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CHAPTER 1 

Faces draw our attention from the day we are born.  Newborn babies who are just a few 

hours old prefer looking at faces compared to other complex visual stimuli, pointing to the large 

social relevance of faces in humans (Di Giorgio, Leo, Pascalis, Simion, 2012).  Through 

socialization this preference for faces in newborns later on turns into a core interpersonal 

competency in adults because faces of other people provide us with information that is relevant 

to ourselves.  For instance, within split seconds people automatically infer another person’s age, 

gender, and ethnicity based on their facial features (Cañadas, Lupiáñez, Kawakami, Niedenthal, 

& Rodríguez-Bailón, 2016; Freeman, Ma, Barth, Young, Han, Ambady, 2015).  Even though 

these initial categorizations may be incorrect, they eventually help us to figure out whom we are 

dealing with.  The inferences do not only remain on a level of primary characteristics, people 

even try to draw conclusions about somebody’s personality traits such as trustworthiness, 

dominance, or competence based on their faces (Todorov, Dotsch, Porter, Oosterhof, & Falvello, 

2013).   

Faces do not only provide us with information by means of facial features, but also by 

means of facial expressions (Hess, Adams, & Kleck, 2009).  Facial expressions refer to changes 

in the appearance of the face due to muscle movements and can convey cues about how another 

person is feeling.  As such, facial expressions can serve as social cues since a person’s behavior 

or action tendencies depend on how another persons’ emotions are perceived (Adams, Ambady, 

Macrae, & Kleck, 2006).  To illustrate, people were more willing to take risks in a standardized 

measure of risk-taking (Balloon Analogue Risk Task; BART) if their friends who were 

connected via a soundless video link suppressed their anxiety, suggesting that other people’s 

facial expression can moderate one’s risk-taking behavior (Parkinson, Phiri, & Simons, 2012).  
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Facial expressions can therefore not only tell us how another person feels, but also provide us 

with information about our environment and how we should behave in it.  This phenomenon has 

been referred to as social referencing or social appraisal (Manstead & Fischer, 2001).  The 

informational value of facial expressions applies to humans of all ages.  Interactions with other 

human beings can only go smoothly if we understand how the other person feels, in order to be 

able to react adequately.  Facial expressions of emotions are therefore relevant for many, if not 

all, human interactions.  However, the ease with which we identify others’ emotions correctly 

can depend on the person we are looking at.  For instance, people are less accurate at reading 

facial expressions of emotions in members of other ethnic, cultural, and regional groups 

(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002).  Such misinterpretations of emotional expressions may result in 

difficulties in interactions between members of different groups.  Considering the increasing 

ethnic diversity of societies, due to histories of colonization, migration, and globalization, 

misinterpretations of facial expressions across groups is a topic with high societal relevance.  

This dissertation therefore aimed to investigate misinterpretations of facial expressions in such 

intergroup contexts.  In the rest of this chapter we will discuss the most important theoretical 

backgrounds regarding intergroup emotion perception, followed by a brief summary of the 

conducted research. 

 The ingroup advantage in emotion perception 

 The starting point of this dissertation was the finding that people are more accurate at 

categorizing emotions in members of their own cultural, regional, or ethnic groups than in 

members of other groups, also referred to as the ingroup advantage in emotion perception 

(Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002).  The ingroup advantage is based on the results of a meta-analysis 

in which the authors assessed whether facial expressions of emotions can be understood 
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universally or not (see Ekman et al., 1987; Ekman & Friesen, 1971 the universality argument).  

To assess universality, the following paradigm (with slight variations) is used.  Participants are 

usually shown static facial expressions of six ‘basic’ emotions (anger, happiness, disgust, 

surprise, fear, sadness; Ekman, 1992) along with these six emotion labels.  Participants are then 

asked to categorize the emotion, i.e., pick the label that most adequately reflects the expression.  

Put differently, the critical dimension is accuracy of the categorization.  Categorization above 

chance level is considered as accurate recognition of the emotion, and this is higher if other 

people belong to an ingroup versus an outgroup (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002).  Even though 

accuracy of emotion categorization is a relevant dimension of emotion perception it needs to be 

distinguished from emotion interpretation.  Whereas accuracy in categorization can teach us 

which single emotion people perceive in others, interpretation of emotional expressions may 

constitute of several different and coexistent emotions that potentially vary in intensity.  For 

instance, another persons’ expression could be interpreted as very irritated, slightly hostile, and 

somewhat insecure at the same time.  Since accuracy of recognizing outgroup expressions is 

lower compared to accuracy of recognizing ingroup expressions, people are more likely to 

misinterpret outgroup members emotions because it is harder for them to determine which single 

emotion the other feels.  Accordingly, reduced accuracy in categorization of outgroup 

expressions leaves more room for biases in intergroup emotion perception compared to 

intragroup emotion perception.   

There are several explanations for the fact that we are better at reading emotions in 

members of our own groups.  One explanation is that there are dialects in facial expressions of 

emotions, comparable to dialects in verbal language (e.g. British English versus American 

English), which makes it easier to read ingroup members emotions due to increased exposure 
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(Elfenbein, 2013, Elfenbein & Ambady, 2003, Elfenbein, Beaupré, Lévesque, & Hess, 2007).  

To illustrate, if participants from Quebec and Gabon are asked to express emotions 

spontaneously, people are better at categorizing emotions in members of their own cultural 

group.  However, if participants were asked to express the emotions in a comparable way (i.e., 

standardizing) cultural dialects were erased and the ingroup advantage disappears (Elfenbein, 

Beaupré, Lévesque, & Hess, 2007).  These findings point to differences in spontaneous 

expressions of emotions that lead to difficulties in understanding emotions of outgroup members.   

A second explanation for the ingroup advantage is the increased motivation to encode 

ingroup expressions due to their higher social relevance compared to outgroup expressions.  If 

participants were presented with expressions of presuming ingroup members (e.g., other cat 

lovers or basketball players; Thibault, Bourgeois, & Hess, 2006), they were better at reading 

emotions in ingroup members, regardless of their ethnic background.  Furthermore, there is 

research that shows that processing of outgroup faces is not only better if the other is presented 

as an ingroup member of an existing group (e.g., this person goes to the same university as you), 

but also better if the other is an ingroup member of a non-existent group, based on minimal 

group paradigms in which artificial groups are created and assigned to participants (i.e., ‘green’ 

or ‘red’ personality types; Bernstein, Young, & Hugenberg, 2007).   

These findings suggest that motivational factors contribute to why people are better at 

reading emotions in their own group.  The two explanations do not necessarily exclude each 

other, but may indicate that different processes, such as the ingroup advantage, motivation, or 

stereotypes, either operate simultaneously or interact with each other (Young & Hugenberg, 

2012; Young, Hugenberg, Bernstein, & Sacco, 2012).  If people are more motivated to read 

ingroup members’ faces, it may also follow that they are better at reading facial expressions of 
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emotions in ingroup members because they are more familiar with ingroup dialects.  Considering 

the centrality of emotion perception for social interactions, these findings highlight the 

importance of studying biases and misinterpretations in intergroup emotion perception.  Further 

support for this idea can be found in research on empathy towards outgroup compared to ingroup 

members. 

Empathy gaps 

Another line of research has demonstrated that people show less empathy towards 

outgroup members than ingroup members on behavioral, neurological, and attitudinal 

measurements of empathy, which is referred to as the empathy gap (Forgiarini, et al., 2011; 

Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Trawalter, et al., 2012).  On an implicit level, 

for example, there is less mental simulation of outgroup versus ingroup behavior (Gutsell & 

Inzlicht, 2010) and facial expressions (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012).  Furthermore, people show 

lower skin conductance, which is considered indicative for physical arousal, when they see 

outgroup members in pain versus ingroup members in pain (Forgiarini, et al., 2011).  On an 

explicit level, people have the a priori assumption that outgroup members feel less pain than 

ingroup members, which was even demonstrated amongst health care professionals (Trawalter, 

et al., 2012).  Hence, people seem to expect that outgroup members experience less pain and 

show less empathy towards outgroup members in pain compared to ingroup members on both an 

explicit and implicit level.  This finding may be related to the fact that we perceive outgroup 

members as different, and potentially as less human compared to ingroup members. 
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Infra-humanization of outgroup members 

According to infra-humanization theory, outgroup members are seen as less human than 

ingroup members (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian, 2005; Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; 

Leyens et al., 2000; Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012).  As a result, people attribute less 

uniquely human emotions to members of other groups.  Infra-humanization theory distinguishes 

between so-called ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ emotions.  Primary emotions are not considered to 

be uniquely human because they also exist in other animals (e.g. surprise, pleasure, fright; Gaunt, 

Leyens, & Demoulin, 2002).  Secondary emotions, however, are considered to be uniquely 

human because they are a result of our human socialization and cognitive capacity (e.g., 

admiration, embarrassment, or guilt; Gaunt, Leyens, & Demoulin, 2002).  Typically, infra-

humanization research employs emotional words rather than facial expressions of emotions.  

Thus, people are asked to what extent a typical Dutch person would feel an emotion.  Based on 

this paradigm, many studies have shown that people indeed attribute less secondary emotions to 

outgroup members than to ingroup members, including different ethnic, national, and social 

groups (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian, 2005; Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Leyens et al., 

2000; Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012).  Infra-humanization is considered to be a 

mechanism to maintain psychological equanimity within a society.  In other words, people may 

see others as less human in order to feel better about themselves and their own groups, which 

may contribute to the existing status quo.  It also implies that biases in interpreting intergroup 

emotions are motivated from a group perspective: in case of the high status group this implies to 

maintain the status quo and in case of the low status group, it implies to change the status quo or 

to find justifications for the unfairness of the status quo.   
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Functions of emotions across groups 

The experience and expression of emotions can have different underlying purposes, also 

referred to as social functions.  On the one hand, emotions allow us to establish and maintain 

social bonds (i.e., affiliation function; Fischer & Manstead, 2016; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van 

Kleef, 2009; Van Kleef & Fischer, 2016).  At the same time, however, emotions can define or 

strengthen boundaries between groups.  They can reaffirm the belongingness to one group, or 

distance towards another, in order to establish or maintain a social position and to preserve our 

self-esteem, identity, or power  (i.e., distancing function; Fischer & Manstead, 2016).  Related to 

this, social identity theory suggests that our self-esteem is partly based on the status and 

accomplishments of the groups we identify with (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  The experience and 

expression of emotions can therefore serve the purpose of gaining or remaining a positive self-

image, including identities that are meaningful to us.  To illustrate, the more Dutch participants 

identified with Dutch culture, the less guilt they experienced regarding Dutch mistreatment of 

Indonesians during colonial rule (Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead, 1998).  If highly 

identified Dutch people acknowledged mistreatment of others by their ingroup, feelings of guilt 

would negatively impact the group-image and therefore also the self-image.  The decreased 

experience of guilt therefore has the purpose of creating or maintaining a positive self-image 

regarding Dutch identity, suggesting defensive denial (Fischer & Manstead, 2016).  Hence, 

whereas emotions can have an affiliation function on an intragroup level, they can have a 

distancing function on an intergroup level.  Such examples emphasize the necessity to study 

biases and misinterpretations of emotional expressions across groups, because emotions are 

likely to have different, multi-facetted functions in pluralistic settings.   
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Overview of this dissertation 

In an attempt to gain a better understanding of misinterpretations of facial expressions 

across groups we present two lines of research.  Chapter 2 focuses on intergroup differences in 

perceived intensity of emotions.  Here, we tested the hypothesis that people attribute less intense 

emotions to outgroup members than to ingroup member.  We refer to this bias, as the intensity 

bias.  We report a meta-analysis on 13 studies, as well as three cross-cultural studies (Ntotal = 

3517).  All studies shared a between-subjects factor group in which people had to assess the 

intensity of either ingroup or outgroup facial expressions.  The meta-analysis presented here 

(Chapter 2.1) made use of random effects model, which tests the likelihood of the intensity bias 

in the population.  Here, we focused on white Dutch, British, and U.S. perceivers judging 

emotional expressions of different outgroup members.  In three follow up studies (Chapter 2.2 – 

2.4) we used balanced designs (i.e., participants from both cultural groups interpreting each 

others emotions), different groups of perceivers (Chinese and Moroccan), and different stimuli in 

order to assess boundary conditions of the effect.   

Chapter 3 focuses on one facial expression that can be interpreted in very different ways, 

depending on one’s group perspective.  We examined misinterpretations of embarrassment 

displays in intergroup contexts in a series of 12 studies (Ntotal = 1607).  Here, we tested the 

hypothesis that people will perceive embarrassment displays of ingroup members as such, while 

embarrassment displays of outgroup members are perceived as disinterest.  Based on similar 

features between the two displays, we argued that the social function of embarrassment may vary 

as a function of group membership.  In the final chapter we will summarize our empirical results 

and discuss the possibility of defensive denial mechanisms in intergroup emotion perception by 

placing our findings in the larger socio-political context. 
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Chapter 2 

  Intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on: 

Kommattam, P., Jonas, K. J., & Fischer, A. H. (in preparation).  Perceived to feel less: Intensity 

Bias in Intergroup Emotion Perception.  
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CHAPTER 2 

The quality of interactions between individuals partly depends on how they interpret each 

other’s facial expressions.  The perception of others’ emotions can be influenced by 

characteristics of the person expressing an emotion (Hess, Adams, & Kleck, 2009), but also by 

group membership (Iyer & Leach, 2009; Tam et al., 2008; Zebel, Doosje, & Spears, 2009).  

More precisely, we know that individuals are better at categorizing emotions in others if they 

belong to the same ethnic group (Elfenbein & Ambady 2002; Elfenbein, 2013).  Whereas this 

line of research has examined the correct recognition of emotions, our focus is on the perceived 

intensity of facial expressions.  Previous research has shown that individuals empathize less with 

others if they belong to a different ethnic group (Forgiarini, Gallucci, & Maravita, 2011; Gutsell 

& Inzlicht, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Trawalter, Hoffman, & Waytz, 2012); we assume that 

differences in perceived intensity may be one potential factor that underlies this reduced empathy 

for ethnic outgroup members.  The present research thus examines the hypothesis that 

individuals perceive the facial expressions of ethnic outgroup members as less intense than those 

of ingroup members, which we will refer to as ‘intensity bias’.  We report a meta-analysis on 13 

studies in which we investigated this hypothesis and three follow up studies in which tried to 

assess boundary conditions of the intensity bias.   

In the following part we will first review and discuss literature on intergroup differences 

in empathy and intergroup differences in emotion attribution.  Both lines of research theoretically 

support the idea that facial expressions are perceived as less intense in ethnic outgroup members.  

Then we will review research on emotion categorization that demonstrates that individuals are 

more accurate in categorizing emotions of ethnic, national, and regional ingroup members 

compared to outgroup members, referred to as the ingroup advantage (Elfenbein & Ambady, 
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2002; Elfenbein 2013).  We assume that the ingroup advantage and the intensity bias are related 

phenomena in intergroup emotion perception and potentially have common determinants.  

Finally, we will consider the relevance of different emotional cues (e.g., type of context) in 

interpreting others’ facial expressions. 

Reduced empathy with ethnic outgroup members 

Recent research has demonstrated that people show more empathy with ethnic ingroup 

members than with outgroup members on an explicit and implicit level.  This so-called “empathy 

gap” is reflected in neurological, physiological, and attitudinal measures of empathy (Forgiarini, 

et al., 2011; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Trawalter, et al., 2012).  

Research on the empathy gap suggests that there is less mental simulation of behaviour (Gutsell 

& Inzlicht, 2010) and facial expressions of emotions (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012) when individuals 

observe ethnic outgroup members compared to ingroup members.  Specifically, participants 

displayed mu suppression (suppression of EEG oscillations at scalp locations over primary motor 

cortex in the 8–13 Hz mu frequency), suggesting an increase in motor-cortex activity compared 

to a baseline measure, when they observed not only themselves but also ethnic ingroup members 

performing an action.  In contrast, when they observed ethnic outgroup members performing the 

same actions (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2010), this suppression was not found.  Similarly, participants 

showed more alpha asymmetry, suggesting withdrawal and negative emotionality, when they 

observed sad ethnic ingroup members compared to sad ethnic outgroup members.  This effect 

was enhanced for participants high in prejudice, meaning that the more prejudiced they were, the 

less they showed alpha asymmetry when observing outgroup members (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 

2012).  Decreased mental simulation of behaviour and emotions of ethnic outgroup members 

indicates an ingroup bias in empathy, that is, reduced empathy with ethnic outgroup members.  
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In line with this research, both correlational and experimental research supports the idea that 

ethnic outgroup members are a priori presumed to feel less pain than ingroup members 

(Trawalter et al., 2012).  A further illustration of the empathy gap comes from a study showing 

that observing ethnic outgroup compared to ingroup members in pain results in less physical 

arousal as measured by skin-conductance (Forgiarini et al., 2011).  Taken together, research on 

the empathy gap has demonstrated that people overall show less brain activity and physiological 

arousal in reaction to ethnic outgroup members compared to ethnic ingroup members’ emotions 

and behaviour.   

Dehumanization and infra-humanization of outgroup members 

Research on dehumanization also supports the idea on an intensity bias in intergroup 

emotion perception.  Harris and Fiske (2006) define dehumanization as a failure to consider the 

inner mind of others, especially if those others belong to groups that are perceived to be low in 

warmth and competence.  In a similar vein, research on infra-humanization suggests that 

outgroups are perceived as less human than ingroups (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian, 

2005; Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Leyens et al., 2000; Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 

2012).  According to infra-humanization theory, humanness can be illustrated by a distinction 

between ‘primary emotions’ and ‘secondary emotions’.  Primary emotions are emotions that are 

not unique to human beings because they also exist in other animals (e.g., attraction, affection, 

surprise, pleasure, anger, panic, fear, and fright; Gaunt, Leyens, & Demoulin, 2002).  Secondary 

emotions on the other hand are emotions that are considered unique in humans as a result of our 

socialization and cognitive capacity (e.g., hope, admiration, sympathy, passion, humiliation, 

embarrassment, guilt, or repentance; Gaunt, Leyens, & Demoulin, 2002).  Many studies using 

different paradigms and stimuli (see Haslam & Loughnan, 2014 for a review) have shown that 
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people indeed attribute fewer emotions that are considered to be complex and uniquely human 

(i.e., secondary emotions) to the outgroup than to the ingroup.  This effect was established 

largely across ethnic or national groups, such as Belgians vs. Arabs and Turks, Walloon vs. 

Flemish Belgians, or Canarian versus mainland Spaniards, Leyens et. al. 2003) but also occurred 

in other groups based on occupation (Loughnan & Haslam, 2007), or social class (Loughnan, 

Haslam, Sutton, & Spencer, 2014).  This research, however, commonly uses emotion words 

rather than facial expressions, and thus we do not know whether the attribution of different 

emotions to ingroups and outgroups may merely reflect a linguistic bias.  Yet, infra-

humanization has also been shown to be a predictor for intergroup empathy (Čehajić, Brown, & 

Gonzalez, 2009).  Whereas reminders of past wrongdoings of the ingroup generated perceived 

ingroup responsibility and empathy for the outgroup, they decreased attribution of secondary 

emotions to the outgroup, resulting in decreased empathy towards the outgroup.  Similarly, other 

intergroup research demonstrates that infra-humanization can undermine reconciliation between 

different groups (Wohl, Hornsey, & Bennet, 2012).  Reduced attribution of uniquely human 

emotions to the outgroup resulted in less acceptance of outgroup apologies.  Furthermore, 

awareness of outgroup killing can even increase infra-humanization of the outgroup (Čehajić & 

Giner-Sorolla, 2006).  The authors argue that infra-humanization serves as a mechanism to 

maintain psychological equanimity, hence seeing others as less human in order to feel better 

about one self and one’s ingroup.  Overall, research on infra-humanization demonstrates the 

tendency to see others as less human and to attribute less uniquely human emotions to outgroups.  

