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Abstract 

It was hypothesized that expressions of happiness within same-race dyads 

(consisting of two Caucasian students or two Asian students) would be perceived as more 

authentic than would expressions of happiness within mixed race dyads. The rationale 

was that expressions of happiness received from a member of a different race might be 

perceived as driven by politeness and a desire not to appear racially biased. Thus they 

might be discounted as evidence of true happiness. Such discounting was not expected to 

occur when expressions of happiness were received from a same race partner. These 

hypotheses were tested in two studies. In the first study, participants read a scripted 

interaction between pairs of Asian students, pairs of Caucasian students, or mixed pairs 

and judged the extent to which expressed happiness likely reflected true happiness. In a 

second study, participants actually participated in a five-minute videotaped interaction 

with a participant of the same race or with a participant of a different race. Later, in 

private, they indicated how much happiness they and their partner expressed, how much 

happiness they actually experienced in the interaction, and how much happiness they 

believed their partner experienced. Neither study yielded clear support for the original 

hypotheses. However, the second study did yield some compelling results relevant to 

perceptions of expressed and felt happiness. Specifically, participants consistently 

reported that: a) They, themselves, felt more happiness than they expressed (i.e. they 

suppressed happiness); b) In contrast, they reported that their partner expressed more 

happiness than that partner actually felt (i.e. they believed the partner was exaggerating 

happiness); and c) Whereas these results were evident for both Asians and Caucasians, 

there was a significant interaction such that these tendencies were more pronounced 
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among Caucasians than they were among Asians. Results are interpreted in terms of: a) 

the fundamental attribution error, and b) tendencies toward individualism in Western 

cultures and collectivism in Eastern cultures. 
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This research originally was designed to test hypotheses about when expressions 

of happiness would be taken at face value and thus would be likely to promote 

relationship development versus when expressions of happiness would be doubted and 

thereby less likely to promote relationship development. I suspected that expressions of 

happiness upon meeting another person ordinarily are taken as evidence of interpersonal 

interest and, as such, are likely to promote relationship development. I further suspected 

that in cross-race relationships, expressions of happiness upon meeting the other person 

might be perceived as due to politeness and a desire not to appear biased. As such, these 

expressions might be discounted and therefore be less likely to promote relationship 

development. Ultimately, little support for these ideas was obtained. However, because 

these ideas were the impetus to my research and, as such, guided the design of my 

studies, they are developed in this introduction to my thesis. 

Expression of Emotions as Social Interest 

Emotions are basic to our interactions with others. When happy, we often laugh, 

smile and speak with positive intonations. When sad, we are more likely to sigh, and 

speak softly with lower intonations. In our interactions with others, emotions serve as 

navigators for both us and others to better understand each other. They display our 

current mood states (Buck, 1984), and allow us to infer others' attitudes, thoughts and 

interests (Fridlund 1991a, 1994). Specifically, if upon meeting us, another person seems 

pleased in the sense that he or she smiles or conveys happiness through tone of voice or 

behavior, we assume that that person likes us and we are encouraged to pursue the 

interaction. If, however, upon meeting us, the other expresses little happiness or worse, 
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boredom or irritation, we assume that that person is not interested in pursuing further 

social interaction and we will, ourselves, back off from pursuing such interaction. 

Yet our expression of emotion is also subjected to a set of culturally defined 

display rules that mandate "deintensifying, intensifying, neutralizing, or masking an 

affect display" based on specific social situations and social roles (Ekman, Sorenson, & 

Friesen, 1969). For example, depending on one's culture, it is acceptable, if not 

expected, to cry at funerals and to laugh at funny jokes and to change one's expressions 

based on audience, such as when addressing young children or colleagues. Literature on 

display rules demonstrates that individuals feel obligated to express emotions in line with 

specific situations, such as when a stranger tells an unfunny joke, one must smile out of 

politeness - and sometimes, one ends up smiling longer than one would naturally spend 

laughing or reacting to an inherently funny joke (Zaalberg et. al, 2004). As displayed 

emotions tend to intensify in the presence of and communication with others (Chovil, 

1991; Chapman, 1973, 1975), the expression of appropriate emotions, especially when 

interacting with strangers in social situations, becomes an important aspect to understand. 

Imagine a commonplace scenario of two individuals meeting for the first time. 

As members of these interactions display positive emotions, what are they really thinking 

and feeling? In truth, accurately reading each other's expressed emotions is a very 

difficult task in this situation. Each member of the discussion might be expressing 

heartfelt happiness in meeting one another. However, because each member might also 

be following a display rule of smiling, nodding in agreement and delivering social graces 

such as, "Nice to meet you" and "Hi, how are you?" , the real meaning behind a smile or 

laugh may become ambiguous. Both individuals could be trying to communicate interest 
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in one another, or conversely, both could be sizing each other up, strategically presenting 

or suppressing their own emotions and making attributions of behavior to their 

personality from this first impression (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1993). Judging the 

expression of happiness as either genuine or forced depends on one's own attributions. 

Not only does this involve drawing upon an individual's previous experiences, but also 

one's given situation. 

