestures has demonstrated an in-group advantage for the recognition of gestures displayed
by cultural in-group members (Wolfgang & Wolofsky, 1991).

As in the case of emotion, cultural exposure affects fluency in understanding gestures, indicating
effects of nonverbal dialects. In an effort to examine the relationship between cultural adjustment
and gesture recognition, Molinsky, Krabbenhoft, Ambady, and Choi (2005) developed the “gesture
recognition task” to assess the ability of native and non-native individuals to distinguish between real
and fake gestures. Those who performed better on the recognition task had spent more time within the
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foreign setting, rated themselves as high on intercultural communication competence, and were rated
by natives as more interculturally competent. Findings also showed that performance on the gesture
recognition task was positively associated with the level of perceived motivation to learn about the
foreign culture. These results suggest that cultural adaptation and adjustment play an important role
in the learning of culture-bound gestures and can be influenced by an individual’s motivation.

Cross-cultural research on nonverbal accents has been extended to include gestures in addition
to facial expressions of emotion. Specifically, Marsh, Elfenbein, and Ambady (2007) found that
American participants who were asked to view images of American and Australian nationals walk-
ing or waving in greeting were able to accurately determine the nationalities of the targets. In the
study, individuals were videotaped while performing simple behaviors such as walking across a
room or facing the camera while waving hello as though greeting a person. Photographic stills were
captured from the video showing the target individual in midstride or with their hand at the apex
of the wave. These images provided sufficient information to allow participants to identify target
nationality at above-chance levels. Because using the hand to wave in greeting is a widely prevalent
gesture, the findings of the study suggest that the phenomena of nonverbal accents extend beyond
the face and include other social behaviors. Thus, it is possible that many behaviors that convey
social information can be subtly and distinctively accented.

Furthermore, the accuracy of nationality judgments correlated with the extent to which targets
were perceived to conform to cultural stereotypes. In addition to distinguishing between nationali-
ties, participants also distinguished Americans and Australians in terms of how targets displayed
personality traits that corresponded with group stereotypes (i.e., Americans appear more dominant
and Australians appear more likeable). When seen walking, Americans were rated as more domi-
nant than Australians. When waving, Australians were perceived as more likeable than Americans.
The traits associated with these actions may provide information about social group membership.
In fact, analyses showed that the more likeable and less dominant Australians were perceived, the
more accurately their nationality was judged. The reverse was not true for Americans, suggesting
that these cultural stereotypes may be used primarily in distinguishing out-group members (Marsh
et al., 2007). In sum, there appears to be a complex relationship between cultural differences, non-
verbal behavior, and stereotypes.

The interpretation and understanding of gestures across cultures depends heavily on the amount
of exposure one has to that particular culture. Cultural exposure can help facilitate the acquisition
of knowledge that is oftentimes required to discern gestures or other social information. It also
appears that the recognition of gestures across cultures supports the dialect theory, suggesting that
nonverbal accents exist not only for emotional expressions but for other forms of nonverbal behav-
iors as well. Taken together, these findings speak to the importance of culture in everyday, ongoing
person perception.

TRAIT INFERENCES

In addition to making judgments about people’s emotional states or gestures, we also make judg-
ments about their personality traits from appearance and nonverbal behavior. In this section, we will
focus on cultural influences on first impressions, judgments that are made from brief impressions or
“thin slice” judgments of others (Ambady, Bernieri, & Richeson, 1995).

To study these instantaneous inferences, researchers have developed a number of different exper-
imental paradigms. In one such paradigm, participants are exposed to photographs, voice record-
ings, point-light or biological motion displays, and other limited stimuli, and are asked to make trait
ratings. Another example is the zero-acquaintance task, a brief real-life interaction. In the zero-
acquaintance task, participants are tested in groups and asked to provide trait ratings for each of the
other group members, without speaking to each other (e.g., Kenny, 1991; Kenny, Albright, Malloy,
& Kashy, 1994). The majority of work on person perception in trait inferences has focused on
consensus—that is, the degree to which judges agree in their ratings of a target’s traits, rather than
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accuracy in predicting behavior. To examine the effects of culture on trait perception, trait infer-
ences made by judges from different cultures are compared. The extent to which these inferences
converge or diverge allows us to investigate how people interpret the same external cues differently
based on cultural values.

In the following sections we will examine research on trait inferences relating to warmth, attrac- -

tiveness, and power. We will discuss similarities and differences across cultures in how external cues
such as facial maturity, age, and vocal qualities are interpreted to form first impressions on these traits
and others. We will also explore potential outcomes of these cultural similarities and differences.

WARMTH

Trait inferences of likeability, sociability, agreeableness, extraversion, and trustworthiness are
among the most central to interpersonal interactions. These traits, which we group under the con-
cept of warmth in person perception, seem to be especially influenced by facial expressions and
attractiveness of features.