This same tendency may be observed in how we interpret the intensity of facial expressions in 

outgroup members. 
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Intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception 

 There is abundant research on the question of whether facial expressions of emotions can 

be recognized across cultures above chance levels (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Ekman, 1992; 

Ekman & Friesen, 1971).  In this type of research, participants are usually asked to pick an 

emotion label that matches displayed faces of different ethnic or cultural groups best (i.e., 

emotion categorization).  In their influential meta-analysis, Elfenbein and Ambady (2002) have 

demonstrated that people are better at categorizing emotions if the other is a member of their 

own ethnic, national, and regional group compared to other ethnic, national, and regional 

outgroup members.  They referred to this phenomenon as the ‘ingroup advantage’. Currently, 

there are two explanations for this ingroup advantage.  One is that each group has their own 

emotional dialects (Elfenbein, 2013), that is, subtle differences in non-verbal expression across 

cultural groups, similar to linguistic dialects.  Due to increased exposure to a particular culture, 

individuals would become better at categorizing emotions of their own cultural group compared 

to other groups (see also Elfenbein, Beaupré, Lévesque, & Hess, 2007; Elfenbein & Ambady, 

2003).  A second explanation for the ingroup advantage focuses on the observer, suggesting that 

observers are less motivated to fully process outgroup members’ facial expressions.  Research by 

Thibault, Bourgeois and Hess (2006) for instance shows that identification with a social group 

(that shared the same ethnic background) resulted in better categorization of emotions in ingroup 

members compared to outgroup members.  The authors interpret this finding as increased effort 

to decode emotions of individuals they identify with.  Accordingly, people should be less 

motivated to interpret emotions of individuals they identify with less, such as ethnic outgroup 

members.  Such decreased motivation is also associated with less configural processing of 

outgroup faces, and results in less accuracy in the categorization of emotions (Young & 
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Hugenberg, 2010).  In addition to the accuracy with which observers categorize emotions, they 

may also interpret the intensity of other group members’ emotions in a different way.   

Classic emotion research has provided some initial evidence for the idea that people 

attribute less intense emotions to ethnic outgroup members (Ekman et al., 1987).  Individuals 

judged facial expressions of surprise, fear, and happiness as less intense in ethnic outgroup 

members.  Based on these findings the authors speculate that individuals may have the tendency 

to underestimate the intensity of outgroup emotions.  One limitation of this study is that the 

target cultural group (participants from Hong Kong and Japan) only evaluated ethnic outgroup 

emotions (European-Americans) but not ethnic ingroup emotions.  This study thus only provides 

tentative evidence for the hypothesis that people perceive less intensity in the facial expressions 

of outgroup compared to ingroup members. 

In sum, research on the ingroup advantage in emotion categorization has shown that 

individuals may be less motivated to perceive facial expressions of ethnic, national, and regional 

outgroup members.  These findings may also suggest a different perception of the intensity of 

others’ feelings.  A weaker motivation to empathize may simply imply that we perceive 

outgroups to feel less.  This question of whether observers differ in perceiving how much another 

person feels rather than what another person feels, has received limited attention to date.  We 

assume that the ‘intensity bias’ may particularly occur when strong emotional cues are absent.   

The absence of clear emotional cues 

The clarity and distinctiveness of emotional cues differs for different facial expressions.  

Previous research (e.g., Russell, 1991) has shown that the facial displays associated with some 

emotions are less well categorized than those of other emotions.  Most studies for example show 

lowest accurate categorization rates for fear (Broekens, Visch, & Fischer, 2015) and contempt 
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(Fischer & Giner-Sorolla, 2015; Russell, 1991).  Furthermore, facial displays of embarrassment, 

contempt, pride, fear and surprise are less well categorized than facial displays of anger, sadness, 

disgust, and happiness (Hawk, van Kleef, Fischer, & van der Schalk, 2009).  One reason for this 

more frequent categorization problem is less unique or less clear facial cues in some facial 

expressions.  Less clear cues may also cause confusion in interpreting how intense the feeling is 

that the other person is experiencing.  This idea is supported by research on emotion perception 

in veiled faces, which has shown that covering of the lower part of the face leads to the inference 

of less intense positive emotion expressions (Fischer, Gillebaart, Rotteveel, Becker, & Vliek, 

2012).  We therefore hypothesize that the differences in the perceived intensity of ingroup and 

outgroup members should increase in the case of emotions that have often been categorized 

incorrectly in the past, such as embarrassment, contempt, pride, fear and surprise.  This should 

even be more evident when the displayed expression is less intense, and thus less prototypical 

and more ambivalent. 

Emotional cues may also be inferred from the context in which a facial expression is 

situated.  The role of contextual influences on emotion interpretation has received increasing 

attention.  A variety of specific contextual factors have been examined, like scenery (e.g., Barrett 

& Kensinger, 2010), other faces in the background (e.g., Masuda et al., 2008; Ito, Masuda, 

Hioki, 2012), other non-verbal displays, such as gestures, or body posture (Kret & de Gelder, 

2010), or descriptions of situations (Boiger, Mesquita, Uchida, & Barrett, 2013).  Context 

information can be congruent, incongruent or neutral in relation to a facial expression of 

emotion.  Congruent contexts provide information that justifies or explains an expressed 

emotion, whereas incongruent contexts provide information that does not justify an emotional 

expression.  Neutral contexts provide information that neither contains congruent or incongruent 
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context information, thereby leaving the context ambiguous.  Recent research on context effects 

in emotion perception suggests that congruent context information leads to faster and more 

confident judgments, and that the context is perceived automatically when perceivers interpret 

emotions (e.g., Aviezer, Bentin, Dudarev, & Hassin, 2011; Aviezer et al., 2008; Feldman Barrett 

& Kensinger, 2010; Feldman Barrett, Mesquita, & Gendron, 2011).  Furthermore contextual 

information can eliminate cultural differences in intensity ratings of emotional displays.  If facial 

expressions were combined with congruent vignettes, there were no cultural differences in 

intensity ratings of facial expressions across countries (Matsumoto, Hwang, & Yamada, 2010). 

Based on these findings we expected that congruent (i.e., emotionally indicative) contexts 

should decrease the intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception.  Congruent contexts should 

facilitate the interpretation of facial expression of outgroup members compared to contexts 

where no information about the emotion is provided (neutral contexts).  Thus, the intensity bias 

should be most pronounced when emotional cues on the face are less clear, that is in case of 

emotion expressions that are more difficult to categorize (embarrassment, pride, contempt, 

surprise and fear) and for neutral contexts. 

Meta-analysis 

We conducted a series of thirteen studies on the intensity bias in intergroup emotion 

perception, testing the hypothesis that individuals will perceive less intense emotions in ethnic 

outgroup members than in ethnic ingroup members.  All studies used facial expressions of 

emotions as stimuli, and manipulated whether the faces belonged to ingroup or outgroup 

members.  The studies differed in the exact nature of the stimuli, the dependent measures, and 

the assigned ingroup and outgroup.  In some studies we also included a context (either emotional 

or neutral) to examine whether an emotional context would decrease the intensity bias.   
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Null Hypothesis Significance Testing (NHST) is less suitable for testing the probability 

of our hypotheses, because it only suggests that the likelihood of finding an effect by chance is 

less than five percent.  We therefore performed a meta-analysis (Field & Gillet, 2010; Rosenthal, 

1995) to test the existence and estimate the effect size of the intensity bias in intergroup emotion 

perception. 

Method 

 All 13 studies reported in the meta-analysis shared a 2 (group: ingroup (IG) versus 

outgroup (OG)) between subjects design (see Supplemental Material 3 for a full overview of 

designs and results per study).  Additionally, we manipulated different aspects for each study.  In 

Study 1 we presented either ingroup and outgroup names or ingroup and outgroup faces.  In 

Study 2 and Study 10 we presented either high intensity or low intensity facial displays of 

emotion, expecting a larger intensity bias for the low intensity facial expressions.  In Study 3, 9, 

and 11 we added gender as a between-subject factor, with the inclusion of female and male 

models for both in- and outgroups.  Study 1 – 3 made use of context manipulations.  In these 

studies we presented either an emotional context or a neutral context along with the facial 

expressions, expecting a larger bias when the context is neutral.  In Study 4 we aimed to replicate 

the findings from Study 1-3, while assessing time spent looking at the context, the facial 

expression, and the interpretation of the perceiver separately.  In Study 5 we introduced a new 

stimulus set (Stimulus set 2), using the same models, but different facial expressions per model.  

Study 6 is a replication of Study 5.  In Study 12 we merged stimulus set 1 and 2.  Study 13 is a 

replication of Study 12 with a different ethnic ingroup (white British vs. white US Americans).   

All studies shared the same between-subject manipulation of group.  We presented either 

white European models as ingroup, or Arab (Turkish and Moroccan) models as outgroup (see 
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section ‘Stimuli’ for more information and Supplemental Material 2 for a full overview of 

stimuli per study).  Study 7 and 8 were the only exceptions to this intergroup manipulation.  In 

Study 7 we presented white European models as either Polish or Dutch.  In Study 8 we presented 

Arab models as either Moroccan or Dutch.  All studies were conducted in the period of January 

2013 to September 2014. 

Participants.  All studies were conducted online with either European-American 

participants on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (www.mturk.com) (Study 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 10, 11, and 

12; 61.6% of the total number of participants) or white Dutch undergraduate students from the 

Netherlands (Study 1, 7, 8, and 9; 30.8% of the total number of participants).  Only Study 13 was 

conducted among a white British sample via Crowdflower (www.crowdflower.com) (7.6% of the 

total number of participants).  After removal of participants with other ethnic backgrounds than 

white, European descended (N = 665) a total of 2692 participants across 13 studies remained (see 

Supplemental Material 3 for a distribution of participants per study and cell). 

Procedure.  Participants first filled in a number of socio-demographic questions.  The 

subsequent elements of the studies were presented as independent studies.  In order to create an 

intergroup context in all studies, participants completed a ranking task, in which they had to sort 

a number of ethnic groups that are represented in the Netherlands/the United States/the United 

Kingdom according to size of their population (Waldzus, Mummendey, Wenzel, & Weber, 2003, 

Exp. 2).  Subsequently, participants were told that they were about to partake in the actual study, 

in which they would have to evaluate various everyday situations.  Here, participants saw 

emotional faces, either displayed by ingroup members or outgroup members.  After completion 

of the study, participants were thanked and debriefed.  The ethical committee of the Faculty of 

Social and Behavioural Sciences of the University of Amsterdam approved all studies as meeting 
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the requirements of standard survey research (2013-SP-2642; 2013-SP-2988; 2013-SP-3081; 

2013-SP-3104; 2013-SP-3110; 2013-SP-3148; 2013-SP-3196; 2014-SP-3373; 2014-SP-3554; 

2014-SP-3722; 2014-SP-3723; 2014-SP-3779; 2014-SP-3780). 

Stimuli.  Images of facial expressions were taken from the Amsterdam Dynamic Facial 

Expression Set (ADFES, van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  The ADFES is a 

stimulus set with dynamic facial expressions of emotions of ethnic in- and outgroup members for 

the Dutch/European-American/UK context, respectively models with a European or Arab 

background.  For the purpose of this research we computed still images of the videos.  In most 

studies, the actual ethnic group was used to manipulate ingroup versus outgroup (e.g., ethnic 

Dutch versus ethnic Moroccan models), whereas in studies 7 and 8 ethnic Dutch models were 

assigned to be either ingroup or outgroup (minimal group studies).  Low intensity stimuli were 

taken from the onset of an emotion.  The onset of an emotion was determined for each stimulus 

individually, due to individual differences in speed of expression and to the nature of the 

emotion.  Nine different emotion displays were included:  Anger, disgust, fear, happiness, 

sadness, surprise, contempt, embarrassment, and pride (see Supplemental Material 2 for a full 

overview of stimuli per study). 

Results 

Analytic strategy.  We performed a random effects model (REM) meta-analysis for two 

reasons.  On a theoretical level our goal was to assess the effect size of intensity differences in 

intergroup emotion perception for the population (Field & Gillet, 2010).  On an empirical level, a 

REM allowed us to deal with the heterogeneity of effect sizes unlike the commonly used fixed – 

effect model.  The results of the meta-analysis are reported as Cohens’ d, followed by 95% 
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confidence intervals.  Analyses were performed using the metafor package (version 1.9-3, 

Viechtbauer, 2010) for R (Version 3.1.0; 2014). 

Basic meta-analysis. An overview of all effect sizes and confidence intervals can be 

found in the forest plot in Figure 1.  The plot represents the standardized mean differences in 

intergroup intensity differences, followed by 95% confidence intervals.  Positive values indicate 

effect sizes in the predicted direction, that is, people perceiving more intense emotions in ingroup 

members than in outgroup members.  The size of the dots is in proportion to the effect size of the 

individual study.  Table 1 contains all F values, p values and degrees of freedom per study.   

Table 1. Degrees of freedom, exact F-values, and exact p-values per study. ‘+’ indicates effects 

in line with prediction, ‘-’ indicates opposite effects 

Study  DF  F  p 
 
01  1, 185  5.699    + 0.018 * 
02  1, 173  11.54   + 0.000846 *** 
03  1, 224  15.48   + 0.000111 *** 
04  1, 105  24.38    + 3e-06 *** 
05  1, 57  8.239   - 0.00574 ** 
06  1, 58  2.325    - 0.133 
07  1, 161  0.222    - 0.638 
08  1, 53  0.555    - 0.46 
09  1, 106  15.32   + 0.000161 *** 
10  1, 191  36.11   + 9.29e-09 *** 
11  1, 407  29.45   + 9.86e-08 *** 
12  1, 500  1.333    + 0.249 
13  1, 493  0.137    - 0.711 
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The meta-analysis revealed an effect of d = .26 [0.01 – 0.52], (r = .13) pointing to an intensity 

bias in intergroup emotion perception.  Seven out of thirteen studies yielded effect sizes in the 

predicted direction.  Unexpectedly two studies in which we tried to validate a second stimulus set 

revealed effects in the opposite direction (Study 5 & 6).  Four studies have an effect size around 

0 (Study 7, 8, 12, and 13).  The results of studies 5, 6, and 8 need to be interpreted with caution 

on a single-study level because they can be judged to be statistically underpowered (given lower 

and upper bound of Ns).  As methodological research demonstrates, effect sizes fluctuate in 

underpowered studies (Lakens & Evers, 2014).  Meta-analyses, however, control for sample size, 

meaning that even underpowered studies can be included.  Here, the confidence interval points to 

a variability of the effect [0.01 – 0.52].  This variability was driven by four studies with effect 

sizes around 0.  Two of these studies used models of only one ethnicity as ingroup or outgroup, 

thus either only European models (Study 7) or only Arab models (Study 8) as stimuli.  These 

studies used a minimal-group paradigm and presented the same models as either Polish 

(outgroup) or Dutch (Study 7), or as Moroccan (outgroup) or Dutch (Study 8).  The remaining 
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two studies with effect sizes around 0 (Study 12 and 13) were studies in which we used both 

stimulus set 1 and 2.  In sum, all studies that made use of stimulus set 1 and interethnic emotion 

interpretations (opposed to minimal group paradigms in Study 7 & 8) supported the idea of an 

intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception.   

Additional analyses.  In order to examine which emotions drive the intensity bias we 

conducted a series of MANOVA’s with group as the only predictor per study.  These revealed 

that facial expressions of embarrassment, pride, surprise, and fear most frequently lead to the 

intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception.  The exact means and a full overview of which 

emotions drove the effect of group are reported in Supplemental Material 1 (S1, means in italic 

print indicate reverse effects).  Furthermore Supplemental Material 2 offers a full overview of 

stimuli per study.  To follow up on the infra-humanization literature, we divided the nine facial 

expressions of the ADFES (van der Schalk et al., 2011) into ‘primary emotions’ (anger, fear, 

surprise, disgust, sadness, happiness) and ‘secondary emotions’ (contempt, embarrassment, 

pride), and calculated separate d’s for each type of emotion (‘d-sec’ for secondary emotions and 

‘d-prim’ for primary emotions, see Supplemental Material 1).  Based on this, we also performed 

separate meta-analyses for primary and secondary emotions.  
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Figure 2. Forest Plot of standardizes mean differences of the intergroup intensity bias for 

secondary emotions only. 

The meta-analytical model for secondary emotions was d = .29 [0.06 – 0.53] which was higher 

than the overall model (d = .26) suggesting that the intensity bias may be especially pronounced 

for secondary emotions.  The meta-analytical model for primary emotions was d = .16 [-0.03 – 

0.36], however this model was not significant.  As such, this model suggests that the intensity 

bias could be stronger for secondary emotions than for primary emotions in facial expressions of 

emotions. 
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Figure 3. Forest Plot of standardizes mean differences of the intergroup intensity bias for 

primary emotions only (ns). 

 

 Furthermore, we included two additional meta-analyses as alternative models.  First, we 

included a random effects model meta-analysis for neutral contexts only.  For this analysis all 

conditions that included emotional contextual information were excluded.  The analysis yielded 

an effect size of d = 0.30 [0.02 – 0.59] (r = .15).  Compared to the meta-analytical model that 

includes all contexts (d = .26) this model yields a higher effect size, suggesting that emotionally 

indicative contexts may reduce the intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception.   
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Figure 4. Forest Plot of standardizes mean differences of the intergroup intensity bias in neutral 

contexts only. 

 

Second, we performed a random effects model meta-analysis for interethnic stimuli only (in 

which models from different ethnic groups were presented as ingroup or outgroup), while studies 

using minimal group paradigms to manipulate group were excluded (S07 & S08; in these 

minimal group studies either European models were presented as Dutch or Polish (S07) or Arab 

models were presented as Dutch or Moroccan (S08)).  The analysis yielded an effect size of d = 

0.33 [0.04 – 0.62] (r = .16).  Compared to the meta-analytical model that included minimal group 

paradigms (d = .26), this model yielded a higher effect size, suggesting that the intensity bias in 

intergroup emotion perception may be related to ethnicity rather than group membership alone. 
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Figure 5. Forest Plot of standardizes mean differences of the intergroup intensity bias for 

interethnic ratings only. 

Discussion 

Our meta-analysis on thirteen studies showed a small, but systematic difference, implying 

that individuals perceive less intense emotions in outgroup members than in ingroup members, 

confirming an intensity bias.  Subsequent MANOVA’s and alternative meta-analytical models 

also suggest that this intensity bias is more likely in specific contexts in which emotional cues 

are less clear and lend themselves for different interpretations.  Firstly, the intensity bias was 

mostly driven by facial expressions of a particular set of emotions, namely embarrassment, pride, 

surprise, and fear.  Previous research has shown that these emotions are often less well 

categorized than for example anger, sadness or happiness.  Fear and surprise are often confused 

(e.g., Ekman, 1987; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Haidt & Keltner, 1999; Russell, 1994) and 

previous studies have also shown that embarrassment, pride (and contempt) have been 

recognized to a lesser extent compared to other facial expressions across cultures (see e.g. Haidt 
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& Keltner, 1999; van der Schalk et al., 2011).  In other words, these emotions seem more 

ambiguously expressed on the face, and therefore allow more room for bias.   

