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Taking leaders at face value
Ethology and the analysis of televised leader displays
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ABSTRACT. Research investigating the influence and character of nonverbal leader displays has been carried out
in a systematic fashion since the early 1980s, yielding growing insight into how viewers respond to the
televised facial display behavior of politicians. This article reviews the major streams of research in this area by
considering the key ethological frameworks for understanding dominance relationships between leaders and
followers and the role nonverbal communication plays in politics and social organization. The analysis focuses
on key categories of facial display behavior by examining an extended selection of published experimental
studies considering the influence of nonverbal leader behavior on observers, the nature of stimuli shown to
research participants, range of measures employed, and make-up of participant pools. We conclude with
suggestions for future research.
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T
he face has long been appreciated as a focal
point of attention by those competing for
positions of power and then for maintaining

influence once power has been attained. In large part,
this is caused by the ability leaders have in communi-
cating their emotional state and behavioral intent
nonverbally to followers, information that may be
more salient and readily understood than intricate plans
conveyed through words.1 Although the role of non-

verbal communication as a vital source of leader
influence has long held fascination for those concerned
with political rhetoric,2 a systematic research agenda
testing the effects of nonverbal communication only
came to fruition somewhat recently. Here, the telegenic
presence of presidents John F. Kennedy and, later,
Ronald Reagan underscored the role mass media plays
as an intermediary between national leaders and
followers by offering a simulation of face-to-face
contact that hearkens back to the evolutionary roots
of small group decision making.doi: 10.2990/28_1_48
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Experimental research concerning the potential of
televised leader displays to affect political communica-
tion dates at least to a pair of studies by Friedman and
colleagues analyzing the impact of newscaster facial
expressions when referring to presidential candidates
during campaign coverage.3, 4 Soon thereafter, the
Committee for the Experimental Study of Social and
Political Behavior at Dartmouth College (hereafter, the
‘‘Dartmouth group’’) commenced a series of studies
considering how viewers respond to the televised facial
expressions of political leaders in a variety of electoral
contexts.5, 6, 7 At about the same time, Ellyson and
Dovidios’ edited book on Power, Dominance, and
Nonverbal Behavior provided an early reference for
studying nonverbal political communication, revealing
how display behavior correlated with dominance and
power across cultures, ages, and species.8

A major indicator of a politician’s status as a serious
candidate is the attention, or ‘‘face time,’’ he or she
attracts from the mass media.9 Visual dominance is well
established as an indicator of status not only in human
societies but also with any animal species where there is
a hierarchical social structure.10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15 To be
selected as a leader, one must look like a leader by
exhibiting facial characteristics that communicate per-
sonality traits of dominance and competence.16, 17, 18

A contender for power must then behave like a viable
leader by performing nonverbal behavior appropriate
to the position and social-political context. Specifically,
leaders are expected to communicate their dominance
by reassuring followers in noncompetitive contexts
while threatening those who would jeopardize group
stability. Therefore, visual dominance is a key quality
for candidates to have because it allows them to
nonverbally communicate leadership ability to the
public. In terms of emotional response, nonverbal
delivery plays an important role and is more likely to
affect observers than the same information provided in
audio-only or textual formats.19, 20, 21

A critical source of information caused by its
visibility and expressiveness, even in repose, the face
provides a host of information through different
communicative properties. These properties include
the size, shape, and location of facial features, which
provide information about the identity and attractive-
ness of an individual; the wrinkling, sagging and
bagging of the skin, which provide information about
age;22 and, attempts to artificially alter, enhance, or

disguise the previous properties to strengthen biological
signals. Finally, changes in muscle tonus, blood flow,
and skin temperature affect the facial displays that
communicate emotional state and behavioral intent. 23, 24

This article focuses on the face as the key component
of political communication, emphasizing facial displays
that, although flexible and momentary, reliably signal
behavioral intent. To elaborate this view, we take an
ethological approach, considering the major theoretical
frameworks for understanding dominance relationships
between leaders and followers and the role nonverbal
communication plays in establishing and maintain-
ing social hierarchies. Particularly, we focus on key
categories of facial display behavior that are seen as
reflecting basic emotions and behavioral intentions.
We next analyze an extended selection of published
experimental studies considering the influence of leader
displays on viewers in terms of the experimental stimuli
shown to research participants, range of measures
employed, and make-up of participant pools. We
conclude with suggestions for future research.

Evolutionary questions and methods

A common thread in studies of nonverbal leader
behavior is an appreciation for the importance of
evolutionary theory to understanding commonalities in
political behavior. Research in this area also embraces
an interdisciplinary outlook that draws extensively
upon the natural sciences. Nonhuman mammalian,
especially primate, species provide insight and inspire
models of behavior for human political activities. This
biobehavioral perspective relies heavily on classical
ethology and differs from traditional perspectives that
focus solely on proximal influences on political
behavior by posing higher level questions that consider
both individual and population level behavior.25

The key foundational questions about behavior were
originally posited by Tinbergen in his seminal 1963
paper, ‘‘On Aims and Methods in Ethology,’’ and con-
cern proximate causation, ontogenetic development,
phylogenetic roots, and ultimate causation.26, 27, 28

The first two concerns address proximal causes of
individual behavior. Proximate causation considers
factors that motivate an individual to behave in
a particular manner at a specific moment in time,
exploring mechanisms that produce different types of
behavior. Ontogenetic development looks at the roots
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and progression of behavior over an individual’s
lifetime, in other words, whether there are innate
tendencies that trigger particular behaviors over one’s
lifespan. Both environmental and internal factors are
considered in ontogenetic development, although they
are intertwined and difficult to separate, especially as
changes in an individual’s physiology and concomitant
behavior unfold over the lifespan (albeit with greater
development occurring earlier in life).

