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Abstract 

According to existing theoretical accounts, the perception of emotional expressions 

relies both on automatic and controlled processes. A growing amount of research suggests 

that those processes are non-independent. Whilst facial mimicry is considered to be an 

automatic process, its occurrence also depends on the social setting. For example, people 

show a stronger tendency to mimic ingroup members, people with higher social rank and 

those who are physically similar to them. On the other hand, recent studies suggest that 

restricting facial mimicry increases observer’s reliance on their conceptual knowledge when 

judging facial expressions. The aim of this chapter is to provide a review of the literature in 

terms of how facial mimicry and social context interact in emotion processing. To that end, 

we will also discuss the potential implications of existing findings and outline how those 

could be developed in future research.  

Keywords: mimicry, social context, facial expression, smile, emotion  
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The ability to communicate and interact with others is essential for human survival 

and development. The complex social life of our species is reflected in the function of our 

brains (Binney, & Ramsey, 2020; Adolphs, 2002; Seibt, Mühlberger, Likowski, & Weyers, 

2015) and in the number of facial muscles that allow us to display a wider range of facial 

expressions than other species. The variety and subtlety of messages that facial expressions 

can convey suggests that humans are skilled transmitters of social signals (Smith, Cottrell, 

Gosselin, & Schyns, 2005). In addition, our complex facial expressions of emotion require 

appropriate decoding strategies which include bottom-up and top-down processes (Mermillod 

et al., 2019; Wallbott et al., 1993). The former are based on sensory and visual information 

such as facial features, whereas the latter are higher-order cognitive processes including 

observer’s motivational states and beliefs about the expresser or the situation in which a 

given expression occurs (Niedenthal et al., 2010; Rychlowska, Manstead, & van der Schalk, 

2019; Wang, & Hamilton, 2012).  

Recognition of basic emotion displays such as anger, disgust, fear, and happiness 

often relies on bottom-up processes due to these expressions’ distinct movement patterns 

(Ekman & Friesen, 1976; Ekman, Freisen, & Ancoli, 1980). Past research indicates that such 

prototypical displays can be accurately identified by observers from various cultural 

backgrounds (Ekman et al., 1987; Ekman, & Friesen 1986). However, decoding strategies 

based on distinct facial features used to interpret clear and intense emotion displays may not 

be sufficient for interpreting more subtle and complex expressions (Hess & Fischer, 2013). 

Challenging recognition tasks involving ambiguous displays may require additional 

mechanisms, such as facial mimicry, defined as rapid, automatic, and unconscious imitation 

of others' facial expressions (Hess, Blairy, & Kleck, 1997; Hess & Fischer, 2013, Niedenthal 

et al., 2010, Palagi, Celeghin, Tamietto, Winkielman, & Norscia, 2020). Facial mimicry is 
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part of the process of sensorimotor stimulation, where observing a facial expression activates 

motor and somatosensory areas of the observers’ brain (Adolphs, Damasio, Tranel, Cooper, 

& Damasio, 2000; Niedenthal, 2007; Wood, Rychlowska, Korb, & Niedenthal, 2016). 

Embodied simulation and facial mimicry are predicted to inform recognition and 

understanding of others’ people’s facial expressions (Niedenthal et al., 2010; Sato, Fujimara, 

Kochiyama, & Suzuki, 2013).  

 This chapter explores the interplay of mimicry and social context in facial expression 

recognition. In the first part, we will focus on facial imitation and review extant studies 

suggesting that mimicry is an automatic and involuntary process. We will also present 

evidence that mimicry is involved in emotion perception as well as the studies that do not 

support this claim. In the second part, we will review research that shows that facial mimicry 

is at least partially driven by the social context. We will also present studies on how mimicry 

blocking can influence the interpretation of facial expressions. Finally, we will suggest 

avenues for future research on facial mimicry and its interplay with context in the judgments 

of facial expressions.  