I suspected an important factor that would make the meaning of expressed 

happiness ambiguous would be whether a person feels that he or she is stigmatized in 

some fashion. Stigmatized individuals are marked by some type of disgrace depending 

on the social or cultural situation and can include individuals with physical deviances 

such as visible scars, being a woman in a "man's world," and being a pejoratively 

perceived minority against the majority, such as African Americans or homosexuals. 

Despite the existence of stigmas, the vast majority of the population knows that one is not 

supposed to judge a book by its cover. That is, one should not behave negatively toward 

a handicapped person or a member of a minority group. If one does so, one risks being 

labeled as biased or prejudiced, and situates oneself in direct opposition to social norms 

(Crandall, Eshleman & O'Brien, 1994). Furthermore, one subjects the self to feelings of 

guilt and shame after failing to suppress prejudice (Monteith, 1993, 1996; Monteith, 

Devine, & Zuwerink, 1993; Plant & Devine, 1998). Thus, whereas considerable 

literature suggests that people feel uncomfortable around stigmatized persons and may 

restrict motor movement, eye contact and interaction time (Commer & Piliavan, 1972), 

they also know that they ought not to do this. Thus, they may also force some 

expressions of pleasure and happiness lest they reveal their prejudices. It is, therefore, 
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my contention that people often feel compelled to express pleasure upon meeting 

members of stigmatized groups (Allen, 1975), and also that members of such groups 

realize this and are thus likely to discount such expressions of pleasure. If this is true, I 

predicted, cross-race (relative to same race) interactions might be characterized by actors 

reporting expressing more positive emotion than they feel and by observers believing that 

actors do report more happiness than they feel. 

Masking True Emotions 

In the case of interacting with stigmatized individuals, what purposes might 

masking one's true emotions serve? Whereas one might label this as solely a superficial 

social grace, according to the ecological perspective, suppressing one's negative 

emotions can actually serve as a socially motivated tool, or in this case, a self-protective 

social measure. By displaying interest in what another individual is saying, regardless if 

one is truly interested or not, one comes across as an attentive, pleasant and caring 

person, and reinforces a positive self-image. Social reinforcement theorists would argue 

that displaying an affinity towards another increases reciprocal liking and elicits one's 

own positive feelings of self-worth (Lott & Lott, 1960; Segal, 1974). Research has 

shown that from even two seconds of observation of a person's non-verbal behavior, 

accurate impressions are formed (Ambady & Rosenthal, 1993). Thus, in a situation of 

meeting someone for the first time, individuals' motivations to project a positive 

impression of themselves ought to enhance public displays of positive non-verbal and 

verbal behavior. This is opposed to appearing apathetic, of having no inflection in voice 

and expressing no happiness in one's body language - surely, one would feel 

uncomfortable with speaking to this person and infer he is far from interested in the 
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interaction. Successful interactions reinforce positive feelings and a positive image of the 

self. 

Accordingly, just as one desires to be liked, one assumes other people do not like 

to feel disliked or undesirable. Masking negative emotion protects the other individual 

from feeling hurt that one is not very happy to meet the other. Furthermore, it protects 

oneself from experiencing feelings of negative discomfort when knowing one has hurt 

another person's feelings (Pataki & Clark, in press). Hence, even if one is not 

particularly happy to meet another person, one tries to facilitate interactions so as to 

reduce feelings of awkwardness or dislike, regardless of how brief or extended the 

interaction is. 

Thus, previous literature supports that by masking emotion, one reinforces a 

positive self-image and avoids appearing biased or offensive to the stigmatized 

individual. This explains why Blascovich (2001) found a stark contrast between 

participants' self-reports of not feeling nervous during interactions with stigmatized 

individuals with elevated levels of cardiovascular measures suggesting nervousness 

(Blascovich, 2001). From the viewpoint of stigmatized individuals, other researchers 

have argued that one's perception of his or her stigma is exaggerated and thus, 

expectations of others' changed behaviors might even elicit such behavior (Kleck & 

Strenta, 1980). On the other hand, Pataki and Clark (2003) found that when male 

participants were led to believe they would meet an unattractive woman, they self-

reported expressions of greater happiness than what they were privately feeling. 

Furthermore, in their second study, Pataki and Clark (2003) demonstrated that when 

asked to imagine meeting an attractive male, unattractive females also accurately 
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perceived men's inflation of happiness in meeting them as opposed to attractive females, 

who actually tended to believe that men were suppressing the amount of happiness upon 

meeting them. Extending these phenomena to race, when participants in a student's 

previous senior honors thesis (Pierre, 2003) read a vignette detailing two African 

American and Caucasian females' interaction, they perceived the characters' display of 

happiness over-amplified privately felt happiness. However, when participants read the 

same interaction, only held between characters with different names and among same 

races, participants perceived no significant discrepancies between public displays of 

happiness and truly felt happiness. The premise that social norms of politeness and non-

prejudice control expression of emotion remains very salient to both stigmatized and non-

stigmatized individuals when meeting each other for the first time. 