Albright and colleagues (1997) explored cross-cultural consensus in a number of trait judgments
made by American and Chinese participants. They found that the variables associated with extra-
version and agreeableness showed the most consensus across both groups of participants. Chinese
and American judges agreed on how sociable, active, good natured, honest, and optimistic the
targets appeared, whether Chinese or American. This supports earlier findings that ratings of extra-
version tend to show the most consensus across groups (Ambady, Hallahan, & Rosenthal, 1995;
Levesque & Kenny, 1993).

Furthermore, in the Albright et al. (1997) study, the experimenters asked participants to provide
ratings of external cues including neatness of dress, smiling, eye contact, and attractiveness. Of
these external cues, smiling and attractiveness were found to be highly correlated with trait ratings
of extraversion and agreeableness for Americans’ ratings of Chinese targets and Chinese’ ratings
of Americans.

ATTRACTIVENESS

While attractiveness can be considered more of an external cue than a personality trait, it holds a
special place in the literature because of its influence on other judgments. Research on the physi-
cal attractiveness stereotype has demonstrated that attractive people are also presumed to have
other positive attributes—especially in terms of social competence (Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, &
Longo, 1991; Shaffer, Crepaz, & Sun, 2000; Wheeler & Kim, 1997). Many studies suggest strong
cross-cultural agreement in judgments of attractiveness. Consensus in attractiveness ratings has
been found for Japanese and American judges rating Japanese and American faces (Matsumoto &
Kudoh, 1993); American and native residents of St. Croix rating White Americans (Maret & Harling,
1985); Chinese, Indian, and English judges rating Greek faces (Thakerar & Iwawaki, 1979); Whites,
Blacks, and Chinese judges rating White and Chinese faces (Bernstein, Tsai-Ding, & McLelland,
1982); and Asian, Latino, and American Black and White judges rating female faces from Asian,
Black, Latino, and White backgrounds (Cunningham, Roberts, Barbee, Druen, & Wu, 1995).

This cross-cultural consensus on what makes a face attractive suggests a universal ideal of attrac-
tiveness. Whether this is due to common evolutionary influences or to the effects of specific stan-
dards of beauty being instilled across different cultures through colonialism, political influence, and
mass media is unclear (for more on this topic, see Fink & Penton-Voak, 2002; Kaw, 1993; Maddox,
2004; Rhodes & Zebrowitz, 2002).

The external cue of attractiveness is associated with personality traits, such that more attractive
people often receive higher ratings on other positive characteristics. In the previously described
study of trait inferences conducted by Albright and colleagues (1997), cross-cultural ratings of
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attractiveness for Chinese and American targets were significantly correlated with ratings on traits
associated with extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and intelligence.

However, other researchers argue that there are cultural differences in the specific traits associ-
ated with attractiveness, depending on which traits are valued in each culture. Wheeler and Kim
(1997) found that Korean raters provided different character attributions for attractive Korean faces
than Americans rating American faces. While Americans would rate attractive faces as higher in
personal dominance and potency, Koreans associated attractiveness with higher levels of integrity
and concern for others. Shaffer et al. (2000) followed up on this work by asking Taiwanese and
American participants to rate attractive and unattractive faces from both cultures. The faces were
rated on qualities that reflected communal and individualistic values. Results showed that partici-
pants from both cultures rated attractive faces more positively, but there were differences in attribu-
tions of specific qualities. For example, American participants associated attractiveness in American
faces more strongly with positive individualistic attributes than with communal attributes, but they
associated attractive Taiwanese faces more strongly with communal attributes. Thus, the pattern of
American ratings depended on the culture of the target. On the other hand, Taiwanese participants
associated attractiveness for both groups with more positive communal and individualistic traits.
A closer examination showed that the Taiwanese participants who rated themselves as more tradi-
tional attributed more communal traits to attractive Taiwanese targets than did participants who
rated themselves as more modernized, but both groups still attributed positive individualistic traits
more to attractive faces (Shaffer et al., 2000).

These findings suggest that while there are similarities and cultural differences in the standards
people use to make trait attributions based on attractiveness, there exists a remarkable influence of
cross-cultural exposure on these processes.

Power

Personality traits associated with the concept of power, such as dominance and competence, have
also been a major topic of study. Researchers have looked at cues from facial expressions and fea-
tures to age-related information to try to understand what determines ratings of power.

In an early study, Keating et al. (1981) sought to examine which facial expressions convey domi-
nance in eight countries: Thailand, Brazil, Colombia, Spain, Kenya, Zambia, West Germany, and
the U.S. Participants viewed faces posed with either slightly smiling mouths or neutral ones, or dis-
playing lowered or raised brows. When asked which faces seemed more dominant, participants from
most cultures selected neutral faces (not smiling), but it was predominantly the U.S. and European
samples that associated lowered brows with dominance.