The last two questions address ultimate causal
factors.29 The third question considers how behavior
develops in a species over its history and analyzes its
phylogenetic roots by considering differences in behav-
ior among several closely related species. Ultimate
causation considers the functional cause of a behavior
in terms of how it promotes the passing of an individ-
ual’s contributions (genetic and cultural) to future gen-
erations through enhanced reproductive fitness.30, 31, 32

The ability to answer each of these four research
questions is limited by the theories, methods, and
measures employed in research. Of course, a necessary
first step in understanding human behavior is observing
and measuring it. Nevertheless, as Tinbergen observed,
‘‘contempt for simple observation is a lethal trait in any
science.’’33 Beyond observation, a key to showing at
least proximate causation is experimentation to test
whether changes in parameters can influence the occur-
rence of particular types of behavior. Both of these
approaches are constrained by the research designs they
employ. These limitations include the effect of obser-
vation on behavior, whether in the field or laboratory,
with individuals reacting differently when they know
they are under observation compared to when they
are not; knowing what to measure and employing the
proper metric to uncover meaningful relationships;
choosing a sample with adequate numbers to meet
standards of statistical power; and, observing behavior
over a sufficient amount of time and settings to address
recurring events and environmental developments that
might influence outcomes and inhibit or advance the
ability to generalize research findings.34

The major criticism of experimental studies pertains
to their external validity,35, 36 in other words, whether
the findings can be generalized to the broader popula-
tion with confidence. Specific questions concern wheth-
er the demand characteristics of the experimental
setting produce systematically biased or artificial
responses, whether the documented behavior is com-

mon enough for inferences to be drawn from a homog-
enous sample, and whether the pool of participants is
diverse enough to reflect differences. These factors can
play havoc with the external validity of findings.

Further difficulties lie in ethical limitations when
experimenting on humans. Because a major goal of
research is to ascertain ‘‘human nature’’ in such a way
that allows inferences to be drawn for all humans,
‘‘true’’ experiments that alter or fundamentally chal-
lenge human behavior are rare. Instead, the great
majority of controlled experimental studies attempt to
alter contextual or environmental information. There-
fore, most experimental research considers proximal
causation to understand why people form the impres-
sions, make the decisions, and take the actions they do.
However, both observational studies and experimental
research considering developmental changes across an
individual’s lifespan (at the ontogenetic level) and cross-
species comparisons (at the phylogenetic level), espe-
cially with nonhuman primates that are genetically
related to humans, are highly useful in understanding
behavior. In the former case, there is an understanding
of how individuals interact with their environment and
change over time with age and learning.37 In the latter
case, social primates such as Bonobos (Pan paniscus)
and Chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) are seen as closely
related species that offer perspective into behavior
that may have been inherited from a common
ancestor.38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44 These insights are espe-
cially relevant when considering a population’s choice
of leaders and interactions between leaders and followers.

Ethology and facial displays of emotion

Humans are a socially labile species in which
individuals exhibit a strong desire to attain social
dominance yet will give up this opportunity for the sake
of preventing others from dominating them. Therefore,
although strong hierarchies exist in which leaders exert
coercive power to produce submission from fol-
lowers,45, 46 there is also seen to be a countervailing
impetus toward an ‘‘antihierarchy’’ in which egalitari-
anism reigns.47 Specifically, there is a general wariness
of leaders who would overstep their boundaries of
control. Group sanctions may also be imposed in
response to leaders who would attempt to exert their
authority beyond established norms.48, 49 Those who
wish to lead must communicate a complex combination
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of traits, including the ‘‘absence of arrogance, over-
bearingness, boastfulness, and personal aloofness’’50

and at the same time ‘‘espouse a combination of
unaggressiveness, generosity, and friendly emotions.’’51

Therefore, potential leaders must exhibit not only
the ability to dominate others, whether in response to
internal threats to the group’s peace or external threats
to its well-being, but also master the ability to affiliate
with group members. Therefore, facial display behavior
of recognized leaders, and those who hope to wear the
mantle of leadership, must be able to communicate both
agonistic (aggressive) and hedonic (welcoming) intent.
The broader social or environmental context as well as
other pressing circumstances determine which type of
display behavior is appropriate and should predominate
in any given situation.52, 53, 54, 55

Ethological research regarding political figures ini-
tially carried out by the Dartmouth group56, 57, 58 and
elaborated upon by Salter59 and others,60, 61 suggests
a typology of emotional displays based on the rank held
by the displayer and whether the social circumstance is
competitive or noncompetitive. By ensuring social order
and preventing outright aggression (which might occur
if the display behavior is not successfully encoded or
interpreted), signals of threat and subordination are
functionally beneficial to both leaders and followers. In
those noncompetitive situations in which individuals
affiliate in the group, dominantmembers are expected to
display higher rates of happiness/reassurance, whereas
lower status groupmembers avoid potential conflict and
even social interaction by displaying higher rates of fear/
evasion or sadness/appeasement behavior, both against
a background of neutral affect.62 Elections and other
organized competitions are also occasions where leaders
are expected to exhibit affiliative gestures and expres-
sions, as documented by the so-called ‘‘happy warrior’’
phenomenon in presidential campaigns.63, 64 Such
display behavior benefits group members by strength-
ening coalitions through shared displays of bonding and
personal affinity. However, to the extent that leaders or
competitors for leadership positions exhibit submissive-
ness, evasion, or appeasement, there will be a concom-
itant weakening of attributions of status.65, 66, 67

An attractive feature of ethological and other
evolutionary approaches is their emphasis on behavior-
al universals. This improves the prospects for discover-
ing principles of communication that pertain cross-
culturally. Salter68 makes this point when defining

observational categories of nonverbal behavior in his
study of command hierarchies. For instance, social
dominance has often been associated with smooth,
relaxed movements.69 But there are exceptions, and the
association of dominance with both abrupt and fluid,
and aggressive and affiliative, displays suggests that
leadership might require skill in combining or blending
different gestural cues in a functional manner. In
particular, leaders appear socially skilled at selecting
appropriate nonverbal behaviors in agonistic and
affiliative encounters.70, 71, 72