Theories of Attribution 

Three predominant theories exist on how stigmatized individuals interpret others' 

behavior towards them. One theory is attributional ambiguity, which asserts that 

stigmatized individuals pinpoint others' reactions to their stigmas as significantly 

impacting others' behavior, decisions and judgment. As a method of preserving self-

esteem and mood, stigmatized individuals attribute feedback to others' prejudice and not 

to one's performance or ability (Crocker & Major, 1989). They also globalize their 

attribution of having received prejudice not only in negative experiences, but also in 

positive experiences, believing that they were treated more favorably because of their 

stigmatized status. Crocker and Major's theory of attributional ambiguity implies that 

individuals believe their stigma pervasively affects others' motivation to appear favorably 

and consequently, warrants a discounting of others' behaviors towards them. 
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Another predominant theory is the personal/group discrimination discrepancy in 

which individuals claim that discrimination occurs more frequently at group rather than at 

individual levels as another method to preserve self-esteem. This relates to the 

attributional minimizing perspective, which Ruggiero and Taylor's research (1997) 

suggests that individuals would prefer to attribute negative feedback to state self-esteem 

rather than social self-esteem, and hence discount their stigmatized status as affecting 

others' behavior towards them. Their research furthers that Asian Americans especially 

attribute negative results to themselves as mediated by their culture's emphasis on 

modesty. 

Where do Asian Americans Stand? 

A larger question this thesis examines is whether Asian Americans are regarded 

as a stigmatized race. Studies consistently demonstrate that negatively held stereotypes 

towards African Americans emerge when primed, and that Caucasians experience some 

discomfort when interacting with African Americans (Sayoc-Parial, 2002; Judd et. al, 

2001; Kozel & Gitter, 1968). However, the degree to which Asian Americans are 

stigmatized remains unclear. As a group, Asian Americans have reported experiencing 

less racism than African Americans, although they have also self-reported higher levels 

of discrimination than Caucasians, and in terms of intelligence and social attributes (Reid 

& Radhakrishnan, 2003; Oyserman & Sakamoto, 1997). Yet others are quick to point out 

that Asian Americans do receive discrimination but it is oftentimes discounted due to the 

model minority myth (Lee, 2003). Another factor to consider is that Asian Americans 

wider presence in universities than other minority groups might lead to a greater chance 

of interaction between racial groups. Moreover, simple racial make-up of schools can 
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lead to greater feelings of comfortableness around others of different races, even if they 

do not necessarily interact (Carlson, Wilson & Hargrave, 2003). Still, racial groups 

commonly flock together (Hamm, 2000) and more accurately read in-group members' 

facial expressions and find in-group members to be more sociable as opposed to out-

group members (Beaupre & Hess, 2003). The only clear evidence we do have is that 

across race, individuals, including the Asian American group, tend to report having 

experienced higher levels of ore racism if they have lower self-esteem (Asamen & Berry, 

1987). 

A prior study conducted by another Carnegie Mellon Honors student, Gaelle 

Pierre, found clear evidence for much the same hypothesis as set forth in my thesis. 

That is, people reading about same (Caucasian-Caucasian; African American-African 

American) versus mixed (Caucasian-African American; African American-Caucasian) 

interactions were more likely to judge expressed happiness as authentic. Her explanation 

was that in mixed race interactions, participants will believe lower happiness is felt 

(given the stigma for African Americans among Caucasians and the knowledge of that 

stigma among African Americans) relative to that which is expressed (due to norms of 

politeness and the political inappropriateness of reacting to racial biases). If Asian 

Americans are stigmatized, I should observe similar effects. If they are not, such effects 

may not emerge. 

Present Studies 

The present studies focused on the expression of emotion across racial groups and 

more specifically whether Asian Americans share similar experiences with African 

Americans in stigmatization. Because most research has focused on evaluation based 
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settings, little is known about simple, casual interactions between individuals. The 

present study follows up on Pierre's (2003) senior honors thesis which involved having 

participants rate two individuals' expressions of happiness in a vignette. Whereas the 

characters were either both Caucasian, African American, or belonging to one of each 

race in Pierre's study, in this study I used Asian American characters instead of African 

American characters, and provided images of the dialogue's characters to prime for 

salience. I hypothesized that expressed happiness would be rated as slightly higher than 

privately felt happiness in the cross-race condition, while in same-race interactions, 

displayed and experienced happiness would be rated as approximately equal. However, 

in relation to African American and Caucasian interactions, the discrepancies between 

privately felt and publicly expressed happiness in Asian American-Caucasian interactions 

would be much subtler. 

The second study measured happiness in semi-structured, same-sex interactions 

between members of the same race or different races. Perceptions of happiness were 

measured through questionnaires. Again, based on Pierre's findings (2003), I 

hypothesized that both Asians and Caucasian participants would perceive higher levels of 

expressed happiness than experienced happiness in cross-race interactions whereas in 

same-race interactions, expressed and experienced happiness would be approximately 

equal. 

In sum, this research aimed to measure whether expressions of happiness change 

when interacting with someone of the same race as opposed to interacting with someone 

of another race. We hypothesized that people would perceive the expression of emotions 

in cross-race interactions, and not same-race interactions, to be motivated by a positive, 
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non-biased self-image, and thus rate displayed happiness as greater than one's 

experienced happiness. 

Methods 

Study 1 

Methods & Overview 

Participants were asked to read a one-page dialogue of two roommates meeting 

for the first time and were given a corresponding photograph of the roommates standing 

together. Afterwards, the participants filled out a brief questionnaire entitled "First 

Impressions" and were asked their age, race and sex. The characters' race in the vignette 

served as the dependent variable, as the conditions varied by having either both Asian, 

both Caucasian, or one Caucasian and one Asian actors as distinguished by an ethnic 

name and appearance in the photograph. The photographs corresponding to each 

condition were based from four photographs, one of each girl. With the aid of Adobe 

Photoshop, the same picture of each girl was arranged to appear as though they were 

naturally standing next to one another. This experiment used a 2 way ANOVA design, 

accounting for race of the participant and the same-race or mixed-race condition. 

