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introduction

What This Book Is About

This book is about faces and feelings––your own and those of the 
people around you. The first focus is on what the feelings look like, in 
other people’s faces and in your own. Photographs show the facial blue-
prints of the major emotions––how surprise, fear, anger, disgust, sadness, 
and happiness are registered by changes in the forehead, eyebrows, eyelids, 
cheeks, nose, lips, and chin. Common confusions that plague the recogni-
tion of expressions of emotions are clarified by pictures highlighting the 
differences between surprise and fear, anger and disgust, sadness and fear. 
The subtleties of facial expressions of emotion are revealed in pictures that 
show the family of expressions for each feeling. Surprise, for example, is 
an emotion with a big family. There is not one surprise facial expression, 
but many––questioning surprise, dumbfounded surprise, dazed surprise, 
slight, moderate, and extreme surprise. The complexities of facial expres-
sions are shown in photographs of how different emotions can blend into 
a single facial expression to show sad-angry expressions, angry-afraid ex-
pressions, surprise-fearful expressions, and so forth.

You can use this information about the blueprints of facial expression 
to better understand the feelings of others, even when they are trying not 
to reveal their feelings (Chapter 11 on “Facial Deceit”). Or you can use the 
knowledge of the blueprints of facial expression to learn about your own 
face, to become more aware of what your face is telling you about how 
you feel and what your face is telling others. Chapter 12, “Checking Your 
Own Facial Expression,” describes how you can determine whether your 
facial expressions are characterized by a particular style. For example, are 
you a facial withholder (never showing anything on your face), an unwit-
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ting expressor (not knowing you are showing a feeling when you do so), 
or a substitute expressor (thinking you are showing an angry face when, in 
fact, you look sad)?

The blueprints of facial expression, whether used to understand others 
or yourself, are then the first focus of this book. The second focus is the 
feelings themselves. Although everyone uses the terms anger, fear, sadness, 
etc., few people really understand fully their own experience of these emo-
tions. For example, what is it really like to be afraid? What does it feel like 
in your body? What situations make you afraid? Can you always anticipate 
when you will be afraid? Can you be both afraid and angry at the same 
time? When you are afraid, do you get aggressive, withdrawn, or thought-
ful? Do you laugh fear off, or do you break out in hives? Do you ever enjoy 
being afraid––watching a horror movie, for example? Do other people re-
act the same way you do when they are afraid? Does the same thing hap-
pen to their breathing? Do the same situations that make you afraid make 
others afraid? Or do you sometimes think or say, “I can’t understand why 
he was afraid; that wouldn’t bother me” or “I can’t understand why she 
wasn’t afraid; I was terrified.”

Most people would have a difficult time answering such questions, 
at least about some of the emotions. This may happen when you are, to 
quote the cliché, out of touch with your feelings. This can also happen 
when you are in touch with your feelings but don’t realize the extent to 
which your experience of an emotion is unique. There is usually one emo-
tion, and maybe more, that you do not share openly, describing the feeling 
to others. It might be an emotion you in some way dread experiencing, or 
can’t control, or habitually never think about. Or it may be an emotion 
you experience keenly but completely privately. You may discover, for ex-
ample, after extended contact with an intimate, that what distresses you 
does not distress him. After the courtship is over, a marriage may founder 
when the mates discover they not only feel and express anger differently 
but that the one who explodes can’t tolerate the one who holds it in, or the 
one with the long fuse can’t accept the one with the short fuse.

The second focus of the book is upon just these issues, describing in 
detail the experience of each of the emotions. It provides as much as we 
know about how these emotions can be experienced in daily life. You can 
use this information to learn about your own emotional experiences, the 
things you share. With others and the way in which you differ. You may 
find out about experiences you are missing. And you may discover the 
basis for some of your feelings which you have never fully understood. You 
can use this information also to understand other people’s feelings, to have 
a basis other than our own emotional experience for comprehending what 
an emotion may be like for another human being.
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Who This Book Is For

this book is for psychotherapists, ministers, physicians and nurses, trial 
lawyers, personnel managers, salesmen, teachers, actors. . . .

The psychotherapist must know how people experience emotions. He 
must be alert to what the face may tell him about his patient’s feelings. He 
can’t rely solely upon the patient’s words, for sometimes the patient can’t 
describe his feelings. The patient’s face may show the emotion being experi-
enced even when it is too upsetting to put into words, when he doesn’t have  
the words to describe his feelings, or when he doesn’t know how he feels.

The minister, or indeed anyone who counsels people, has the same 
needs as the psychotherapist.

The physician and the nurse also need to understand emotions and fa-
cial expressions. People have an emotional reaction to their illness or the 
threat of illness which may be crucial in its outcome. The physician and the 
nurse must understand the different ways people experience fear, for this 
is a common emotional reaction to the possibility of illness and treatment, 
and may heighten pain, prevent early detection of illness, interfere with 
treatment plans, etc. And not everyone who is afraid of cancer, or surgery, 
will experience that fear in the same way. Recognizing sadness, which is of-
ten a reaction to loss, and helping a patient to deal with it can be an impor-
tant factor in the patient’s recovery when there is lingering or permanent 
disability. If many of the theories about psychosomatic disorder are correct, 
then the experience of anger also should be understood. Patients with a 
physical illness are often reluctant or embarrassed to mention their feelings 
about being sick, their fear or sadness, their feelings of self-disgust, and so 
forth. Physicians and nurses must, therefore, learn to interpret accurately 
facial expressions and facial signs that emotions are being controlled.