Along these lines, Palagi and colleagues have carried
out extensive observational research with bonobos,73

lemurs,74 chimps,75 and gorillas,76 highlighting the
importance of postconflict reconciliation and consola-
tion for group cohesion and harmony. Agonistic
behavior is typically followed by affiliative encounters
to maintain group order. Although this research is
focused on broadly defined behavior, facial displays
by primates have been recognized as being ‘‘highly
conserved,’’ that is, constant across species, albeit with
differences in social function, since at least Darwin’s
(1872/1998) The Expression of the Emotions in Man
and Animals.77, 78, 79, 80, 81 Cross-species comparisons
have been further enhanced by the development of
ChimpFACS, a standardized observational tool allow-
ing direct structural comparison of human and chim-
panzee facial display behavior based on facial
musculature.82, 83, 84, 85

The face, then, is a premier communication site that
has universal features. Across human populations, there
appears to be a consensus concerning the social
meaning attributed to particular facial expressions,86

with the muscle movements underlying these emotion-
ally meaningful configurations present in most individ-
uals.87 Although there are cultural differences in display
rules, when a prototypical facial configuration is
displayed, it has a similar meaning across cultures.88

Scherer and Grandjean89 have recently suggested that
this effect could be a result of the circumstance that
emotion words (as well as emotion components) are
more readily available to make categorical judgments
about faces than other kinds of categories like social
motives and action tendencies. Of the six basic
emotions identified by Ekman and colleagues90 as
occurring in prototypical facial displays—surprise,
anger, fear, disgust, happiness, and sadness—four are
closely tied to dominance relationships, whether
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affiliative (happiness/reassurance and sadness/appease-
ment) or agonistic (anger/threat and fear/evasion).

However, the precise meaning of a facial expression
often depends on context. For example, a smile can
express dominance as well as submission and function
as a greeting, invitation to play, or an offer to interact
socially. A smile can also be used instrumentally to
communicate these meanings even though the sender is
not feeling happiness. The meaning of a smile or other
facial expressions depends on the interactants’ relation-
ship and social setting. A leader’s smile can function to
reassure a subordinate that punishment is not pending.
From a subordinate, a smile is more likely to signal
willingness to cooperate.91, 92 Subtle changes in smiles
may also be linked to different meanings, such as
affiliation with peers or yielding to those with greater
dominance, depending on the context.93, 94 In the next
section, we revisit the Dartmouth group’s typology95 of
facial display behavior and Salter’s elaboration of
sadness/appeasement displays.95 These and other
groupings of facial expressiveness have been used as
observational categories for field studies, media content
analyses, and controlled experiments assessing the influ-
ence of leader displays. Table 1 shows the four display
categories, arrayed by dominant or subordinate rank.

Affiliative facial expressions

Happiness/reassurance. In happiness/reassurance dis-
plays, nonthreatening gestures are combined with
reassuring facial actions such as smiles and raised
eyebrows.96, 97 These behaviors follow a general
pattern with primates. A smiling face can induce
a similar expression and corresponding mood in the
observer and alleviate the impulse to flee. Hence, a smile
may act to neutralize aggression and function as an
effective greeting. Morris98 observed that the human
recognition response consists of a smile, eyebrow flash
(lasting approximately one-sixth of a second), head tilt,
hail, wave, and intentional embrace. The first three
elements are almost always present and occur simulta-

neously, whereas the last three are more variable
between situations and cultures. Eibl-Eibesfeldt99 iden-
tified salient features of greeting displays as initial eye
contact followed by the head toss and eyebrow flash,
followed by one or more nods. A smile is usually, but
not always, present. Grammer et al.100 have described
smiles as a ‘‘social-marking’’ tool used to emphasize the
meaning of other facial, gestural, and verbal signals.
The eyebrow flash communicates agreement in various
contexts, including agreement to engage in social
contact. The nature of greeting displays is consistent
with Darwin’s101 principle of antithesis, with the
greeter exhibiting the opposite of agonistic, anger/
threat behavior.

The mouth is an important indicator of affiliative

intent through the happiness/reassurance display of the

smile. However, there are many different types of smiles

that can be distinguished by varying mouth move-

ments,102 or by the coactivation of the orbicularis

occuli, a ring ofmuscles surrounding the eyes responsible

for cheek raising and producing crow’s feet wrinkles

when stimulated.103, 104 Another affiliative display that

involves the mouth is the relaxed open mouth display,

which is mainly observed in playful interactions and

promotes friendly relationships.105, 106, 107 The cooc-

currence of relaxed open-mouth (evident during laugh-

ter) and silent, bared-teeth displays is particularly

salient in egalitarian relationships where these behav-

iors function to strengthen social bonds.
Recent research suggests that different types of smiles

perform different functions in social interactions108 in

that emotion-based smiles can function to regulate

cooperative relationships through the advertisement of

altruistic intentions.109, 110, 111 This functional eman-

cipation of the silent, bared-teeth display is thought to

stem from selection pressures imposed by increasingly

complex patterns of social organization.112, 113 Hierar-

chical relationships are based on the ability to signal

one’s social position in the hierarchy and, therefore,

avoid potentially damaging conflicts. In this case, it is

important to have explicit signals of power and sub-

mission that are distinct from affiliative and cooperative

signals. In egalitarian relationships, the need for distinct

signals for power, submission, and affiliation is di-

minished because payoffs depend heavily on collabora-

tive effort, hence on the strength of social bonds. This

explains why smiling and laughter are used interchange-

Table 1. Emotional displays in the context of rank.

