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This study is one in a series designed to explore the tendency for humans to match facial expressions of emotions. In this experiment happy, neutral and angry facial expressions were presented subliminally to participants. A backward masking paradigm was used to insure that the presentations were subliminal (neutral faces served as the masking stimuli). Facial movements in response to these stimuli were measured from electrical activity (EMG) in two muscles, one activated when frowning (corrugator supercilii) and the other when smiling (zygomatic major).  In this between groups design the corrugator supercilii muscle showed significantly increased activity in the angry face condition and the zygomatic major muscle showed significantly increased activity in the happy face condition. The results suggest an unconscious response to emotional stimuli that includes matching facial movements to the emotion provoking stimuli. The authors are not sure to what extent simple mimicry or initial matching of moods causes these differences. The results certainly indicate a rapid and unconscious processing of emotional stimuli. An interesting additional study might focus on the age at which children first show this matching response.

