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The majority of research on emotion expression has focused on static facial prototypes
of a few selected, mostly negative emotions. Implicitly, most researchers seem to have
considered all positive emotions as sharing one common signal (namely, the smile), and
consequently as being largely indistinguishable from each other in terms of expression.
Recently, a new wave of studies has started to challenge the traditional assumption
by considering the role of multiple modalities and the dynamics in the expression
and recognition of positive emotions. Based on these recent studies, we suggest
that positive emotions are better expressed and correctly perceived when (a) they
are communicated simultaneously through the face and body and (b) perceivers have
access to dynamic stimuli. Notably, we argue that this improvement is comparatively
more important for positive emotions than for negative emotions. Our view is that
the misperception of positive emotions has fewer immediate and potentially life-
threatening consequences than the misperception of negative emotions; therefore, from
an evolutionary perspective, there was only limited benefit in the development of clear,
quick signals that allow observers to draw fine distinctions between them. Consequently,
we suggest that the successful communication of positive emotions requires a stronger
signal than that of negative emotions, and that this signal is provided by the use of the
body and the way those movements unfold. We hope our contribution to this growing
field provides a new direction and a theoretical grounding for the many lines of empirical
research on the expression and recognition of positive emotions.

Keywords: emotion, positive emotions, dynamics, facial expression, bodily expression, emotion expression,
emotion recognition

INTRODUCTION

The last 15 years have seen unprecedented interest in positive emotions, sustained, presumably, by
the development of fields like positive psychology (Fredrickson and Joiner, 2002) and emotional
intelligence (Quoidbach et al., 2010; Nelis et al., 2011). Before then, emotion research had largely
focused on a set of almost entirely negative emotions that had been identified by Ekman (1992,
1993). In fact, Ekman’s original set of basic emotions featured only one positive emotion – joy
or happiness – and, consequently, several authors considered joy-happiness as the only positive
emotion in their early studies (e.g., Oatley and Johnson-Laird, 1987). Conceiving of positive
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emotion in this way led to them being treated as one, single,
undifferentiated class of events, and this naturally became an
obstacle toward progress in positive emotion research. In perhaps
the clearest sign that the field has since matured, a recent and
comprehensive review by Shiota et al. (2017) argues that positive
emotions may be differentiated based on distinct autonomic
nervous system signatures, different effects on cognition and
judgment, and specific non-verbal behaviors.

In this article, we focus on the non-verbal behaviors associated
with positive emotions. We offer a new perspective as to why
the quest for the identification of specific signals of positive
emotions needs to be redirected beyond static prototypical
faces. We are aware that the positive vs. negative distinction
could be debated and that emotional communication is a
more complex process than the simple perception of emotion
categories – as we have discussed elsewhere (Mortillaro et al.,
2013; Scherer et al., 2013, 2018; Reschke et al., 2017). However,
this paper is about the signals that can be used for the accurate
communication of pleasant emotional states (e.g., a smile that
signals embarrassment is not one of them) and does not assume
that these signals are exclusive to genuine emotion signaling
(a polite smile is a pure social signal). The reader should
be aware that this is a brief perspective paper and not an
attempt at an exhaustive review. We therefore focus on the
most relevant literature for our argument and highlight what is
novel and worthwhile about our perspective. Furthermore, we
decided to focus on why this quest should include the dynamics
of facial movements and the body, although a similar case
could be made to include the voice (Sauter and Scott, 2007;
Sauter, 2017), the context (Hassin et al., 2013; Aviezer et al.,
2017), and even autonomic signals like pupil dilation (Kret,
2015).

We begin with an overview of the standard accounts of
facial emotion expression and recognition, before providing a
justification for why we feel a change in direction for empirical
studies of positive emotion is necessary.

ENJOYMENT SMILE: THE ONLY SIGN
FOR ALL POSITIVE EMOTIONS?

Research in non-verbal behavior in emotion has traditionally
concentrated on the face and, following the approach used by
Ekman to identify basic emotions, has aimed at identifying
prototypical configurations of facial expression. However,
this approach has not proved very successful for positive
emotions.