Behavioral style

Rank Agonistic (competitive) Affiliative (noncompetitive)

Dominant Anger/threat Happiness/reassurance
Submissive Fear/submission Sadness/appeasement
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ably in egalitarian relationships whereas both displays
are used distinctly in hierarchical contexts.114, 115

Sadness/appeasement. The expression of sadness has
been interpreted as a yielding behavior that functionally
serves to appease an aggressor, thereby reducing the risk
of further attack and allowing the defeated individual to
remain in the group. The former function has been
traced to separation distress in infants.116, 117 Price and
Sloman’s118 yielding hypothesis posits that the sad
individual’s behavior reassures adversaries that he is
incapable of ‘‘making a comeback’’119 and, therefore, is
deserving of caring and concern. With rare exceptions,
perhaps in the case of empathy, displays of sadness are
incompatible with leadership. Senator Edmund Mus-
kie, a front-runner for the 1972 Democratic party
presidential nomination, found his campaign derailed
by appearing to cry in response to a negative media
profile of his wife. On the other hand, President George
W. Bush’s apparent sadness during his nationally
televised speeches in the wake of the September 11
terrorist attacks was deemed appropriately empathetic.

Ethologically derived descriptions of sadness are in
strong agreement. In addition to downturned mouth
corners, a sad face is evident when the inner eyebrows
are raised and pulled together, forming an inverted
[-shaped wrinkle at the center of the forehead. Sad eyes
are distinguished by eyelid position, particularly when
the inner upper eyelid and lower eyelid appear
raised.120, 121 Darwin considered the eyebrows and
horizontal forehead furrows to be the major signalers of
sadness or grief, calling the responsible muscles the
‘‘grief muscles,’’122 and concluded from cross-cultural
evidence that the latter display was universal. Although
sadness is relatively well recognized across cultures, the
precision afforded researchers by electromyographic
detection of facial muscle activity allows a more
rigorous analysis of emotional expressiveness than
observation of visible expressions alone. Notably, in
the case of sadness/appeasement, the corrugator mus-
cle, positioned laterally above and on either side of the
nose, is generally associated with expressions of
sadness, grief, pain, and negativity generally.

Agonistic facial expressions

Anger/threat. In humans, anger/threat is a relatively
unambiguous and readily decoded emotional display.
Ekman’s description of the lowered-brow anger expres-

sion appears to apply across human cultures.123 Based
on extensive cross-cultural observations, Eibl-Eibes-
feldt124 described the human threat display as a fixed
stare unaccompanied by signs of reassurance, with
brows lowered or raised. The psychological literature
supports the view that stares become especially
threatening when not accompanied by dynamics
associated with affiliation or physical attractiveness.125

Social psychologists have long documented how dom-
inant individuals stare more than others in competitive
situations.126, 127 The stare is most threatening, as
measured by arousal levels, when the eyes are in
a horizontal plane. Thus, a wide-eyed horizontal stare
is characteristic of threat and usually projects anger.128

In addition to (and likely because of) communicating
threat, aggressive behaviors attract attention. Domi-
nant individuals are more adept at and enjoy greater
freedom to deploy aggressive gestures and tactics as
a means of holding the floor. And dominance, once
attained, is attention-getting in its own right. Visual
attentiveness signals social power such that the greater
the amount of visual attention given to an individual,
the lower the observer’s status relative to the focus of
attention.129 Likewise, experiments find that dominant
individuals look more at their audience or conversa-
tional partner while speaking but less when listening to
lower status individuals.130, 131

Fear/evasion. From an evolutionary perspective, en-
counters between strangers are expected to elicit signals
of fear/evasion (or fear/submission) because humans are
adapted to function in small, intimate groups. This
prediction is supported by physiological evidence that
shows increased anxiety in participants approached by
strangers.132 One observational study found that in
over 90 percent of observed interactions between
strangers, individuals exhibited varying combinations
of gaze avoidance, lip compression, and lip-bite; tongue
show and tongue-in-cheek; hand-to-face, hand-to-
hand, and hand-to-body manipulations; and postures
involving flexion and abduction of the upper limbs.133

These self-directed ‘‘displacement activities’’ serve as
behavioral measures of social stress in humans and
nonhuman primates.134

Ekman’s description of the facial signals of fear
positions the eyelids in a similar configuration to that of
anger, leaving the combination of raised eyebrows and
horizontally stretched mouth as the main distinguishing
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feature of fearful facial expressions.135 Several mouth
configurations are consistent with Ekman’s description
of horizontally stretched lips. For instance, the com-
pressed mouth display has been associated with anxiety
in interactions with strangers and other unpleasant
social exchanges.136, 137, 138, 139 And smiles, as
mentioned, can express appeasement.140, 141, 142, 143, 144

Because submissive or fearful expressions involve the
lowered brow similar to anger displays, granted with
a furrowed appearance, additional signals of head
orientation and gaze add important contextual cues. In
contrast to anger, the chin may be lowered and gaze
averted, as can be seen cross-culturally with children.145,
146, 147 The aversion of gaze is used to reduce stress.
Indeed, research has linked increased arousal with gaze
from strangers in threatening situations.148 Although
continuous gaze is disliked, those who avert gaze during
conversation are judged to be defensive, evasive,
nervous, or lacking in confidence.149 Thus, nonverbal
communication entails a delicate interplay between
appropriate displays that signal one’s desired intent and
behaviors that project affiliative, evasive, or threatening
plans. Table 2 shows specific criteria for classifying facial
expressions used in biopolitical research.

Viewer responses to nonverbal leader displays

Studies investigating the nonverbal display behavior
of political leaders have applied these and other display
categories in longitudinal content analyses of election
campaigns as well as experimental research that
continues to inform our understanding of politics and

leadership. Over time, the methods and measures of
investigation have become increasingly sophisticated
and have achieved greater ecological validity. Specifi-
cally, research carried out since the mid-1980s has
become savvier in measuring viewer responses, more
externally valid in terms of stimuli employed, and more
cognizant of the need to test a range of participants. The
following section reviews published studies carried out
over the past quarter century that focus on viewer
responses to nonverbal leader displays. Attention is
given to how the stimulus of the face is presented in
experimental research, how the dependent variables are
measured, and make-up of the participant pools used in
this research. Appendix 1 summarizes the research
design, treatment conditions, major variables, and
findings from the experimental studies reviewed in this
analysis.