Secondly, the intensity bias seems to be more pronounced in neutral contexts that do not 

provide additional emotional cues compared to congruent emotional contexts that provided 

situational cues in addition to the facial information.  The neutral contexts only provided 

information on the identity of the person (e.g., “This person works in a shop.”) or the location of 

the person (e.g., “This person is in a restaurant.”).  On the other hand, the emotional contexts 

provided cues that would make a specific emotion most likely (e.g., “This person just got 

promoted from sales person to assistant manager” for pride).  The emotional contexts could 

have facilitated an unambiguous interpretation of emotions and therefore have reduced the 

intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception.  This is consistent with other lines of research 

showing that the presence of congruent emotional or contextual cues leads to better (or faster) 

emotion categorization (Aviezer, Bentin, Dudarev, & Hassin, 2011; Feldman Barrett & 

Kensinger, 2010; Feldman Barrett, Mesquita, & Gendron, 2011; Kret & de Gelder, 2010) and 

reduced cultural difference in intensity ratings (Matsumoto, Hwang, & Yamada, 2010).   

Thirdly, our alternative model including two different ethnicities as ingroup or outgroup 

members (Europeans vs. Arabs) showed a stronger effect than the model that also included 

minimal group studies.  When presenting only members of one ethnic group as in- or outgroup 

members (S07 & S08), that is, using a minimal group paradigm, intensity ratings did not differ 

across groups.  The intensity bias thus only occurred for interethnic ratings.  This is in 

accordance with the early finding by Ekman and colleagues (1987) that emotions displayed by 

another ethnic group were perceived as less intense than those displayed by the same ethnic 

group.  The authors speculate that the tendency to judge ethnic outgroup expressions as less 
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intense is caused by less familiarity with outgroup expressions (see also Elfenbein & Ambady, 

2003).  A comparison between Asian and non-Asian societies in this study revealed that 

European and European-American societies judged facial expressions of surprise, fear, and 

happiness as less intense in outgroup members.  Given that no differences were found in studies 

using a minimal group paradigm, a mere motivational account (Young & Hugenberg, 2010) of 

the intensity bias seems less likely, although this does not mean that motives do not play any 

role.  If intergroup emotion perception were only a matter of motivation, participants in the 

minimal group paradigm studies would have attributed less intense emotions to presumed 

outgroup members, due to decreased motivation to understand them.  The fact that we did not 

find intensity differences in minimal group studies therefore may imply that it is ethnicity rather 

than mere group membership that causes the intensity bias. 

Even though our research provides empirical evidence for an intensity bias for ethnic 

outgroup members, and we tried to outline several moderating factors by comparing results from 

specific studies, we could not test moderating factors on a meta-analytical level.  Given the 

relatively small number of studies (N = 13) and differences in designs, cell sizes would have 

been low for adequate moderator analyses without adding too much variability to a small effect.  

The alternative models including only neutral contexts and only interethnic stimuli therefore 

provide less conclusive evidence than the model including all studies and conditions. 

One other limitation is that we failed to replicate the current findings with a second 

stimulus set (see Study 5 & 6) or merges of set 1 and set 2 (see Study 12 & 13).  Stimulus 

materials were created for each model individually, and some models appeared to be less suitable 

for low intensity still images because of the speed at which facial expression occurred.  Models 

who reached the apex of an expression very quickly would sometimes result in blurry low 
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intensity images as the majority of facial muscle contractions happened within one second, 

thereby capturing the expression “in the movement”.  Models who reached the apex of an 

expression slowly on the other hand, allowed us to capture the onset of an emotion better before 

the full-blown expression would appear.  Set 1 made use of the most suitable models with regard 

to computing low intensity still images, whereas set 2 used less suitable models.  However, since 

set 1 made use of both female and male models of both ethnic groups for each emotional 

expression, the effects are not driven by one model per emotion only and are generalizable to 

different emotions and models. 

If ethnicity is the driving factor behind the intensity bias, two questions remain 

unanswered.  First, would we obtain similar results with other ethnic outgroups than Arabs, and 

second, would non-White participants show a similar intensity bias towards White models as 

outgroup?  Answers to these questions would provide us with more insight to the boundaries of 

this phenomenon.  If both questions are answered in a positive way, then the intensity bias is a 

general bias applicable to all ingroups and outgroups.  If, however, these questions are answered 

in a negative way, then the intensity bias may be limited to White participants perceiving less 

intense emotions in only particular categories of ethnic outgroup members than in ethnic ingroup 

members.  In order to address these questions, we conducted a series of follow up experiments, 

which will be presented individually given the designs and nature of the studies.  In Study 1 we 

used another ethnic in- and outgroup manipulation (Chinese vs. Dutch) using a balanced design.  

In Study 2 we assessed whether the intensity bias is a bidirectional phenomenon by letting Arab 

perceivers judge European and Arab expressions.  In Study 3 we again used a balanced design 

testing Arab and European perceivers judging different stimulus material.   
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Study 1  

 To examine the idea that the intensity bias occurs across all ethnic ingroups and 

outgroups, we included a very different ethnic group, namely Han Chinese from China against 

Dutch from the Netherlands, using a balanced design (Chinese rating Dutch and vice versa).  If 

the intensity bias would be generalizable to any ethnic group, then the intensity bias should be 

found for this new group and in both directions (i.e., Chinese perceivers attributing less intense 

emotions to Europeans and vice versa). 

Method  

 This study had a 2 (BS, Group Expresser: Chinese vs. European) x2 (BS, Group 

Perceiver: Chinese vs. European) design.  For Chinese models we made use of the Tawainese 

Facial Expression Image Database (TFEID, Yen & Chen, 2007), European models were based 

on the ADFES (van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  We used an identical 

procedure to the one described in the meta-analysis with the only exception that we left out the 

ranking task (sorting a number of ethnic groups that are represented in the Netherlands/the 

United States/the United Kingdom according to size of their population) which was used in order 

to create an intergroup context (Waldzus, Mummendey, Wenzel, & Weber, 2003, Exp. 2).  

Considering that the vast majority of Chinese citizens is Han Chinese we suspected that a 

ranking task would have been ineffective for the Chinese contexts.  Since it would not have been 

methodologically correct to only let British perceivers do this task, we decided to leave it out all 

together.  Participants were 279 undergraduate students with a mean age of 21 (range 18 – 70).  

Out of the total number of participants 143 were Han Chinese students from the University of 

Macau (China) and 136 were Dutch students from the University of Amsterdam (The 

Netherlands).  The ethical committee of the Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences of the 
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University of Amsterdam approved this study as meeting the requirements of standard survey 

research (2016-SP-6359). 

Results & Discussion  

 We conducted an analysis of variance with the factor Group Membership Expresser 

(Chinese vs. Dutch) and Group Membership Perceiver (Chinese vs. Dutch) as predictors and 

Emotion (aggregated average scores for all target emotions) as outcome variable.  This analysis 

revealed that neither Group Membership Expresser (F(1, 275) = 3.18, p = .076, ηp2 = .011) nor 

Group Membership Perceiver (F(1, 275) = 2.79, p = .096, ηp2 = .010) had an effect on Emotion.  

The interaction between Group Membership Expresser and Group Membership Perceiver was 

non significant as well (F(1, 275) = 0.037, p = .847, ηp2 = .000).  Accordingly, this study did not 

support the idea that the intensity bias can be generalized across all ethnic groups.  If the 

intensity bias would be a general intergroup bias, then Chinese perceivers should have attributed 

less intense emotions to Europeans and vice versa.  This points to the idea that the intensity bias 

may be a group-specific phenomenon.  In line with this finding, research on infra-humanization 

shows that even though infra-humanization occurs across a large number of ethnic and national 

groups, it does not occur in all inter ethnic comparisons invariably (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014).  

Biases in intergroup emotion perception can also be group-specific.  Since the majority of studies 

in the meta-analysis tested Europeans judging Arabs as outgroup members, we decided to test 

Arabs judging Europeans as outgroup members as well. 
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Study 2 

Whereas the meta-analysis focused on European perceivers judging Arab expressions, a 

question that remained unanswered is whether the intensity bias could be extended to Arab 

perceivers of European models as well.  In other words, do Arab perceivers also perceive their 

own ingroup emotions as more intense, or do they not show any bias?  We tested this idea of a 

bi-directional phenomenon by letting Moroccan perceivers judge European and Arab 

expressions. 

Method  

This study had a 2 (BS, Group Expresser: Arab vs. European) x 2 (BS,Gender Expresser: 

female vs. male) design and made use of ADFES Stimuli (van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & 

Doosje, 2011).  We used the same procedure as described in the meta-analysis but decided to 

leave the intergroup manipulation (Waldzus, Mummendey, Wenzel, & Weber, 2003, Exp. 2) out 

again in order to keep the follow-up studies as comparable as possible.  The ethical committee of 

the Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences of the University of Amsterdam approved this 

study as meeting the requirements of standard survey research by (2016-SP-6558).  Participants 

were 267 Moroccans (mean age = 28, range: 18 – 59, 130 males, 137 females) who were 

recruited via Qualtrics panel (www.qualtrics.com).  

Results & Discussion 

An analysis of variance with group membership as predictor and target emotion 

(aggregated average score of all target emotions) revealed that there was a main effect of group 

membership (F(1, 265) = 6.36, p = .012, ηp2 = .023) in which Moroccan perceivers attributed 

more intense emotions to Europeans than to Arabs (MEuropean = 67.07, SE = 1.37 vs. MArabs = 

62.23, SE = 1.35).  Accordingly, these findings do not support the idea of a bi-directional 
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intensity bias in which Europeans perceive Arabs to feel less intense emotions and vice versa.  If 

the intensity bias was a bi-directional phenomenon Arab perceivers should have attributed less 

intense emotions to Europeans.  Considering that Moroccan perceivers judged expressions by 

Europeans to be more intense than expressions by Arabs in this study suggests that the intensity 

bias primarily occurs within Western European samples, which we will discuss further in the 

General Discussion. 

Study 3 

Finally, in Study 3 we tested another potential limitation, namely a stimulus material 

effect, and used a different set of stimuli here.  We used the Radboud Facial Database (RaFD; 

Langner et al., 2010), which also offers emotional expressions of Arab and European models as 

an alternative to the ADFES (van der Schalk et al., 2014).  Furthermore, we tested both groups of 

perceivers (Arabs and Europeans) in the same design. 

Method 

 This study employed a 2 (BS, Group Expresser: Arab vs. European) x 2 (BS, Group 

Perceiver: Arab vs. European) design. We presented all 8 emotions that the RaFD provides 

(contempt, surprise, fear, anger, sadness, happiness, disgust, neutral).  Since the RaFD only 

offers male models of both ethnic groups, we decided to test male participants only.  The total 

sample of 279 participants consisted of 139 Moroccan males and 140 White British males.  The 

age ranged between 18 and 84 (Mage = 41) after exclusion of one participant who indicated being 

100 or older to keep the age range consistent.  Participants were recruited via Qualtrics panels 

(www.qualtrics.com).  We made use of the same procedure as described in the meta-analysis, 

with the exception of leaving out the ranking task to create an intergroup context, used in the 

studies included in the meta-analysis (Waldzus, Mummendey, Wenzel, & Weber, 2003, Exp. 2), 
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in order to keep the follow-up studies comparable.  The ethical committee of the Faculty of 

Social and Behavioural Sciences of the University of Amsterdam approved this study as meeting 

the requirements of standard survey research (2016-SP-6556). 

 

Results & Discussion 

 We conducted an analysis of variance with Group Membership Expresser  (Arab vs. 

European models) and Group Membership Perceiver (Moroccan vs. British) as predictors and 

Emotion (aggregated average scores for all target emotion) as outcome variable.  This analysis 

revealed that neither Group Membership Perceiver (F(1, 275) = 0.060, p = .806, ηp2 = .0001) nor 

Group Membership Expresser (F(1, 275) = 0.370, p = .843, ηp2 = .001) affected perceived 

intensity of facial expressions individually.  However, there was a significant interaction between 

Group Membership Expresser and Group Membership Perceiver (F(1, 275) = 6.20, p = .013, ηp2 

= .022).  Pairwise comparison suggest that British perceivers rate expressions by European 

models as more intense than Moroccan perceivers (F(1, 275) = 4.81, p = .029, ηp2 = .017, MBritish 

perceiver = 68.64, SE = 1.62 vs. MMoroccan perceiver = 63.32, SE = 1.81).  However, there was no 

difference between British and Moroccan perceivers rating Arab models (F(1, 275) = 1.76, p = 

.185, ηp2 = .006, MMoroccan perceiver = 63.94, SE = 1.80 vs. MBritish perceiver = 67.17, SE = 1.64).  

Finally, British perceivers attributed marginally more intense emotions to European models than 

Moroccan perceivers to Arab models (F(1, 275) = 3.78, p = .053, ηp2 = .014, MBritish perceiver  = 

68.64, SE = 1.62 vs. MMoroccan perceiver = 63.94, SE = 1.80), confirming that the intergroup intensity 

bias particularly occurs in Western-European perceivers.  However, since we did not find that 

British perceivers judged European models as more intense than Arab models, the ethnic 

intensity bias was only partly replicated.  This may be explained by the fact that the RaFD 
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contains more prototypical and intense stimuli (as can also be inferred from the higher intensity 

ratings of the Arab models compared to the Arab models in the ADFES).  We chose the RaFD 

because this is the only set, known to us, that includes both Arab models, and a variety of 

emotions. This confirms one of the boundary conditions that we mentioned earlier, namely that 

the intergroup bias only occurs when there is sufficient room for interpretation. This is less the 

case with high intense, prototypical stimuli.  

General Discussion 

The current research followed Ekman et al.’s (1987) suggestion that perceivers may 

attribute less intense emotions to outgroups, by systematically examining differences in the 

interpretation of the emotional intensity of facial expressions conveyed by members of different 

groups.  We believe this is important in times where we witness a lack of empathy and increased 

distancing between members of different ethnic groups, as illustrated by rising xenophobia 

targeting Muslims, migrants, and asylum seekers all over Europe.   

Our data provides clear evidence for the idea that people perceive less intense emotions 

in members of other groups.  The intensity bias does not occur for all groups, all emotions, and 

all contexts to the same extent, however, and thus has boundary conditions.  The most important 

boundary condition seems to be that information displayed on the emotional face is slightly 

ambiguous, which leaves room for interpretation.  This is supported by the fact that we found a 

stronger effects for less prototypical emotion displays, such as contempt, embarrassment, pride 

and neutral faces, and in the absence of contextual information (i.e., neutral contexts).  In 

addition, we did not find evidence for the intensity bias in all groups.  We found the effect with 

European, European-American, and British perceivers judging Arab expressions as less intense 
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than European expressions, using a meta-analytical approach.  A random effects model allowed 

us to estimate the effect size of the intensity bias in the population.  The effect was small (d = 

.26,  r = .13) and shows variability (as indicated by the confidence interval [0.01 – 0.52]), but 

provided clear support for an intensity bias.   

In a series of follow up experiments we aimed to address the questions whether we could 

obtain similar results with other ethnic outgroups than Arabs, and whether non-White 

participants would show a similar intensity bias towards White models as outgroup.  In follow up 

Study 1 we tested if we could find an intensity bias using Chinese as outgroup members instead 

of Arabs, using a balanced design (Chinese rating Dutch and vice versa).  This sample did not 

show any differences in perceived intensity of emotional expressions.  In follow up Study 2 we 

therefore tested an Arab sample judging European emotions as outgroup expressions in order to 

complement the meta-analytical sample that tested Continental European, European-American, 

and British samples judging Arabs expressions.  This study showed that Moroccans also perceive 

more intense emotions in Europeans than in Arabs, suggesting that the intensity bias does not 

seem to be a bi-directional phenomenon.  In Study 3, we included Arab and British perceivers, 

judging Arab and Europeans models from a different stimulus set than the one used in the meta-

analysis.  We found that British perceivers judged facial expressions by European models as 

more intense than did Moroccan perceivers. This finding complements our meta-analytical 

evidence, which could not provide a contrast including outgroup perceivers.  We did not find a 

difference between British perceivers in judging European and Arab models, however.  

Taken together, our follow up studies therefore outlined two boundary conditions of the 

intensity bias.  First, the intensity bias was not found invariably across groups, but only occurred 

in European and Arab contexts, and not for example in a Chinese and Dutch context.  Second, 



 

48 

 

48 

the intensity bias particularly occurs for European participants who perceive their own ingroup 

as more emotionally intense, but also for European models whose facial expressions are 

perceived as more emotionally intense by Arab participants.  

The fact that we did not find support for the more intense emotion perception of ingroup 

members compared to outgroup members by European participants in all follow up studies may 

also be attributed to differences in measures and instruction.  All studies included in the meta-

analysis made use of ranking task in which participants had to sort a number of ethnic groups 

that are represented in the Netherlands/the United States/the United Kingdom according to size 

of their population in order to emphasize an intergroup context (Waldzus, Mummendey, Wenzel, 

& Weber, 2003, Exp. 2).  In our follow up experiments, we did not include this manipulation 

since it was not ecologically valid given group homogeneity in the context of Chinese 

participants.  While keeping this feature constant across all three studies, this choice may have 

affected the outcome of the follow up studies, implying that the salience of an intergroup context 

may result in a more biased perception of emotions from a relevant outgroup.  

Our data generally support the idea that European perceivers consider the emotions of 

ethnic outgroup members as less intense than those of ethnic ingroup members, which may 

particularly occur in clear intergroup settings.  

Our data does support infra-humanization theory in two different ways (Castano & Giner 

–Sorolla, 2006; Čehajić, Brown, & Gonzales, 2009; Leyens et al, 2000; Vaes, Paladino, Castelli, 

Leyens, & Giovanazzi, 2003; Wohl, Hornsey & Bennett, 2012).  First, we find a stronger 

intensity bias for ‘secondary’ emotions (contempt, pride, embarrassment) than for ‘primary’ 

emotions (anger, disgust, sadness, surprise, fear, and happiness).  Because ‘secondary’ emotions 

are seen as the result of socialization and cognitive capacity (Leyens et al., 2000), it follows that 
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we should find more intensity bias differences for ‘secondary’ emotions.  Perceivers may expect 

outgroups to have less intense ‘secondary’ emotions, because they are seen as less human.  It 

should be noted, however, that the pattern of results in the present data can also be explained by 

the fact that these ‘secondary’ emotions are also categorized less well, because they are 

characterized by less clear or more ambiguous facial cues.  Our current data does not allow us to 

conclude whether the intensity bias is solely due to ambiguity, infra-humanization, or an 

interaction of both factors.  Furthermore, our findings support earlier work on infra-humanization 

by demonstrating that the intensity bias does not occur invariably across all groups.  Even though 

infra-humanization was established among a large variety of different ethnic and national groups, 

it did not generalize to all ethnic groups (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014).  Similarly, the intensity 

bias seems to a group specific phenomenon that potentially mainly occurs in European-Arab 

comparisons.  As such, our work also complements dialect theories of emotion.  While the 

dialect theory (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Elfenbein, 2013) points to a general bias that occurs 

across groups due to unfamiliarity with particular dialects of expression, we show perceptual 

patterns that may be specific to White perceivers.  If the intensity bias was solely due to 

unfamiliarity with expressions we would have expected to find the intensity bias for other groups 

of perceivers as well.  The fact that we did not find such an effect for other groups may therefore 

point to underlying mechanisms of the intensity bias.  Overlap between the two concepts is 

nevertheless possible, however we would need to establish our findings further in order to make 

the distinction clearer. 

An intensity bias in emotion interpretation may have several behavioural implications.  

For example, individuals may be less likely to comfort or praise outgroup members compared to 

ingroup members due to the intensity bias.  Perceiving less intense emotions in outgroup 
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members may also lead to less, or mistuned, synchronisation of mental states.  Synchronisation 

of mental states however is needed to understand others’ intentions and behaviour.  As such, an 

intensity bias in emotion perception reflects an empathy gap and can therefore contribute to 

systematic intergroup tension due to a lack of understanding of and consequently caring about 

outgroup members.  Given the potential consequences, possible interventions are needed.  Since 

perspective taking can reduce interethnic empathy gaps (Drwecki, Moore, Ward, & Prakchin, 

2011), the intensity bias can potentially also be overcome with effort on the side of the perceiver. 