The trial lawyer often can’t trust the words of a witness or client. He 
needs another source, such as the face, to tell him how the person really 
feels. Trial lawyers emphasize the importance of reading emotional reac-
tions in picking jurors and in assessing how a jury, once selected, reacts to 
different lines of argument.

The personnel manager and the salesman may be in the same spot as 
the trial lawyer. In conducting an employment interview, the personnel 
manager wants to recognize signs that the applicant is controlling his/her 
feelings. For example, is her apparent confidence genuine, or is it covering 
nervousness about her capability. Is she really as interested in this job as 
she says she is. The face can allow the manager to check on how the appli-
cant really feels about the job. The salesman knows that the feelings which 
motivate a decision to buy may never be put into words, or the words may 
not be trustworthy.

The teacher needs to know whether or not the students understand what  
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he is saying. Interest, concentration, and perplexity are shown on the face.
The actor must understand the complexity of emotional experience in 

attempting to convey an emotion in performance. The discussion of de-
ception may help him prevent his personal feelings from leaking through 
in his performance. When the actor is feeling his way into the emotional 
experience of a character, he needs to be sure that his expression of that 
emotion is commonly understood. And he should find the facial blueprints 
useful in understanding and perfecting his own ability to show emotions.

All these professionals––psychotherapists, physicians, nurses, trial law-
yers, personnel managers, salesmen, teachers––need also to become aware, 
like the actor, of the impressions they give in their own facial expressions 
to their various “audiences.”

this book is also for job applicants, loan seekers, customers,  
voters, jurymen. . . .

The job applicant and the loan seeker need to know what impression 
they give by their own facial expressions to the personnel manager or bank 
officer, for certainly they are under scrutiny. They may want also to watch 
the face of the personnel manager or bank officer to gauge his/her reaction 
to them.

Customers may be concerned about the honesty of the salesperson––
has that car really been driven by just one little old lady?

The voter is often concerned with the man and woman as well as their 
politics––how trustworthy they are in what they say, whether or not their 
campaign promises can be believed. In these days of television politics, this 
becomes even more of an issue.

The juryman can’t assume that the witness or defendant is telling the 
truth, or knows the truth. Understanding facial expressions may help him 
distinguish what the person testifying actually feels from what he wants peo-
ple to think he feels. The juryman must also understand the experience of 
emotions if he is to comprehend fully the motivations behind certain crimi-
nal acts. Whether or not there were mitigating circumstances may depend 
upon the emotional state of the defendant. The reliability of a witness’s ac-
count may depend upon understanding the witness’s emotional experience 
at the time of the crime as well as at the time he is giving his account.

this book is for friends, spouses, parents, lovers, relatives. . . .

The information in this book is relevant as well to any relationships 
that are not mechanical, perfunctory, and businesslike. Everyone has rela-
tionships in which there is little or no emotional investment. Feelings are 
not shared; neither person makes an attempt to know the other’s feelings, 
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and to do so would be an affront. Everyone also has relationships in which 
the intimate sharing of feelings is the main core. It is no accident that in 
intimacy faces move closer together. Intimates also look more into each 
other’s faces. People keep in sight pictures of the faces of those with whom 
they feel intimate. Though a telephone call is better than a letter, if you 
expect an important emotional experience or want to describe one that has 
just occurred (wedding, divorce, death, job promotion, etc.), you want to 
see the look on the other person’s face and you want your face to be seen.

Wanting to share feelings does not necessarily make this an easy thing 
to do. Intimates may find it hard to understand or accept the differences 
in how they experience an emotion. Intimacy may not survive such differ-
ences precisely because they are not understood. “You can’t be angry about 
that; I don’t believe it!” “If you were afraid, why didn’t you tell me?” It is 
very hard to understand that people you care about, people you love, don’t 
experience feelings the same way you do. Facial expressions that show feel-
ings may be misinterpreted or missed entirely. If you don’t fully under-
stand the different ways a feeling may be experienced, how another’s way 
may differ from your way of experiencing that feeling––if you don’t know 
the various ways the face may show that same feeling––the chances for 
misunderstanding, for seeming inconsideration, multiply. This book is no 
panacea for the problems of intimacy, for not all those problems are due 
to misunderstanding, and misunderstandings can’t be resolved by reading 
a book. But the descriptions of the varieties of emotional experience and 
the blueprints of facial expressions should help.

this book is for you alone

Understanding emotional experience applies not just to your relation-
ships with others but also to your relationship with yourself. It can help 
you understand the most private, personal, unique part of your self. This 
is a part of your self which has enormous power over your life. Your work, 
your life, and even your death can be determined by your feelings. Sexual 
needs may not be satisfied, hunger not met, work not completed because 
of feelings that interfere. Feelings can motivate the taking of your own life 
or the life of another. Struggles of an extraordinary nature may be endured, 
awesome feats accomplished because of feelings. Yet we know less about our 
feelings than we do about our teeth, our car, or our neighbor’s escapades.

This is not a self-help book, but it may lead you to a better under-
standing of emotions and of your own emotional life. Although learning 
the facial blueprints will chiefly improve your ability to spot emotion in 
others, it can also teach you to be keenly aware of what your own facial 
muscles are telling you––about you.
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What You Can Get From This Book

You can read this book, or you can study it. It depends upon your goal. 
Do you want simply to increase your knowledge of emotion? Or do you 
also want to master a skill? Both are possible, but the skills take longer to 
acquire than the knowledge. You can read this book in a matter of hours, 
concentrating on the words and looking at the pictures. You will learn a 
good deal about emotional experiences, your own and other people’s––in-
formation that should be helpful in all the ways described above. But this 
approach won’t teach you how to spot emotion in people’s faces much 
better than you are already able to do. You won’t be any better in spotting 
slight signs of emotion, blends of emotions, signs of emotional control, the 
leakage of emotions, and so forth. To be able to do these things requires 
the extra investment of learning the facial blueprints so well that you can 
use the information without thinking about it. It must become a skill.