As observed byMasters et al.,150 research concerning
facial display behavior raises three central questions: (1)
whether the actor actually feels the emotion dis-
played—in other words, whether the display is genuine;
(2) whether observers ascribe intent to the actor in
terms of how the displayer plans to act; and (3) whether
displays reliably elicit emotional responses in observers.
Although the first question may only be inferred,
because politicians likely have mastered the ability to
mask their internal state while presenting the socially
appropriate display, the latter two may be empirically
interrogated through experimental research. Therefore,
the study of facial display behavior is not limited to just
assessing the emotional state of the actor151, 152 but
assesses the perceptions and consequences of commu-

Table 2. Criteria for classifying facial expressions.

Anger/threat Fear/evasion Happiness/reassurance Sadness/appeasement

Eyebrows Lowered Lowered and furrowed Raised Inner corners raised
Eyelids Open wide Upper raised/ lower

tightened
Wide, normal, or slightly
closed

Lower raised

Eye orientation Staring Averted Focused, then cut off Averted
Mouth corners Forward or lowered Retracted or normal Retracted or raised Lowered
Teeth showing Lower or none Variable Upper or both Variable or none
Head motion: lateral None Side-to-side Side-to-side Away from the source
Head motion: vertical Upward Up-down Up-down Down
Head orientation to body Forward from trunk Turned down from vertical Titled from vertical Turned down
Head orientation: angle to
vertical

Down Down Up Down

From Roger D. Masters, Dennis G. Sullivan, John T. Lanzetta, Gregory J. McHugo, and Basil G. Englis, ‘‘Facial Displays and political leadership,’’ Journal
of Biological and Social Structures, 1986, 9:330. Modified to include the sadness/appeasement category. Reprinted with permission from Elsevier. As
updated by Roger D. Masters, Machiavelli, Leonardo, and the Science of Power (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1996, p. 141).
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nication that may occur with or without conscious
awareness on the part of the observer.

The face as experimental stimulus. Analysis of the influ-
ence of nonverbal leader displays on viewers can be
grouped into two categories. The first grouping consid-
ers the influence of presidential candidate nonverbal
behavior during televised debates. Exline’s153 analysis
of nonverbal stress cues by President Gerald Ford and
Governor Jimmy Carter during their first televised
debate and Patterson et al.’s154 investigation of the
second Reagan-Mondale debate found that movements
reflecting tension or stress affect how favorably the
candidates are evaluated. These nonverbal indicators of
stress include eye blinks, gaze shift and direction, lip
moistening, awkward speech, head nods, body sway,
and hand gestures. Along with affective gestures such as
brow movements and smiles, these nonverbal cues were
shown to have an influence on viewer perceptions, with
stress indicators diminishing how favorably candidates
were perceived while head movements and smiles
positively affected candidate evaluations.

The second approach, employed by the Dartmouth
group and subsequent researchers, takes the more theoret-
ically grounded framework discussed above using cross-
cultural, developmental, and cross-species studies to derive
three prototypic facial displays: happiness/reassurance,
anger/threat, and fear/evasion, as well as a neutral display
as a reference point. Although early studies focused on the
influence of the prototypic displays,155, 156, 157 later
studies considered the intensity and valence of display
behavior158, 159, 160, 161 and moved from focusing solely
on leader expressions to studying facial displays in
relation to specific news story contexts, particularly
national crisis news, giving the experimental research
greater external validity.162, 163, 164, 165, 166

The selection of treatment stimuli from evening
newscasts and other publicly accessible sources can
also be seen as contributing to the external validity of
these studies. Nationally known leaders represent
highly salient stimuli owing to their public visibility
and political influence. When it comes to the in-
terpretation and persuasive impact of leader displays,
context matters.167 Politicians presented in a competi-
tive situation, such as a debate, are viewed differently
than when presented alone or among fervent support-
ers. Likewise, politicians who are not presently holding
political office will have less salience for the viewer than

those currently serving and exerting influence.168, 169

With the exception of Exline’s 9- and 10-minute
presidential debate excerpts,170 the duration of exper-
imental treatments featuring dynamic facial displays is
relative short, lasting between 30 and 75 seconds.
Mapping the prevalence and influence of nonverbal
cues present in news also takes into consideration an
explicit understanding of the structure of television
news stories and how they are presented.171

In addition to candidate displays, the influence of
newscaster expressions has been investigated. Studies
by Friedman and colleagues examined the perceived
‘‘bias’’ of network newscaster facial expressions toward
presidential candidates in news coverage of the 1976
election. Of five network news anchorpersons analyzed,
one (John Chancellor) showed greater judged facial
positivity toward Gerald Ford, and three (Walter
Cronkite, David Brinkley, and Harry Reasoner) showed
greater facial positivity toward Jimmy Carter. The fifth
anchor (Barbara Walters) did not exhibit significant
differences. With just one anchorperson exhibiting
greater positivity (toward Ford) when the verbal
content of the news stories was considered, media
‘‘bias’’ may be perceived more accurately in the facial
expressiveness of newscasters than in the semantic
content of their story narratives.172, 173 Subsequent
work by Mullen and colleagues found that newscaster
expressions may have played a role in shaping voting
behavior in the 1984 presidential election, with Peter
Jennings of ABC News exhibiting strong nonverbal bias
(facial display behavior) in favor of Ronald Reagan
over Walter Mondale when reporting the news. In
a subsequent telephone survey of four media markets,
the researchers found a significant difference in voting
patterns: viewers of ABC News reported they were
more likely to vote for Reagan than Mondale.174