Finally, whereas there are related lines of research, we believe our research is novel in a 

number of ways.  First, the studies used different manipulations of group belonging and context, 

but consistently included the same sets of emotions and judgements made using similar 

measures, making the different studies comparable.  Second, we included low intensity facial 

emotion displays rather than high intensity, prototypical facial expressions (except for follow-up 

Study 3).  The advantage of using more subtle facial emotion displays is their ecological value, 

because low intensity facial expressions are more likely to occur in everyday life than highly 

intense expression (Barrett, Lindquist, & Gendron, 2007; Hess, Adams, & Kleck, 2009a).  The 

use of subtle facial expressions may therefore provide more insights that can generalize to every 

day intergroup emotion perception.  Furthermore, we performed a meta-analysis, which allowed 

us to estimate an effect size in the population, unlike null hypothesis significance testing (Field 

& Gillet, 2010; Rosenthal, 1995).  Ultimately, a series of follow up experiments allowed us to 

outline several boundary conditions of the effect.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, the current research shows support for an intensity bias in intergroup 

emotion perception, such that individuals perceive less intense emotions in outgroup than 

ingroup members.  This bias is most pronounced when facial cues are ambivalent (in the case of 

embarrassment, pride, surprise and fear, and in neutral contexts).  Furthermore, the intensity bias 

seems to be a group-specific phenomenon rather than a general intergroup bias, as we only found 

in European samples judging Arab models.  The intensity bias may reflect a systematic 

downplaying of the emotions of specific outgroups.  This may reflect feeling less empathy, and 

caring less about the inner lives of outgroup members.  
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Chapter 3 

Intergroup embarrassment misinterpretation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on: 

Kommattam, P., Jonas, K. J., & Fischer, A. H. (in press).  We are sorry, they don’t care: 

Misinterpretation of facial embarrassment displays in Arab-White intergroup contexts. Emotion 
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CHAPTER 3 

Most emotions have an affiliative function of helping us to establish and maintain social 

bonds (Fischer & Manstead, 2016; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van Kleef & Fischer, 2016).  One 

such emotion that helps us to repair our transgressions or violations of social expectations is 

embarrassment.  Embarrassment displays show others that one is aware of one’s own 

misbehavior and willing to make up for it (Semin & Manstead, 1982), and thus signal self-blame. 

The social function of embarrassment may be severely disrupted, however, if the 

intended display is misinterpreted and not perceived as intended by the expresser.  

Misinterpretation of this emotion display may have two sources.  First, embarrassment may be 

confused with an emotion with similar features.  We argue that embarrassment may be 

misinterpreted as disinterest because of the averted gaze that characterizes both emotions.  

Second, the occurrence of embarrassment may vary as a function of group membership (e.g., 

Bijlstra, Holland, & Wigboldus, 2010; Dotsch, Wigboldus, Langner, & van Knippenberg, 2008; 

Kamans, Gordijn, Oldenhuis, & Otten, 2009), because concerns about social transgressions are 

more frequent and important for ingroup members than for outgroup members (Ellemers, Spears, 

& Doosje, 2002; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987).  In 

the present research we tested the hypothesis that in some negative intergroup contexts, ingroup 

members interpret embarrassment displays of fellow ingroup members more as embarrassment, 

and embarrassment displays of outgroup members more as disinterest.  We examined this 

hypothesis in a specific intergroup context namely Whites (e.g., white Europeans, European-

Americans, white British individuals) versus Arabs (e.g. North Africans, such as Moroccans, and 

West-Asians, such as Turks; Bijlstra, Holland, & Wigboldus, 2010; Dotsch, Wigboldus, 



 

55 

 

55 

Langner, & van Knippenberg, 2008; Kamans, Gordijn, Oldenhuis, & Otten, 2009; Verkuyten, & 

Zarembe, 2005).  

Functions and displays of embarrassment and disinterest 

Embarrassment has been described as a negative emotional response to events that raise 

concerns about how the self is presented to others, such as one’s own misbehavior, 

underperformance, or privacy violations.  It has the function of displaying individuals’ concerns 

about not adhering to social norms, and future commitment to these norms in order to restore the 

presented self-image (Edelmann, 1981; Goffman, 1956).  By signaling embarrassment, 

individuals show that they are aware of transgressing social norms or not meeting expectations.  

More importantly, embarrassment expressions signal apologetic behavior towards other people.  

Thus, showing embarrassment serves the restoration of social relationships and saving one’s 

social standing in front of others (Dijk, de Jong, & Peters, 2009; de Jong, 1999; Leary, Landel, & 

Patton, 1996; Semin & Manstead, 1982).  Indeed, after a social transgression embarrassed 

individuals are perceived as more likeable (Semin & Manstead, 1982), less negative (de Jong, 

1999), and more pro-social than non- or less embarrassed individuals (Feinberg, Willer, & 

Keltner, 2012).  As a result of perceived pro-sociality, perceivers are also more willing to 

affiliate with embarrassed targets, and to trust (Feinberg, Willer, & Keltner, 2012) and forgive 

them (Keltner, 1997). 

There are different ways in which embarrassment can be expressed.  One typical display 

is blushing (de Jong, 1999; Dijk, de Jong, & Peters, 2009; Goffman, 1981).  Blushing has a 

remedial function because it can lead to more positive evaluations of observers after mishaps, 

especially if blushing is displayed on top of other facial expressions of embarrassment (Dijk, de 

Jong, & Peters, 2009).  Other facial displays of embarrassment involve pulling lip corners down, 
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controlled smiles, and downwards or sideways head and eye movements (gaze aversion), 

potentially accompanied by nervous touching of the face and laughter (Feinberg, Willer, & 

Keltner, 2012; Van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  In previous studies these facial 

actions have been recognized as embarrassment and shown to be distinct from other emotions 

such as amusement or shame (Keltner, 1995; Keltner & Buswell, 1997). 

Although to date there is no systematic research on the facial display of disinterest one of 

the features of embarrassment, gaze aversion (Feinberg, Willer, & Keltner, 2012), may also 

signal disinterest.  Whereas a direct gaze indicates interest and/or an attentional state (Bayliss, 

Paul, Cannon, & Tipper, 2006; Emery, 2000), gaze aversion reduces the income of 

environmental cues (see also Doherty-Sneddon & Phelps, 2005; Glenberg, Schroeder, & 

Robertson, 1998) and thus signals disengagement and lack of attention for social cues.  

Disinterest has the opposite function of embarrassment, namely to be socially disengaging and to 

increase distance with others (see Coplan, Prakas, O'Neil, & Armer, 2004; Leary, Herbst, & 

McCrary, 2003).  Signaling disinterest would thus imply that one is not interested in what the 

other person says or does at a specific moment.  It may even go beyond such a specific 

evaluation of the other’s behavior at that moment, and suggest that one neither cares about the 

other, nor cares about how the other evaluates oneself.  Accordingly, the shared feature of gaze 

aversion in embarrassment and disinterest displays may result in misinterpretations.  Considering 

the opposite social functions of both emotions, this may have severe consequences.  Such 

differential interpretations of embarrassment and disinterest displays may be particularly 

pronounced in negative intergroup contexts. 
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Embarrassment and disinterest in intergroup contexts 

Emotions also have social functions that define or strengthen boundaries between groups 

(Fischer & Manstead, 2016; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; van Kleef & Fischer, 2016), because their 

display can reaffirm the belongingness to one group, or the distance from another group.  As a 

consequence, the affiliative function of embarrassment may be less prevalent in some intergroup 

contexts, especially when there is less motivation to restore social bonds with outgroup 

members.  This would imply that the experience of embarrassment would be less intense or 

frequent between people from different groups whose norms are less relevant to one another 

(Harré, 1990).  Indeed, recent research on intergroup embarrassment indicates that individuals 

report less embarrassment if the audience consists of outgroup members versus ingroup members 

(Eller, Koschate, & Gilson, 2011).  These findings suggest that embarrassment displays are more 

likely to occur when the other is socially relevant, or an ingroup member, and less likely when 

the other is socially irrelevant, or a stigmatized outgroup member.  This could mean that 

embarrassment is more likely to be perceived when the transgressor is from the ingroup rather 

than from an outgroup. 

Research on recognition of facial expressions of emotions across different ethnic groups 

has shown that people are generally more accurate in recognizing ingroup versus outgroup facial 

displays (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Elfenbein, Beaupré, Lévesque, & Hess, 2007; Elfenbein, 

2013).  Neurological and behavioural evidence supports this finding, suggesting an intracultural 

advantage at inferring others’ thoughts, intentions and feelings (Adams et al., 2010).  More 

specifically, research on embarrassment displays has shown that embarrassment can be 

recognized accurately above chance level within groups (Tracy & Robin, 2008), however there is 

no research to date on misinterpretations of embarrassment as disinterest.  One other line of 
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research has shown a differential interpretation of gaze aversion by members of different ethnic 

groups in simulated police interviews, showing that white police officers interpreted gaze 

aversion displayed by black subjects as more negative in comparison with white subjects 

(Winkel & Vrij, 1990).  By comparing the interpretation of embarrassment displays of Whites 

with those of Arabs, we aim to tap into biased interpretation, which may hamper the social 

function of embarrassment in specific social contexts.  Because one feels more distant and 

disengaged from outgroup members and more close and engaged with ingroup members (Tajfel 

& Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), embarrassment may have a 

less obvious social function in an intergroup context.  Whereas gaze aversion is perceived as 

apologetic with the ultimate goal to restore the relationship in an intragroup context, 

embarrassment may be perceived as a sign of disinterest with the ultimate goal to destroy the 

relationship in intergroup contexts.  The misinterpretation of embarrassment as disinterest may 

be particularly enhanced by specific negative stereotypes about (ethnic) outgroup members.  To 

illustrate, research on stereotypes of white Dutch people about (male) Arabs shows that they are 

perceived as criminal, aggressive, Muslim extremists, loitering, and that they do not care about 

others (Kamans, Gordijn, Oldenhuis, & Otten, 2009; Verkuyten, & Zarembe, 2005).  Such 

stereotypes influence the way in which individuals perceive emotional expressions of outgroup 

members.  For example, research on intergroup emotion perception in the Dutch context shows 

that white Dutch participants are more inclined to see anger than sadness in Arab males because 

of negative stereotypes about this group (Bijlstra, Holland, & Wigboldus, 2010).  Moreover a 

predominant stereotype of white teachers in Dutch school contexts is that Arab students do not 

care after being disciplined.   
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We therefore argue that the averted gaze may lead to different interpretations of 

emotions.  We predicted that White participants perceive embarrassment displays characterized 

by gaze aversion more as embarrassment than as disinterest in Whites, whereas they misinterpret 

the same displays of Arabs more as disinterest than as embarrassment.  In Studies 2 and 3 we 

aim to replicate the findings of Aggregated Study 1 with methodological improvements. 

Aggregated Study 1 

Method 

 Nine out of the ten studies reported below were part of a series of studies that 

investigated intergroup differences in perceived intensity of facial expressions (Kommattam, 

Jonas, & Fischer, 2016).  The tenth study was an independent project that made use of the same 

paradigm.  In all ten studies, group membership was manipulated as a between subject factor by 

using white (white European and European-American) models as ingroup members and Arab 

(Turkish and Moroccan) models as outgroup members.  The ethical committee of the Faculty of 

Social and Behavioural Sciences of the University of Amsterdam approved all ten studies as 

meeting the requirements of standard survey research (2013-SP-2642; 2013-SP-2988; 2013-SP-

3081; 2013-SP-3104; 2013-SP-3110; 2013-SP-3148; 2014-SP-3554; 2014-SP-3722; 2014-SP-

3723; 2015-SP-4295). 

Participants 

A total of 1154 participants participated in this research.  A distribution of participants 

across studies and their socio-demographic information is reported in Table 1.  The overall mean 

age of this sample was 31.05 years (range = 18 – 85).  All studies were either based on Dutch 

online student samples, or U.S./U.K. online samples via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
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(www.mturk.com), with the exception of S10 that made use of a real life random sample.  For 

the purpose of this analysis we only selected white participants (white Europeans, European-

Americans, and white British individuals), which allowed us to compare their perception of 

embarrassment displays of members of different ethnic groups. 

 

Table 1. Socio-demographic information for Aggregated Study 1 including sample size (N), mean 
age, age range, and sample origin 

 N Mean age Range Sample 

S01 89 19.83 18 - 31 Dutch  

S02 98 34.76 19 - 75 U.S.  

S03 121 33.28 18 - 75 U.S.  

S04 115 36.30 19 - 66 U.S.  

S05 63 36.54 20 - 69 U.S.  

S06 58 33.79 18 - 68 U.S.  

S07 108 19.89 18 - 32 Dutch  

S08 196 30.96 18 - 69 U.S.  

S09 186 33.05 18 - 67 U.K.  

S10 120 32.08 18 - 85 Dutch  

 

Procedure 

First, participants filled in their socio-demographic information.  Subsequently, 

participants completed a ranking task, in which they had to sort a number of ethnic groups that 

are represented in the Netherlands/the United States/the United Kingdom according to size of 
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their population, in order to create an intergroup context (Waldzus, Mummendey, Wenzel, & 

Weber, 2003, Exp. 2).  The ranking task was presented as a separate study.  Then, the actual 

study would begin, in which participants were asked to evaluate nine everyday situations.  In this 

task, participants saw emotional faces, either displayed by white models or Arab models along 

with a brief scenario describing a neutral context.  Participants received the instructions to look 

at the person and to judge how this person feels in this situation. 

Stimuli.  We used low intensity still shots of emotional expressions that were made of 

video clips from the Amsterdam Dynamic Facial Expression Set (ADFES, Van der Schalk, 

Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  The ADFES is a stimulus set with dynamic facial expressions 

of emotions of white (white European/European-American) models and Arab (Moroccan and 

Turkish) models.  Each complete video had a duration of approximately 4 seconds, unfolding 

from a neutral face to its full and most intense expression.  Low intensity still images were made 

on the basis of the first seconds of each video clip, thus during the onset of an emotion, resulting 

in a low intensity still shot of emotional expressions.  Nine different emotion displays were 

included, namely anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, surprise, contempt, embarrassment, 

and pride.  Here we only report the results for embarrassment since the other emotions are not 

germane to the current effect.  All models and static stimuli for embarrassment displays can be 

found in Appendix A. 

Materials and measures. 

 Low intensity facial expressions of embarrassment were presented along with neutral 

contexts (e.g., “This person is in a restaurant”) and four emotion labels (e.g., embarrassment, 

disinterest, sadness, and anger for embarrassment displays).  The emotion labels were presented 
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in a fixed order.  For each of these labels participants had to indicate to what extent this emotion 

was present in the photo on a scale from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very much), with the exception of 

Study 1, which made use of a scale from 0 (not at all) to 10 (very much). 

Results and Discussion 

To test whether white perceivers would attribute more embarrassment to embarrassment 

displays of Whites, but more disinterest to embarrassment displays of Arabs, we conducted 

repeated measures ANOVAs with Group Membership (White/Arab) as BS factor, Emotion 

(embarrassment and disinterest ratings) as WS factor, and ratings of the emotions not germane to 

the purpose of this investigation (sadness and anger) as covariates.  We predicted significant 

interactions between Emotion and Group Membership, in which Whites are perceived to feel 

more embarrassment than Arabs, and Arabs are perceived to feel more disinterest than the 

Whites.  Since the repeated measures factor ‘Emotion’ only had two levels, assumptions of 

sphericity were met at all times.  Interactions between Emotion and Group Membership are listed 

in Table 2, means and standard errors in Table 3.  Pairwise comparisons for the interactions 

between Emotion and Group Membership can be found in Table 4 (Arab-White differences for 

embarrassment ratings), Table 5 (Arab-White differences for disinterest ratings), Table 6 

(differences between embarrassment and disinterest ratings for white models), and Table 7 

(differences between embarrassment and disinterest ratings for Arab models). 
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Table 2. F, df’s, p, and ηp2 values for interactions between Group Membership and Emotion 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 F  df’s P ηp
2 

S01 8.34 1, 85 .005 .089 

S02 9.70 1, 94 .002 .094 

S03 39.06 1, 117 .000 .250 

S04 16.16 1, 111 .000 .127 

S05 5.71 1, 59 .020 .088 

S06 9.31 1, 54 .004 .147 

S07 29.32 1, 104 .000 .220 

S08 41.96 1, 192  .000 .179 

S09 59.43 1, 182 .000 .246 

S10 4.26 1, 116 .041 .035 
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Table 3. Means (and SE’s) for embarrassment, disinterest, sadness, and anger ratings of 
embarrassment displays of white models (WH) and Arab models (AR) in neutral contexts only. 
An asterix indicates that ratings for white models and Arab models differ significantly from each 
other on the listed label at p >.05. 