You may feel you don’t need much improvement in interpreting faces, 
or you may need it for certain emotions but not for others, or you may 
find you are pretty far off in telling how people feel from their faces. In the 
sections on facial appearance in Chapters 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 are practice 
instructions. Each of those chapters also tells you how to make certain 
faces, constructing changes in expression so you can better learn how the 
face works. When you can accurately recognize the faces shown in Chap-
ters 4 through 9, Chapter 10 shows you how to use a new set of faces to 
practice further and improve your skills.

How This Book Relates to Popular  
Books about Body Movement and  
Nonverbal Communication

There is little overlap in information between this book and the popu-
lar books about body movement or nonverbal communication which have 
appeared in the last few years. Those books said almost nothing about fa-
cial expression, chiefly because the information about the face has not been 
available before. Our two previous books on facial expression (Emotion in 
the Human Face and Darwin and Facial Expression) are intended for the re-
searcher who is seeking information on how to study facial expression, and 
for the scholar or student who wants to know what research has been done 
on facial expression. They address such questions as whether facial expres-
sions of emotion are universal, and whether people can accurately tell an 
emotion from the face. But they don’t show what universal expressions of 
emotion look like or show the reader how to make accurate judgments of 
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emotion. This is our first attempt to provide this information, and to our 
knowledge it is the first attempt anyone has made to do this.

This book differs from the popular nonverbal-communication books, 
too, in that it is about the face, and therefore about emotions, while those 
books are primarily about the body. Our studies of the body, published 
in professional journals, have explored the differences in what the face 
and the body tell us. Emotions are shown primarily in the face, not in the 
body. The body instead shows how people are coping with emotion. There 
is no specific body-movement pattern that always signals anger or fear, but 
there are facial patterns specific to each emotion. If someone is angry, his 
body may show how he is coping with the anger. He may be tense and 
constrained (tight muscular tension in arms and legs, stiff posture). He 
may be withdrawing (a particular retreated position). There may be verbal 
attack (certain types of hand movements with his words), or the likelihood 
of physical attack (posture, orientation, hand movements). However, any 
of these movements can occur just as well when a person is afraid as when 
he is angry. Body movement reveals, of course, not just how someone 
copes with emotion, but also what a person’s attitudes, interpersonal ori-
entations, etc., might be. Some of this has been explained in the popular 
“body” books, some has regrettably been explained badly or erroneously, 
and much has just not been discussed. In a few years we plan to publish 
another book showing how body movement, facial expression, voice tone, 
and words fit together. They are all important in understanding people. 
But the face is the key for understanding people’s emotional expression, 
and it is sufficiently important, complicated, and subtle to require a book 
to itself.

Why There Is Need for a Book  
about Facial Expression

Although everyone agrees that understanding emotions is crucial to 
personal well-being, to intimate relationships, and to success in many pro-
fessions, no one teaches you how to do this unless you get into serious 
trouble. And then, the various techniques of psychotherapy usually focus 
only on those few emotions which their theories consider. Though there is 
strong evidence now that the face is the primary signal system for showing 
the emotions, no one taught you how to read those signals. And there is 
every reason to believe that you were not born with the knowledge. You 
have to pick it up.

Much of what you know about emotions and facial expressions was 
shaped by your parents and other members of your family. The faces of 
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your parents, of your siblings, and of other people who took care of you 
were the first you saw. Your family members may have been very expressive 
or very guarded in their facial expression. They may have shown you the 
full repertoire of emotional expressions, or only a few. Perhaps you never 
saw an angry face, or a fearful face. People in your family may have shown 
emotion in their faces as most other people do, or one of them might have 
developed a strange or peculiar way of looking disgusted or afraid, and 
that may still influence your recognition of that emotion. As a child, you 
may have been specifically instructed not to look at the facial expressions 
of others, or at least certain facial expressions. For example, some children 
are told never to look at someone who is crying.

As an adult, you may be more sensitive to some emotions than to others. 
What you learned about reading emotions in your own family might have 
great applicability to understanding others or relatively little, at least for 
some emotions. Through watching television, or movies, or a close friend, 
you may have improved upon and added to your knowledge of facial expres-
sions. Although almost everyone correctly reads some facial expressions, few 
people realize when they make mistakes or why they make them.

The rules for translating a particular set of facial wrinkles into the 
judgment that a person is angry, afraid, etc., would be very hard for most 
people to describe. When you follow these rules you do so automatically, 
on the basis of habits established so long ago that usually you don’t know 
how they operate, or even when they operate. In this sense, understanding 
facial expressions of emotion is like driving a car. You don’t think about 
what you are doing when you do it. Unlike driving a car, with facial ex-
pression there never was an earlier period in which you were specifically 
taught the skills. There is no manual in which you can check how to cor-
rect mistakes. There are no equivalents to the traffic cop telling you when 
you missed or misinterpreted a signal.