 

Mimicry as an automatic process 

As mentioned earlier, the term facial mimicry designates the spontaneous and often 

unconscious imitation of facial behaviour produced by an interaction partner (Dimberg, & 

Thunberg, 1998; Seibt et al., 2015) and often measured with the use of facial 

electromyography (EMG). Initially described in the studies of Dimberg and Thunberg (1998), 

mimicry is an automatic response which can be detected as early as 300-400 milliseconds 

after seeing an emotion expression. Given its fast onset and often unconscious nature, it is 

likely generated by the subcortical brain pathways (Adolphs, 2002; Blair, 2005; LeDoux, 

2000; Stel & van Knippenberg, 2008). Further research by Dimberg, Thunberg and Elmehed 
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(2000) revealed that people mimic facial displays even when the expressions are presented 

subliminally. This finding has been corroborated by Bailey and Henry (2009) who showed 

that observers mimic happy and angry facial expressions despite not perceiving them 

consciously.  

Facial mimicry is observed among newborns (Meltzoff, & Moore, 1983) as well as 

chimpanzees (Myowa‐Yamakoshi, Tomonaga, Tanaka, & Matsuzawa, 2004; Palagi, Norscia, 

Pressi, & Cordoni, 2019) which suggests that it can be a reflexive reaction. There is also 

evidence that mimicry is difficult to suppress. For example, Dimberg, Thunberg and 

Grunedal (2002) asked participants not to move their faces while watching expressions of 

anger and happiness. Despite this instruction, EMG measurements revealed the presence of 

involuntary facial reactions matching the displays presented to participants. These and similar 

results suggest that facial mimicry can occur automatically and outside of conscious control. 

Similar findings have been obtained for other forms of mimicry, including the imitation of 

body movements (Yun, Watanabe, & Shimojo, 2012) and the synchronisation of pupil 

diameters (Kret, Fischer, & De Dreu, 2015).  

 

Mimicry in emotion recognition 

 Although mimicry seems to play an important role in social communication 

Chartrand & Lakin, 2013; Drimalla, Landwehr, Hess, & Dziobek, 2019; Stel, 2016), the 

results of studies investigating how it affects emotion recognition provide mixed results. In 

the following part of the chapter we will review this evidence. First, we will present research 

suggesting that when mimicry is experimentally blocked and people are not able to freely 

imitate the perceived expressions, their ability to accurately recognise these stimuli is 

diminished or slowed down. Later in this section, we will present studies that did not show 

such effects.  
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Niedenthal, Brauer, Halberstadt, and Innes-Ker (2001) exposed volunteers to short 

videos, which presented facial expressions changing from happiness to sadness and vice 

versa. Participants’ task was to indicate the exact moment when the facial expression 

changed. Half of the participants had their mimicry inhibited with a pen-in-mouth procedure, 

which involved holding a pencil sideways in their mouth, without exerting any pressure. 

Emotion recognition performance was indexed by the video frame in which participants 

perceived that, for the first time, the face no longer expressed its initial emotion. Observers 

whose mimicry was restricted were slower in detecting the change in emotional expression, 

compared to those who could freely mimic what they saw. The studies of Stel and Van 

Knippenberg (2008) provided a conceptual replication of these effects by showing that 

blocking mimicry negatively affects the speed of emotion recognition. In these studies, after 

watching briefly presented facial stimuli, participants had to indicate whether the displayed 

expressions were positive or negative. Respondents who were not able to freely mimic the 

expressions were slower to answer than participants whose mimicry was not restricted.   

A subsequent study conducted by Oberman, Winkielman, and Ramachandran (2007; 

Study 2) provides further support for the hypothesis that mimicry guides emotion recognition. 

Participants were assigned to a free or blocked mimicry condition. The researchers used 

various methods of altering facial mimicry, namely biting on a pen, passively holding the pen 

between the lips, and chewing gum. All participants were asked to watch photographs of 

facial expressions of different intensities and to identify the emotion in a forced-choice 

recognition task. The results showed that blocking mimicry interfered with the recognition of 

disgust and happiness, but no effect was observed for the recognition of sadness and fear. The 

experiments conducted by Ponari, Conson, D’Amico, Grossi, & Trojano, (2012) showed 

similarly mixed results, such that the role of mimicry varied depending on the type of facial 

expression. Participants were allocated to one of the following three conditions: manipulation 
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of the lower face, manipulation of the upper face, and control condition. In the first condition, 

participants were asked to place a chopstick in their mouth horizontally and exert a constant 

pressure with their teeth. Participants in the second condition were asked to draw together 

two small round stickers placed near the inner edge of their eyebrows. Engaging muscles of 

the lower half of the face with the chopstick manipulation worsened recognition of happiness 

and disgust, whereas the stickers procedure interfering with the movements of upper face 

impaired anger recognition. Both manipulations decreased the accuracy of fear recognition. 

