Facial expression as an attribute in communication

LATIFFAH PAUWANTEH

" Often a silent face has volce and words"

Introduction

Qur everyday communication takes place In two
forms namely the verbal and non-verbal . In order to
fully comprehend the message of a dialogue, one has to
go beyond the linguistic connotation of the message
since verbal messages very often contain only a small
proportion of the information conveyed in an average
exchange., According to Bilrdwhistell {19708} in each
interaction over 65% of the soclal meaning is
transmitted through non-verbal cues while only 358 of
the message is conveyed in the verbal form. Thus one
cannot overlook rnon-verbal cues in any interaction
since such cues form an essential ingredisnt to the
understanding aof messages., These cues can be drawn from
a host of signal systems and which include
paralangquages, kinesics, proxemics, chronemics,
physical characteristics, faclal expressions and
gestures, touching behavieur , artifacts and other
environmental ~ emitters (19583 Hall,1959;Harrison,1972
sDruckman, 1982).

By understanding the non-verbal cuas an individual
can relate or predict the meaning and outcome of a
dialogue more effectively. This paper examines faclal
expression as an attribute in a communication system.
It begins by indicating the rslavance of facial
expression in communication studies. A set of graphic
caricatures are then presentsd to demonstrate the
important role of the face in non-verbal commupication.
Despite its unquestionable contribution, facial
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expression is needless to say, cultyre-bhound. It
certainly can be misleading to examine facial
gxpression in isolation for in the final analysis, it
ie only one complementary aspect of the multifarious
dimension in . ipterpersonal and/or intercultural
communication.

The subject of facial expression

The human face has always received tha eattention
of many for varlous reasons. The beauty of Helen of
Troy, the smile of Mona Lisa and the pain in Van Gogh's
. eyes have captivated the interest of many who come from
far and near to conduct research with the hope of
understanding the lifestyles of the past. Fortunes have
been made out of reading other people's faces in the
desire to delve in the realm of the unknown future.
Proverb such as the face 1is the index of the
heart{mind) iliuminates the potential of the fece as a
source of information., Admittedly , the face does hold
a thousand secrets and has had the longest history of
empirical research compared to any other parts of the
body (Darwin, 18723 Ekman, Frelisen and Tomkins,138563
Ekman, Freisen and Ellsworth,197%)., Besldes being a
popular subject for research the face 1s also the focus
of the non-verbal system.It emits cues which rsflect
problems &and situations in other parts of the body
including the mind.

Faclal expresslons ars however only part of non-
varbal communication system which provide a unigue mode
of message +transmission., A speaker who knows the
general rule of facial displays can manipulate and
command the flow of information in a dialogua. He can
modulate his speech, for example with eithsr a smile or
a frown, and hls respondents can react simultaneously
either by projecting a look of spirited appreciation or
overt dissapprovale Thus, in = dialogue the non-verbal
form is just as important, if not more, than the verbal
form since a wmajor proportion of interpersonal
communication are expressed in the form of '"silent
messages™.
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Today, there exist a number of tachniques for
analysing Pacial expresaions. Among them 1s the Facial
Action Coding System (FACS) (Ekman,1971). FACS 1s a
system which codes movements af facial muscles that
alters the shape or appearsance of facial Ffeaturaes
(Ekman and Freisen, 1971). Thera ls also the Profile of
Nonverbal Sensitivity Test (PONS) which ls e standard
test of sensltivity to nonverbal cues, Added to these
ts the Test of Micromomentary Movements Effects {TOMME)
which is most helpful in decoding facial cues (McLeod,
1983). Past studies have also used still photographs of
a single person but this procedure has come under some
methodological criticism. A simple but rather
fascinating technique which can be easily applied
across cultures is the use of plctemorphs or schematic
faces, raeferred to as the pictic analysis {Harrison,
1965) .

There are specific procedures whlch can be
followed to test the accuracy of facial expressions as
an Aindicator of the state of smotion of a subject. By
using wverbal stimulants it is possible to coax and
recoerd expressions in photographs and motien picturses.
Hence, the scientific methods of analysing facial
expressions makes it pessible for the existing display
patterns to be predictsd and manipulated by an
individual., There is also soms common understanding and
recognition of the display rules which includes

{1) - expressions of the felt emotions through
tha act of intansification, For example, a look of
intense happiness at meeting an old friend whe ls also
extremaly overjoyed with the resunion.

(2) slighting the felt emotion through the act
of deintensification. For example, a person can be
unhappy at recelving a qrade C for the exam but still
put on a happy smile because everyone elss has got an A
and i{s gleeful about it.

(3) hiding felt emotion  through neutral
expression. For example,thers is no change in
expression by a person who is somewhat stunned on
receiving & gift in a raffle - as if 1t did not matter.
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(4) camoufleging the felt smotion through masked

expressions. For example, ane can be angry at tbeing

kept waiting by a friend, but once the friend shous up

sthe person puts on a smiling face ss if he or she did
not mind being kept waiting after all,

Generally, people will display an eaffective
expression when experiencing an smotion unless desired
otharwise. Since facial display rules can hs acguired
and mastered, well soclalised individusls in any
culture are 1likely to broject the expected O%face!
according to the soclal situstion.