Often you do not know that a facial expression was the basis for your 
hunch or intuition about someone. You may only sense something about a 
person without being able to trace the source of your impression. And if you 
don’t know what led to your judgment, you can’t correct yourself if it turns 
out to have been wrong. Sometimes you are puzzled by someone’s facial ex-
pression; you can’t figure out what he meant. Or you can figure out what he 
meant by the look on his face, but you can’t decide whether or not to trust 
it. It is hard to check impressions with others, because there just isn’t much 
of a vocabulary for describing the face itself. There are a lot of words for 
the messages you get from the face (afraid, terrified, horrified, apprehensive, 
worried, to mention a few of those related to fear), but few to describe the 
source of those messages. We do have the terms smile, grin, frown, squint, 
but there are relatively few such words that identify particular facial configu-



9introduction

rations, distinctive wrinkle patterns, or temporary shapes of the facial fea-
tures. Without terms to refer to the face, we are handicapped in comparing 
or correcting our interpretations of facial expression. Comments such as the 
following, though accurate, are maddeningly cumbersome. “I know why 
you thought he was afraid. It was because the inner corners of his eyebrows 
were pulled together and raised. But you failed to see the omega wrinkle 
in his forehead. If you had noted that, or the fact that the outer eyebrow 
corners were down, not up, you would have known he was sad.” At best, it 
is not easy to describe facial expression. Pictures are needed, because it is a 
visual phenomenon. In this book we are able to bring you hundreds of care-
fully selected photographs which show you how the face registers emotion. 
We think such a book is needed to accomplish the following:

–– Bring attention to what you may already be doing without knowing it
–– Show what you may be missing entirely
–– Correct what you may be misinterpreting
–– Show the subtleties (the families of facial expressions) and the com-
plexities (the blends of two emotions in one facial expression)
–– Alert you to signs of facial control and teach you how to discover when 
a facial qualifier is used, or when an expression is modulated or falsified
–– Provide techniques for learning whether you show emotion in your 
own face in an unusual fashion

The next chapter explains a number of the potential problems en-
countered in understanding facial expression, suggesting why mistakes are 
made and how to avoid them. You may have been brought up not to look 
at faces, or at certain faces. You may be distracted by other competing bids 
for your attention, the words someone speaks, the sound of his voice, the 
general appearance and movements of his body. You may not recognize the 
differences between controlled and uncontrolled expressions. You may not 
know what to look for in the face, or where to look, to tell if someone is 
angry, or afraid. You may not know exactly what an emotion is, how one 
emotion differs from another, or how an emotion differs from a mood, 
attitude, or character trait.
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2
why mistakes are made in 

understanding facial expressions 
of emotion

The Face as a Multisignal, 
Multimessage System

The face provides more than one kind of signal to convey more than 
one kind of message. In trying to follow the emotion messages, you may 
look at the wrong signal. Or perhaps you don’t clearly differentiate the 
emotion messages from the other messages conveyed by the face. A very fa-
miliar example of a multisignal, multimessage system is the system of road 
signs. It employs three types of signals: shape (triangular, square, circular, 
rectangular, octagonal), color (red, yellow, blue, green), and inscription 
(words, drawings, numbers). Road signs utilize these three types of signals 
to transmit three types of messages: regulations (stop, no U-turn, yield, 
etc.), warnings (school crossing, two-way traffic, etc.), and information 
(service area, bike route, camping, etc.). With road signs, as with facial ex-
pressions, you must focus on a particular type of signal if you wish to learn 
a particular type of message. If you want to know if you are approaching a 
rest area or a place to camp, you can search for the blue or green signs, be-
cause it is these colors that give this type of information (yellow signs give 
warnings, red signs give regulations). The parallel in reading faces is that 
if you want to know what emotion someone is feeling, you must watch 
the temporary changes in the face, because it is these rapid facial signals 
which give information about emotions. (If you were trying to determine 
someone’s age, you would pay attention to more enduring aspects of the 
face, such as muscle tone or permanent wrinkles.)

The face provides three types of signals: static (such as skin color), slow 
(such as permanent wrinkles), and rapid (such as raising the eyebrows). 
The static signals include many more or less permanent aspects of the 
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face––skin pigmentation, the shape of the face, bone structure, cartilage, 
fatty deposits, and the size, shape, and location of the facial features (brows, 
eyes, nose, mouth). The slow signals include changes in the facial appear-
ance which occur gradually with time. In addition to the development of 
permanent wrinkles, changes in muscle tone, skin texture, and even skin 
coloration occur with age, primarily in the later years of adulthood. The 
rapid signals are produced by the movements of the facial muscles, result-
ing in temporary changes in facial appearance, shifts in the location and 
shape of the facial features, and temporary wrinkles. These changes flash 
on the face for a matter of seconds or fractions of a second.

All three types of facial signals can be modified or disguised by personal 
choice, although it is hardest to modify the static and slow signals. Hair 
styles are used almost universally to modify these signals. Bangs, for exam-
ple, can change the apparent size of the forehead, or conceal permanently 
etched wrinkles. Cosmetics, such facial ornaments as sunglasses and, at the 
most extreme, plastic surgery, can modify the static and slow facial signals 
so that they broadcast a different set of messages. The rapid facial signals can 
be modified or disguised by inhibiting the muscle movements that produce 
them or by masking one expression with another, or by hiding the face with 
beards or sunglasses. Thus, one can be misled, purposefully or accidentally, 
by rapid, slow, or static signals.