An interesting finding from this research is that the
effect of leader displays can be modified via a priming
effect by visuals that immediately precede the target
stimulus. Such viewer sensitivity to subtle, if not
subliminal, emotionally relevant cues of 33 ms before
viewing multiple political figures was documented in
experimental research by Way and Masters175, 176 who
found that these brief stimuli only affected participants
when viewing Democratic President Bill Clinton com-
pared to less salient Democrats (Earnest Hollings,
Reubin Askew, andWalter Mondale), suggesting higher
levels of attentiveness to leaders. A study investigating
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‘‘microexpressions’’ of emotion in the facial displays
of President George H.W. Bush during his 1991
nationally televised speech announcing the commence-
ment of operations to liberate Kuwait found that
several inappropriate expressions of less than one
second each led to dampened emotional response in
viewers, reinforcing the sensitivity of viewers to thin
slices of problematic nonverbal behavior by leaders in
times of crisis.177

Measures. Although most studies employ self-report
items and scales to assess experimental effects, the use
of psychophysiological measures and latency to re-
spond was also seen in several of the research articles
considered in this review, suggesting the importance of
multiple methods in measuring viewer responses.
Complementary measures allow investigators to tri-
angulate findings or confirm patterns of response from
multiple vantage points, whether to determine the
signal value or meaning of leader displays as perceived
by observers or the cognitive, emotional, or physiolog-
ical responses that observers have to political display
behavior.178 Studies have also examined viewer evalua-
tions of politicians more generally, typically in the form
of feeling thermometers, and have employed trait
evaluations including measures of competence, honesty,
trustworthiness, attractiveness, leadership ability, and
likeability, among others.179, 180, 181, 182 The use of
multiple measures gives researchers greater latitude to
address and resolve perennial concerns over measure-
ment validity and reliability.

Viewer evaluations. When viewer evaluations, including
both affective ratings and trait attributions, have been
subjected to factor analysis, two distinct yet theoreti-
cally congruent factors emerge: reassurance and dom-
inance. In a cross-cultural study comparing responses to
leaders in the United States (Ronald Reagan) and
France (Jacques Chirac and Laurent Fabius), the first
factor extracted was reassurance, with negative load-
ings for the emotion terms comforting and joyful, and
positive loadings for angry and disgusted.183 A second
factor, dominance, likewise emerged for all three
politicians, with positive loadings for strong and
interested, and negative loadings for confused and
fearful. An administration of the study in the United
States184 found reassurance to be denoted by positive
loadings for warm, competent, inspiring, and moral,

and a negative loading for evasive. Likewise, in the U.S.
version of the study, trait attributions of confident and
aggressive led to the extraction of a dominance factor.

Emotional response. Self-reports of emotional response
to the facial displays of leaders were widely employed in
the Dartmouth group studies, reflecting an appreciation
for the role of emotion in decision making. Although
a number of studies consider single measures of
emotion,185, 186, 187, 188 or summary variables based on
theoretical rationales,189, 190, 191, 192, 193, 194, 195 factor
analysis of emotion terms generally extract two primary
factors. With some variation, these loadings reproduce
the circumplex model of emotion seen in experimental
and survey research196, 197 where two orthogonal
dimensions of affect are identified. These factors have
been referred to as emotional valence and arousal,198

behavioral approach and behavioral inhibition,199 or, as
described in the political psychology literature, enthusi-
asm and anxiety, representing the emotional disposition
and surveillance systems.200 In the ethological literature,
these dimensions are labeled hedonic and agonic
behavioral styles, respectively, and have been used as
overarching themes to cluster specific emotional cues.201

When derived from factor analysis, the two factors are
extracted both in direct response to leader displays of
emotion202, 203 and from reflections on emotional
experience in the days following experimental treat-
ment.204, 205

Psychophysiological responses were analyzed in
a select number of studies and provide insight into not
just observer reactions but also the process by which
participants perceive and react to leader displays.
Specifically, in three studies reviewed here,206, 207, 208

skin conductance, heart rate, and facial electromyo-
graphic (EMG) measures were used to assess viewer
responses to leader displays. In this research, skin
conductance is employed as an indicator of arousal,
heart rate as an indicator of viewer attention, and facial
EMG as an indicator of emotional valence. Skin
conductance was shown to increase in response to
anger/threat display behavior209 as well as upon
viewing inappropriate leader displays.210 Heart rate in
one early study increased as a result of both agonic
expressions of anger/threat and fear/evasion, especially
when compared with happiness/reassurance.211 Bucy
and Bradley found heart rate initially decreased
(signaling attentional focus) upon exposure to high
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intensity displays of President Clinton that followed
negative news images, suggesting increased attention to
agonic display behavior by the president.212

With facial electromyography, electrodes placed over
the corrugator muscles are used to measure frowning or
negative affect, while recording of zygomatic muscle
activity, which is implicated in smiling, are used to
measure positive affect. Both have been successfully
employed to measure facial feedback, whether empa-
thetic or counter-empathetic, in response to leader
displays.213, 214, 215 On the other hand, the obicularis
oris, which is used to control the opening of the mouth
(i.e., the lips), did not show significant effects in the one
study in which it was used. In this study, the authors
concluded that participant responses to the experimen-
tal stimuli were primarily affective, whereas the
obicularis oris could indicate the depth of information
processing (i.e., cognitive response) through subvocal
argumentation.216

Bucy and colleagues have used some of the more
novel approaches to analyze information processing
and emotional experience. Bucy and Newhagen217

assessed thought elaboration by asking participants to
write down their thoughts after each news story-leader
display stimulus, then content analyzed viewer re-
sponses for number of thoughts and type of evaluation
made. They also employed recognition latency to
measure depth of processing, assessed by how quickly
participants identified short video segments as being
from the experimental stimuli they saw or from
distractor material; finally, they considered cued recall
of information from the news narrative through
multiple choice identification of audio information as
part of the exit questionnaire. In addition to the facial
EMG and psychophysiological measures reported
above, Bucy and Bradley218 asked participants to rate
their subjective emotional experience by using the Self-
Assessment Manikin (SAM) scales, which consist of
a series of pictorial indices along the three emotional
dimensions of valence (negative-positive), arousal
(calm-excited), and dominance (in control-not in
control), finding increased arousal for negative and
high intensity news images and leader displays, and
reduced feelings of dominance for increased intensity in
both news images and leader displays.