Participants 

Five research assistants (two Caucasian females, two Asian females, 1 Asian 

male) recruited 85 Asian (30 female, 21 male) and Caucasian participants (22 female, 12 

male) primarily from college campuses, a workplace and a local high school. 

Participants' ages ranged from 18 to 78, with a mean age of 27 and a median age of 21. 

One Hispanic-Native American participant was excluded from the data analysis because 

she did not fit into the Asian or Caucasian category. 
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Stimulus Materials 

The stimulus materials consisted of one of four pictures supposedly depicting 

female roommates and a scripted, one page interaction with notes supposedly describing 

these two females' first encounter with one another upon discovering that they would be 

roommates at college. 

The pictures depicted two women from waist up. Four volunteers (two Asian 

women and two Caucasian women) volunteered to be depicted in these photographs. 

They stood side by side for these pictures against a neutral background. Pictures 

included either: a) the two Asian students; b) the two Caucasian students; or c) one of 

two combinations of an Asian and a Caucasian student. The actual pictures used are 

included in Appendix A of this thesis. 

The interaction was described in the form of a play including notes on the 

background of the students before the beginning of the dialogue, their actual dialogue, 

and comments on smiles and laughter that accompanied the interaction. This scripted 

interaction was identical in all conditions with the exception that the students were 

referred to by two Asian names (I-Ting and Mei), two Caucasian names (Sara and 

Emily), or a combination of an Asian and a Caucasian name (I-Ting and Sara, Emily and 

Mei). A copy of the actual script is included as Appendix B. 

Finally, a questionnaire was attached to these materials. The crucial questions 

asked participants to state the extent to which they believed that each participant was 

truly happy and the extent to which they believed that each participant was expressing 

happiness. The actual questionnaire utilized may be found in Appendix C. 



Perceptions of Happiness 15 

TABLE 1: Perceived Expression of Happiness in Same and Cross-Race Conditions 
Condition by Participant Race 

Caucasian-Caucasian Asian-Asian Caucasian/Asian 

Participant  
race 

Caucasian 2.29 
(N = 7) 

-0.33 
(N = 6) 

1.21 
( N = 14) 

1.06 0.78 1.05 
Asian (N=15) (N = 9) ( N = 1 7 ) 

1.27 0.33 1.13 
Total (N = 22) ( N = 1 5 ) (N = 31) 

I had predicted that these numbers would be more positive in the Mixed Race 

condition than in the Same Race condition. However, a one-way ANOVA on these data 

Results 

I had originally hypothesized that participants would view interactions between 

cross-race interactions as expressing more happiness than truly felt happiness, whereas in 

same-race interactions no differences between types of happiness would be found. A 

two-way ANOVA was performed for effects of participant's race (Asian or Caucasian) 

and the condition (same-race or cross-race vignette) on the over-expression of happiness. 

For each participant observer, I calculated the difference between the amount of 

happiness they believed participants in the interaction actually felt and the amount of 

happiness they believed those participants were expressing. The mean for those 

difference scores in the Mixed Race condition and in the Same Race conditions are 

presented in Table 1 below. Note that positive and higher numbers convey that 

participants believe the target persons expressed more happiness than they actually felt. 

Negative and higher numbers suggest that participants believe the target persons are 

suppressing the amount of happiness they truly feel. 
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(with three conditions, Mixed Race, Same Race/Caucasian, and Same Race/Asian) 

revealed no significant differences between conditions, F (2,65) = 1.06, p>.35). 

Study 1 Discussion 

Our results did not support Pierre's hypothesis or findings (2003) that individuals 

perceive expressions of happiness differently in cross-race and same-race interactions. 

Because the methodology of this questionnaire study was nearly identical to that of 

Pierre (2003), and was even perhaps even sounder given the addition of actual 

photographs which presumably made target persons' race very salient, it seems very 

unlikely that our lack of results relative to Pierre's significant results were due to use of a 

weaker or more flawed methodology. Thus, it seems worth speculating upon other 

possible reasons for our failure to replicate her results. 

The most obvious difference between the two studies is that the groups in Gaelle 

Pierre's study were Caucasians and African Americans whereas in my study the groups 

were Caucasians and Asians. Thus, my lack of results might be attributed to Asian 

Americans not being considered a stigmatized group by itself. If neither Caucasian nor 

Asian individuals consider Asians to be stigmatized, then the possibility of people 

strategically presenting happiness to one another in mixed groups may never have 

occurred to our participants. This provides a simple, straightforward explanation for my 

lack of results. 

In other words, the lack of results in this study leads to the conclusion that Asian 

Americans, as well as Caucasians, do not discount interactions or emotions of the two 

racially disparate groups as less genuine. Whereas a photograph was shown to prime 

race, this further suggests to participants that seeing an Asian individual and a Caucasian 
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individual together as roommates is not an unusual or rare occurrence. It is well known 

that prejudice or bias becomes especially apparent when it is primed for. 