The face is not just a multisignal system (rapid, slow, static) but also a 
multimessage system. The face broadcasts messages about emotion, mood, 
attitudes, character, intelligence, attractiveness, age, sex, race, and probably 
other matters as well. This book is focused primarily on one type of message  
and one type of signal––emotion messages transmitted by the rapid signals. 
When we speak of emotions, we are referring to transitory feelings, such as  
fear, anger, surprise, etc. When these feelings occur, the facial muscles con-
tract and there are visible changes in the appearance of the face. Wrinkles 
appear and disappear, the location and/or shape of the eyebrows, eyes, eye-
lids, nostrils, lips, cheeks, and chin temporarily change. Research has shown 
that accurate judgments of emotion can be made from the rapid facial 
signals, and has recently uncovered the particular facial signals––the blue-
prints––which distinguish each of the primary emotions. Photographs were 
specially made for this book to reveal and contrast the facial blueprints that 
distinguish each of the primary emotions and the blends of these emotions.

It is important to note that the emotion messages are not transmitted 
by either the slow or the static facial signals; however, these may affect the 
implications of an emotion message. If a person has a thin or fat face, a 
wrinkled or smooth face, a thin- or thick-lipped face, an old or young face, 
a male or female face, a Black, Oriental, or Caucasian face, that does not 
tell you whether the person is happy or angry or sad. But it may affect your 
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impression. For example, if the rapid facial signals tell you that a person is 
angry, your impression of why the person is angry and what he is likely to 
do while angry may depend in part upon the information you glean from 
the slow and static facial signals about the person’s age, sex, race, person-
ality, temperament, and character. These further interpretations are not 
discussed in this book because too little is yet known about them, and be-
cause there is a prior question with which we are primarily concerned here. 
Before considering the matter of what you may expect of different types of 
people once you do know how they feel, there is the question which is the 
focus of this book: How do you tell from the face how someone feels, and 
how can you tell if his facial expression is genuine or phony?

This book also provides some information about the mood messages. 
Moods are closely related to emotions, and some are shown in the rapid 
facial signals. Moods differ from emotions in that the feelings involved last 
over a longer period. For example, a feeling of anger lasting for just a few 
minutes, or even for an hour, is called an emotion. But if the person remains 
angry all day, or becomes angry a dozen times during that day, or is angry 
for days, then it is a mood. “Irritable” is a word used to describe someone 
in such a mood, although one could just as well say that the person is in an 
angry mood. It is possible, although not likely, that a person in such a mood 
will show a complete anger facial expression, with the signals of anger reg-
istered over the entire face, throughout the period that the mood endures. 
More often just a trace of that angry facial expression may be held over a 
considerable period––a tightened jaw or tensed lower eyelid, or lip pressed 
against lip, or brows drawn down and together. Another way a mood may 
be registered in facial expression is by the frequency with which the total 
facial expression flashes on and off within some time period. It may be obvi-
ous that a person is in an irritable mood because he became angry so often 
this afternoon. Other moods that are shown in rapid facial expressions are 
depression (where the face shows evidence of sadness, fear, or a blend of 
both), anxiety (where the face shows evidence of fear), and euphoria (where 
the face shows evidence of happiness and excitement).

The rapid facial signals also send emblematic messages. In our research 
we utilize the term emblem to describe signals the meaning of which is 
very specific, the nonverbal equivalent of a common word or phrase. The 
eye-wink signal for the message of agreement (“right on,” “sure”) or flirta-
tion (“will you?”) is an example. Facial emblems are like hand movements 
for waving “hello” or “goodbye,” and like head nods for “yes” and “no.” 
The movement is always specific and easy to distinguish from other move-
ments. The meaning is understood by everyone in a culture or subculture. 
We will not discuss the full array of facial emblems, but only those which 
are closely related, either in movement or message, to the emotional ex-
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pressions. Raising the brows and holding them while keeping the rest of 
the face blank is an example of such an emblem. That brow movement is 
part of the rapid facial signal for surprise, but when it is not joined by a 
movement in the eyelids and lower face as well, it signals questioning.

There are still other emblems that might be called emotion emblems, 
because the message they convey is about an emotion. These emotion em-
blems look like a facial expression of emotion, but they are different enough 
for the person seeing them to know that the person making them doesn’t 
feel that way at the moment; he is just mentioning the emotion. For exam-
ple, one of the emotion emblems for disgust is to wrinkle the nose, which is 
part of the disgust facial expression. When it is used as an emotion emblem 
it occurs alone, with little raising of the upper lip, and it flashes on and off 
the face quickly, and it is therefore not confused with an actual disgust facial 
expression. The message is “disgust (I don’t feel that way now).”

The rapid facial signals are used, then, to convey emotion messages 
and emblematic messages. They are also used as conversational punctua-
tors. Everyone knows people who use their hands to accent or italicize a 
word or phrase as they speak. People can do the same thing with the rapid 
facial signals, punctuating what is being said in words with facial accents, 
commas and periods. The facial punctuators will be discussed and shown 
in later chapters.

