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The current research attempts to investigate how facial affective displays embedded in static images influence observers’ evaluative

judgments. Findings in two empirical studies suggest that neutral and positive affective displays differentially impact observers'

perceptions on two fundamental dimensions of interpersonal judgments: warmth and competence.
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Influence of Facial Affective Display on Social Judgments
Ze Wang, University of Central Florida, USA
Fan Liu, University of Central Florida, USA

While there is an increasing body of research on the impact of employees’ affective displays on consumers’ perceptions in dynamic 
interpersonal interactions (e.g., Lee and Lim 2010; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006), the role of facial affective displays in static images attracted 
scattered attention in consumer research. This gap is surprising because the abundance of facial images in promotional materials, advertise-
ments, and billboards suggests that marketers rely heavily on this tactic to elicit intended outcomes. For instance, a dentist may advertise with 
a positive affective display to highlight his/her friendliness and warmth, whereas a lawyer may use a neutral display to emphasize his/her 
competence and professionalism. Will a brief exposure to these facial expressions in a single still image be sufficient to form a preliminary 
impression of the service provider? If so, do neutral and positive affective displays differentially impact two fundamental dimensions of so-
cial judgment (i.e., warm and competence)? By addressing these questions, the current research makes an initial attempt to investigate how 
individuals’ facial affectively display embedded in static images impact observers’ evaluative judgments.

Drawing on research from social cognition and neuroscience, we posit that even a brief inspection of a facial affective display would be 
sufficient for observers to extract person knowledge.   Face processing is automatic and spontaneous in nature, and inferences can be formed 
after as little as 40 ms exposure to faces (Todorov, Said, and Verosky in press).  Naylor (2007) found that individuals respond to static images 
of unfamiliar service providers quickly and spontaneously until they form strong and reliable impressions. Interestingly, these judgments at 
unfamiliarity or zero-acquaintance are consensual and accurate.  Adding to this line of research, the current research further examines the 
consequences of the automatic face processing by focusing on the influence of facial emotional expressions on warmth and competence. 

We propose that neutral and positive affective displays differentially influence observers’ trait inferences. Competence and warmth are 
two universal and fundamental dimensions of social cognition. The former refers to agency, dominance, and individualism, whereas the latter 
contains communality, interdependent, and collectivism (Judd et al. 2005).  Research on neutral emotional expression has found evidence 
that restrained emotion displays reflect mastery of one’s life and competence in general (Warner and Shields 2007). For instance, female 
managers’ reacting nonemotionally to a given situation is suggestive of their ability to handle the situation, which is often associated with 
social power and dominance (Lewis 2000). On the other hand, research on positive affective display suggests that smiling is perceived as an 
indicator of affiliation or willingness to continue a current social interaction. People who express positive emotions are perceived friendlier 
and warmer (Barger and Grandey 2006; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006). Therefore, we argue whereas a neutral facial display engenders percep-
tions of competence, a positive affective display leads to higher evaluations on warmth.

To test the aforementioned hypothesis, in Study 1, we randomly assigned participants to six conditions with increasing intensity of 
positive affective displays (neutral, 20 percent smile, 40 percent smile, 60 percent smile, 80 percent smile, and 100 percent smile). These 
experimental stimuli were facial portraits from MSFDE and NimStim databases. The results of study 1 seemed to suggest that positive af-
fective display enhances judgments of both warmth and competence. The more intense the positive emotional display, the higher ratings on 
both warmth and competence dimensions. Although unexpected, this result was consistent with the extant research finding in stereotyping 
literature. When people judge individuals, the warmth and competence perceptions often correlate positively (halo effect), either high in both 
or low in both (Judd et al. 2005). Another noteworthy finding was the ceiling effect of smiling strength beyond 60 percent smile. The portrait 
with 60, 80, and 100 percent smiles received similar ratings on both warmth and competence.

Our first objective of Study 2 was to examine whether the facial portrait of a service provider embedded in a print ad can impact cus-
tomers’ judgments of his warmth and competence even before the service is actually rendered. Another objective was to test whether these 
evaluative judgments can further impact their downstream behavioral outcomes. In the experiment, we included three levels of affective 
displays (neutral, low-intensity positive affective display/60 percent smiling, and high-intensity positive affective display 100 percent smil-
ing). Participants read a print ad of a real estate agent and subsequently indicate on 7-point scales (not at all/very much) their perceptions of 
the employee’s warmth and competence, attitude toward the service provider, and behavioral intentions. Results of Study 2 were consistent 
with findings in Study 1. We found that compared to neutral emotional display, positive affective expressions enhanced both warmth and 
competence perceptions, which further impacted consumers’ attitude toward the service provider and their intentions to use the service. In-
terestingly, as we moved from low-intensity to high-intensity positive affective display, consumers’ ratings on service provider’s competence 
decreased. A third study is currently in progress to better elucidate this boomerang effect.