Experimental participants. Not unexpectedly, the great
majority of studies considered here used undergraduates

as research participants. The reliance on the stereotyp-
ical college sophomore has come under fire for being
too narrow a database. Notably, Sears219 has argued
that the portrayal of human nature might be biased as
a result of using a predominantly undergraduate
research base that has a tendency to be socially
compliant, especially to authority figures, and that is
more likely to be mercurial in their attitudes because of
lack of self-knowledge. At the same time, Sears
observed that the use of ‘‘relatively well-educated
subjects, selected for their superior cognitive skills,
along with research sites, procedures, and tasks that
promote dispassionate, academic like information-
processing, should help produce empirical evidence that
portrays humans as dominated by cognitive processes,
rather than by strong evaluative predispositions.’’220

Interestingly, this might give greater credence to the
work on nonverbal communication presented here, as
the findings suggest robust affective results in spite of
the presumed bias toward cognitive processing by
college students.221 Regardless, the findings we have
considered may to some extent be tempered by
lingering questions about ecological validity (i.e.,
approximation of real-life situations) and the ability
to generalize. Specifically, most studies are populated
predominantly by convenience or opportunity samples
of undergraduates, samples which in the case of the
Dartmouth group’s work (at an elite Ivy League
campus) represent highly accomplished young schol-
ars. In terms of interest in and understanding of
political information, as well as (at times) close
proximity to political events, particularly during the
New Hampshire primaries, such a sample population
can be expected to not entirely approximate the
general population. Although it is worth noting that
some scholars have convincingly argued that basic
information processing and emotional responding,
particularly processes recorded with psychophysiolog-
ical measures, may not be strongly affected by prior
learning.222, 223

In later studies, the problem of ecological validity
was taken into account with research comparing viewer
responses across different cultures,224 different ethnic-
ities within the United States, 225 and adult, nonstudent
participant pools.226, 227, 228, 229 While adult popula-
tions enhance the external validity of findings, the
systematic analysis of data considering the influence of
lifecycle effects remains to be explored.

Taking leaders at face value

57POLITICS AND THE LIFE SCIENCES d MARCH 2009 d VOL. 28, NO. 1



Future research directions

Future analysis of the effects of televised leader
displays will likely follow what has come before in
terms of experimental treatments, measures, and
participants. Research will also be affected by advance-
ments in recording technology that allows for replica-
tion and progression within existing conceptual
frameworks. Continued appreciation for the guiding
principles of evolutionary theory and ethological
methods, as referenced by Tinbergen’s four ques-
tions,230 should guide hypothesis generation and
testing. Below we consider methodological and theo-
retical advances that will likely affect future ethologi-
cally inspired research concerning the televised facial
display behavior of political figures.

Research on the nonverbal communication behavior
of politicians has been at the forefront of experimental
research by utilizing multiple measures, including not
just self-reports but also affective responses, cognitive
processing measures, and psychophysiological data.
Self-reports can be expected to remain a mainstay of
experimental research in this area, whether collected
manually or via a computer interface, and will continue
to be used to extract underlying factors, albeit with
greater conceptual clarity as structural equation mod-
eling (SEM) comes into greater use.231 Analysis of
cognitive processes through response time, thought
elaboration, and information recall has built upon self-
reports and provided a more complete and sophisticat-
ed understanding of how participants respond to facial
display behavior.232 Likewise, psychophysiological
measures of arousal, attention, and emotional valence
are capable of detecting even minute viewer responses
to televised leader displays. But they are intrusive and
severely limit the ‘‘mundane’’ quality and ‘‘psycholog-
ical realism’’ of experiments, since having measurement
devices on one’s face and body is not likely to occur in
the ‘‘real world’’ and might affect the applicability of
the results.233

One of the significant takeaway lessons from this
synoptic review is the importance of joining experi-
mentation with observation for understanding the
behavior of politicians and concomitant news media
coverage of them. Documenting how politicians are
presented to the public is an important first step;
appreciating how nonverbal display behavior then
influences viewer perceptions is critical for understand-

ing the influence of media presentations on public
opinion. Content analysis findings suggest that media
coverage of facial display behavior varies in terms of
frequency and type of display depending on candidate
status,234, 235, 236 cultural setting237 and which phase of
a presidential campaign is analyzed.238, 239, 240

Specifically, signals from the eyes and mouth may be
communicated as separate components of the face or
as an amalgamation of these cues. Although these
expressions may be signs of core emotional states that
are masked, modified through display rules, or mixed to
express more nuanced emotional states,241 facial move-
ments may also reflect behavioral intent in relation to
the social context242, 243, 244 and manifestations of cog-
nitive appraisals that occur in these contexts.245, 246, 247

In other words, the influence of nonverbal behavior
might occur through processing of separate components
of the face at a microdetailed level. Future experimen-
tation should reflect not only the type of media coverage
afforded politicians but also the degree of variance in
facial displays and their impact on communicating
behavioral intent,248 preferably using a detailed coding
scheme such as Ekman’s FACS system to provide
greater accuracy in measurement.

Finally, the importance of moving beyond the
‘‘college sophomore’’ as the research participant of
choice, as duly noted and acted on by the Dartmouth
group as their research progressed and in the work of
Bucy and colleagues, needs to be emphasized. Findings
concerning African-American college participants249

and European participants,250, 251 notably their differ-
ential responses to leader displays, suggests that,
although there might be tenuous consensus regarding
what the basic effects of emotional displays are, there is
variance in what is perceived as appropriate and how
nonverbal communication is cognitively processed by
different cultural groups.252

Discussion

Although the importance of visual representations of
political leaders has long been appreciated, as reflected
by the research programs considered here, new develop-
ments only serve to underscore the importance of
understanding the influence of facial display behavior.
Not only have politicians become ever more innovative
in their media strategies, hitting the talk show circuit
to better showcase their likeability to individuals with
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lower levels of political interest and motivation,253

viewing technology has changed with television screens
becoming visually larger, aurally richer, and higher in
resolution. Looking forward, television is likely to
become more realistic with heightened clarity and more
lifelike, if not larger than life, presentations. In the case
of the latter, we know from existing research that the
perception of proximity in political dialogue leads to
higher levels of arousal, with concomitant effects on
attitudes toward and memory of politicians and the
legitimacy of their policy positions.254 Furthermore,
easily accessible recordings from a range of media
sources, whether television, online news pages, or video
uploaded directly by viewers to file-sharing sites like
YouTube, is greatly expanding public scrutiny of
political figures.