The face sends many rapid signals in addition to the ones that register 
emotion or are used in emotion-related emblems or as punctuators. Facial 
grimacing, contorting, and pantomiming; movements required by speech; 
such facial acts as lip-biting, lip-wiping, etc., will not be considered, be-
cause they are not related to or often confused with the facial expressions 
of emotion. Similarly, the face sends many messages in addition to those 
about emotions and moods. People believe they can read attitudes, per-
sonality, moral character, and intelligence from the face. We will not dis-
cuss these, because it is not known whether people even agree about such 
judgments, or, if so, whether their judgments are correct. Further, it is not 
known whether any such judgments are based on the rapid, the slow, or 
the static facial signals. People probably do agree and are correct, at least 
some of the time, in judging sex, age, and race from the face. Even with 
these more obvious messages, not much is known about the precise facial 
blueprints. Though we assume that they are transmitted primarily by the 
slow and static facial signals, we do not know precisely what signals trans-
mit these types of information. For example, in reading whether someone 
is male or female, is this apparent in the shape of the upper or lower lip, or 
in the size of the lips, or the relative size of the two lips, or the pigmenta-
tion of the lips? Or is it not the lips at all, but the amount of hair in the 
eyebrows, or their shape; or is it the shape of the chin; etc.?
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In regard to facial expressions of emotion, however, we know a good 
deal. We know that people can make correct judgments. We know the 
specific signals in each part of the face that convey the messages of fear, 
surprise, sadness, happiness, anger, disgust, and combinations thereof. If 
your understanding of facial expressions is to be improved so that you can 
interpret those shown by others and more adequately sense your own, then 
your attention must be focused upon the rapid facial signals and their dis-
tinctive messages. It is futile to look to the slow and static facial signals for 
information about emotion. You will need to learn the subtle and obvious 
differences and similarities among the emotions in their appearance on the 
face and in how they are experienced. And you will need to learn to distin-
guish the facial expressions of emotion from the facial emotion emblems, 
other facial emblems, and facial punctuators.

Not Watching Faces

Problems in understanding facial expressions arise because most of the 
time people do not watch each other’s faces. Because most facial expres-
sions of emotion are brief, you may often miss an important message. 
Some facial expressions are extremely rapid, lasting only a fraction of a 
second. We call these micro-expressions. Most people fail to see them or 
fail to recognize their importance. Later (Chapter 11) we will explain how 
these very quick micro-expressions can reveal emotions the person is at-
tempting to conceal. Even the more usual macro-expressions frequently 
last only a few seconds. It is rare for a facial expression of emotion to last as 
long as five or ten seconds. If it does, the feeling must be intense, so intense 
that the feeling is likely to be simultaneously shown in the voice through 
a cry, laugh, roar, or in words. Even if you were not looking at a person’s 
face, you would be likely not to miss these intense emotions, because you 
would hear them. More often, however, the very long facial expressions are 
not genuine expressions of emotion, but mock expressions, in which the 
person is playing at showing an emotion in an exaggerated fashion. It is 
obvious when you see it that the person is playing. Sometimes he may not 
be playing, but using the mock expression as a way to show the emotion 
without taking responsibility for doing so. For example, suppose you have 
agreed to join someone in an escapade that now, as you approach it, looks 
more risky than you had anticipated. You might show a mock fear expres-
sion. This would let you show how you feel, get the message across to your 
companion, so that he too could express hesitation; but if he is unsym-
pathetic, he can’t ridicule you because you were showing only mock fear.

It is easy to understand why the micro-expressions might be missed, 
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because they are so quick. Later we will give some exercises for recog-
nizing them. But even the longer macro-expressions, which last two or 
three seconds, are often missed, because the face is often not watched. In 
a sense this is paradoxical, because the face is very commanding of atten-
tion. As the site for the major sensory inputs––sight, hearing, smell, and 
taste––and for the major communicative output––speech––it has great 
importance in social life. Moreover, most people identify their very selves, 
in part, with their facial appearance. Industries exist around enhancing the 
appearance of the face. A person is most easily identified by his face, more 
so than by his body. His privacy is exposed much more if a picture taken 
of his face at some embarrassing moment appears in a newspaper, than if 
a similar picture of his body were to be published. And there is curiosity 
about other people’s faces. When told about a person you haven’t met, you 
will want to see a picture of his face; you don’t usually think about wanting 
to see a picture that would clearly show his body. When you see a person’s 
full face and body, you tend to look more at the face than at the body, un-
less perhaps there is some sexual interest.

When you converse, you seldom look continuously at the other per-
son’s face. You probably spend more time looking away from the person 
you are talking with than you spend looking at him. Think about how the 
chairs are arranged, or how you rearrange them, when you are about to 
sit down and have a conversation. Usually you don’t sit facing each other, 
head-on, but adjacent to or at angles to each other. When your head is 
aligned with your body, you and the person you are talking with are each 
looking off into space, which is what you probably do most of the time. In 
order to see the face of the other person you must turn your head, which 
you will do occasionally.

Research is presently being carried on to explore just when two people 
conversing do look at each other. It seems that when you speak you look 
to see if the listener agrees, or is amused, angry, interested, bored, etc. You 
look to determine if the other person needs a chance to get a word in. You 
look if the other person has not made any audible listener responses for a 
while (“mm-hmm,” “yes,” “good,” “uh-huh,” “is that so,” etc.) to check 
him out. You look to give the other person the chance to take the floor. If 
you don’t intend to give up the floor, you have to be careful not to look 
at the other person when you are pausing. When you are the listener, 
you may look at the speaker when he stresses a word, or at the end of his 
phrase, if his inflection rises and he seems to be inviting a verbal or non-
verbal response from you.

There are some situations in which at least one person looks at the other 
person’s face much more of the time. If you are a member of an audience, 
you feel no inhibition about gazing continuously at the performer’s face. He 
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has given you permission by virtue of his and your role. If you are an inter-
rogator, you may continuously look at the person you are questioning; that’s 
your job. Probably the same is true in any formal conversation in which one 
person has some clearly defined and acknowledged authority over another. 
Continuous face-watching occurs also in just the opposite type of situation. 
Everyone can recognize lovers, at least those who are still courting, by how 
much of the time they unabashedly gaze into each other’s faces.