Taken together, our findings suggest that even a brief exposure to facial affective displays embedded in static images can influence 
observers’ social judgments about the displayer’s warmth and competence. These impacts may be more complex than previously presumed 
or common sense predicted. 
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Buying Violence: Understanding the Appeal of Violence in Popular Media
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Violent media is extremely popular.  Nearly 70% of prime-time television contains violence (National Television Violence Study, 1998), 
and approximately 40% of all video games are rated for violent content (Entertainment Software Association, 2009).  In 2008, six of the top 
ten grossing movies featured substantial violence (IMDb, 2010).  Although less well documented, violence is a major theme in many popular 
books and music.  In short, violence in media is endemic.  Consequently, much of the work on this topic has focused on the effects of expo-
sure.  A great deal of research purports to demonstrate a variety of negative effects of exposure to violence, although there are good reasons 
to question the causal link (Freedman, 2002).

One feature of violent media has remained almost completely unexplored though – the reasons for its appeal.  Patterns of spending sug-
gest that consumers enjoy violent media, but research on the topic is scant.  What research has manipulated violent content and measured 
viewer enjoyment has shown either negative or no effects of violence (e.g. Hansen and Hansen, 1990; Sparks, Sherry, and Lubsen, 2005), 
consistent with Zillmann’s (1998) proposition that viewing violence is actually distressing.  The purpose of the current work is to examine 
whether violent content is attractive to consumers and why.

We suggest that violence may be appealing –not due to pleasurable reactions to the depiction of harm by one person on another – but due 
to the role that violence plays in satisfying other consumer goals – in particular, dominance and justice.  Research in evolutionary psychology 
(Cummins, 1996) and fundamental human motivations (McClelland, 1985) supports the notion that dominance, especially physical domi-
nance, is likely to be intrinsically rewarding.  The ability to physically dominate others, in men in particular, is likely to confer reproductive 
and survival advantages that favor the selection of corresponding physical and psychological characteristics.  Although not often referenced 
in definitions of violent content (e.g. Anderson and Bushman, 2001), domination is often central to violent encounters – the encounter typi-
cally concludes with the domination of one party by another.  We argue that vicarious reactions to the domination inherent in many violent 
depictions are one reason for its enjoyment.

Violence can serve other functions too.  One notable function, especially in media depictions, is justice.  Justice is an important motive 
in human interactions, the achievement of which should be inherently satisfying.  As such, justice may be one of the reasons for the appeal 
of violence.  Violence that allows the satisfaction of justice should be preferred to violence enacted for other reasons.  We test both of these 
ideas, as well as the question of whether consumers approach violence in media across three experiments.

ExPERIMENT 1
Experiment 1 was a 2 (Violence Level: High vs. Low) x 2 (Gender) between-subjects experiment designed to address the question of 

whether consumers preferentially approach media with violent content.  We tested this by creating a synopsis of a wartime movie, loosely 
based on the film, “Bridge on the River Kwai”, and renamed “Complicity” to disguise the origin of the movie.  All participants saw the same 
description, which focused on the plot and meaning of the movie, but included no reference to the violent content.  We also included a short 
review of the movie, which we varied to manipulate perceptions of the extent of violent content.  The reviews were identical except for the 
modification of two sentences to indicate the movie included scenes of realistic violence.  The primary dependent variable was the extent 
to which participants thought they would enjoy the movie (four items, α = .93).  An ANOVA revealed a Violence x Gender interaction (F(1, 
91) = 8.92, p < .01) that indicated men thought they would enjoy the movie more when it appeared to be more violent (Ms = 5.66 vs. 4.67), 
whereas women thought they would enjoy it less (Ms = 3.58 vs. 4.39).

ExPERIMENT 2
Experiment 2 was designed to investigate the role of vicarious reactions to domination in the actual enjoyment of violent depictions.  We 

included three experimental conditions: no violence, violence in which the protagonist dominated, and violence in which the protagonist was 
dominated.  This resulted in a 3 (Violence) x 2 (Gender) between-subjects factorial design.  Participants viewed one of three video clips of 
a recently released video game, “Resident Evil 5”.  Clips were constructed using footage from teaser-trailers, in-game cut scenes, and actual 


