Today's article was prepared by Ben Jackson, MD.
 

Todays article comes from the New York Times titled "East and West Part Ways in Test of Facial Expression". www.nytimes.com/2008/03/18/health/18face.html?ref=research

This interesting article on cultural differences in the interpretation of facial expressions and emotions compares people from the United states and Japan.  Historically, facial expressions have been studied scientifically and are regarded as innate, universal, and phylogenetically derived, irrespective of culture.  However, these studies typically look at individual faces without contextual information.

In the current study, individual college students at universities in Michigan and in Japan were each shown drawings of a group of 5 children with varying facial expressions and asked to rate the overall happiness, sadness, and anger on a scale of 1-10 of the child in the middle of the picture.  Interestingly, when the child in the middle was smiling and all the other children around him were frowning, the Japanese students rated the feelings much lower than if all the children were smiling.  In contrast, the American students changed the score very little depending on the facial expressions of the background characters.

We know from past research that the skills required to ascertain emotion from facial expression are developed at an early age and are integral to our ability to socially interact and communicate with others.  This is a skill that is specifically impaired in individuals with Autism and autism spectrum disorders.  How can understanding facial expressions in contexts be used in real life?  Dr. John Gottman is a world-renowned University of Washington psychologist, featured in the bestselling book "Blink", famous for attention to subtleties in facial expression, who counsels the Talaris Institute (a well-kept secret in Seattle) regarding "5 Steps of Emotion Coaching" for parents, including raising awareness of facial expressions in cultural context.

In our attempt to grow in our cross-cultural understanding and sensitivity, it will be important to realize that something as fundamental as understanding facial expressions can vary from culture to culture and needs to be addressed when working with individuals with deficits in this area.  The resources below are helpful.

RESOURCES TO IMPROVE FACIAL EXPRESSION AWARENESS AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
· Cultural Competency - Diversity Rx (Resources for Cross Cultural Health Care) http://diversityrx.org/
· Culturally Effective Care (Medical Home) http://medicalhome.org/physicians/multicul_fam.cfm
· Talaris Institute - 5 Steps of Emotion Coaching www.talaris.org/spotlight_emocoaching_steps.htm
· An Inside View of Autism - Temple Grandin https://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds/Grandin-InsideAutism.htm
And that's today's Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!