Face as Communicator

How then can ohe say that the face.is the most
powerful emitter of messages as compared to other parts
of the body? To begin with, the three maost adjustable
features which generats cipherable information from the
face are the eyes, eyebrows and the mouths Indeed =z
single wvarlation of sach of these features can always
elicit predictable 1nterpretation and reaction
(Harrison,1976). In the display of somotions there
appears to be a univarsally acceptahls vocabulary of
faclal expressions which are reliably linked te the
affective state of the individual. There is sufficient
regularity in the patterns of emotional displays con the
face which makes comparison possible between the level
‘of specific identity traits to the universal,

Using schematic faces it is possible to
caricaturise facial expressions by highlighting the
three most mobile features hamely the eyes, eysbrows
and the mouth in a number of combinations.
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- Below for example are 4 pictomorphs which universally
depict 4 different emotions.

Figure a depicts a state of Fiqgure b depicts a

happlness, state of
agreament and warmth, dissatlisfaction,
grouchiness,
unhappiness,
Figurs c deplcts = Figure d deplcts
a state of perplexness a state of anger,

or sven fearfulneas menace, dlsagreement

The & expressions generated by the above plctics are
the more easlly recognizable ones. Clearly one can
jdentify the particular faclal expression which denotes
the corresponding state of emotion . Cartoonic
caricatures are classic examples which highlight the
use of facial features to depict messages. The
following skatches from both a lecal and a. foreign
cartaonist suggests that faclal expressions can be
readily interpreted by ths reader.
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It is possible to make an initial aasesament of a
person's perscnality simply by observing his or her
facial expressions in a socisal interaction. It is also
possible to predlct the nature of the conversation that
is, whether it s one that is related to happlness,
sadness, grief , dissappointmet or confusion. The face
can signal many tell-tale signs such as the repsated
smiles which indicate a pleasant and happy encounters
or raised eysbrows but with =z smiling mouth, indicating
a pleasant surprise; raised eyebrows but with a firm
mouth, indicating a rather stern and serious interlude;
open eyes, raised eyebrous and an open mouth, possibly
an expresalon of a complete surprise.

Hence, 1t is possible to use the face as a mgdium
in disseminating or reacting to information which can
indicate the nature of an interpersonal interaction.
However, the fate as & source of informatlon does not
stop at the 1lnterpersonal level. Even the mass media
plays up the significance of the face in highlighting
certain traits or characteristics of a persoh.
Politicians are wvery particular about the right
photograph  which. is to "be taken from the right
anglae,deliverlng the right expression in media
appeareance. Badly taken photographs of Nixon had been
effectively used sgainst him by the mass media during
his presidential attempt against Kennedy in 1962. In
this instance the pictures gave an impresaion of a
rather shrewd, calculating, cold and cunning men which
is more like the image of a Mafla bossy compared to
those of Kennedy's which were forever smiling broadly,
and with gentleness in his eyes.

Similarly, advertising inserts also focus on the
face especially when promoting = product. The  common
notion that a person smiles when he or sha fesls good
about somsthing 1is well exploited., Thus a amiling
model promoting a product indicates satisfaction and
happiness with the product. It is also assoclated with
parity with the audience, a feeling of walcome and a
sense of warmth betwesn model, product and potential
consumer (Margue, 1975). However, due to the differing
taste in each culture the expression on the face,
including the smiles, have to be tailored to meet the
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approval of the culture-bound audience. In some
cultures, for example the Americans, the full mouth
smile is preferrsd to the close mouth smlle whereas the
Koreans prefer the latter. More so,the British prefer
to leave the audience in a state of guessing about the
‘satisfaction level of a product rather than trying to
persuade the audience that it is 100% good. Hence,
models tend to portray a seeminaly deep thinking and
alluring facial expression (Unwin,19743 Choe, 18988)

Communicating across cultures through the face

To a degree cultural values are unique to each
ethnic group. For this reason cultural factors do play
a significant role in modifying facial expressions in a
given situstion. Despite variations in cuyltural values,
it is generally recognised that thers are recurring
facial expressions which apply across cultures.
Nonetheless, facial expressions are usually adopted as
a relisble source for the initial evaluation of a
person's state of emotlon within one's ouwn ethnic
group, rtather than across culturses. In a cross-
cultural situation it is always possible to
misinterprete an expressed emotion, due to a lack of
understanding of the characteristics of a particular
culture. Also, the tendency is to interprete the faclal
expression from one's own cultural understanding.
Nevertheless, when a forsigner is amopng strengers for
the first time, any measure of insight which helps the
person to recognise the emotion portrayed by the facial
expression of the stranger will be a definite advantage
in planning a communication strategy.:

Another determining variable in the universality
of faclial expressions is the gender. It has been found
that females smile more than males {Mackey, 1871} and
that females also demronstrate a wider range of facial
axpressions than males . Only wheres anger 1s caoncerned,
the female has a greater tendency to mask or nasutralise
it (tkxman, 1976). Hera msgain the accuracy of facial
expressions, as an indicator of the internal affective
state, 1is questionable. For not only is it subject to
culture and gender wvariations, it is also subject
further to gendsr across cultures.
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Conclusion

The understanding of facial expression as one of
thse major cues 1n non-verbal communication, is
undoubtedly helpful in the initial “breaking of the
ice! stage in any soclal encounter.By being able to
predict or gauge the m=aning of a particular
expression, ane can eliminate unnecessarily
embarrassing situations. Such ability can further
enhance the interactive capability of the individual.
However, ona2 cannot rely 100% on facial expreaslons as
s means to unraveling the internal affective state of
the individual. Facial expressions as an indicator of
the emotional stats should not be chserved in isalation
hut in coharence with other bodily cues. It should anly
be used as a primary source of information during the
process of gathering more information in an
interpersonal situatlon., Significant as it may be, it
{s after all, only one category of the non-verbal
communication cues. ;
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