Progress was initially hampered by an implicit consensus
that all positive emotions were essentially expressed in the same
way. Notably, the enjoyment smile [the result of the action
of the zygomaticus major muscle and the contraction of the
orbicularis oculi pars lateralis muscle (Ekman and Friesen, 1978)]
was originally held to be the only (and ubiquitous) sign of
positive emotions. In a quote from 1992 that not only outlines
the problem but also offers a possible solution, Ekman wrote,
“One of the questions remaining about smiles is whether the
different positive emotions (e.g., amusement, contentment, relief,

etc.) have distinctive forms of smiling, or if the variety of positive
emotions share one signal and can be inferred only from other
behavioral or contextual cues. I presume that all of these forms
of enjoyment share the musculature described by Duchenne,
and are distinguished by their dynamics, not their morphology”
(Ekman, 1992, p. 67).

Several studies have since then shown that there are various
types of smiles, with different interpersonal functions (for
example, Rychlowska et al., 2017), and that most smiles are social
signals and not simple reflections of inner feelings (Fridlund,
1997). However, even when signs other than the smile are
included, the pool of positive emotions linked to particular
static expressions remains very limited, and there are only
a few studies that have explicitly compared multiple positive
emotion expressions (e.g., Hofmann et al., 2017). In one notable
exception, Campos et al. (2013) confirmed the critical role
of the Duchenne smile across several positive emotions. The
authors identified associations between each positive emotion
and some facial action units, but the resulting configurations
were not entirely different while it was the inclusion of head
and upper body movements that made the emotions more
distinguishable. For example, facial expressions of pride and
contentment can be differentiated only by their associated head
position.

In a recent review, Sauter (2017) suggests a more complex
version of Ekman’s view of positive emotion as a family of
‘forms of enjoyment.’ In fact, Sauter suggests four families of
positive emotions – ‘epistemological,’ ‘prosocial,’ ‘savoring,’ and
‘agency-approach.’ Based on her review, only epistemological
emotions (amusement, awe, interest, and relief) and pride appear
to have distinct recognizable facial and/or vocal displays. It is
worth noting, however, that the prototypical expression of pride
also includes bodily movements aimed at postural expansion,
which involves, for example, pulling the shoulders back and
raising the head.

All in all, there is only weak evidence for the differentiation
between positive emotions based on static facial features.
We hypothesize that the expressive elements that differentiate
positive emotions most clearly reside in the dynamics of facial
expression and in the body.

HYPOTHESIS: FACIAL DYNAMICS AND
BODY REPRESENTATIONS ARE
CRITICAL FOR DISTINGUISHING
NON-VERBAL DISPLAYS OF POSITIVE
EMOTION

From a functional perspective, there is an enduring debate
about whether emotion expressions are direct reflections of
inner-states (I smile because I am happy), or whether emotions
are expressed as social signals (I smile at you to show you I am
happy; see Parkinson, 2005). From an evolutionary perspective,
this debate is often drawn along the lines of whether the
emotional expression is made for the benefits of the expresser
(such as when someone widens his/her eyes in states of fear
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to increase the perceptual uptake in order to prepare his/her
escape from danger) which may serve as an emotional cue
to observers, or, alternatively, whether the expression may be
used intentionally to communicate something to observers (for
a discussion, see Schmidt and Cohn, 2001; Kret and Straffon,
2018).

In order to demonstrate our argument, we will focus on
what the observer picks up from the expression rather than the
processes that produce the expression (Frijda and Tcherkassof,
1997). In evolutionary terms, negative emotions (e.g., fear and
anger) are more critical for survival than positive emotions
(e.g., pride and interest) because they are more likely to be
understood as signs of potentially life-threatening situations
that require an immediate response. There is an element of
urgency that is not present in the case of positive emotions
and that requires the signal to be understood quickly, clearly,
and very specifically. These are the benefits of prototypical facial
expressions; they have a “snapshot” quality that makes them
rapidly recognizable and the emotions effectively identifiable
(Ekman, 1993). Consequently, it makes sense that signals have
evolved to rapidly and effectively communicate the potential
dangers in the environment to conspecifics and that skills have
evolved to recognize that threat. In a recent study, Gold et al.
(2013) found that participants could recognize the traditional
six basic emotions (including joy as the only positive emotion)
with comparable accuracy regardless of whether they viewed
the expressions as naturally evolving, temporally reversed,
temporally randomized expressions, or as a single snapshot.
This result supports the hypothesis that dynamic information
is not necessary for the correct recognition of basic negative
emotions.