Second, the results could be viewed as tapping into the view that Caucasians have 

a positive stereotype of Asian Americans as hard-working and successful (Ho et. al, 

2002) as well as less threatening social attributes, such as being docile or submissive 

(Oyserman & Sakamoto, 1997). Studies demonstrate that at implicit levels, Caucasians 

have more negative than positive associations of African Americans, such as associations 

with danger, guns and violence (Judd et. al, 2004; Wittenbrink et. al, 1997). 

A second possibility is that the particular participants, both Asian and Caucasian, 

who were recruited for this study have such extensive contact with one another (in the 

academic and professional settings in which they reside), that they are relatively unaware 

of and unreactive to one another's race, whereas this might not to the case in other, more 

segregated populations. Many of the participants were drawn from the CMU student 

body, which consists of about 65 percent Caucasian and 30 percent Asian students. Thus, 

all students inevitably have a great deal of cross-group contact with one another. African 

American students, by contrast, are rare at CMU, making up about 3 percent of the 

population. Perhaps people do strategically present emotions to true, small, minorities 

and true, small minorities suspect such strategies, whereas this does not occur with a 

minority group is quite substantial in size in a given location. This too might account for 

my lack of significant findings and Pierre's significant findings. 

Despite whatever reason might account for my lack of results and Pierre's 

contrasting significant results, the findings must be viewed carefully in terms of several 

limitations. The population surveyed was either receiving or had already received a 
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higher education. Because Asian Americans are typically present on university 

campuses, especially larger, urban or technical ones, it is likely most individuals have had 

contact with this racial group. Furthermore, nearly all participants had a high 

socioeconomic status. Thus, it is unclear whether the same results would be found in 

areas with a low Asian-American population or low economic status. Last, one 

additional element was changed in the dialogue. Originally, if the second actor was 

African American, Pierre (2003) had her state she belonged to an organization called 

"Black Awareness" whereas if she was Caucasian, she stated she belonged to an 

organization called "Awareness." To make both racial groups more equitable in terms of 

personal interests, and to test simply race and not ethnic pride, the organization 

"Awareness" was used in all four conditions. It is possible that the addition of "Asian 

American Awareness" would have created a greater perception of difference by overtly 

stating one's race and implying the organization's purpose, and because one could not 

necessarily have a group called "White Awareness." Thus, it is possible Pierre's results 

(2003) were exaggerated by uneven conditions, and mediated more by interest than by a 

straightforward interaction. 

In conclusion, our hypothesis for Study 1 was unsupported, suggesting that where 

Asian Americans might be a statistical minority, it is not a minority that is stigmatized or 

to which happiness is strategically presented. 

Study 2 

A second study was designed to test the same hypothesis as tested in Study 1. 

That is, Study 2, like Study 1 was designed to test the hypothesis that, in mixed race 

settings (relative to same race settings), people would present more happiness to a partner 
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than they actually felt and would perceive that a partner would do the same. The primary 

purpose of Study 2 was to move away from using a vignette methodology and to examine 

people's feelings and expressions of happiness in same and mixed race interactions in 

which they were actual participants. In considering this study, it is important to note that 

this study was planned, designed and carried out simultaneously with Study 1. Thus, the 

originally hypotheses were based on the same theoretical ideas as were those set forth for 

Study 1. The failure to obtain results in Study 1 was not taken into account in setting 

forth hypotheses for Study 2. 

The plan for Study 2 was to move to true interactions which actually involved 

participants. The design was simple. Students were recruited to participate in a simple 

ten minute discussion with another student. They would discuss an assigned topic with 

either a person of their own race or a person of a different race. Afterwards they would 

be separated and asked to rate the amount of happiness they felt while actually interacting 

with the other person, the amount of happiness they believed the other person felt while 

during the interaction, the amount of happiness they believe they expressed to the other 

person during the interaction, and the amount of happiness the other person expressed to 

them. This plan would allow me to test the following hypotheses: 

1. Participants in mixed race interactions would say that both they and their partner 

expressed more happiness than they actually felt. 

2. Participants in same race interactions would say that both they and their partner 

accurately expressed the happiness they actually felt during the interaction. 
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I also collected videotapes of each person during these interactions. I plan to code these 

for actual expressed happiness but given the time needed to do so carefully, I will not be 

using ratings of the videotapes in this report of my thesis. 

Method & Overview 

Since Pierre (2003) found that race affects perceptions of genuine and forced 

happiness in same-race and cross-race first interactions from the reading of a vignette, a 

laboratory based experiment was designed to see whether such findings transferred to 

actual interactions. 

Individuals were led to believe they would participate in a videotaped discussion 

on parent-child relationships for approximately 10 minutes. Participants were randomly 

assigned to same-sex dyads of either the same or different race. This was accomplished 

by having them sign up for the study generally rather than for a specific time slot. They 

were asked at the point of sign-up to indicate their race if they felt comfortable doing so. 

Almost all participants did so. After signing up, each participant was randomly assigned 

to participate with another participant of the same race or with another participant of a 

different race. Once assignments were made, appropriate pairings were made and 

participants were called to schedule a specific time for participation. 