With this in mind, research considering viewer
responses to ubiquitous, cross-platform recordings of
memorablemoments in televisedpolitics becomesapress-
ingconcern, especially in lightof the accumulatedfindings
reviewed here. Recent results from image-based analyses
showing that media bias does exist, albeit in visual form
and contrary to popular understandings,255 underscores
the importance of fully understanding a rapidly advanc-
ing information environment that influences individuals
on multiple levels. By coupling theoretical insights from
ethology with the research design lessons from studies
reviewed here, a fuller, more detailed understanding of
human political behavior should emerge.
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Segerstråle and Peter Molnár, eds. (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, 1997), pp. 211–223.

Taking leaders at face value

59POLITICS AND THE LIFE SCIENCES d MARCH 2009 d VOL. 28, NO. 1



16. Anthony C. Little, Robert P. Burriss, Benedict C. Jones,
and S. Craig Roberts, ‘‘Facial appearance affects voting
decisions,’’ Evolution and Human Behavior, 2007, 28:18–27.

17. Mazur, Biosociology of Dominance and Deference,
ch. 6.

18. Alexander Todorov, Anesu N.Mandisodza, Amir Goren,
and Crystal C. Hall, ‘‘Inferences of competence from faces
predict election outcomes,’’ Science, 2005, 308:1623–1626.

19. Ralph V. Exline, ‘‘Multichannel transmission of
nonverbal behavior and the perception of powerful men: The
presidential debates of 1976,’’ in Power, Dominance, and
Nonverbal Behavior, Steve L. Ellyson and John F. Dovidio,
eds. (New York: Springer-Verlag, 1985), pp. 183–206.

20. Miles L. Patterson, Mary E. Churchill, Gary K. Burger,
and Jack L. Powell, ‘‘Verbal and nonverbal modality effects
on impressions of political candidates: Analysis from the
1984 presidential debates,’’ Communication Monographs,
1992, 59:231–242.

21. James N. Schubert, ‘‘The role of sex and emotional
response in indoctrinability: Experimental evidence on the
‘rally ’round the flag’ effect,’’ in Indoctrinability, Warfare and
Ideology, Irenäus Eibl-Eibesfeldt and Frank Salter, eds.
(Oxford: Berghahan Books, 1998), pp. 241–262.

22. Leslie A. Zebrowitz,Reading Faces:Window to the Soul,
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998).

23. Jeffrey F. Cohn and Paul Ekman, ‘‘Measuring facial
action,’’ in The New Handbook of Methods in Nonverbal
Behavior Research, Jinni A. Harrigan, Robert Rosenthal, and
Klaus R. Scherer, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press,
2005), pp. 9–64.

24. Karen L. Schmidt and Jeffrey F. Cohn, ‘‘Human facial
expressions as adaptations: Evolutionary questions in facial
expression research,’’ Yearbook of Physical Anthropology,
2001, 44:3–24.

25. Philip N. Lehner, Handbook of Ethological Methods.
2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

26. Louise Barrett, Robin Dunbar, and John Lycett, Human
Evolutionary Psychology (New York: Palgrave, 2002).

27. Lehner, Handbook of Ethological Methods. 2nd ed.,
ch. 1.

28. Niko Tinbergen, ‘‘On aims and methods of ethology,’’
Zeitschrift Fur Tierpsycholgie, 1963, 20:410–433.

29. Steven A. Peterson and Albert Somit, ‘‘Methodological
problems associated with a biologically oriented social
science,’’ in Biology and the Social Sciences: An Emerging
Revolution, Thomas C. Wiegele, ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press, 1982), pp. 349–366.

30. Barrett, Dunbar, and Lycett, Human Evolutionary
Psychology, ch. 1.

31. Lehner, Handbook of Ethological Methods. 2nd ed, pp.
410–433 .

32. Tinbergen, ‘‘On aims and methods of ethology.’’

33. Ibid., p. 412.

34. Peterson and Somit, ‘‘Methodological problems
associated with a biologically oriented social science,’’ pp.
349–366.

35. Barrett, Dunbar, and Lycett, Human Evolutionary
Psychology.

36. Gregory J. Hansen and Michael Pfau, ‘‘Multi-stage
experimental designs in political communication research,’’
in Sourcebook for Political Communication Research:
Methods, Measures, and Analytical Techniques, Erik P. Bucy
and R. Lance Holbert, eds. (New York: Routledge, in press).

37. Jaak Panksepp, Affective Neuroscience: The Foundation
of Human and Animal Emotions (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1998).

38. Chance, ‘‘Attention structure as the basis of primate
rank orders,’’ pp. 503–518.

39. De Waal, Chimpanzee Politics: Power and Sex Among
Apes, ch. 5.

40. Eibl-Eibesfeldt, Human Ethology, ch. 2.

41. Lisa A. Parr, Bridget M. Waller, and Jennifer Fugate,
‘‘Emotional communication in primates: Implications for
neurobiology,’’ Current Opinion in Neurobiology, 2005, 15:
716–720.

42. Signe Preuschoft and Jan A. R. A. M. van Hoof, ‘‘The
social function of ‘smile’ and ‘laughter’: Variations across
primate species and societies,’’ in Nonverbal
Communication: Where Nature Meets Culture, Ullica
Christina Olofsdotter Segerstråle and Peter Molnár, eds.
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