Finally, none of the manipulations did affect recognition of sadness and surprise.  

Apart from the influence of blocking mimicry on the identification of basic emotions, 

there is evidence that inhibition of mimicry can make it more difficult to judge the 

genuineness of smiles. In the study by Maringer, Krumhuber, Fischer, & Niedenthal (2011, 

Study 1), half of the participants were to hold a pencil sidewise in their mouth while judging 

several smile expressions. The results showed that when mimicry was experimentally 

inhibited, participants did not perceive genuine and false smiles as significantly different in 

their authenticity. A subsequent research by Rychlowska and colleagues (2014) supported 

these findings. In this study, participants judged smile expressions while (i) having their 

facial muscles blocked with a sports mouthguard or (ii) being free to mimic or (iii) holding a 

distracting object in their hand. The task was to rate the genuineness of true and false smiles. 

Those who had their mimicry inhibited with a mouthguard judged both types of smiles as 

more similar than participants who could freely mimic the smiles, even in presence of a 

distracting object.  

Studies conducted by Hawk, Fischer, and Van Kleef (2012, Study 3) further showed 

that inhibiting facial movements can also impact emotion processing across expressive 

modalities. The researchers presented audio recordings of laughter gradually transitioning 

into crying and vice versa, and asked participants to indicate the exact moment when the 
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expression changed by pressing a key. In the mimicry-inhibited condition, participants were 

asked to hold a pen between their teeth and mouth whereas in the free mimicry condition they 

were asked to gently squeeze a pen in their non-dominant hand. Interestingly, participants 

whose facial mimicry was altered were faster in detecting the shift, in comparison to 

participants who could freely use their facial muscles. According to an interpretation 

proposed by Hawk and colleagues (2012) this was because, in the free mimicry condition, 

participants’ ability to produce a facial reaction in response to emotional vocalizations could 

have caused a stronger focus on the first sound at the expense of detecting the subsequent 

vocalization. These intriguing findings suggest that the effects of manipulating facial 

movements on emotion recognition may extend to the perception of emotion sounds or 

perhaps even bodily expressions.  

Although a large body of evidence links facial mimicry with emotion processing, the 

exact role of mimicry remains unclear, as some studies report no significant relationship 

between facial activity and recognition of emotion expressions. In a study conducted by 

Blairy, Herrera, and Hess (1999, Study 2), participants watched pictures of facial expressions 

displaying happiness, sadness, anger, fear, and disgust. They were then instructed either to 

mimic the observed facial expressions (mimicry condition) or to produce incompatible facial 

actions such as raising eyebrows or pursing lips (non-mimicry condition). This experimental 

manipulation, designed to disrupt facial mimicry, did not affect participants’ ability to 

recognise emotion expressions. A more recent study conducted by Orlowska, Krumhuber, 

Rychlowska and Szarota (2018), in which observers had to distinguish between reward, 

affiliation, and dominance smiles (Niedenthal et al., 2010) also did not show impairments in 

smile recognition when participants’ mimicry was inhibited with the use of a pencil-in-mouth 

technique. 
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In summary, the evidence supporting the involvement of facial mimicry in emotion 

recognition seems inconsistent. A large body of research shows that blocking facial 

movements results in impairments in emotion processing, such as decreases of accuracy in 

emotion categorisation tasks or slower responses. However, a significant number of other 

studies contradicts these findings. Whereas methodological differences, such as measuring 

versus blocking facial mimicry, or studying prototypical rather than subtle and ambiguous 

facial expressions have been proposed as the cause of these varying findings (e.g., Hess & 

Fischer, 2013), it is worth noting that a recent study blocking participants’ facial movements 

(e.g. Orlowska et al., 2018) did not show significant effects of such mimicry manipulations.  