Participants arrived at the research session expecting to have an interaction with 

another person whom they did not know discussing parent-child relationships. Two 

participants were scheduled for each time slot. Prior to and after the discussion, the 

participants were placed in separate rooms and did not interact with each other or see one 

another. Prior to the discussion, participants simply knew the length of the discussion, 

the sex of the other participant through reference, and that sample topics would be 
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provided, although the sample topics were for optional use. At this time they filled out 

some preliminary questionnaires about their desire to engage in a discussion on parent-

child relationships, different aspects about their relationships with their parents, current 

mood and their desire to meet the other person. 

Participants were then brought to a comfortably-designed room to carry out the 

discussion behind closed doors. In the room, two cushioned chairs directly faced one 

another. A video camera was situated behind each chair. Participants were seated in a 

chair and told that they could begin the discussion whenever they pleased. After 

providing these minimal instructions the experimenter left and participants were left to 

introduce themselves to one another and to start the discussion which they were informed 

would be taped and which was taped. 

After the discussion and taping concluded, participants were again led to separate 

rooms. Once in the room, they were once again asked to fill out a questionnaire. A copy 

of this questionnaire is included as Appendix E. The four questions of relevance to the 

present paper asked: "How happy were you feeling during the discussion?", "How much 

happiness did you publicly express while talking to the other person?", "How much 

happiness did the other person publicly express while talking to you?", and "How much 

happiness do you think the other person privately felt in meeting you?" Participants' 

responses were based on a Likert Scale, from 1, "not very much happiness", to 7, "a great 

deal of happiness." To see whether happiness was being perceived as over-expressed or 

suppressed, private happiness was subtracted from public happiness for both participants' 

reports of one's own happiness and the partner's happiness. A positive number indicated 

an over-expression of happiness, that is, an individual displayed greater amounts of 
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happiness than he or she actually felt. A negative number indicated suppression of 

happiness, that is, an individual was internally feeling greater happiness than he or she 

was externally showing. 

This study used on a 2 (self, other rating) x 2 (participant's race) x 2 (partner's 

race) repeated measures design. 

Participants 

Seventy-four undergraduate introductory psychology students participated either for 

course credit or money. All students were randomly paired with a partner of the same 

sex and of either the same or a different race. (However, data from seven pairs of 

participants were excluded from the analysis because at least one of the partners was not 

Asian or Caucasian. Additionally, one pair of female Caucasian participants' data was 

deemed unusable because they were well acquainted with one another.) Thus, 29 pairs of 

participants (9 Caucasian-Caucasian, 11 Asian-Asian, 11 mixed) were included in the 

final analyses. None of the participants whose data were included in the analyses knew 

the other participant well prior to the experiment. Mostly all groups had had absolutely 

no contact with one another. Three groups of participants recognized each other. 

However, as they indicated on the questionnaire and to the experimenter, they had barely 

interacted prior to the study; thus, their data were retained for the analyses. No 

participants were suspicious of the cover story. 

Results 

Consider first the hypothesis that both partners' expressed happiness would 

exceed felt happiness in cross-race but not in same race interactions. For each participant 
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TABLE 2: Expressions of Happiness in Same and Cross-Race Interactions 

for Self and Other 

Asian 

Caucasian Participant 

Asian Participant 

Self 

Other 

Self 

Other 

-.89 -.63 

(N = 18) (N = 11) 
.5 .37 

(N = n ) (N = 22) 
0 -.2 

(N = 11) (N = 18) 
.27 .18 

(N = 11) (N = 18) 

Caucasian 

*Negative numbers indicate that happiness is being suppressed; 
positive numbers indicate that happiness is being over-expressed 

observer, I calculated the difference between the amount of happiness they reported 

actually having felt in the interaction and the amount of happiness they expressed. I also 

calculated the difference between the amount of happiness they believed their partner felt 

in the interaction and the amount of happiness they perceived the other to express. In 

both cases, positive and high numbers indicate that they felt more happiness than they 

expressed or, in other words, that they were suppressing happiness. Negative and lower 

numbers indicate that they express more happiness than they felt or, in other words, that 

they were exaggerating happiness. The means for those difference scores in the Mixed 

Race conditions and in the Same Race conditions are presented in Table 2. 
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As can be seen, the pattern of means did not support the original hypotheses that people 

who engaged in mixed as opposed to same race interactions would report expressing 

more happiness than they felt and that they would perceive the same to be true for their 

partners. Confirming this lack of support for the original hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA 

showed no differences between the three conditions depicted in the table (Fi j 5g = .616,/? 

>.44). 

Some unexpected and interesting findings. Whereas no support was found for the 

original hypotheses, 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVAs (with Target of Judgment: Self vs. Other; Race 

of Participant: Asian vs. Caucasian; and Race of Partner: Asian vs. Caucasian as 

independent variables, and differences in felt versus expressed happiness as the 

dependent variable), did yield two quite interesting results. First, a main effect was found 

across self-other perceptions ( F i s 5 g = 21.07, /?<.0001). When judging others' happiness, 

participants believed their partner was inflating his or her own real happiness (Means = 

+.44, +.21 for Caucasians and Asians respectively), whereas when judging one's own 

happiness, participants believed they were suppressing their levels of happiness (Means = 

-.79, -.15 for Caucasians and Asians respectively). Furthermore, a significant interaction 

between ratings of public and private happiness and the participant's race was discovered 