Why is it that most of the time you don’t look at the face of the person 
you are conversing with? Why may you actually look away at just the mo-
ment you sense he may show an emotional facial expression? Part of the 
answer is politeness––being brought up not to stare (at least in the U.S. 
and some other cultures). You don’t want to be rude and intrusive, taking 
information that it is not clear the other person is giving to you. And you 
don’t want to embarrass the person you are conversing with, or yourself. If 
he wants you to know how he feels, then he can say it in words; otherwise 
you would be overstepping the bounds of convention. Watching some-
one’s face is intimate. You take such a liberty only if the other person gives 
it to you by being a public performer, or if your social role bestows it upon 
you (as interrogator, employer, juror, parent, etc.)––or if you avowedly 
seek to share intimacy, looking and inviting the look of the other person.

There is another side to it, however. It is not just being polite and not 
wanting to embarrass or be embarrassed. Often not looking at the other 
person’s face is motivated by not wanting to be burdened with that knowl-
edge or obligated to do something about how the person feels. By not 
looking at his face, you don’t know, or can pretend not to know. Unless he 
says it in words, you are not socially obligated to care for or respond to his 
feelings. If he is showing annoyance or anger on his face and you see it, and 
he knows you see it, then you may have to find out whether you are the 
cause, or if not, why he is angry. If he is showing sadness, you may have to 
comfort or aid him; the same is true if he is showing fear. In many social 
interactions the last thing either person wants is to acknowledge or take 
any responsibility for having to deal with the feelings of the other person.

In addition to these fairly common reasons for not looking at faces, 
some people may have had experiences in their childhood which trained 
them not to look at certain people’s facial expressions, or at certain expres-
sions, no matter who shows them. A child may learn that it is dangerous 
to look at Daddy’s face when he is angry, or dangerous to look at anyone’s 
angry face. Such learning may occur so early that the grown person avoids 
seeing certain emotions, or certain types of people showing certain emo-
tions, without knowing he is engaged in such avoidance.

If your understanding of facial expressions is to improve, then you 
must reexamine whether or when you want to know how the other person 
feels. You may have to counteract habits you have learned and followed 
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without knowing it, which lead you to ignore and miss many facial expres-
sions of emotion.

The Communication Barrage

The face is but one source of information available during a conversa-
tion, and the problem is that messages may be missed because of the dis-
traction of the other, more commanding sources bidding for attention. In 
most conversations it is sight and sound, what you see and hear, that you 
rely upon. In most conversations among people from Western industrial-
ized settings, there is not much tactile stimulation, and precautions are 
taken to camouflage odors. When listening, you gather information from 
at least three sources in the auditory channel: the actual words used; the 
sound of the voice; and such things as how rapidly the words are spoken, 
how many pauses there are, how much the speech is disrupted by words 
like “aah” or “ummh.” When looking, you gather information from at least 
four sources in the visual channel: the face; the tilts of the head; the total 
body posture; and the skeletal muscle movements of the arms, hands, legs, 
and feet. Every one of these sources in both the auditory and visual chan-
nel can tell you something about emotion.

The auditory and visual channels offer different advantages and dis-
advantages in communication to the sender and receiver of messages. The 
auditory channel can be completely turned off by the sender; he can simply 
shut up and thereby cease providing any information to the other person 
he was conversing with. This is an advantage for the sender, a disadvantage 
to the receiver. The visual channel is in some sense always turned on. The 
sender must maintain some body posture, some hand position, some set to 
the face; thus, some impression is always given to the other person.

If the sender can assume that the other person is interested in the con-
versation, the use of the auditory channel provides greater likelihood that 
a message sent will get through and be received. The listener does not need 
to point his ears at the sender to receive a message; the listener’s auditory 
channel is open. Not so with the visual channel. The other person might 
be interested, but fail to glance over at the moment a message is sent. The 
sender may take advantage of this to “slot” a message in the visual chan-
nel to comment to an onlooker without the knowledge of the person with 
whom he is conversing. For example, one person may signal visually to 
another person to rescue him from a boring conversation, without the bor-
ing conversant noticing the call for help. On the other hand, if the sender 
does want his message to get through to the other person with whom he 
is conversing, then he must wait until the other person is visually fixed on 
him before sending a message in the visual channel. Thus, when a sender 
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and receiver share an interest in communicating, the auditory channel has 
the advantage of more certain receipt of messages sent.

On the other hand, the receiver can more easily pretend auditory than 
visual interest. Listening can be simulated, with occasional nods and “um-
hmms” thrown in, when in fact the receiver is listening to another conver-
sation or to his own thoughts. There are no tell-tale signs of such auditory 
disloyalty which parallel the out-of-focus look to the gaze, if the viewer 
pretends to be looking at the sender but is in fact looking at someone 
behind or to the side of him; nothing to equal the tracking movements 
which show that the viewer’s eyes are following someone else’s activity. 
Incidentally, because it is more obvious who is looking than who is listen-
ing, both sender and receiver have more protection from eavesdropping by 
unwanted lookers than by unwanted listeners.

Although there is some repetition or overlap in the type of informa-
tion transmitted in the two channels, there is a natural division of labor, 
so that each channel better conveys certain messages. Words are best for 
most messages, particularly factual ones. If you are trying to tell someone 
where the museum is, who played the lead in that movie, whether you 
are hungry, or how much the meal costs, you use words. You don’t resort 
to the visual channel as the primary transmitter of such messages unless 
you can’t speak or be heard, or unless the message involves showing where 
something is in space (how you get to the post office from here). The voice 
tone and the visual channel sources add qualifying messages to what is 
transmitted in words. Nuances are added, points emphasized, instructions 
given as to how seriously to take what is said in words, etc. The visual 
channel also can be used for factual messages, by Indian sign language or 
the language of the deaf, but the advantage is clearly with words.