Such discrepancies in the results of studies investigating the role of mimicry in 

emotion recognition point to the possibility that facial mimicry is not a simple, reflexive 

process but that its occurrence can depend on higher-order mental processes such as social 

and visual learning, stereotypes, and beliefs related to social context. In the next section, we 

will review the evidence on the impact of social context on the occurrence of mimicry as well 

as the influence of mimicry blocking on the influence of social context on emotion 

perception. 

 

The interplay of mimicry and social context in facial emotion recognition  

 Despite the evidence showing that mimicry can be innate and automatic, research also 

shows that some forms of imitation are shaped by learning and experience as well as by the 

social situations in which the interaction occurs. For example, McKyton and colleagues 

(2018) studied a group of Ethiopian newly sighted children after they had their congenital 

bilateral cataracts removed. A few months after their vision was restored, the children 

participated in an experiment where they were shown videos of tapping hands asked to 

imitate the movements they saw. Compared to control participants, the newly sighted 
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children showed impaired automatic imitation. These findings suggest that even though 

motor mimicry of hand movements is based on innate mechanisms, it may not be as 

automatic as previously thought, because its development likely requires visually guided 

experience. The same might apply to facial mimicry, even if we are not aware of existing 

research testing this research question.  

In this section, we will review evidence on how higher-order cognitive processes, 

such as task instructions, goals, beliefs, and social motives can modify the occurrence of 

facial mimicry. We will also present studies showing that inhibition of facial muscles 

increases the influence of social context on the interpretation of facial expressions. It is worth 

mentioning that by context we understand all types of social information available over and 

above the mere facial movements. Thus, stripping an expression of its social context is 

impossible as the face itself provides information about a person’s social group, such as 

gender, race, age, or ethnicity (Hess, Adam, & Kleck, 2009).  

As shown in the previous section of this chapter, the evidence linking facial mimicry 

with emotion recognition is far from being conclusive (Oberman et al., 2007, Orlowska et al., 

2018). We suggest that one potential explanation for these inconsistencies is that facial 

mimicry is sensitive to contextual settings. Some form of context is always present, even in 

research based on the judgement of isolated faces as the researcher can influence participants’ 

responses via the experimental instructions, the choices of emotional labels, or just the 

stimuli themselves (Barrett & Kensinger, 2010; Barrett et al., 2011). Moreover, evidence 

indicates that even a subtle change of the instruction (such as asking participants what they 

“think about themselves” instead of what they “feel about themselves”) can have a significant 

impact on the results of the experiment (Holtgraves, 2015). In addition, as stated earlier, even 

isolated faces inform about a person’s sex, age, or ethnicity, and people have specific beliefs 

guiding the interpretation of emotion displays depending on the expresser’s group 
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membership (Hess, et al., 2009; Hess, & Hareli, 2019). We therefore suggest that 

discrepancies in the findings of studies investigating the role of mimicry in emotion 

recognition are caused by the influence of context on imitation processes. In the following 

sections, we review findings showing that different types of social information affect both the 

occurrence and magnitude of mimicry.   

In one such study, Cannon, Hayes and Tipper (2009) explicitly asked participants to 

categorise either emotional expressions of anger and happiness, or the background colour of 

the same photographs. The activity of participants’ facial muscles was recorded while they 

judged the images. Results showed that the group who was asked to complete the emotion 

recognition task exhibited greater facial mimicry compared to participants who were asked to 

identify the background colour. According to the authors, these results suggest that focusing 

on an irrelevant task which does not involve emotion processing results in mimicry 

suppression (Cannon, Hayes, & Tipper, 2009). This finding was further extended in the 

experiment of Murata and colleagues (2016) measuring participants’ facial expressions with 

both electromyography (Study 1) and Facial Action Coding System (FACS, Ekman et al., 

2002; Study 2). Participants viewed video clips of target characters displaying happiness, 

sadness, anger, disgust, fear, and surprise. In Study 1, they saw either an instruction to guess 

the feelings of the target (emotion-inference condition) or a fixation cross (passive condition). 

EMG measurements revealed that participants in the emotion-inference condition showed 

higher levels of facial mimicry than those in the passive condition. Study 2 involved another 

condition, where subjects were instructed to rate non-emotional characteristics of the target 

(age, gender, physical attributes, or ethnicity). Facial expressions of participants were 

recorded and assessed by trained FACS coders. The results of Study 2 revealed that when 

individuals were asked to pay attention to the emotional expression of the target, their facial 
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activity was more intense than among participants who were assigned to a non-emotional 

task. 