 Embarrassment Disinterest Sadness Anger 

 WH AR WH AR WH AR WH AR 

S01 2.30* 
(0.21) 

1.58* 
(0.21) 

2.86 
(0.26) 

3.53 
(0.26) 

1.31 
(0.20) 

1.11 
(0.20) 

1.06 
(0.18) 

1.15 
(0.18) 

S02 57.33* 
(4.20) 

42.85* 
(4.37) 

49.51* 
(4.11) 

64.49* 
(4.28) 

40.24 
(4.06) 

32.43 
(4.23) 

21.94 
(3.40) 

27.21 
(3.54) 

S03 65.90* 
(3.51) 

41.55* 
(3.55) 

40.26* 
(3.51) 

60.10* 
(3.32) 

35.32 
(3.20) 

32.18 
(3.01) 

26.44 
(3.48) 

35.36 
(3.28) 

S04 58.31* 
(3.94) 

36.04* 
(4.26) 

44.42* 
(3.91) 

57.62* 
(4.23) 

23.82 
(3.33) 

23.93 
(3.60) 

20.13 
(2.97) 

19.00 
(3.21) 

S05 45.95 
(4.10) 

55.33 
(4.01) 

72.80* 
(4.33) 

60.59* 
(4.26) 

51.23 
(3.97) 

53.19 
(3.91) 

25.73 
(3.86) 

32.60 
(3.79) 

S06 45.36 
(4.33) 

51.88 
(4.18) 

71.48* 
(3.29) 

56.27* 
(3.17) 

55.34 
(4.31) 

48.80 
(4.16) 

26.82 
(4.26) 

29.63 
(4.11) 

S07 59.35* 
(3.39) 

43.67* 
(3.20) 

47.17* 
(3.35) 

67.06* 
(3.17) 

38.10 
(3.23) 

33.70 
(3.06) 

33.24 
(3.21) 

38.19 
(3.04) 

S08 56.44* 
(2.99) 

39.71* 
(3.02) 

51.39* 
(2.64) 

70.89* 
(2.67) 

39.26 
(2.70) 

36.11 
(2.73) 

23.45 
(2.35) 

26.13 
(2.38) 

S09 61.98* 
(2.80) 

41.98* 
(2.77) 

44.76* 
(2.66) 

68.62* 
(2.63) 

33.15 
(2.42) 

33.38 
(2.40) 

28.14 
(2.57) 

30.57 
(2.54) 

S10 57.39* 
(3.46) 

46.88* 
(3.58) 

24.05* 
(2.87) 

33.07* 
(2.96) 

37.49 
(3.21) 

37.32 
(3.32) 

24.27 
(2.87) 

33.07 
(2.96) 
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Table 4. Pairwise comparisons for Arab-White differences on embarrassment ratings  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 F  df’s P ηp
2 

S01 5.73 1, 85 .019 .063 

S02 5.26 1, 94 .024 .053 

S03 21.45 1, 117 .000  .155 

S04 14.84 1, 111 .000 .118 

S05 2.21 1, 59 .143 .036 

S06 2.27 1, 54 .138 .040 

S07 11.17 1, 104 .001 .097 

S08 20.71 1, 192  .000 .097 

S09 28.15 1, 182 .000 .134 

S10 4.26 1, 116 .041 .035 
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Table 5. Pairwise comparisons for Arab-White differences on disinterest ratings  

 F  df’s P ηp
2 

S01 3.39 1, 85 .069 .038 

S02 6.13 1, 94 .015 .061 

S03 15.85 1, 117 .000 .119 

S04 5.37 1, 111 .022 .046 

S05 4.67 1, 59 .035 .073 

S06 9.26 1, 54 .004 .146 

S07 18.31 1, 104 .000 .150 

S08 25.79 1, 192  .000 .118 

S09 41.90 1, 182 .000 .187 

S10 957.90 1, 116 .000 .892 
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Table 6. Pairwise comparisons for embarrassment-disinterest differences for white models  

 F  df’s P ηp
2 

S01 2.77 1, 85 . 00 .032 

S02 1.43 1, 94  .235 .015 

S03 25.46 1, 117 .000  .179 

S04 5.36 1, 111 .022 .046 

S05 19.30 1, 59 .000 .246 

S06 25.89 1, 54 .000 .324 

S07 6.61 1, 104 .012 .060 

S08 1.56 1, 192  .213 .008 

S09 18.24 1, 182 .000 .091 

S10 70.29 1, 116 .000 .377 
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Table 7. Pairwise comparisons for embarrassment-disinterest differences for Arab models 

 F  df’s P ηp
2 

S01 32.69 1, 85 .000 .278 

S02 10.41 1, 94 . 002 .100 

S03 15.01 1, 117 .000 .114 

S04 11.12 1, 111 .001 .091 

S05 1.07 1, 59 .306 .018 

S06 0.71 1, 54 .402 .013 

S07 27.27 1, 104 .000 .208 

S08 62.44 1, 192  .000 .245 

S09 44.28 1, 182 .000 .196 

S10 28.27 1, 116 .000 .196 

 

Summary of Emotion x Group Membership interactions.  The main hypothesis was fully 

confirmed for seven out of ten studies (S02, S03, S04, S07, S08, S09, S10):  Participants 

perceived Whites to feel more embarrassment than Arabs, and Arabs to feel more disinterest than 

Whites.  S01 showed the same predicted interaction, with Whites being perceived to feel more 

embarrassment than Arabs, however, Arabs were not significantly perceived to feel more 

disinterest than Whites.  Pairwise comparisons showed that embarrassment and disinterest 

ratings significantly differ from each other for Whites and Arabs in S03, S04, S07, S09, and S10.  

In S01, S02, and S08 ratings for Whites did not differ from each other significantly, but ratings 

for Arabs did differ significantly from each other.  Against our predictions two out of the ten 

studies (S05 & S06) showed inconsistent findings, showing a significant interaction of Group 

and Emotion where Whites were perceived to feel more disinterest than Arabs.  In these two 
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studies we tried to validate a new stimulus set which failed (see also Kommattam, Jonas, & 

Fischer, 2016) and can explain our results obtained here. 

To sum up, the majority of studies reported here show that white participants perceived 

Whites to feel more embarrassment than Arabs and Arabs to feel more disinterest than Whites.  

However, we failed to replicate our findings with a second stimulus set that also made use of low 

intensity still images of emotional expressions.  Furthermore, the sequence of the emotion labels 

was fixed in the studies reported above.  Therefore we decided to replicate these findings with 

low intensity images and dynamic stimuli, different models, and randomized emotion labels to 

re-test our hypothesis with methodological improvements.  

Studies 2 and 3 

Method 

Studies 2 and 3 used a 2 (BS, Group: White/Arab) x 2 (BS, Stimuli: dynamic/static) x 6 

(WS, models: 3 female, 3 male) design.  Participants were 193 white Dutch individuals (Mage = 

47.02, range = 18 – 81) in Study 2, and 260 white Dutch individuals in Study 3 (Mage = 46.30, 

range = 18 – 74).  Participants were recruited via ThesisTools.com, an online data collection 

platform for PhD students and MSc students.  We used the same paradigm and procedure as 

described in Aggregated Study 1.  The differences were that we (1) used more models (for a full 

overview of models per study see Appendix A), (2) included dynamic stimuli in addition to low 

intensity still images, (3) changed the alternative labels (sadness and anger were replaced with 

happiness and schadenfreude), (4) randomized the order of the emotion label, and (5) only 

presented displays of embarrassment and no other emotions.  The ethical committee of the 

Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences of the University of Amsterdam approved both 
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studies as meeting the requirements of standard survey research (2015-SP-4565 & 2015-SP-

4635).   

Results and Discussion Study 2 

We used repeated measures ANOVAs with Group Membership (White/Arab) and Stimuli 

(static/dynamic) as BS factors, Emotion (embarrassment and disinterest ratings) as WS factor, 

and ratings of the two other emotions (happiness and schadenfreude) as covariates.  We found a 

main effect of Emotion (F(1, 187) = 15.18, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .075), which was qualified by the 

predicted interaction of Group Membership and Emotion (F(1, 187) = 26.71, p = .0001, ηp
2 = 

.125).  Pairwise comparison suggested that Arabs were perceived to feel more disinterest than 

Whites (F(1,187) = 18.86, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .092, MArabs = 51.07, SE = 2.30 vs. MWhites = 40.35, SE 

= 1.74), but not that Whites were perceived to feel more embarrassment than Arabs, even though 

the means pointed into the predicted direction (F(1, 187) = 2.89, p = .09, ηp
2 = .015, MWhites = 

57.81, SE = 1.63 vs. MArabs = 53.90, SE = 1.61).  Furthermore, pairwise comparisons suggested 

that embarrassment and disinterest ratings significantly differed from each other for Whites (F(1, 

187) = 76.36, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .290, Membarrassment = 57.81, SE = 1.63 vs. Mdisinterest = 40.35, SE = 

1.74) but not for Arabs (F(1, 187) = 2.02, p = .157, ηp
2 = .011, Membarrassment = 53.90, SE = 1.61 

vs. Mdisinterest = 51.07, SE = 2.30).   

We also found an interaction of Emotion and Stimuli (F(1, 187) = 3.96, p = .048, ηp
2 = 

.021).  However, pairwise comparison indicated that neither embarrassment ratings (F(1, 187) = 

1.07, p = .303, ηp
2 = .006, Mstatic = 54.68, SE = 1.51 vs. Mdynamic = 57.03, SE = 1.70), nor 

disinterest ratings (F(1, 187) = 1.74, p = .189, ηp
2 = .009, Mstatic = 47.32, SE = 1.62 vs. Mdynamic = 

44.10, SE = 1.83) differed from each other as a function of Stimuli (static vs. dynamic).  Pairwise 
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comparisons also showed that embarrassment and disinterest ratings statistically differed from 

each other for both static (F(1, 187) = 15.68, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .077, Membarrassment = 54.68, SE = 

1.51 vs. Mdisinterest = 47.32, SE = 1.62) and dynamic stimuli (F(1, 187) = 38.11, p = .0001, ηp
2 = 

.169, Membarrassment = 57.03, SE = 1.70 vs. Mdisinterest 44.10, SE = 1.83).  Thus, the stimuli type does 

not impact on our effect.  The interactions between Emotion and the covariate happiness (F(1, 

187) = 2.47, p = .118, ηp
2 = .013), the covariate schadenfreude (F(1, 187 ) = .041, p = .840, ηp

2 = 

.000), and the three-way interaction between Emotion, Group Membership, and Stimuli (F(1, 

187) = .107, p = .774, ηp
2 = .001) were all non-significant.  Thus, Study 2 largely confirmed our 

hypothesis.  We found the predicted interaction of Group Membership and Emotion in which 

Arabs are perceived to feel more disinterest than Whites.  However, Whites were not perceived 

to feel significantly more embarrassment than Arabs.  Embarrassment and disinterest ratings 

differed from each other for Whites but not for Arabs.  In sum, Study 2 shows that our findings 

replicated with other models, and that they were not due to a specific stimulus type, or to a fixed 

order of emotion labels.  

Results and Discussion Study 3 

While we obtained the hypothesized intergroup difference for disinterest ratings, one 

unexpected finding of Study 2 was that Whites were not perceived to feel significantly more 

embarrassment than Arabs.  Furthermore, several participants reported difficulties seeing the 

stimulus material due to browser problems on specific devices (e.g., tablet computers).  In order 

to make sure that the findings were not influenced by technical problems, we ran an exact 

replication after making the stimuli accessible for all browsers and devices.   
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We found a main effect of Emotion (F(1, 254) = 4.71, p = .031, ηp
2 = .018), which was 

again qualified by the predicted interaction of Group Membership and Emotion (F(1, 254) = 

44.75, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .150).  Pairwise comparisons suggested that that Arabs were perceived to 

feel more disinterest than Whites (F(1, 254) = 21.72, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .079, MArabs = 53.43, SE = 

1.33 vs. MWhite= 44.40, SE = 1.40), but also that Whites were perceived to feel more 

embarrassment than Arabs (F(1, 254) = 14.87, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .055, MWhite = 58.21, SE = 1.33 

vs. MArabs = 51.13, SE = 1.26).  Furthermore, pairwise comparisons suggested that 

embarrassment and disinterest ratings significantly differed from each other for Whites (F(1, 

254) = 62.85, p = .0001, ηp
2 = .198), but not for Arabs (F(1, 254) = 1.95, p = .164).  The 

interaction of Group and Stimuli was not significant, (F(1, 254) = 3.55, p = .061, ηp
2 = .014), 

again suggesting that stimuli type does not impact on our effect.  There was an interaction 

between Emotion and the covariate happiness (F(1, 254) = 4.21, p = .041, ηp
2 = .016), which we 

considered to be random and meaningless for the purpose of this research.  The interaction 

between Emotion and the covariate schadenfreude was non-significant (F(1, 254) = 0.76, p = 

.385, ηp
2 = .003), just like the three way interaction between Emotion, Group Membership, and 

Stimuli (F(1, 254) = 0.13, p = 718., ηp
2 = .001).  Overall, Study 3 fully confirmed our hypothesis.  

White perceivers attributed more embarrassment to Whites than to Arabs and more disinterest to 

Arabs than to Whites.  Whereas embarrassment and disinterest ratings differed from each other 

for Whites, they did not differ from each other for Arabs.  Due to the addition of extra models 

and randomization of emotion labels, we can exclude the possibility that the effects were driven 

by one set of models per group or sequence effects of the emotion labels. 
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Additional Analysis 

To estimate the overall power of our analyses and assess the validity of the effect we 

included a P-curve analysis (Simonsohn, Nelson, & Simmons, 2014b) for all obtained 

interactions between Group Membership and Emotion (see Figure 1).  The distribution of 

significant p-values was right-skewed which is considered to be diagnostic for a valid effect.  

The estimate of statistical power was at 99%. 
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Figure 1. P-curve analysis of all obtained interactions between Group Membership and Emotion.  

 



 

75 

 

75 

General Discussion 

 The current research presents novel insights in potential misinterpretations of facial 

expressions of embarrassment in intergroup contexts.  The majority of our data suggest that 

white participants (white Europeans, European-Americans, and white British individuals) 

perceive embarrassment displays of Whites to feel more embarrassed than embarrassment 

displays of Arabs, whereas Arabs are perceived to feel more disinterested than Whites.  In other 

words, facial displays of embarrassment may be perceived as the exact opposite of what they are 

intended to communicate in an Arab-White intergroup context.  Instead of ‘correctly’ perceiving 

that an embarrassed Arab individual is aware of a transgression and feels sorry for it, this person 

is perceived to “not care” and to create social distance by white participants.  The presumed 

positive social function of embarrassment as restoring social relationships can accordingly 

become void in negative intergroup settings due to such misinterpretations of facial 

embarrassment displays.  Whereas embarrassment displays of Whites are likely to result in 

greater perceived pro-sociality of embarrassed individuals and more willingness to affiliate with 

them and trust them (Feinberg, Willer, & Keltner, 2012), embarrassment displays of Arabs may 

not.  In fact, embarrassment displays of Arab individuals could even increase frictions in Arab-

White intergroup interactions rather than reducing them, because the Arab individual is 

perceived as not interested in restoring social norm violations.   

Speaking to the generalizability and validity of our findings, we could establish this effect 

across several models, static and dynamic facial displays of embarrassment, and amongst student 

and non-student samples in Europe, the United States of America, and the United Kingdom with 

a total sample size of 1607 participants.  As such, the current research provides an important 

starting point for research on the misinterpretation of emotions in different group settings.  In the 
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current line of research, we have provided empirical evidence for white perceivers 

misinterpreting Arab expressions.  It is unclear yet whether this misinterpretation would also 

occur in the opposite direction (Arabs perceiving White emotions), whether it applies to other 

emotions, or whether it would also apply to other intergroup relations.  We expect that this 

phenomenon can be generalized to all intergroup context where ingroup members have negative 

stereotypes about outgroup members, because disinterest signals active social disengagement 

with the target, which is likely in a negative intergroup context.  We should emphasize, however, 

that we can not draw this conclusion on the basis of the present data.  The extent to which the 

present results can be generalized to other (negative) intergroup settings thus needs to be 

empirically examined.  It is also important to note commonalities in the samples that we tested in 

order to gain more understanding about the generalizability of the effect.  We established our 

findings across three distinct cultures (Dutch, U.S., and U.K.) and two different continents, 

which are all considered to be ‘western’ (i.e., eurocentric) based on their shared imperialistic and 

colonial history (Said, 1978).  It would therefore be interesting to reassess our findings in non- or 

less eurocentric settings with different social groups, considering that interethnic intergroup 

contact on an everyday level is a relatively recent phenomenon in global history.  As previous 

research on the increased experience of embarrassment in the presence of ingroup audience 

members suggests, the relationship between group membership and embarrassment can also be 

moderated by status (Eller, Koschate, & Gilson, 2011).  In the present research, ethnicity and 

status are likely to be confounded from a European perspective.  The majority of Arabs (Turkish 

and Moroccan individuals) in the Netherlands for instance are either so-called “guest workers” 

themselves or descendants of them, and thus generally have a lower group status.  Accordingly, 

we cannot be certain whether our effect was driven by ethnicity and/or status.  Related to this it 
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should be noted that, even though high status individuals generally receive more visual attention, 

individuals seem to avert their gaze from the face and upper body in response to high status 

individuals displaying dominant postures (Holland, Wolf, Looser, & Cuddy, 2016).  Gaze 

aversion may therefore not exclusively represent embarrassment or disinterest, but may also be a 

response to displays of dominance.  It would therefore be interesting if future research also takes 

body posture into account.   Furthermore, our results may also be related to the ‘majority’ (i.e., 

higher) status of Whites, considering that the ingroup advantage in emotion perception seems to 

be stronger for majority members reading minority members than vice versa (Elfenbein & 

Ambady, 2002). 

Yet another explanation is related to the fact that we found that embarrassment and 

disinterest ratings only differed from each other for Whites and not for Arabs.  This may point to 

less differentiated or nuanced processing of outgroup expressions in general and/or influences of 

outgroup stereotypes specifically.  This pattern is in line with other findings that show a deeper 

processing of ingroup relevant information over the outgroup (Mackie & Worth, 1989; Mackie, 

Worth & Asuncion, 1990; Reese, Steffens, & Jonas, 2013).  However, future research should 

investigate this issue further to determine which element of this process most strongly 

contributes to this effect.  

The most important limitation of the current work is that our results were not fully 

consistent (2 out 12 studies failed to demonstrate the effect, NS05&S06 = 121 out of Ntotal = 1607), 

all though this may not be surprising given the relatively large number of studies (Ntotal = 12).  In 

these two studies we failed to validate a new stimulus set (Kommattam, Jonas, & Fischer, 2016).  

We did however successfully replicate our findings with new and different models in Studies 2 

and 3, using both static and dynamic stimuli.  Therefore, we have excluded the alternative 
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explanation that our effects are due to the specific models representing ingroup and outgroup 

members.  Furthermore, we included a p-curve analysis to estimate the validity of the effect, 

which showed to be satisfactory. 

The results complement earlier work on intergroup embarrassment that shows that 

individuals not only experience less embarrassment if the audience consists of outgroup 

members (Eller, Koschate, & Gilson, 2011), but also perceive less embarrassment in outgroup 

members.  Further, our findings also supplement earlier research on intergroup emotion 

recognition (e.g., Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Elfenbein, Beaupré, Lévesque, & Hess, 2007; 

Elfenbein, 2013) showing that there are subtle differences in recognition of emotions across 

groups and cultures, that may be due to cultural dialects (Elfenbein, 2013), or to different 

associations between emotions and group membership (e.g., Bijlstra, Holland, & Wigboldus, 

2010; Van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  The present research demonstrates 

differences in the interpretation of intergroup emotions in posed and standardized (i.e., 

comparable) stimuli (ADFES, Van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  

Misinterpretations of emotions across groups may thus even occur when differences in 

expressions are minimized or non-existent, pointing to biases in intergroup emotion perception 

(Elfenbein, 2013).  In line with this reasoning, research on emotional dialects as indicated by 

different muscle movements suggests that there are no cultural differences in expressions of 

embarrassment between white Canadian and Gabonese individuals (Elfenbein, Beaupré, 

Lévesque, & Hess, 2007).  Thus, similar to findings that indicate that white Dutch perceivers are 

more inclined to see anger than sadness in Arab individuals (Bijlstra, Holland, & Wigboldus, 

2010), our findings demonstrate that the perception of emotional expressions in outgroup 

members can simply be incorrect.  These findings point to a potential extension of the emotional 
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dialect approach towards an emotional dialect that is not only driven by group membership and 

exposure to certain emotion displays, but is in fact malleable by stereotypes or status differences 

prevailing in the social context, too.  Emotion interpretation may therefore be a much more 

flexible, subjective, and biased process than previously conceptualized.   

In this context, we would like to point to two related areas of research.  First, a priori 

expectations of the perceiver are likely to result in biased and incorrect perceptions of emotions 

across ethnic groups, comparable to gendered attributions of sadness to presumably female 

crying babies and attributions of anger to presumably male crying babies (Haugh, Hoffman, & 

Cowan, 1980).  Secondly, there is also a possibility that unconscious motivational processes are 

activated that justify perceivers’ own (mis-)behavior towards another person, or reaffirms 

negative stereotypes about the outgroup, just for the sake of consistency.  Treating outgroup 

members worse than ingroup members would feel legitimate if perceivers are convinced that 

their interpretation of the other’s expression is accurate, even though it is actually incorrect.  

Empirical evidence for this idea can be found in research that shows that stereotypic biases 

influence low-level cognitive processing of outgroup individuals, as indicated by a greater 

readiness to perceive anger in black males by white individuals with high implicit prejudice 

(Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003). 