The relative maturity of facial features also affects trait inferences. Low facial maturity, also
known as baby-facedness, refers to features such as round faces, big eyes, high foreheads, and small
chins. Zebrowitz and Montepare (2005) found that individuals who were perceived as more baby-
faced were also seen as less competent than their equally attractive peers with more mature faces. In
a study examining perceptions of facial maturity across cultures, McArthur and Berry (1987) found
that Korean and American students agreed in their ratings of the facial maturity of target persons,
and attributed more childlike psychological characteristics to the baby-faced targets than to the
more mature-faced ones. They argued that this consensus may be due to factors that are analogous
across all cultures and adaptive to the species. People across all cultures possess the same innate
reactions to babies, and so baby-face features evoked similar responses regardless of culture.

Although responses to babies and baby-faced adults may show a universal pattern, power trait
inferences based on age differ across cultures. Montepare and Zebrowitz (1993) showed point-light
biological motion displays of male and female Americans from the ages of 5 to 70 to Korean and
American judges. Whereas Americans’ ratings of dominance showed a decrease with age, Koreans’
ratings did not. This suggests that for trait inferences of dominance, age can lead to different infer-
ences depending on the culture.
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The influence of culture is also apparent in trait inferences of power and dominance made based
on vocal information. Peng, Zebrowitz, and Lee (1993) studied impressions based on voices of
Americans and Koreans. The voices differed in loudness, speed, and tenseness, and were rated by
three different groups: Koreans in Korea, Americans in the U.S., and Koreans in the U.S. Results
showed that loudness conveyed power for all judges, but inferences based on vocal rate and tense-
ness differed across cultures. A fast rate of speech and a relaxed tone of voice conveyed power
and competence to Americans, but not to Koreans. The authors argue that because faster speech is
associated with youthfulness, this difference between the two cultures may be the result of different
values placed on seniority and attitudes toward older people.

The authors also examined the effects of cultural exposure by comparing the ratings made by
Koreans living in the U.S. Like Americans, they associated faster speech with competence for
American voices. Like Koreans but unlike Americans, they did not associate faster speech with
power for American voices. For Korean voices, on the other hand, Koreans in the U.S. did associ-
ate slower speech with power. Thus, exposure to different cultural value systems does seem to alter
interpretations of physical stimuli as indicators for personality traits, depending on the nature and
duration of the exposure.

OUTCOMES

Across different cultures, there are universal and culturally specific aspects of how people use
external cues to evaluate personality traits. These trait evaluations may also differentially predict
outcomes across cultures.

Not much previous work has examined these issues, but a recent study from our laboratory
explored the relationship between trait inferences across cultures and outcomes in the realm of pol-
itics. In a series of studies, American and Japanese participants rated winners and losers of races
for seats in the U.S. Senate and the Japanese Diet based on their facial appearance. Participants
rated the faces of candidates on facial maturity, competence, dominance, likeability, and trustwor-
thiness. The first three variables were combined to form a new variable entitled “Power,” while
the latter two were combined to form a new variable entitled “Warmth.” Results revealed that
consensus on the ratings between the Americans and the Japanese was high, but the ascribed traits
differentially predicted electoral outcomes in each culture. Winners in the U.S. Senate races were
rated high on Power but low on Warmth, whereas winners of seats in the Japanese Diet were rated
as high on both Power and Warmth (Rule et al., under review). These results suggest that trait attri-
butions based on facial appearance can predict outcomes such as electoral success differentially
across cultures.

In summary, the findings from cross-cultural research on trait inferences in person perception
seem to indicate that while there is consensus on a number of external features, the inferences made
based on these features, and the associated outcomes, may vary significantly across cultures. At the
same time, the influences of cultural change and exposure on these processes remind us that culture
is not static, nor are we.

CONCLUSION

Culture shapes us; it shapes our ways of understanding the world and other people at a very basic
level. From expressing and identifying emotions, to decoding gestures, to inferring personality traits
based on external cues, each of these has aspects that are consistent across cultures—implying that
some aspects of person perception are indeed universal in scope. However, other aspects of the
person perception process are guided by cultural values and beliefs. This notion is perhaps best
illustrated by an anecdote from an English language instructor detailing his experience with the
ubiquitous “Thai smile”:
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When confronting the Thai owner of a language school with administrative problems, complaints...
were met by a beaming smile and little else. I took this to mean lack of concern or an attempt to trivi-
alize or ignore the problem. I left the discussion upset and angry by what appeared to be the owner’s
offhand attitude to my problems. It was only later when another native speaking English teacher, with
considerably more experience of Thailand, explained that a smile meant an apology and the fact that
the following day all my complaints had been addressed, that I fully understood the situation. (Baker,
2003, p. 11)

In this example, Baker learns that a smile carries a broader range of meanings in Thai culture
than in his own culture, and experiences firsthand how culture influences person perception.
Misunderstandings may arise during initial intercultural contact, but our research suggests that
increased exposure to individuals from other backgrounds increases accuracy in perception. In
sum, successful person perception across cultures requires a deep and nuanced understanding of
the diversity and the richness of the subtle nonverbal dialects and cultural frames of members of
other cultures.
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