Beyond the effects of experimental methodology, such as the type of instructions 

provided to participants or the characteristics of the task, facial mimicry can be influenced by 

social factors. In particular, the Contextual Model of Emotional Mimicry (Fischer & Hess, 

2017; Hess & Fischer, 2016) highlights the importance of affiliation goals for the occurrence 

of facial imitation. Specifically, people are more likely to imitate others’ facial expressions 

when it serves their affiliation goals. They also tend to reduce imitation in competitive 

situations. This claim is in line with the Social Top-down Response Modulation Model 

(Wang & Hamilton, 2012), which suggests that mimicry can be used strategically to gain 

social advantage. This is because mimicking appropriate models at appropriate times can 

effectively advertise one’s social competence (Wang & Hamilton, 2012). One manifestation 

of such adaptive use of facial mimicry would be an increased tendency to imitate in-group 

members or people that we like and trust, rather than strangers or disliked individuals.  

Empirical evidence supports such predictions. For example, Bourgeois and Hess (2008) 

conducted two studies assessing the impact of group membership on facial mimicry. Their 

results suggest that the level of facial mimicry is influenced by both group membership and 

the facial expression presented to the participants. In this study, subjects mimicked displays 

of happiness regardless of the expresser’s group membership, whereas negative emotions 

were mimicked only when shown by an ingroup member. The authors suggest that this is 

because happiness is a “low cost” emotion which does not require any action. On the other 

hand, displays of sadness and anger may require more resources and possibly signal 

observers’ commitment to help, share an unpleasant emotion, or participate in a conflict. In 

line with these findings, the studies of van der Schalk and colleagues (2012) showed that the 

extent to which people mimic others is moderated by group membership. The results of two 
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experiments using facial electromyography (Study 1) and Facial Action Coding System 

(Study 2) revealed that ingroup displays of fear and anger were mimicked to a greater extent 

than outgroup displays of the same emotions. In another study, Carr, Winkielman and Oveis 

(2014) showed that the way in which we mimic other people’s facial expressions depends on 

the perception of our own and the other person’s position in social hierarchies. Specifically, 

when experimenters made participants feel powerful using a brief writing tasks, subjects were 

less likely to mimic smiles displayed by high-status individuals (e.g., physicians or senior 

executives) compared to smiles displayed by low-status individuals (e.g., fast-food workers 

or grocery stockers). However, participants primed with feelings of low power tended to 

mimic all smiles regardless of the expresser’s status.  

Interestingly, group membership and the relationship between the expresser and the 

perceiver do not need to be perceived consciously to influence facial mimicry. In the studies 

of Weyers and collaborators (Weyers, Mühlberger, Kund, Hess, & Pauli, 2009), participants 

were subliminally primed with words related to the concept of competition or neutral words 

before they viewed avatar faces displaying happy, sad, or neutral expressions. The results 

revealed that participants who were primed with competition did not mimic happy and sad 

faces, contrary to the control group primed with neutral words. This study suggests that 

people are less likely to mimic others in a competitive encounter, even when this competitive 

aspect is not processed consciously. In the studies conducted by Hofman, Bos, Dennis, 

Schutter and Van Honk (2012), participants played an economic bargaining game where they 

were exposed to a fair and unfair behaviour of different game partners. The researchers 

observed that participants’ facial mimicry was significantly affected by the game partner’s 

behaviour. Specifically, unfair behaviour reduced imitation of smiles compared to baseline 

EMG measurements. Interestingly, although participants tended to imitate smiles of fair game 

partners, they inhibited mimicry of these partners’ angry expressions. Similarly, Likowski 
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and colleagues (2008) explored the influence of attitudes on facial reactions to emotional 

faces. In this study, researchers presented participants with brief verbal descriptions (e.g. 

kind, malicious, serious) to induce positive, neutral, or negative attitudes towards three 

groups of characters. Participants then watched facial expressions of the same characters, 

while the activity of their facial muscles was recorded. Results indicated that subjects 

mimicked happy and sad faces of positive characters to a greater extent than happy and sad 

faces of negative characters.  