On a more applied level, the current findings point to potential causes for problematic 

interactions between Arabs and Whites, particularly in hierarchical situations such as 

intercultural schools contexts.  Embarrassed Arab students are likely to be perceived (and 

therefore presumably treated) differently than white embarrassed students, due to white teachers’ 

unjustified attributions of indifference or carelessness to Arab students.  Such processes can be 

exacerbated by “Pygmalion in the classroom” (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968) effects, too, leaving 
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little room for Arab students to convey apologetic behavior and to build or restore social 

relationships.  Considering the dramatic increase of prejudice targeting Arabs all over Europe, 

the U.K., and the U.S., misinterpretations of emotional expressions across groups can thus have 

meaningful and severe consequences on an individual and structural level.  The present research 

demonstrates that some are perceived to feel sorry, whereas others are perceived to not care, 

even if they signal the opposite. 
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Chapter 4  

General Discussion 
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CHAPTER 4 

 The societies we live in nowadays are much more diverse than they were for previous 

generations, due to histories of colonization and migration, and to current developments that are 

often summarized under the term globalization.  People with different cultural backgrounds have 

to interact with each other on an everyday basis to get by.  In order to get along well, we need to 

understand how the person we are interacting with feels because otherwise we are likely to react 

inappropriately.  Empirical research has shown that we are less accurate in correctly identifying 

emotions if the other belongs to a different cultural, ethnic, or regional group (Elfenbein & 

Ambady, 2002).  Accordingly, it is likely to expect tension in interactions between members of 

different groups in pluralistic societies, due to incorrect perceptions of how the other person 

feels.  This dissertation therefore aimed to further study emotion interpretation in intergroup 

settings with a focus on biases and differences.  Rather than investigating whether the perceived 

emotion is correct or incorrect (i.e. anger rather than sadness, accuracy assessments), we focused 

on a more subtle bias, which we also assumed to occur in everyday life, namely the perceived 

intensity of emotions.   

In our studies, we have asked participants to rate the intensity of the full range of 

potential emotions, and therefore these ratings provide information about the perceived mix of 

emotions that can be inferred from a face, as well as information about the intensity with which 

these emotions are experienced.  In Chapter 2 we investigated the hypothesis that ingroup 

members perceive outgroup members to feel less intense emotions and in Chapter 3 we 

investigated intergroup differences in the perception of embarrassment displays, testing the 

hypothesis that ingroup members will perceive facial expressions of embarrassment as 

embarrassment in other ingroup members, but misinterpret it as disinterest in outgroup members.  
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Below we will discuss the findings of this research and relate it to different types of 

explanations. 

The role of context and stimuli 

In Chapter 2 we report initial evidence for the hypothesis that people attribute less intense 

emotions to outgroup members than to ingroup members.  We conducted a series of 13 studies in 

which we asked people to rate the intensity of another person’s feelings, based on their facial 

expression.  From these thirteen studies, seven showed effects in the predicted direction, 

confirming the hypothesis that people attribute less intense emotions to outgroup members than 

to ingroup members.  From the remaining six studies, two yielded opposite effects (Studies 5 and 

6), that is, people attributing more intense emotions to outgroup members than to ingroup 

members.  In these two studies we tried to replicate our findings with a new stimulus set that also 

made use of low intensity facial expressions of emotions.  The remaining four studies yielded 

effect sizes around zero.  In two of these studies (Studies 7 and 8) we only used one ethnic group 

in each study and presented them as in- and outgroup members based on a minimal group 

paradigm (i.e., presenting European models as either Dutch or Polish, and presenting Arab 

models as either Dutch or Moroccan).  The remaining two studies with effect sizes around 0 

made use of a merge of stimulus set 1 and 2 (Studies 12 and 13).  Overall, the thirteen studies 

confirmed our hypothesis, yet the effect shows a large variability.  Given the variability of the 

effect, we aggregated the 13 studies in a random effects model meta-analysis to assess the effect 

size of the intensity bias in the population.  Based on a total sample of 2692 white participants 

from the Netherlands, the U.S., and the U.K. participants, we found an effect size of d = .26 (r = 

.13, [0.01 – 0.52]), suggesting that individuals perceive less intense emotions in ethnic outgroup 

members than in ethnic ingroup members.   
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This variability was partly driven by studies in which we either used stimulus set 2 only, 

or by studies in which we used a combination of set 1 and set 2.  Both sets contained low 

intensity still images taken from the Amsterdam Dynamic Facial Expression Set (ADFES, Van 

der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011) that includes contempt, embarrassment, pride, 

surprise, fear, anger, happiness, sadness, and disgust.  In Studies 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, and 11 we 

made use of stimulus set 1, in Studies 5 and 6 we made use of stimulus set 2 and in Studies 12 

and 13 we made use of a merge between stimulus set 1 and 2.  The difference between the two 

stimulus sets was that we used other expressions of the same, but also of different models. 

Participants would be asked to rate the intensity of four different emotions in this situation.  

An explanation for the failure of stimulus set 2 can be found in the way the stimuli were 

produced.  Low intensity still images were created for each model individually, by selecting 

those images that were most suitable as low intensity still images due to the speed at which the 

expression occurred.  Set 1 made use of models where the facial expression built up slowly, 

allowing us to capture the onset of the emotion.  Set 2 on the other hand contained models where 

the facial expression built up quickly, which would either result in slightly blurry expressions 

because the majority of muscle movements appeared within one second, or in miniscule changes 

in the expression that were hardly visible.  We could not exclude the option that part of these 

stimuli rather showed a micro expression than a low intensity expression of emotion.  However, 

since Studies 3, 9, and 11 also made use of male and female models for each group, our findings 

are not dependent on merely one model per group.  The variability of the effect was further 

driven by two studies that only used one ethnic group and a minimal group paradigm in order to 

manipulate group membership (i.e., presenting European models as either Dutch or Polish or 

presenting Arab models as either Dutch or Moroccan), which will be discussed further below. 
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We also manipulated a number of contextual factors.  Studies 1 – 3 made use of different 

context manipulations based on brief scenarios.  Here we either presented emotional contexts or 

neutral contexts in addition to faces.  Emotional contexts gave cues about how the person may 

feel (e.g., ‘This person just got promoted’ for pride).  Neutral contexts on the other hand did not 

provide cues about how the person may feel (e.g., ‘This person is in a drugstore’).  Since the 

intensity bias was less pronounced in emotional contexts, as expected, we only included neutral 

contexts in the subsequent studies.  In order to further examine the role of context, we ran a 

meta-analysis on studies that only provided neutral contexts, meaning that we excluded all 

emotional contexts from Studies 1 – 3.  This model yielded an effect size of d = 0.30 [0.02 – 

0.59], suggesting that the intensity bias is more likely to occur when the context does not provide 

additional information on how the person may feel.  This finding supports earlier research that 

indicates that the context can provide cues about how another person feels (Barrett & Kensinger, 

2010; Boiger, Mesquita, Uchida, & Barrett, 2013; Ito, Masuda, Hioki, 2012; Kret & de Gelder, 

2010; Masuda et al., 2008) and suggests that biases are more likely to occur in ambiguous 

contexts.   

A comprehensive effect 

Additionally, we examined the role of individual emotions as outcome variables in order 

to identify which emotions drive the intensity bias.  Here we found that the intensity bias was 

mostly driven by expressions of embarrassment, pride, surprise, and fear.  This could be a 

product of the emotional dialect of the cultural context we investigated, or it may be due to the 

characteristic of the emotions themselves.  We speculate that these emotions drove the intensity 

bias due to their greater ambiguity compared to other emotions.  Commonly, expressions of fear 

and surprise are often confused with each other making them more ambiguous than emotions 



 

87 

 

87 

such as happiness or anger (e.g., Ekman, 1987; Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002; Haidt & Keltner, 

1999; Russell, 1994).  Self-conscious emotions such as embarrassment and pride are generally 

also harder to recognize (e.g. Haidt & Keltner, 1999).  We therefore assume that the intensity 

bias is more likely to occur if expressions are ambiguous and therefore more prone to 

misinterpretation than unambiguous emotions.  

Furthermore, we conducted a series of alternative meta-analytical models in order to gain 

a better understanding of the effect.  First, we ran separate analyses for secondary emotions 

(contempt, embarrassment, and pride) and primary emotions (anger, happiness, sadness, fear, 

surprise, and disgust).  Whereas the meta-analysis for primary emotions was non-significant (d = 

.16 [-0.03 – 0.36]), the meta-analysis for secondary emotions yielded an effect size of d = .29 

[0.06 – 0.53], suggesting that the intensity bias is more pronounced for complex and self-

conscious emotions.  This finding therefore corroborates earlier research on infra-humanization 

(Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian, 2005; Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Leyens et al., 2000; 

Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012).  Whereas research on infra-humanization showed 

that people attribute fewer secondary emotions to outgroup members by using emotion words, 

our research provides evidence that people also attribute less intense secondary emotions to 

outgroup members based on facial expressions.  Considering that secondary emotions are 

defined as uniquely human emotions that are due to our socialization and intellect (Gaunt, 

Leyens, & Demoulin, 2002), we speculate that the intensity bias has the purpose of maintaining 

psychological equanimity similar to infra-humanization theory, which will be discussed further 

below. 
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European (white) perceptions of other ethnic groups 

All studies had group as a between-subject factor, meaning that white participants either 

saw European (white European and European-American) faces as ingroup members or Arab 

(Moroccan and Turkish) faces as outgroup members.  The only exceptions to this design were 

Studies 7 and 8, in which we either presented European models as Dutch (ingroup) or Polish 

(outgroup) or Arab models as Dutch (ingroup) or Moroccan (outgroup).  We therefore ran a 

meta-analysis only including studies that used ethnicity as group manipulation (Studies 1 - 6 and 

9 - 13) rather than nationality (Studies 7 and 8).  This model had an effect size of d = 0.33 [0.04 

– 0.62], suggesting that the intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception is an interethnic 

phenomenon rather than a general intergroup phenomenon.  If the intensity bias was purely 

driven by motivation, we would have expected to find the effect in studies using minimal group 

paradigms as well, since people can be motivated to correctly interpret ingroup members 

expression regardless of their ethnicity (Thibault, Bourgeois, & Hess, 2006).  The fact that we 

did not find the effect for minimal group paradigms may be due to the intensity bias being an 

interethnic phenomenon proper.  It is thus not just due to motivation and is not an intergroup bias 

that applies to all groups invariably.   

Even though these different meta-analytical models provide us with relevant information 

about potential intergroup differences in perceived intensity of emotions, these studies only 

focused on white perceivers.  We therefore decided to run a series of cross-cultural follow up 

studies that made use of balanced designs (i.e., people of both ethnic groups evaluating each 

others’ emotions) in order to assess boundary conditions of the effect.  In follow up Study 1 we 

tested Chinese students from the University of Macau and Dutch students from the University of 

Amsterdam judging either Chinese expressions based on the Taiwanese Facial Expression Image 
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Database (TFEID; Chen & Yen, 2007) or European expressions based on the ADFES (Van der 

Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, & Doosje, 2011).  Here, we did not find intergroup differences for 

perceived intensity for Chinese or Dutch perceivers.  This finding may suggest that the intensity 

bias is a group specific phenomenon that does not apply to all ethnic groups invariably.  In 

follow up Study 2, in which Dutch and Moroccan perceivers were included, Moroccan 

participants attributed more intense emotions to outgroup members than to ingroup members, 

showing a reversed effect and suggesting that the intensity bias may not be a bi-directional 

phenomenon.  Ultimately, in follow up Study 3 we used different models, namely from the 

Radboud Facial Data Base (RaFD; Langner et al., 2010), and demonstrated that British 

perceivers judged facial expressions by European models as more intense than Moroccan 

perceivers did, complementing our meta-analysis with data based on different stimuli.  Overall, 

the intensity bias was thus not found invariably across groups, but only occurred in European -

Arab intergroup contexts.  Furthermore, the intensity bias particularly occurred for European 

participants who perceived their own ingroup as more emotionally intense, but also for European 

models whose facial expressions were perceived as more emotionally intense by Arab 

participants. 

Chapter 2 offers initial evidence for an intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception, 

however, our findings are largely restricted to different groups of white perceivers (white Dutch, 

British, and U.S. individuals), with the exception of one Moroccan sample that attributed more 

intense emotions to outgroup members than to ingroup members.  Even though these findings 

may suggest that the intensity bias is not a bi-directional phenomenon, such conclusions have to 

be drawn with caution for several reasons.  First, the lack of an effect does not necessarily point 

to the non-existence of the phenomenon.  Furthermore, all three cross-cultural follow up studies 
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could also be attributed to differences in terms of manipulation.  Whereas all studies included in 

the meta-analysis made use of a ranking task in which participants had to sort a number of ethnic 

groups that are represented in the Netherlands/the United States/the United Kingdom according 

to size of their population, in order to emphasize an intergroup context (Waldzus, Mummendey, 

Wenzel, & Weber, 2003, Exp. 2), we did not include this manipulation in the follow up studies, 

since it was not an appropriate task given the relative group homogeneity in China.  Even though 

we left out the intergroup manipulation in all three follow up studies in order to keep them 

constant, this choice may have affected the outcome, implying that the salience of an intergroup 

context may result in more biased perceptions of emotions of outgroup members.  In other 

words, the intensity bias may only occur when people are aware of the intergroup context, but 

not in homogenous contexts where members of other groups are irrelevant or not salient.  

Ultimately, it was not possible to conduct a 2 (group expresser) x 2 (group perceiver) random 

effects model including covariates, because, to the best of our knowledge, such analyses only 

exist for frequencies but not for means so far.  We therefore could not perform an overall meta-

analysis using all groups of perceivers, and have to base our conclusions on the meta-analysis 

and the three additional cross cultural studies using balanced designs.  Taken together this line of 

research suggests that white European perceivers attribute less intense emotions to Arab 

individuals. 

However, intergroup emotion perception may not merely result in attributions of less intense 

emotions to others.  Previous research has also shown that people may perceive more rather less 

intense emotions in outgroup members than in ingroup members.  To illustrate, white 

participants high in prejudice towards black people perceived ethnically ambiguous faces as 

more angry when presented as Black than when presented as White (Hutchings & Haddock, 
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2008).  Perceived intensity of facial expressions can thus vary in intergroup emotion perception, 

with people attributing more or less intense emotions to outgroup members than to ingroup 

members.  In both cases we may speak of misinterpreting another person’s emotions, which 

results in less social understanding of outgroup members.  Variations in perceived intensity of 

emotions in outgroup members can have a distancing function (Fischer & Manstead, 2016), 

which is related to the need to maintain a positive self-image, including identities that are 

meaningful to someone. 

Functions of emotions across groups 

Chapter 3 confirmed the hypothesis that emotional expressions of embarrassment are 

perceived as such in ingroup members, whereas they are perceived as disinterest in ingroup 

members.  Aggregated Study 1 (N=1154) demonstrated that white participants perceived more 

intense embarrassment in Whites than in Arabs and more intense disinterest in Arabs than in 

Whites.  The only two exceptions to these findings were Studies 5 and 6 in which we failed to 

validate a new stimulus set, which we discussed previously.  However, we successfully 

replicated our findings using different models in follow up Studies 2 and 3, allowing us to 

exclude the alternative explanation that our effects are only due to specific models.  Additionally, 

we included a p-curve analysis to estimate the validity of the effect, which was satisfactory.  

Based on these findings, we argued that the affiliation function of embarrassment perception can 

depend on the nature of the group context and that emotional expressions may be perceived as 

the opposite of what they are intended to display.  Whereas embarrassment displays of ingroup 

members were perceived as such, they were more likely to be perceived as disinterest in 

outgroup members.  This intergroup difference in functions of emotions may not only occur for 

embarrassment displays.  We speculate that such misinterpretations can occur for all kinds of 
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expressions where ingroup members have stereotypes or a priori expectations about how they 

think the other feels.  To illustrate, the way people interpret an emotional expression can depend 

on the presumed gender of a person.  If a crying baby was presented as female, the crying was 

interpreted as sadness, whereas the same crying baby presented as male was interpreted as angry 

(Haugh, Hoffman, & Cowan, 1980).  Categorizations and expectations of perceivers are thus 

likely to result in biased and incorrect perceptions of emotions across ethnic groups.   

As such, the current findings extend research on the ingroup advantage in emotion 

perception, suggesting that stereotypes may further influence what we perceive others to feel, 

besides exposure to own emotional dialects and motivation to perceive expressions in others.  

Accordingly, the social function of an emotion can differ in intergroup contexts compared to 

intragroup contexts.  Whereas embarrassment displays of ingroup members are likely to result in 

restoration of the social relationship (Dijk, de Jong, & Peters, 2009; de Jong, 1999; Feinberg, 

Willer, & Keltner, 2012; Keltner, 1997; Leary, Landel, & Patton, 1996; Semin & Manstead, 

1982), our data suggests that embarrassment displays of outgroup members are more likely to 

result in intergroup tension, based on misinterpretations of the expression by the perceiver.  The 

social function of embarrassment can thus become void in intergroup settings, due to the fact that 

white individuals perceive Arab individuals to not care after social transgressions. 

Differential functions of emotions in intergroup contexts potentially reflect unconscious 

motivational processes that justify perceivers’ own (mis-) behavior towards another person, or 

reaffirms negative stereotypes about the outgroup for the sake of consistency.  It would feel 

legitimate to treat outgroup members worse than ingroup members if perceivers are convinced 

that their interpretation of the other’s expression is accurate.  In line with this idea, other research 

shows that stereotypic biases influence low-level cognitive processing of outgroup individuals, 
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as indicated by a greater readiness to perceive anger in black males by white individuals with 

high implicit prejudice (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003).  If members of a dominant, or high 

status group agree on how subordinate, lower status group members feel, intergroup tension 

based on misinterpretations of facial expressions of emotions can become a structural feature. 

Remaining questions and future directions 

The findings reported in this dissertation provide a meaningful contribution to research on 

intergroup emotion perception.  We found initial evidence for the idea that perceived intensity of 

facial expressions of emotions can vary as a function of group membership, in which outgroup 

members are perceived to feel less intense emotions than the ingroup members.  As such, it 

contributes to the body of research investigating emotion perception in intergroup contexts with 

a focus on perceived intensity of emotions.  First, it complements finding on decreased empathy 

towards outgroup members.  Generally speaking, empathy promotes prosocial behavior and 

social understanding (Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012).  As mentioned previously though, people show 

less empathy towards outgroup members than towards ingroup members on neurological Gutsell 

& Inzlicht, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012), behavioral (Forgiarini, et al., 2011), and attitudinal 

(Trawalter, et al., 2012) levels of assessment.  The intensity bias may be related to empathy gaps. 

That is, perceiving less intense emotions in others can result in less empathy towards outgroup 

members or vice versa.  We speculate that perceiving less intense emotions in outgroup members 

can also result in less prosocial behavior towards and less social understanding of outgroup 

individuals.  Furthermore, the present findings complement infra-humanization literature, which 

shows that ingroup members attribute less intense secondary emotions to outgroup members 

based on emotion words (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian, 2005; Haslam & Loughnan, 

2014; Leyens et al., 2000; Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012).  Our research on the other 
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hand, presents evidence for less attribution of secondary emotions (embarrassment and pride) 

based on facial expressions.  Taken together, there are thus a number of factors that can result in 

people perceiving less intense emotions in outgroup members.   

A question that remains unanswered here is under which circumstances people attribute more 

intense or less intense emotions to members of other groups.  Based on the current and previous 

research several different and potentially contrasting processes may operate.  First, a variety of 

factors can result in less intense perception of a range of emotions such as pain (i.e., empathy 

gap; Forgiarini, et al., 2011; Trawalter, et al., 2012), less self-conscious and complex emotions 

that are considered a result of human socialization and our cognitive capacities (i.e., 

infrahumanization Haslam & Loughnan, 2014; Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012), or 

less ambiguous emotions, as the current work suggests (i.e., intensity bias).  At the same time, 

negative stereotypes (e.g., Moroccan males being aggressive) may result in more intense 

perception of emotions in outgroup members (i.e., more anger in Moroccan males).  Figure 1 

illustrates the idea of these opposing trajectories.  Here, it should be noted though that emotions 

that are perceived as more intense in outgroup members based on negative stereotypes do not 

inherently have to be negative.  Pride, for instance, is generally considered to be a positive 

emotion, whereas pride of outgroup members can be perceived as negative due to underlying 

differences in functions of emotions across groups.   