Words can also be used to describe feelings or explain them, and typi-
cally are used in concert with other sources to do so. Here, however, the 
advantage is with the visual channel, because the rapid facial signals are 
the primary system for expression of emotions. It is the face you search to 
know whether someone is angry, disgusted, afraid, sad, etc. Words cannot 
always describe the feelings people have; often words are not adequate to 
express what you see in the look on someone’s face at an emotional mo-
ment. And words are not trusted as much as faces, when it comes to emo-
tions. If someone tells you he is angry and his face shows it as well, nothing 
is amiss. But if he says he is angry and shows no evidence facially, you are 
suspicious. If the reverse occurs and he looks angry but doesn’t mention 
anger feelings in his words, you doubt the words but not the anger; you 
wonder why he doesn’t admit how he feels.

Emotion messages can also be transmitted by the sound of the voice, 
body posture, hand/arm movements, and leg/feet movements. But it is not 
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certain whether they transmit information about emotion with as much 
precision as does the face. They may more simply tell you that someone 
is upset, but not whether the upset feeling is anger, fear, disgust, or sad-
ness. The clarity and precision of these other sources of emotion messages 
remains to be studied. We do know that the face is a primary, clear, and 
precise signal system for the expression of the specific emotions.

With two channels––the auditory and visual––transmitting informa-
tion from seven sources, communication is a barrage. The speaker sends out 
a barrage of signals and may not carefully attend to or employ all of them 
in an optimal fashion, and the listener is barraged and may not attend to 
all the signals available. With the visual channel, people focus more on the 
face than on the other sources; facial expressions are tuned more than body 
movements, and people look at faces more than body movements. But the 
auditory channel, in particular the words, usually receives the most atten-
tion, both from speaker and listener, because here can be transmitted the 
richest and most varied information about everything but emotion.

You can miss important information about emotions in the face, then, 
because it is competing with these other information sources, and it may 
be somewhat handicapped in its bid for attention. Even if you focused as 
much on facial expressions as on words, the words would receive more at-
tention because they always reach us, while one has to look to see a facial 
expression. The face is, nevertheless, of more importance than words for 
transmitting information about emotion.

Controlling the Face

Facial expression may be controlled or uncontrolled. One expression 
may be voluntary, another involuntary; one may be truthful and another 
false. The problem is to tell which is which.

Suppose someone has an emotional experience––something happens, 
let us say, to make him afraid. If an expression of fear comes over his face, 
it will have done so automatically. The person does not think about how to 
move his facial muscles to look afraid; the fear expression is involuntary. But 
there may be interference, dictated either by longstanding well-ingrained 
habit or by deliberate, self-conscious choice of the moment. The interfer-
ence may be minor, only qualifying or modulating the expression, or major, 
interrupting or totally inhibiting the expression. The facial expression of 
fear would be qualified if the person added to the fear expression a bit of a 
smile, showing that he can “grin and bear it.” The facial expression would 
be modulated if the person changed the apparent intensity of the expres-
sion, trying to show only slight worry when experiencing strong fear. The 
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facial expression of fear could be interrupted, so that only a trace appeared; 
or the expression might be totally inhibited so that nothing showed on the 
face, or there was only a stiff appearance. Not only can facial expressions be 
interfered with, but people can simulate emotion expressions, attempting to 
create the impression that they feel an emotion when they are not experienc-
ing it at all. A person may show an expression that looks like fear when in 
fact he feels nothing, or feels sadness or some other emotion.

Facial expressions of emotion are controlled for various reasons. There 
are social conventions about what you can show on your face, cultural dis-
play rules that govern how people manage the appearance of their faces in 
public. For example, in the United States many little boys learn the cultural 
display rule, “little men do not cry or look afraid.” There are also more 
personal display rules, not learned by most people within a culture, but the 
product of the idiosyncrasies of a particular family. A child may be taught 
never to look angrily at his father, or never to show sadness when disap-
pointed, or whatever. These display rules, whether cultural ones shared by 
most people or personal, individual ones, are usually so well-learned, and 
learned so early, that the control of the facial expression they dictate is done 
automatically without thinking or awareness.

Facial expressions are also controlled because of vocational need or 
practice. Some jobs seem to require or select people who are expert facial 
controllers. Anyone who is successful in such a job may need to be able to 
put on convincing simulations (the actor, or even the salesman). Or the 
requirement may be never to reveal how you actually feel (the diplomat). 
People also control their facial expressions of emotion because it is to their 
advantage at a particular moment. If a pupil cheats on an exam, he may 
conceal his apprehension when the proctor walks by because he doesn’t want 
to get caught.

Some of the confusion about facial expression arises, then, because the 
face conveys both true and false emotion messages. There are uncontrolled, 
involuntary, true expressions and also qualified, modulated, or false ex-
pressions, with lies of omission through inhibition and lies of commission 
through simulation. In order to improve your understanding of facial ex-
pressions of emotion, you will have to distinguish which is which. The first 
step is to learn how the actually felt emotions appear on the face (Chapters 
4 to 9), for without that knowledge you can’t spot the clues to facial control. 
Later, in Chapter 11 on “Facial Deceit,” the display rules and the various 
management techniques will be further explained. A number of suggestions 
will be given about how to distinguish felt from modulated or false facial 
expressions. Some of the clues are in the shape of the facial expression, some 
in its timing, others in its location in the conversational stream and still oth-
ers in how the facial expression relates to everything else the person is doing.