This motivation to mimic individuals who are nice, fair, or close to the observer can 

extend to one’s kin. Recent study by Olszanowski (2017) showed that people are more likely 

to imitate emotions expressed by persons who look similar to them, compared to individuals 

whose physical appearance is different. For the purpose of this innovative experiment, 

researchers created morphs combining photographs of participants’ faces with images of 

other people. The resulting more or less similar characters displaying smiles or angry 

expressions were then shown to participants. At the same time, the researchers recorded 

subjects’ EMG responses. Results showed that, compared to different faces, participants were 

more likely to mimic the smiles of characters who looked like them. However, no difference 

was observed for frowning. It is worth noting that participants did not notice the similarity 

between the morphs and their own faces and therefore were not aware of the experimental 

manipulation.  

Another piece of evidence suggesting that facial mimicry is influenced by affiliation 

goals was provided by Fischer, Becker and Veenstra (2012). In this unique study, the 

researchers collected data in an ecologically valid setting, i.e. during an event organized by a 

women’s magazine. They tested female dyads who were either intimates (friends of family) 

or strangers and the experimental manipulation involved the induction of disgust and pride. 

For this purpose, participants were exposed to an unpleasant smell or received praise for 
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successfully completing a difficult task, respectively. Researchers assigned roles within dyads 

such that each pair included an expresser and an observer. The researchers recorded and 

FACS-coded facial reactions of both members. Findings showed that smiles accompanying 

both feelings of disgust and pride were only mimicked among the intimates and not strangers. 

These results further link facial mimicry with affiliation goals and extend this association to 

ecologically valid dyadic settings.  

Importantly, similar results linking the occurrence of imitation with the type of social 

context and the relationship between the interactants were obtained in studies examining 

mimicry of gestures and bodily expressions (for review see Wang, & Hamilton, 2012). Other 

studies further reveal that imitation of non-facial movements such as foot shaking and face 

touching is more likely to occur when people intend to build affiliation and rapport (Cheng, 

& Chartrand, 2003; Lakin, & Chartrand, 2003, Lakin, Chartrand, & Arkin, 2008). 

Another recently emerging line of studies suggests that, while social context 

influences mimicry, the reverse is also possible. That is, mimicry can moderate the impact of 

social context on the perception of facial expressions. According to the Simulation of Smiles 

Model (Niedenthal et al. 2010), when mimicry is inhibited, stereotypes and beliefs that the 

perceiver’s holds about the situation become a significant source of information about the 

meaning of a given facial expression.  This is consistent with the claims of the Accessibility 

Model of Emotion Self-reports (Robinson & Clore, 2002). This framework predicts that when 

a direct experience of emotion (for example, via facial mimicry or sensorimotor simulation) 

is not accessible, a person is more likely to interpret feelings using their beliefs and 

stereotypes. Therefore, when mimicry is inhibited, disrupting the sensorimotor simulation 

(Wood et al., 2016) the lack of availability of emotional information can result in increased 

reliance on conceptual knowledge about the expresser and the situation. In an experiment 

conducted by Maringer and collaborators (2011, Study 2), participants were asked to rate the 



MIMICRY, SOCIAL CONTEXT, AND FACIAL EXPRESSIONS 

 

16 

genuineness of authentic smiles displayed by virtual characters. Half the subjects were 

instructed to hold a pencil in their mouth, whereas the other half did not receive such 

instruction. Participants were either informed that the smiling character was a salesclerk 

trying to sell them a pair of shoes or a salesclerk who just sold them the pair of shoes. Results 

revealed that when mimicry was inhibited, participants’ judgments of smile authenticity were 

clearly influenced by the contextual cues. Participants who could freely mimic what they saw 

were not influenced by context and judged all expressions as equally genuine. This finding 

was further corroborated by the experiments of Orlowska, Rychlowska, Szarota and 

Krumhuber (2019), who presented participants with images of affiliation smiles (Rychlowska 

et al., 2017). The photographs were paired with verbal descriptions of situations associated 

with happiness or politeness. Half of the participants could freely move their faces, whereas 

for the other half mimicry was restricted with a pen-in-mouth procedure. Results indicated 

that the effect of context information was significantly larger among participants who could 

not freely mimic the facial expressions. 