It is unclear yet under which circumstances different mechanisms operate and how they 

interact.  Based on previous research, it is likely to assume that perceived intensity of facial 

expressions is highly context depended (Hess & Hareli, 2016), since the context is encoded 

automatically (Barrett & Kensinger, 2010).  Furthermore, we know that individual features of the 

expresser matter (e.g. perceived gender, ethnicity, age; Hess, Adams, & Kleck, 2009a) in relation 
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to the perceiver, meaning that the perceiver can constitute the social context (e.g., Is this an 

ingroup member or an outgroup member on certain relevant dimension of my identity, such as 

political values).  Furthermore, the intergroup context has to be salient and relevant in order for 

certain biases to occur.  Ultimately, we should note that the process of intergroup intensity 

perception may additionally be informed by more general intergroup biases such as the tendency 

to favour ingroup members over outgroup members (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, Hogg, 

Oakes, Reicher, &Wetherell, 1987), or the tendency to see outgroups as homogenous and to 

individuate ingroup members (Levin, 2000).  The combination of such biases can result in black 

hurricane survivors being perceived as looting food, compared to white hurricane survivors who 

are perceived to find food (Sommers, Apfelbaum, Dukes, Toosi, & Wang, 2006).  Similarly, 

violence of white individuals is oftentimes attributed to them being loners (individuation, e.g., 

Charleston church shooting 2015), whereas violence of perceived outgroup individuals is 

generalized and attributed to entire cultures (e.g., blaming the whole group of Muslims for the 

Orlando gay bar shooting 2016).  Based on these real life incidents, it is likely that outgroup 

members are not just misinterpreted based on their facial expressions in specific, but also in in 

terms of other behavior, which should be investigated further in the future. 
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Figure 1. Three pathways leading to intergroup differences in perceived intensity of emotions. 

The intensity bias in intergroup emotion perception may reflect a systematic downplaying of 

emotions of specific outgroups and reduced empathy towards outgroup members (Forgiarini, et 

al., 2011; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2010; Gutsell & Inzlicht, 2012; Trawalter, et al., 2012).  

Considering that this finding was mostly established in European (white Dutch and British) or 

European descended (European-American) samples, the intensity bias may be a Eurocentric 

phenomenon.  Similar to the idea of infra-humanizing others in order to maintain psychological 

equanimity within a society (Haslam & Loughnan, 2014), the intensity bias may reflect a 

Eurocentric bias with the function of maintaining the status quo.   
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 Overall, our findings emphasize the necessity of more research on how emotions are 

misinterpreted across groups, with an emphasis on biases and misinterpretation in intergroup 

emotion perception.  Both empirical lines of research point to the possibility of emotional 

distancing mechanisms that may serve to preserve the Eurocentric status-quo and a positive self-

image of currently dominant groups (Fischer & Manstead, 2016).  In line with this claim, 

research on the ingroup advantage shows that majority members are worse at reading minority 

expressions than vice versa (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002).  Related to this, it is important to put 

the current findings into context.  A large variety of emotion research has already demonstrated 

the importance of studying emotions in the contexts in which they occur because they are highly 

likely to influence our perception (e.g., Barrett & Kensinger, 2010; Boiger, Mesquita, Uchida, & 

Barrett, 2013; Hess & Hareli, 2016); Ito, Masuda, Hioki, 2012; Kret & de Gelder, 2010; Masuda 

et al., 2008).  For instance, the exact same expression of Serena Williams can be perceived as 

angry when taken out of context, while she is clearly proud and happy once you see the context 

(her winning the 2008 U.S. Open Tennis finals; Barret, Mequita, & Gendron, 2011).  In addition 

to the importance of the immediate social and emotional context in which facial expressions 

occur, it is crucial to take the larger historical context into account in order to consider the option 

that biases in intergroup emotion perception may be Eurocentric phenomena.  Historically 

speaking, interactions between white European or European descended individuals like 

European-Americans and non-white individuals have been confounded by status for roughly the 

past 500 years (Lorenz & Watkins, 2001).  Essentialist beliefs in race as a biological construct 

led white people to believe that they are superior to other people.  Based on presumed 

differences in characteristics and abilities between people based on different skin colors, white 

people put themselves on top of a racial hierarchy due to their presumed superior intellectual 



 

98 

 

98 

skills.  Such essentialist beliefs lead Europeans to colonize large parts of the world (e.g. North-

America, Australia, India, Indonesia, Curacao, Africa), and ultimately resulted in two World 

Wars (World War I: 1914 – 1918 and World War II: 1939 – 1945) in which European countries 

could not agree on how to divide the world amongst themselves.  Accordingly interactions 

between white and non-white individuals were historically asymmetrical in terms of status, since 

the majority of white people in the past 500 years systematically encountered other ethnicities 

either as slaves or, later on, as so called guest workers, hence lower status individuals.  This 

means that ethnicity and status will easily be confounded in Eurocentric contexts up until today.  

Eurocentric biases in intergroup contexts therefore seem possible and likely due to essentialist 

beliefs in race that persist up until today and systematically confounded intergroup interactions 

in terms of status.  In line with this claim, other researchers have pointed to the necessity of 

decolonizing psychology.  Lorenz and Watkins (2001) for instance argue for inquiries on how 

colonialism has influenced our ways of theorizing about and dealing with individuals in order to 

overcome silencing of cultural legacies of formerly colonized cultures.  In line with this claim, 

Okazaki, David, and Abelman (2008) propose analyses of how major geopolitical events (i.e., 

sociopolitical discourses) and historical processes influence people’s lives in order to 

acknowledge the complexity of culture.  Similarly, Reyes Cruz and Sonn (2011) argue that 

culture is inseparable from who we are and what we do.  To illustrate, an individual may think 

that they like soccer, simply because of individual preferences, without realizing that they would 

have been more likely to practice a different sport (e.g. cricket, basketball, or baseball) if they 

would have grown up in a different cultural context.  In order to overcome biases, the authors 

propose a decolonizing standpoint that is rooted in critical social sciences in order to disrupt an 

understanding of culture that continuously marginalizes others.  
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Both the tendency to perceive other groups to feel less intense emotions as well as the 

misinterpretation of an inherently affiliative expression as distancing may thus be indicative of 

defensive denial with the function of maintaining the status quo.  Current intergroup tensions we 

are witnessing, such as Islamophobia that strongly resembles Anti-semitism in Europe of the 

early 1900s, can be a result of that fact that white people are no longer able to claim a majority 

status globally, suggesting yet another historical shift in terms of global powers.  Accordingly, 

Eurocentric biases deserve more attention in contemporary social psychology in order to 

rearrange the status quo.  The current work provided initial evidence for the idea that the 

intensity bias may be a Eurocentric phenomenon that is partly due to the high status of 

Europeans in recent human history.  Considering that high-status individuals are more prejudiced 

towards out-groups (Sidanius, Pratto, Martin, & Stallworth, 1991) and show more ingroup 

favouritism than low-status individuals (Guimond, Dif, & Aupy, 2002), Eurocentric biases can 

thus have severe and meaningful consequences for outgroup individuals.  For instance, people 

may infra-humanize others in response to being confronted with collective responsibility for 

intergroup killing (Castano & Giner-Sorolla, 2006) or feel less empathy for a victim group due to 

dehumanization of the other and denying collective responsibility (Čehajić, Brown, & Gonzalez, 

2009).  Following the claim to put emotion research into a larger historical context, other work 

has already demonstrated that historical heterogeneity explains substantial and unique variance 

in the extent to which individuals believe emotions should be expressed openly (Rychlowska et 

al., 2015) but also accuracy in emotion recognition (Wood, Rychlowska, & Niedenthal, 2016).  

Future work on misinterpretations should accordingly take the larger historical context in general 

and historical heterogeneity in specific into account.   
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 Besides emphasizing the need to study Eurocentric biases and continue the process of 

decolonization, findings like the current ones also emphasize the need for more inter- or 

transdisciplinary research practices in the future (Reyes Cruz & Sonn, 2011). Whereas 

interdisciplinary research is generally encouraged, it is rarely practiced due to differences in 

underlying premises, philosophies and methods.  Whereas quantitative sciences aim to remain 

objective by working with empirical data, qualitative sciences take the subjectivity of the 

perceiver into account and also include experiences of individuals.  A potential way to conduct 

interdisciplinary research would be to position oneself as a quantitative scientist.  Positioning is 

here defined as trying to take one’s own characteristics, including privileges and biases, 

consciously into account when conducting science, because we know that they influence how we 

experience the world around us.   Considering that this dissertation was written in times of crisis 

for social psychology, conceptual improvements, including philosophy of science and 

epistemology have to be examined as well.  Not only is it important to improve our statistical 

methodologies (e.g., aggregating data to gain power, or developing new R scripts) but also to 

reflect upon underlying thinking, acting, and feeling of the people conducting the research.  The 

current work offers both empirical data on misinterpretation of emotions across groups and 

theoretical directions in terms of underlying belief systems and biases in scientific practice. 

On an applied level the current work shows that what we see in others is not necessarily 

equal to what the person expresses and feels.  People cannot only perceive others to feel less 

intense emotions, but also perceive expressions as the opposite of what they are intended to 

communicate.  These findings are relevant for all intergroup contexts in which people with 

different ethnic backgrounds interact, especially if group membership and status are historically 

and structurally confounded.  Possible interventions should therefore target white police officers, 
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educators, politicians, and other people in influential and inherently hierarchical positions in 

order to achieve systematic and longer lasting changes in the nature of intergroup contexts.  

People in such positions will have to take into account that their perception of others’ emotion 

can be incorrect, even if they consider it to be objective or correct.  Furthermore, people in power 

will have to acknowledge that they have continuously mistreated others, based on their 

misinterpretations, with the ultimate goal of increasing empathy towards outgroup members and 

reducing tensions between member of different groups.  One way of reaching this aim may be by 

means of perspective taking (Drwecki, Moore, Ward, & Prakchin, 2011).  If people try to 

imagine that they would be misread and misunderstood systematically, for instance by being 

labeled as aggressive or sexually offensive based on perceived ethnic group membership, they 

may realize how their incorrect perception contributes to marginalization of others.  In order to 

gain more social cohesion in everyday life and overcome marginalization of so-called minority 

groups, we should therefore try to be more self-critical towards ourselves and more empathic 

towards the other. 

Conclusion 

 This dissertation aimed to investigate biases and misinterpretations in intergroup emotion 

perception, because people are worse at reading facial expressions of emotions in members of 

other ethnic, regional, or cultural groups (Elfenbein & Ambady, 2002).  Since the way we 

interpret others’ emotions informs our behavior (Adams, Ambady, Macrae, & Kleck, 2006) it is 

relevant to know how we perceive emotions in members of different groups in order to facilitate 

positive intergroup interactions.  We found initial evidence for an intensity bias in emotion 

perception, in which white individuals perceive Arab individuals to feel less intense emotions.  

Furthermore, our data suggests that embarrassments displays of European ingroup members are 
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perceived as embarrassment but are perceived as disinterest in Arab outgroup members.  Taken 

together, the current research therefore demonstrated that emotion perception rather seems to be 

a process of subjective interpretation than objective perception and that emotions are likely to 

have different, multi-facetted functions in pluralistic settings.  Biases may be rooted in and 

confounded by differences in power and status between members of different groups that are 

strongly informed by the sociopolitical context.  Such intergroup biases in emotion perception 

may reflect distancing mechanisms (e.g., defensive denial) with the function of creating distance 

towards other groups, maintaining the status quo (Fischer & Manstead, 2016) and legitimizing 

mistreatment of outgroup members.  We therefore hope that the empirical and theoretical 

knowledge provided in this dissertation will serve to overcome marginalization of outgroup 

individuals ultimately. 
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Appendices 

CH 2 Supplemental Material 1 

S1. Full overview and exact means of emotions that caused the intensity bias based on 

MANOVA’s with group as the only predictor per study, followed by d values for all emotions 

(‘d-all’), d values for secondary emotions only (‘d-sec’, contempt, embarrassment, pride), and d 

values for primary emotions only (‘d-prim’, surprise, fear, anger, disgust, sadness, and 

happiness).  All means reported are significant at a p > .05 significance level. The upper rows in 

each cell indicate means for the in-group, the bottom rows in each cell indicate means for the 

out-group.  Means in italics indicate reverse effects.   
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CH 2 Supplemental Material 2 

Full overview of stimuli per study.  An asterisk besides an emotion label indicates that these 

facial expressions were statistically significant on a meta-analytical level in the predicted 

direction.  D values and labels in italic indicate reverse effects. 
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CH 2 Supplemental Material 3 

S3. Full Overview Designs, N per study and cell 

Study Design N  

Study 1 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, context: 

emotional/neutral) X 2 (BS, face: face/name)  

187 (IG = 99, OG = 88) 

Study 2 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, context: 

emotional/neutral) X 2 (BS, intensity: 

high/low)  

175 (IG = 92, OG = 83) 

Study 3 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, context: 

emotional/neutral) X 2 (BS, gender: 

female/male)  

229 (IG = 114, OG = 115) 

Study 4 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, gender: 

female/male)  

107 (IG = 56, OG = 51) 

Study 5 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (WS, gender: 

female/male)  

59 (IG = 30, OG = 29) 

Study 6 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (WS, gender: 

female/male)  

60 (IG = 28, OG = 32) 

Study 7 2 (BS, group: Polish/Dutch) x 2 (BS, stimulus 

set: 1/2)  x 2 (WS: gender)  

165 (IG = 77, OG = 88) 

Study 8 2 (BS group: Moroccan/Dutch) x 2 (BS 

stimulus set: 1/2)  x 2 (WS: gender)  

55 (IG = 28, OG = 27) 
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Study 9 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, gender: 

female/male)  

109 (IG = 52, OG = 57) 

Study 10 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, intensity: 

high/low)  

193 (IG = 99, OG = 94) 

Study 11 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, gender: 

female/male) X 2 (BS, context: emo/neu)  

409 (IG = 207, OG = 202) 

Study 12 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) x 2 (BS, nationality: 

US/Arab) x 2 (BS, set: 1/2)  

502 (IG = 257, OG = 245) 

Study 13 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) x 2 (BS, nationality: 

UK/Arab) x 2 (BS, set: 1/2)  

442 (IG = 224, OG = 218) 

 

Summaries ANOVA’s S01 – S13 

ANOVA’s for all between-subjects factors as predictors and target emotion as outcome variable. 

Study 01 

 Study 01 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, context: emotional/neutral) X 2 (BS, face: 

face/name).  Participants were 187 Dutch students.  Participants judged nine facial expressions (contempt, 

embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, anger, happiness, sadness, and disgust) from stimulus set 1.  An 

analysis of variance with group membership, context, and face as predictors and emotion (aggregated 

average score for all target emotions) as dependent variable showed that there were main effects of group 

membership (F(1, 179) = 27.05, p = .0001, ηp2 = .131), context (F(1, 179) = 364.52, p = .0001, ηp2 = 

.671), and face (F(1, 179) = 236.61, p = .0001, ηp2 = .569).  These main effects were qualified by a 

marginal interaction between group membership and context (F(1, 179) = 3.90, p = .050, ηp2 = .021).  

The in-group was perceived to feel more intense emotions than the out-group in emotional contexts (F(1, 
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179) = 5.32, p = .022, ηp2 = .029, Min-group = 4.56, SE = .08 vs. Mout-group = 4.31, SE = .09), and in neutral 

contexts (F(1, 179) = 25.20, p = .0001, ηp2 = .123, Min-group = 3.14, SE = .09 vs. Mout-group = 2.54, SE = .08).  

The difference between emotional and neutral contexts was significant for the in-group (F(1, 179) = 

154.74, p = .0001, ηp2 = .464, Memotional = 4.56, SE = .08 vs. Mneutral = 3.14, SE = .09) and for the out-group 

(F(1, 179) = 210.71, p = .0001, ηp2 = .541, Memotional  = 4.31, SE = .09 vs. Mneutral = 2.54, SE = .08).  

Furthermore, there was an interaction between context and face F(1, 179) = 145.55, p = .0001, ηp2 = 

.448).  Emotional contexts were judged as more intense than neutral contexts when participants saw a face 

(F(1, 179) = 24.39, p = .0001, ηp2 = .120, Memotional = 4.58, SE = .08 vs. Mneutral = 3.99, SE = .09) and when 

they saw names (F(1, 179) =  491.63, p = .0001, ηp2 = .733, Memotional = 4.30, SE = .08 vs. Mneutral = 1.68, 

SE = .08).  The difference between face and names was significant for emotional contexts (F(1, 179) = 

5.63, p = .019, ηp2 = .030, Mface = 4.58, SE = .08 vs. Mname = 4.30, SE = .08) and neutral contexts (F(1, 

179) = 368.69, p = .0001, ηp2 = .673, Mface = 3.99, SE = .09 vs. Mname = 1.68, SE = .08).  Since pairwise 

comparisons other than in-group out-group comparisons are secondary to our hypothesis they will not be 

discussed in the following part. 

 

Study 02 

 Study 02 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, context: emotional/neutral) X 2 (BS, intensity: 

high/low).  175 European-Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants judged nine facial 

expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, anger, happiness, sadness, and disgust) from 

stimulus set 1.  An analysis of variance with group membership, context, and intensity as predictors and 

emotion (aggregated average score for all target emotions) revealed that there were main effects of group 

membership (F(1, 167) = 16.44, p = .0001, ηp2 = .090), context (F(1, 167) = 61.77, p = .0001, ηp2 = .270), 

intensity (F(1, 167) = 5.69, p = .018, ηp2 = .033).  There was also an interaction between group 

membership and context (F(1, 167) = 4.84, p = .029, ηp2 = .028) which was qualified by a three-way 
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interaction between group membership, context, and intensity (F(1, 167) = 5.49, p = .020, ηp2 = .032).  In 

emotional contexts with low intensity displays there was no difference between perceived intensity of in-

group and out-group expressions (F(1, 167) = 0.15, p = .699, ηp2 = .001, Min-group = 81.37, SE = 1.70 vs. 

Mout-group =82.30, SE = 1.70).  In emotional contexts with high intensity displays the in-group was 

perceived to feel more intense emotions than the out-group (F(1, 167) = 5.03, p = .026, ηp2 = .029, Min-

group = 87.07, SE = 1.63 vs. Mout-group =81.66, SE = 1.78).  For low intensity displays the in-group was 

perceived to feel more intense emotions than the out-group in neutral contexts (F(1, 167) = 16.29, p = 

.0001, ηp2 = .089, Min-group = 77.01, SE = 1.74 vs. Mout-group =66.97, SE = 1.78) and emotional contexts 

(F(1, 167) = 4.61, p = .033, ηp2 = .027, Min-group = 77.76, SE = 1.59 vs. Mout-group =72.69, SE = 1.74).   