( F i , 5 8 = 6.51, p <.013) such that the difference between Asians' ratings of perceived 

expressed and perceived experienced happiness between self and other (Mseif = -.15, 

Mother = +.21) were significantly smaller than Caucasian's ratings of perceived happiness 

between self and other (M s e i f = -.79, M o t h e r = +.44). This main effect and interaction is 

shown in Table 3 below. 
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TABLE 3: Perceived Suppression and Strategic Expression of Happiness 

Rater is 
Caucasian Asian 

779 [715 
(N = 29) (N = 33) 
.45 .21 
(N - 29) 1 (N = 33) 

*Negative numbers indicate that happiness is being suppressed; 
positive numbers indicate that happiness is being over-expressed 

Discussion 

As did Study 1, Study 2 yielded no clear support for my initial hypotheses. I 

cannot be sure why little support was obtained for those hypotheses, but the fact that no 

support was obtained in a second study using a different methodology does cast serious 

doubt on the original hypotheses as they pertain to Asian/Caucasian interactions. Again 

I would speculate that the lack of results may be due to there not being a negative 

stereotype of Asians and/or of groups with whom majority group members have a great 

deal of contact with on a day to day basis. 

People claim they express less happiness than they actually feel whereas partners  

express more happiness than they feel. Whereas I obtained little support for my initial, 

overall, hypotheses, my second study yielded some striking results. In particular, 

following a naturalistic five minute discussion with another person, participants 

overwhelmingly reported that they had expressed less happiness to the other person than 

they actually experienced. In other words, participants reported refraining from 

Self 
Who is rated? 

Other 
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expressing the level happiness that they truly felt. In sharp contrast, they again 

overwhelmingly reported believing that their partner was expressing more happiness than 

that partner truly felt. 

Why might these effects have occurred? One explanation focuses upon what is 

likely to be most salient to a person experiencing emotion and to a person observing 

someone else who is experiencing emotion. Consider what is salient to a person who is 

actually experiencing an emotion such as happiness first. A person experiencing 

happiness has direct access to his or her own feelings (as manifested in internal visceral 

states and private, happy, thoughts). At the same time, that person does not directly 

observe his or her own expressions of emotion (as manifested on the face and in bodily 

postures) unless he or she is looking in a mirror. For such a person, internal feelings and 

thoughts including, perhaps, automatic afferent feedback from facial and bodily 

expressions (i.e. the experience of emotion) may be far more salient that external 

expressions of emotion. This may lead people experiencing emotion to judge that they 

are experiencing more emotion than they are actually expressing. Note also that if a 

person experiencing emotion is trying to suppress that emotion, he or she has access to 

that information and any such effort should lead the person to state that he or she is likely 

experiencing more happiness than he or she is expressing. This may contribute to a 

tendency to report that one is experiencing more happiness than one is expressing. 

Next consider what is salient to a person who is observing another person (who 

may or may not be experiencing emotion). An observer has no direct access to what a 

target is actually feeling. The observer does not know what that person's internal 

thoughts or feelings are. The observer only has access to what he or she can see - facial 
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expressions, bodily postures, tone of voice, laughs, and what is actually said. In other 

words the observer only has access to the expression of emotion. As long as there are 

any expressions of happiness at all, those expressions may "engulf the field" for the 

observer. This may cause the observer to judge that the expressions are real. Because 

observers also know that there are norms of politeness in social interaction which dictate 

that we should treat one another pleasantly (Pataki & Clark, in press), observers may 

even decide that people are expressing more happiness than they truly feel. 

The explanation just set forth as to why observers draw conclusions which are 

overly dependent upon actual expressions of emotion is consistent with a great deal of 

social psychological work on what is known as the fundamental attribution error. That is, 

attribution theorists have long pointed out that we have a different perspective when we 

observe others than when we are the actor (Jones & Nisbett, 1971; Jones, 1976; Storms, 

1973). When we watch another person act, that person and his or her behavior, including 

emotional expressions, occupy the center of our attention and so seem to cause whatever 

happens. We tend to draw conclusions from what our attention is focused upon - in this 

case, expressions of happiness. 

Cultural differences. I observed not only a main effect of being an actor versus 

observer in judgments of whether people were suppressing or exaggerating feelings of 

happiness in their open expression, but also a significant interaction with whether the 

participants were Asian or Caucasian. Specifically, whereas members of both groups 

were likely to report that they were suppressing emotions whereas their partner was not 

only suppressing but might be exaggerating expressions of happiness, these effects were 

greater among Caucasians than they were among Asians. Why might this be the case? 
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The simplest explanation and one that fits with a now burgeoning literature on 

differences between Western and Eastern cultures, depends upon the concepts of 

"individualism" and "collectivism." There is now considerable evidence and agreement 

that people in Western cultures tend to be individualistic (i.e. they think of themselves as 

individuals who are separate from other individuals) whereas people in Asian cultures 

tend to be collectivistic (i.e. they think of themselves as a part of a larger social whole) 

(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). If this is so, then Caucasian students may well draw sharp 

distinctions between themselves and their partner whereas Asian students may be less 

prone to do so. That being said, Caucasian students may not use their own thoughts and 

judgments as a template for guessing what the partner may be feeling and doing (e.g. 

feeling happiness and suppressing it somewhat). In contrast, Asian students may have a 

somewhat greater tendency to use their own thoughts and judgments as a template for 

what the partner may be thinking and doing. If so, this could moderate the overall effects 

of perspective on judgments of felt emotion versus expressed emotion as is discussed in 

the section above. If such moderation did occur (but did not entirely wipe out the 

perspective effect) this could account for the significant interaction between the group 

identity of participants (i.e. Caucasian versus Asian) that I observed in my overall 

analyses. 