Although multiple studies (e.g. Dimberg, & Thunberg, 1998; Dimberg, Thunberg, & 

Grunedal, 2002) suggest that facial mimicry is an automatic process, evidence reviewed in 

this part of the chapter shows that mimicry can be highly influenced by the surrounding 

situation. In a recent review, Wrobel and Imbir (2019) propose that these seemingly 

contradictory findings can be explained by the so-called Correction Hypothesis. According to 

this framework, when mimicry is not needed or desirable in a given situation (for example in 

a competitive setting), the automatic tendency to imitate others’ facial expressions is 

corrected via top-down control processes. This is because, if imitation is to be used as a tool 

to identify an emotion of the expresser, this complex identification process needs to be 

beneficial or at least not costly for the perceiver (Hess & Hareli, 2015; Wang, & Hamilton, 

2012). Altogether, the research reviewed here demonstrates that mimicry can be both simple 
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(i.e., driven by automatic processes) and complex (i.e., controlled by high-level mental 

process related to goals and motivation). 

 

Conclusions and future directions 

In the present chapter, we review the literature on facial mimicry and its moderation 

by social context. Overall, empirical evidence suggests that even though mimicry is 

spontaneous and difficult to suppress, its occurrence is driven by personal experience, goals, 

motivation, and social settings. People tend to mimic facial expressions of similar others, 

friends or ingroup members more than they mimic facial expressions of strangers or people 

perceived as untrustworthy or competitive. Moreover, mimicry blocking can increase 

people’s reliance on contextual information when they interpret smiles. Future research 

should explore whether this is also true for other challenging recognition tasks involving 

subtle expressions, for example discriminating between posed and felt expressions, 

particularly surprise and fear (Krumhuber, Lai, Rosin, & Hugenberg, 2018; Zloteanu, 

Krumhuber, Richardson, 2018). 

Studies discussed in this chapter also suggest that people do not only mimic more 

when they pursue their affiliation goals, but they also tend to inhibit or reduce mimicry 

responses in order to distance themselves from disliked or untrustworthy individuals, or in 

situations where imitation and affiliating may not be safe or appropriate. This question should 

be explored in future research, ideally exploring spontaneous and reciprocal social interaction 

and ecological circumstances (Redcay & Schilbach, 2019).  

Even though this chapter focuses on non-clinical populations, we believe that insights 

from the discussed research may also be of relevance for researchers investigating face 

processing in the population with mood, anxiety and developmental disorders. For example, 

depressed persons are less likely to mimic observed facial expressions and their recognition 
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of emotions, especially happiness, anger and fear is impaired (Zwick, & Wolkenstein, 2017). 

Consistently, Likowski and colleagues showed that inducing low mood in healthy 

participants is also associated with reduced mimicry (2011). Moreover, socially anxious 

individuals tend to inhibit their mimicry in reaction to happy faces, which can be related to 

the tendency to avoid social contact (Dimberg and Thunberg, 2007). Overall, extant research 

links reduced facial mimicry with low social functioning and depressive mood. In future 

research, manipulation of social context in studies involving clinical populations could open 

promising avenues for future interventions aiming to amplify facial mimicry and possibly 

improve emotion recognition. Such a possibility is supported by studies of individuals with 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Although the condition is associated with deficits in 

automatic facial mimicry (McIntosh et al., 2006; Hsu, Neufeld, Chakrabarti, 2018), a recent 

study suggests that explicitly instructing participants with sub-clinical autistic traits to mimic 

perceived expressions, may improve their emotion recognition (Lewis & Dunn, 2017, but see 

also Cook and colleagues, 2012). We believe that similar studies adjusting contextual 

information to the needs of specific clinical groups could provide important insights into the 

automatic versus controlled nature of facial mimicry. 

In sum, the present review shows that mimicry and social context can jointly influence 

the perception of facial expressions. Moreover, the discussed studies demonstrating the 

complexity of facial expression processing involving on-going integration of low-level 

perceptual inputs with various aspects of the surrounding situation. Further studies carefully 

examining the interplay between mimicry and social context will significantly improve our 

understanding of emotion recognition in both healthy and clinical populations.  
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