 

Study 03 

Study 03 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, context: emotional/neutral) X 2 (BS, gender: 

female/male) design.  229 European-Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants judged 

nine facial expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, anger, happiness, sadness, and 

disgust) from stimulus set 1.  An analysis of variance with group membership, context, and gender model 

as predictors and target emotion (aggregated average score for all target emotions) as outcome revealed 

that there were main effects of group membership (F(1, 218) = 20.60, p = .0001, ηp2 = .086), and context 

(F(1, 218) = 64.68, p = .0001, ηp2 = .229).  These main effects were qualified by a marginal interaction 

between group membership and context (F(1, 218) = 3.77 p = .053, ηp2 = .017).  Pairwise comparison 

suggests that in-group and out-group ratings did not differ in emotional contexts (F(1, 218) = 3.44, p = 

.065, ηp2 = .016, Min-group = 83.74, SE = 1.26 vs. Mout-group =80.44, SE = 1.26).  In neutral contexts the in-

group was perceived to feel more intense emotions than the out-group (F(1, 218) = 20.60, p = .0001, ηp2 

= .086, Min-group = 75.98, SE = 1.28 vs. Mout-group =67.73, SE = 1.29).  Furthermore the main effects were 

qualified by an interaction between group membership and gender of the model (F(1, 218) = 4.60 p = 
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.033, ηp2 = .021).  Pairwise comparison suggests that there was no difference between in- and out-group 

ratings for male models (F(1, 218) = 2.81, p = .095, ηp2 = .013, Min-group = 79.12, SE = 1.27 vs. Mout-group 

76.07, SE = 1.30).  For female models the in-group was perceived to feel more intense emotions than the 

out-group (F(1, 218) = 22.83, p = .0001, ηp2 = .095, Min-group = 80.61, SE = 1.27 vs. Mout-group =72.10, SE = 

1.24).   

 

Study04 

Study 04 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, gender: female/male) design. 107 European-

Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants judged eight facial expressions 

(embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, anger, sadness, disgust, and neutral) from stimulus set 1.  An 

analysis of variance with group membership, and gender model as predictors and target emotion as 

outcome (aggregated average score for all target emotions) revealed that there were as a main effect of 

group membership in which the in-group was perceived to feel more intense emotions than the out-group 

(F(1, 103) = 25.67, p = .0001, ηp2 = .199, Min-group = 76.65, SE = 1.63 vs. Mout-group =64.69, SE = 1.71).  

Furthermore, there was a main effect of gender in which men were perceived to feel more intense 

emotions than women (F(1, 103) = 7.01, p = .009, ηp2 = .064, Min-group = 73.79, SE = 1.58 vs. Mout-group 

=67.54, SE = 1.75).   

 

Study 05 

Study 05 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (WS, gender: female/male) design.  59 European 

Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants judged six facial expressions (contempt, 

embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, happiness) from stimulus set 2.  An analysis of variance with group 

membership as predictor and target emotion as outcome revealed a main effect of group membership in 
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which the out-group was perceived to feel more intense emotions than the in-group (F(1, 57) = 8.24, p = 

.006, ηp2 = .126, Min-group = 55.56, SE = 2.11 vs. Mout-group =64.19, SE = 2.14). 

 

Study 06 

Study 06 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (WS, gender: female/male) design.  60 European 

Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants judged six facial expressions (contempt, 

embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, happiness) from stimulus set 2.  An analysis of variance with group 

membership as predictor and target emotion as outcome revealed that there was no main effect of group 

membership on perceived intensity of emotions (F(1, 57) = 2.33, p = .133, ηp2 = .039, Min-group = 57.81, SE 

= 2.06 vs. Mout-group =62.12, SE = 1.93). 

 

Study 07 

Study 07 had 2 (BS, group: Polish/Dutch) x 2 (BS, stimulus set: 1/2) x 2 (WS: gender).  Contrary 

to the previous studies, this study made use of a different intergroup manipulation in which only 

European models were presented as either out-group members (Polish) or in-group members (Dutch).  

Participants judged six facial expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, happiness) 

from stimulus set 1 and the same expressions from stimulus set 2.  Participants were 165 Dutch students.  

An analysis of variance revealed a main effect of stimulus set in which set 2 was perceived as less intense 

than set 1 (F(1, 159) = 7.98, p = .005, ηp2 = .048, Mset1 = 64.41, SE = 1.14 vs. Mset2 =59.86, SE = 1.14).   
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Study 08 

Study 08 had 2 (BS, group: Moroccan/Dutch) x 2 (BS, stimulus set: 1/2)  x 2 (WS: gender).  

Contrary to the previous studies (except for Study 07), this study made use of a different intergroup 

manipulation in which only Arab models were presented as either out-group members (Moroccan) or in-

group members (Dutch).  Participants judged six facial expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, 

surprise, fear, happiness) from stimulus set 1 and the same expressions from stimulus set 2.  Participants 

were 55 Dutch individuals.  An analysis of variance revealed a main effect of stimulus set in which set 2 

was perceived as more intense than set 1 (F(1, 51) = 12.56, p = .001, ηp2 = .198, Mset1 = 56.25, SE = 2.06 

vs. Mset2 =59.50, SE = 2.032).   

 

Study09 

Study 09 had a 2	(BS,	group:	IG/OG)	X	2	(BS,	gender:	female/male)	design.		Participants	were	108	

Dutch	students.		Participants judged nine facial expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, surprise, 

fear, anger, happiness, sadness, and disgust) from stimulus set 1.  An analysis of variance with group 

membership, and gender as predictors and emotion (aggregated average score for all target emotions) as 

dependent variable showed that there were main effects of group membership (F(1, 104) = 15.65, p = 

.0001, ηp2 = .131).  This main effect as qualified by an interaction between group membership and gender 

of the model (F(1, 104) = 18.52, p = .0001, ηp2 = .151).  Pairwise comparison suggests that there were no 

differences between in- and out-group for male models (F(1, 104) = 0.56, p = .813, ηp2 = .001, Min-group = 

69.05, SE = 1.78 vs. Mout-group =69.60, SE = 1.49).  For female models, the in-group was perceived to feel 

more intense emotions than the out-group (F(1, 104) = 36.67, p = .0001, ηp2 = .261, Min-group = 75.27, SE = 

1.49 vs. Mout-group =62.16, SE = 1.57).   
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Study 10 

Study 10 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, intensity: high/low) design.  193 

European-Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants judged nine facial 

expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, anger, happiness, sadness, and 

disgust) from stimulus set 1.  An analysis of variance with group membership, and intensity as 

predictors and emotion (aggregated average score for all target emotions) as dependent variable 

showed that there was main effect of group membership in which in-group members were 

perceived to feel more intense emotions than out-group members (F(1, 189) = 37.72, p = .0001, 

ηp2 = .166, Min-group = 73.60, SE = 1.17 vs. Mout-group =63.35, SE = 1.20).  Furthermore there was a 

main effect of intensity in which low intensity displays were perceived as less intense than high 

intensity displays (F(1, 189) =10.39, p = .001, ηp2 = .052, Mlow = 65.79, SE = 1.17 vs. Mhigh 

=71.17, SE = 1.20). 

 

 

 

Study 11 

Study 11 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) X 2 (BS, gender: female/male) X 2 (BS, context: 

emotional/neutral).  409 European Americans from Mechanical Turk participated.  Participants 

judged nine facial expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, anger, happiness, 

sadness, and disgust) from stimulus set 1.  An analysis of variance with group membership, 

context, and gender model as predictors and target emotion (aggregated average score for all 

target emotions) as outcome variable showed that there was main effects of group membership 

(F(1, 401) = 36.96, p = .0001, ηp2 = .084) and context (F(1, 401) = 91.68, p = .0001, ηp2 = .186).  
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These main effects were qualified by an interaction between group membership and context 

(F(1, 401) = 7.92, p = .005, ηp2 = .019).  Participants attributed more intense emotions to the in-

group than to the out-group in both emotional contexts (F(1, 401) = 5.54, p = .019, ηp2 = .014, 

Min-group = 80.22, SE = 1.04 vs. Mout-group =76.74, SE = 1.05) and in neutral contexts (F(1, 401) = 

38.12, p = .0001, ηp2 = .087, Min-group = 73.02, SE = 1.08 vs. Mout-group =63.55, SE = 1.09).   

 

Study 12 

Study 12 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) x 2 (BS, nationality: IG/OG) x 2 (BS, set: 1/2) 

design.  Contrary to earlier studies we did not only use European and Arab models as either in-or 

out-group but either presented white models as in-group (US) or out-group (European) or Arab 

models as in-group (US) or out-group (Arab).  502 European-Americans from Mechanical Turk 

participated.  Participants judged six facial expressions (contempt, embarrassment, pride, 

surprise, fear, happiness) from stimulus set 1 and set 2.  An analysis of variance with ethnic 

group, national group, and stimulus set as predictors and target emotion (aggregated average 

score for all target emotions) revealed main effects of ethnic group (F(1, 494) = 4.21, p = .041, 

ηp2 = .008) and stimulus set (F(1, 494) = 7.52, p = .006, ηp2 = .015).  These main effects were 

qualified by an interaction between ethnic group and stimulus set (F(1, 494) = 49.83, p = .0001, 

ηp2 = .092).  Pairwise comparison suggests that in-group members were perceived to have more 

intense emotions than out-group members  in set 1 (F(1, 494) = 42.01, p = .0001, ηp2 = .078, Min-

group = 59.96, SE = 1.39 vs. Mout-group =47.20, SE = 1.41).  In set 2, out-group members were 

perceived to have more intense emotions than in-group members (F(1, 494) = 12.39, p = .0001, 

ηp2 = .024, Min-group = 46.23, SE = 1.41 vs. Mout-group =53.25, SE = 1.41).  Furthermore, there was 

an interaction between stimulus set and nationality (F(1, 494) = 5.95, p = .015, ηp2 = .012).  
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Pairwise comparison suggests that there is no difference between national in- and out-groups for 

set 1 (F(1, 494) = 0.74, p = .392, ηp2 = .001, Min-group = 52.74, SE = 1.38 vs. Mout-group =54.43, SE 

= 1.41). For set 2 national out-groups were perceived as less intense than national in-groups  

(F(1, 494) = 6.67, p = .010, ηp2 = .013, Min-group = 52.31, SE = 1.39 vs. Mout-group =47.16, SE = 

1.43).   

 

Study 13 

Study 13 had a 2 (BS, group: IG/OG) x 2 (BS, nationality: UK/Arab) x 2 (BS, set: 1/2) 

design.  As in Study 12 we did not only use European and Arab models as either in-or out-group 

but either presented white models as in-group (UK) or out-group (Arab).  441 British 

crowdflower workers participated.  Participants judged six facial expressions (contempt, 

embarrassment, pride, surprise, fear, happiness) from stimulus set 1 and set 2.  An analysis of 

variance with ethnic group, national group, and stimulus set as predictors and target emotion 

(aggregated average score for all target emotions) as outcome revealed main effects of ethnic 

group (F(1, 433) = 27.84, p = .0001, ηp2 = .060) and stimulus set (F(1, 433) = 16.45, p = .0001, 

ηp2 = .037).  These main effects were qualified by an interaction between ethnic group and set  

(F(1, 433) = 13.47, p = .0001, ηp2 = .030).  Pairwise comparison suggested that people perceive 

more intense emotions in ethnic in-group members than in ethnic out-group members in set 1 

(F(1, 433) = 40.87, p = .0001, ηp2 = .086, Min-group = 52.31, SE = 1.39 vs. Mout-group =47.16, SE = 

1.43).  In set 2, there were no differences between in- and out-group members (F(1, 433) = 1.26, 

p = .262, ηp2 = .003, Min-group = 50.88, SE = 1.43 vs. Mout-group =48.62, SE = 1.41).  
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CH 3 APPENDIX A 

 

All static stimuli per study.   

Approach 1 
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Study 2 & 3 

Static stimuli. Same models were used for dynamic stimuli (see ADFES, Van der Schalk, Hawk, Fischer, 
& Doosje, 2011) for videos. 
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SUMMARY 

As earlier research suggests, individuals are worse at reading facial expressions of emotions in 

outgroup members than in ingroup members.  This finding was primarily established by showing 

participants different emotional expressions and asking them to make a choice based on different 

emotional labels.  Here, participants make more mistakes if they see emotional expressions of 

ethnic outgroup members compared to ethnic ingroup members, which was the starting point of 

this dissertation.  The goal of the current research was to study misinterpretations of emotional 

expressions across groups further.  First, we wanted to find out whether people also show biases 

in perceived intensity of emotions in ethnic ingroup and outgroup members.  This intensity bias 

is subtle and could say something about how we perceive the emotional lives of members of 

other ethnic groups.  Furthermore, we studied misinterpretation of emotions that communicate 

opposing social intentions.  This could say something about different social signals that are 

perceived in interethnic communication. 

In chapter two, we report findings of 16 studies in which we tested whether people 

perceive less intense emotions in members of other groups compared to members of their own 

groups based on a meta-analysis over 13 studies and 3 cross cultural studies (Ntotal = 3517).  We 

found evidence for the idea that people perceive outgroup members to feel less intense emotions 

than ingroup members.  This was particularly the case if the context did not provide additional 

information on how a person may feel and when using low intensity expressions that leave room 

for biases.  Furthermore the intensity bias was more likely to occur for expressions that share 

similar physical features, such as fear and surprise, and for emotions that are considered to be 

secondary, such as embarrassment and pride, compared to more prototypical expressions such as 

anger.  Intensity difference were mostly found in contexts where white European or European-
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American perceivers judged emotional expressions of Arabs and less so vice versa, or in other 

intergroup contexts, such as Dutch people judging Polish people.  One of the explanations for 

this pattern is that intensity differences across groups are related to decreased empathy towards 

outgroup members since reduced empathy towards outgroup members may be rooted in 

perceptions of less intense emotions in others.  Another explanation that is supported by our data 

is that Europeans in particular tend to dehumanize non-Europeans, meaning that they see others 

as less human and more animal like and primitive.  This could result in Europeans attributing 

less complex emotions to non-Europeans.  Specifically, European participants perceived less 

intense pride, embarrassment, surprise and fear in Arabs.   

 In chapter 3 we report how expressions of embarrassment can be perceived as disinterest 

in intergroup contexts, since both expressions share similar physical feature.  This line of 

research shows that people perceived posed expressions of embarrassment as such in ingroup 

members, but perceived the same expression as disinterest in outgroup members (Ntotal = 1607).  

The affiliative function of embarrassment as restoring social relationships can thus have the 

opposite social function in intergroup contexts based on misinterpretations of the perceiver. 

 Overall, the current research shows that particularly low intensity expressions or 

ambiguous emotions can be misinterpreted in intergroup contexts.  We discussed these findings 

in relation to different explanations that have slightly different foci.  Perceiving less intense 

emotions in outgroup members can be the result of the empathy gap, but also of more general 

biases, such as dehumanization.  We could not replicate earlier findings of people attributing 

more intense emotions in outgroup members (e.g., more anger in black people).  More research 

on intergroup emotion interpretation is needed in order to facilitate smooth interactions between 

members of different groups. 
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SAMENVATTING 

Uit eerder onderzoek is gebleken dat mensen slechter zijn in het lezen van emoties uit 

gelaatsuitdrukkingen van mensen uit andere groepen dan van hun eigen groep.  Dit is 

voornamelijk onderzocht door proefpersonen verschillende emotionele gelaatsexpressies te tonen 

en hen te vragen een keuze te maken uit verschillende emotie-labels.  Hierbij maken mensen 

meer fouten als ze emotie-expressies van leden van andere etnische groepen zien dan van leden 

van hun eigen groep.  Dit gegeven vormde het uitgangspunt voor deze dissertatie.  Het doel van 

het huidige onderzoek was om de misinterpretatie van emotionele gelaatsexpressies tussen 

groepen verder te bestuderen.  In de eerste plaats wilden we weten of mensen ook een bias 

vertonen in de intensiteit die ze toeschrijven aan de emoties van leden van hun etnische ingroup 

en outgroup.  Deze intensiteits bias is meer subtiel en zou iets kunnen zeggen over de manier 

waarop we naar het emotionele leven van leden van andere etnische groepen kijken.  In de 

tweede plaats hebben we de misinterpretatie van emoties onderzocht die tegenovergestelde 

sociale intenties laten zien.  Dit zou iets kunnen zeggen over de verschillende sociale signalen 

die worden opgevangen in interetnische communicatie. 

  In hoofdstuk 2 rapporteren we de resultaten van 16 studies waarin we onderzochten of 

mensen minder intense emoties aan leden van andere groepen toekennen dan aan mensen uit hun 

eigen groep, op basis van een meta-analyse van 13 studies en 3 cross culturele vervolgstudies 

(Ntotal = 3517).  We hebben aanwijzingen gevonden dat mensen inderdaad minder intense 

gevoelens toekennen aan mensen uit andere groepen, vergeleken met hun eigen groep.  Dit geldt 

vooral als er geen andere emotionele cues aanwezig zijn, bijvoorbeeld op basis van de situatie 

waarin iemand zich bevindt (als er kritiek wordt geuit, is het logischer dat iemand boos is dan 

verbaasd).  De bias treedt ook vooral op als de expressie een lage intensiteit heeft en er dus veel 
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ruimte voor bias is.  Ook geldt de intensiteits bias meer voor emoties die dezelfde fysieke 

kenmerken hebben (bv. angst en verbazing) en door sommige onderzoekers als secundair worden 

gezien, zoals trots of schaamte, dan voor emoties die een meer protoypische expressie hebben, 

zoals boosheid.  De verschillen werden voornamelijk gevonden in een context waarin witte 

Europese of Europees-Amerikaanse deelnemers emoties van Arabieren interpreteerden, en veel 

minder andersom, en ook minder dan in andere intergroepscontexten, bijvoobeeld Nederlanders 

die Polen beoordelen.  Een van de verklaringen voor het patroon van resultaten is dat deze 

verschillen in waargenomen intensiteit van gelaatsuitdrukkingen tussen groepen gerelateerd zijn 

aan verminderde empathie voor mensen uit andere groepen.  Een gebrek aan empathie kan 

immers tot uiting komen in het toeschrijven van minder intense emoties.  Een andere verklaring 

die ook wordt ondersteund door de data is dat vooral Europese mensen geneigd zijn leden van 

niet-Europese groepen te dehumaniseren, dat wil zeggen als minder humaan en meer dierlijk en 

primitief te zien.  Dit zou zich vertalen in het feit dat Europeanen minder complexe emoties aan 

niet-Europese groepen toeschrijven.  Dit was echter slechts voor een deel het geval.  Europese 

respondenten schreven vooral minder intense trots, schaamte, verbazing en angst toe aan 

Arabieren. 

In hoofdstuk 3 rapporteren we hoe gelaatsuitdrukkingen van schaamte in intergroep 

situaties als desinteresse kunnen worden opgevat, aangezien beide emotie expressies fysieke 

overeenkomsten hebben.  Deze onderzoekslijn toont aan dat mensen geposeerde schaamte 

correct als schaamte waarnemen bij mensen uit hun eigen groep, maar dezelfde expressie echter 

als desinteresse opvatten bij mensen uit andere groepen (Ntotal = 1607).  De affiliatieve functie 

van schaamte als emotie die sociale relatie herstelt kan dus op grond van misinterpretaties van de 

waarnemer een tegenovergestelde functie krijgen in andere intergroeps contexten.  
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Samenvattend toont het huidige onderzoek aan dat met name de waarneming van 

gelaatsuitdrukkingen van lage intensiteit of van ambigue emoties potentieel vertekend wordt 

waargenomen in een intergroepscontext.  We hebben de bevindingen tegen het licht van 

verschillende verklaringen gehouden die alle een iets andere nadruk leggen.  De minder intense 

emotie toekenning aan leden van andere etnische groepen kan het resultaat van een empathy gap 

zijn, maar ook de rol van meer algemene vertekeningen, zoals het principe van dehumanisering 

kan een rol spelen.  Wij hebben eerdere bevindingen waarbij juist meer intense, negatieve 

emoties worden toegeschreven aan leden van andere etnische groepen (bv. meer boosheid aan 

zwarte mensen) niet gerepliceerd.  Meer onderzoek over intergroeps emotie interpretatie is nodig 

om soepele interacties tussen leden uit verschillende groepen te faciliteren. 
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