General Discussion 

Evaluation of my original hypotheses. From the findings of Study 1 and Study 2, 

we can tentatively conclude that race does not play a significant role in Asians' and 

Caucasians' interpreting their own felt and expressed happiness. Whereas it was 

disappointing that my original hypotheses were unsupported, from the lack of results 
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from Study 1 and from the unexpected results from Study 2, we can better understand the 

relationship between culture, race and perceptions of self and others in interactions. My 

work when taken together with the work of Pierre (2003) suggests that whereas being an 

African American and/or a member of a very small minority may lead people to 

strategically present happiness which may then be discounted, being an Asian and/or a 

member of a large minority may not lead to such consequences. Before any firm 

conclusion can be drawn, however, more work is needed. 

Whereas the findings shed light on when race and culture affect our perceptions, 

there were certainly design and sample limitations within both studies. After drawing 

insight from the second study's findings, Study 1, the questionnaire based study, should 

have asked regarding participants' perceptions nervousness and ideally, should have been 

video or audio based to hopefully streamline understanding the survey. Furthermore, in 

ideal conditions, Study Two should have studied participants in more natural settings, 

such as when waiting for an experiment to begin, and more generally, when not within 

the university setting. 

Interesting, unexpected findings. The most interesting results obtained in my 

thesis work actually were not anticipated. That is, I found that participants in Study 2 

consistently reported that they were experiencing more happiness than they had 

expressed and that their partner was expressing more happiness than they were 

experiencing. In other words, people seemed to believe that they were suppressing 

happiness whereas partners were exaggerating happiness. I have chosen to interpret this 

as evidence that people place a great deal of weight on their internal experiences and fail 

to place sufficient weight on what others may perceive in them. In contrast, in having no 
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access to others' internal experiences, people appear to place greater weight on others' 

outward expressions of emotion than to their possible inner experiences of emotion. 

Of course there are other possible interpretations of these findings. For instance, 

another interpretation of the finding that participants claim that they suppressed emotion 

may be that they actually do so. Specifically, it may be socially protective to express less 

happiness than you feel upon meeting another lest you seem too interested in a 

relationship with you and they reject you. If this is so, perhaps participants are accurately 

describing their experienced relative to their expressed happiness. Similarly, another 

interpretation of the finding that participants believe that the other is expressing more 

happiness than is felt is that that too is a self-protective device. If one believes the other 

"is only being polite" one will not too readily assume partner social interest in the self 

(and one may be less likely to be hurt later on if the apparent social interest evaporates). 

A cultural difference. A second unexpected, but interesting, effect which 

emerged is a race or cultural one. Specifically, whereas all participants said that they 

suppressed happiness whereas the other exaggerated happiness, this difference was 

greater among my Caucasian participants than it was among my Asian participants. This 

finding actually fits nicely with a now growing literature on a particular type of Western 

versus Eastern cultural difference. That is, people from Western cultures appear to be far 

more individualistic whereas those from Eastern cultures are more collectivistic. This 

may account for why Caucasians evidenced a greater difference between self and other 

judgments than did Asians. 

Future directions. It would seem most fruitful to follow up on the interesting, 

unexpected findings I obtained. First in order, are some additional analyses of data I 
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already have from Study 2 which are relevant to my unexpected findings but which I 

have not yet had time to analyze. For instance, I have data on felt and expressed 

nervousness. I would like to analyze these in a similar manner to my analyses of felt and 

expressed happiness. If my initial interpretation of the happiness findings is correct, then 

I should find that participants claim to feel more nervousness than they expressed and to 

judge that partners express more nervousness than they feel. If the results fall in that 

pattern, I would judge one's own felt emotions more generally to be more accessible to 

participants than one's own public expressions whereas a partner's public expressions of 

emotion, more generally, are more accessible to participants than their partner's 

experienced emotions. 

Of course other results are possible. For instance, it is possible that participants 

will say they expressed more nervousness than they felt and that partners felt more 

nervousness than they expressed. If so, my entire interpretation will change. I will then 

think that participants wish to claim that they are more happy and less nervous than they 

appear and that others are less happy and more nervous than they appear. This could be 

due to a simple self-serving bias driving people to present themselves in a more positive 

light than that in which they present others. 

It is also the case that I have not yet coded the actual videotapes for expressed 

happiness. I plan to do that, having objective observers rate just how much happiness 

participants in Study 2 actually did express. This will provide an objective baseline again 

which participants own claims and perceptions of partners can be judged. I will be able 

to answer questions about whether people are, in fact, more accurate in judging others' 

emotions than their own. Such a finding would support my "point of view" interpretation 
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of my results. A lack of such a finding would undermine those speculations. It also 

remains a possibility that examinations of actual expressed emotions will yield effects of 

race that I was unable to detect by using only self-reports. 
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