The fact the positive emotions are less critical for survival
is not to deny the importance of their social functions.
Positive emotions are involved in affiliation and cooperation
and therefore important for adaptation (Campos et al., 2015).
Different positive emotions have specific functions – respond
to material opportunities or social stimuli, facilitate playing
new skills, encode novel information – that require distinct
expressive signals to be effectively communicated (Shiota et al.,
2014). However, as mentioned previously, it appears that static
faces do not provide a clear enough signal. While static facial
expressions are sufficient for distinguishing negative emotions
in most circumstances, we argue that the distinction between
positive emotions critically requires additional information that
is provided by the dynamics and body representations.

Dynamic representations of emotion expressions evidently
contain more information than static ones, but they do not
always increase the rate at which emotions are recognized
(Scherer et al., 2011). In fact, it is not the sum of static cues
that explains why dynamic stimuli are better recognized in
some conditions, but rather the specific information that is
conveyed by the movement (Ambadar et al., 2005). Interestingly,
Jack et al. (2014) suggest that the perception process is
temporally driven and that dynamic facial expressions transmit
an evolving hierarchy of signals over time, from biologically
basic (approach/avoidance) to social information, such as
emotion categories. Similarly, the increase in information

provided by adding bodily information to facial expressions
does not automatically increase the rate at which emotions are
correctly recognized. Studies show that the interaction between
bodies and faces is more complex than simply aggregating
the information from each modality (Aviezer et al., 2008,
2012).

App et al. (2011) suggest that the body promotes social-status
emotions, that the face promotes survival emotions, and that
touch promotes intimate emotions. Elsewhere, Martinez et al.
(2016) found that for the standard set of six basic emotions,
five of which are negative, the face was significantly better
than the body in conveying emotional information. Again,
these two studies provide indirect support for our hypothesis
that the face is critical and sufficient for the communication
of basic, survival-related emotions, but not for other types of
emotions.

It seems then that good evolutionary, social and functional
justifications can be found for arguing that positive emotions
need to be signaled more “loudly” in order to be correctly
identified and recognized than negative emotions. We turn now
to recent empirical studies that seem to support our argument.

Evidence About Dynamic Facial
Expressions of Positive Emotions
Researchers mostly used – and still use – static prototypical
facial expressions in their studies (Scherer et al., 2011). Recently,
however, there is a growing trend toward the use of dynamic
expressions that do not fully correspond to the traditional
prototypes (Bänziger et al., 2012; O’Reilly et al., 2016; Krumhuber
et al., 2017). This methodological choice allows emotions to be
studied that are not found in the standard basic set (as there is
no fixed, pre-defined prototype to be portrayed) and to compare
subtly different emotions.

In a recent review concerning the role of dynamics in
emotion recognition, Krumhuber et al. (2013, p. 42) wrote that
motion “. . .confers particular benefits when static information
is inefficient or unavailable.” Given the absence of prototypical
facial configurations, it is therefore not surprising that the study
of positive emotions has benefited from the inclusion of dynamic
stimuli. Indeed, movement dynamics are an integral part of
the emotion perception process, and it is used by perceivers
to differentiate deliberate and genuine smiles (that is when the
smiles are spontaneous and reflect a felt positive emotional
state) or to judge the naturalness of the emotion expression tout
court (Sato and Yoshikawa, 2004; Krumhuber and Kappas, 2005;
Schmidt et al., 2006). In one pioneering study using synthetic
facial expressions, Wehrle et al. (2000) and Kaiser and Wehrle
(2001) found that positive emotional states such as pleasure,
happiness, and elation, could be distinguished by their facial
expressions when dynamic stimuli were presented. In a more
recent study, Mortillaro et al. (2011) showed that joy, interest,
pride, and sensory pleasure could only be distinguished when the
dynamic properties of the expressions were taken into account. It
was not the presence or the absence of certain facial movements
that could be used to reliably differentiate these emotions, but
rather the duration of the movements and their frequency within
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one emotion expression. Similarly, Fujimura and Suzuki
(2010) found that two out of the three positive emotions
that they included in their study were significantly better
recognized in the dynamic than in the static presentation
mode, while only one out of the five non-positive emotions
(fearful) showed the same significant advantage when presented
dynamically.

Other studies have demonstrated the special role of dynamic
movements for specific positive emotions. For example, while
the search for a prototypical static facial expression of interest
has proven inconclusive, emotional expressions of interest can
be well recognized when it presented in a dynamic fashion
(Dukes et al., 2017). Furthermore, Nelson and Russell (2014) have
shown that different types of pride can only be differentiated
when dynamically presented. Similarly, Namba et al. (2017)
found a different dynamic pattern of movements in posed and
spontaneous expressions of amusement – a difference that did not
appear in static expressions.

Overall, it appears that the dynamic representation of positive
emotions may be critical for them to be readily identified
and differentiated (for a similar position, see Fujimura et al.,
2012).

Evidence About the Bodily Expression of
Positive Emotions
The expression of emotions through body movements and
gestures has been understudied in comparison to facial and vocal
expressions [for a general discussion of the neurological basis of
the perception of emotions from the body and for the reasons
to consider bodily expressions in affective science, please see
the works of de Gelder (2006, 2009)]. Nevertheless, results of
a number of studies showed that emotions can be recognized
from bodies (e.g., de Gelder and Van den Stock, 2011) and
even from very limited information like point-light body displays
(Atkinson et al., 2004). A full review of this literature is beyond
the scope of a perspective article and therefore, we will only
discuss studies that investigated the bodily expression of several
positive emotions.

In one of the largest studies available on the bodily expression
of emotions, Dael et al. (2012) identified patterns of body
movements that were specific to positive emotions. Even more
importantly, they showed that positive emotions could be
correctly discriminated from their bodily movements alone, even
more so than the negative emotions. On average the positive
emotions were correctly classified 63.3% of the time on the basis
of bodily movements (when chance level was 8.33%), while the
negative emotions were only correctly classified 46.7% of the
time.

Similarly, App et al. (2011) found that pride and love
were better recognized in the body than in the face, while
happiness and sympathy were recognized at the same level
in the two modalities. Dael et al. (2013) studied the dynamic
properties of arm movements. Even though they did not explicitly
compare the six positive emotions, substantial differences
among them are clear in most, if not all, the parameters
they reported. This corroborates our hypothesis that bodily

movements are critical for distinguishing between positive
emotions.

The effects of bodily representations on expressing specific
positive emotions also tend to support our argument. The
clearest case comes from research on pride for which there
is general consensus about a prototypical expression involving
a particular posture and specific gestures (Tracy and Robins,
2004). Another positive emotion for which the body seems to
carry important information is interest. Dukes et al. (2017)
found that facial expressions alone were not able to reliably
communicate interest; however, when the face was paired with
the body, the recognition accuracy for interest more than
doubled, and interest became as easily recognized as Ekman’s six
basic emotions.

There is sufficient empirical evidence to suggest that the
identification and recognition of positive emotions is made
comparatively easier by the inclusion of bodily representations
whereas, similarly to the inclusion of dynamic information, this
seems less important for negative emotions.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we briefly reviewed some of the most recent
and relevant literature on the expression of positive emotions.
The results consistently indicate that the research of purely
facial static prototypes is likely inconclusive. If specific (or
typical) expressions for positive emotions exist, they are more
likely to be found in expressions that include dynamic and
bodily elements, like body posture and gesture. It is more
than 10 years since the prototypical expressions of pride were
established and, so far, only a few scholars have pointed out
that it is the body and posture or the dynamic representation
of these expressions that sets them apart from those of joy. It
is now time to accept that static facial expressions are useful,
but that they do not capture the whole richness of real-life
emotion communication. Future studies, especially when positive
emotions are considered, should only use multimodal, dynamic
expressions.
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