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The authors examined whether European Americans (EA) several generations removed from their ancestors
varied as a function of their countries of origin by comparing the emotional facial expressions of EA origi-
nally from Scandinavian countries (EA-S), who value emotional control, and those from Ireland (EA-I), who
value emotional expression. EA-S were less expressive than EA-I while reliving various emotions, espe-
cially happiness and love, suggesting that in this domain, EAs continue to be influenced by their cultural her-
itages.
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Social scientists use the termsEuropean American(EA) or Anglo Americanto refer to
White, non-Hispanic individuals whose families have spent several generations in the
United States and whose ancestors originally emigrated from Europe. Many social scientists
view today’s EAs as a homogeneous group of individuals who represent mainstream Ameri-
can values, norms, and practices. Therefore, researchers often focus on EAs’ awareness of
their majority status or their views of other racial and ethnic groups rather than their cultural
ideas and practices (e.g., Dovidio, Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002; Helms & Carter, 1991).
There are several scholars, however, who would argue not only that is there considerable cul-
tural heterogeneity among EAs but also that this variation can be traced to their different
European countries of origin (Giordano & McGoldrick, 1996; Greeley & McCready, 1975).
These scholars argue that although many EAs may be less aware of the ways in which they
are influenced by their countries of origin, they still retain ideas and practices that originate
from those cultures. These ideas and practices may be transmitted through the family as well
as through local institutions without being explicitly labeled as cultural (Greeley, 1979). For
example, Greeley and his colleagues found that although many EAs of Irish and Italian
descent no longer identified explicitly with Irish and Italian cultures, their views of the fam-
ily were consistent with Irish and Italian cultural norms, respectively (Greeley, 1979, 1981;
Greeley & McCready, 1975).

In a study that compared the emotional responses of EAs and Hmong Americans (Tsai,
Chentsova-Dutton, Friere-Bebeau, & Przymus, 2002), we made three observations that led
us to suspect that the EAs in our sample represented different cultural heritages: (a) the vari-
ability of emotional responses in the EA sample was greater than that of the Hmong
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American sample; (b) while describing their cultural beliefs about emotion, some EAs
emphasized emotional control, whereas others emphasized emotional expression; and (c)
the occurrence rates of facial expressions in our EA sample were lower than were those
reported for other EA samples from other regions of the United States using a similar task
(Rosenberg & Ekman, 1994). Thus, we suspected that this variation might be associated with
the unique cultural heritages of the EAs in our sample, which included Scandinavian (Nor-
way, Denmark, Finland, and Sweden) and Irish cultures. Ethnographic accounts suggest that
these particular cultures differ in their norms regarding emotional expression.

Specifically, Scandinavian cultural contexts are described as encouraging emotional
moderation and control and as being more emotionally inhibited than other European cul-
tures (Midelfort & Midelfort, 1982; Pennebaker, Rime, & Blanksenship, 1996; Rodnick,
1955). For example, Midelfort and Midelfort (1982) and Rodnick (1955) described Norwe-
gian culture as minimizing the expression of “excessive” anger or other negative emotions
because “expressing them would interfere with neighborly relationships” (Rodnick, 1955, p.
14). The same holds true for the experience of pleasure and other positive emotions
(Erickson & Simon, 1996). In contrast, Irish culture has been characterized as placing a
greater value on emotional expression. That is, Irish culture has been described as being
more accepting of expressions of suffering and tragedy and as more encouraging of the use
of laughter and humor to convey one’s feelings (Greeley, 1979, 1981; McGoldrick, 1996).

In this study, we examined whether these ethnographic accounts accurately described the
emotional facial expressions of EA of Scandinavian (EA-S) and Irish descent (EA-I) when
these facial expressions were measured using the Facial Action Coding System, a well-
established method for coding facial muscle movements (Ekman & Friesen, 1978).

HYPOTHESIS

Based on ethnographic descriptions of Scandinavian and Irish norms regarding emo-
tional expression, we predicted that EA-S would be less emotionally expressive than EA-I.

METHOD

Participants. EAs were recruited to participate in a larger study of emotion (Tsai et al.,
2002). Participants were undergraduates from colleges and universities in Minnesota and
were recruited through announcements in newspapers and flyers distributed across cam-
puses as well as through general psychology participant pools. For this study, we selected
EAs who either (a) reported having a parent or grandparent who was Scandinavian (Norwe-
gian, Danish, Scandinavian, Finnish, or Swedish) but none that were Irish or (b) reported
having a parent or grandparent who was Irish but none that were Scandinavian. A total of 14
EA-S and 11 EA-I met these criteria. The mothers, fathers, and grandparents of all partici-
pants were born in the United States; mothers, fathers, and grandparents of EA-I and EA-S
varied only in the cultural heritage of their ancestors. For the EA-I group, 6 reported Irish
heritage on their mother’s side only, 1 reported Irish heritage on their father’s side only, and 3
reported Irish heritage on both sides (1 EA-I was uncertain which parent was of Irish heri-
tage). For the EA-S group, 4 reported Scandinavian heritage on their mother’s side, 2
reported Scandinavian heritage on their father’s side, and 8 reported Scandinavian heritage
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on both sides. Because most participants were of mixed ancestry, we conducted chi-square
analyses to examine whether there were group differences in the other heritages reported
(e.g., German, English, French, Polish, Italian, and Welsh); no significant group differences
emerged. Therefore, we were confident that the groups differed in Scandinavian and Irish
ancestry but not in any another European heritage.

One-way analyses of variance revealed no significant differences between EA-S and
EA-I in their age (EA-S = 19.50,SD= 1.34; EA-I = 20.18,SD= 2.52) and year in college
(EA-S = 2.43,SD= 1.22; EA-I = 2.18,SD= 1.25), and chi-square analyses revealed no sig-
nificant differences in their employment status (percentage employed: EA-S = 50.0, EA-I =
72.7) or sex (percentage female: EA-S = 35.7, EA-I = 54.5).

Relived emotion task. The relived emotion task has been shown to be an effective elicitor
of emotional responding in previous studies and has been widely used with both clinical and
nonclinical samples (e.g., Levenson, Carstensen, Friesen, & Ekman, 1991; Oliveau &
Willmuth, 1979). For each relived emotion, participants were provided with a label for the
target emotion (e.g. “happiness”) as well a description of the target emotion (e.g., “a time
when you did something or something happened that you wanted very much, so that you felt
very good”) based on Lazarus (1991). Participants were asked to relive six target emotions
(happiness, pride, love, anger, disgust, and sadness). The order of the emotions was random-
ized to avoid order effects. For each emotion, participants were asked to (a) recall and
describe a time in their lives when they felt the target emotion very strongly, (b) focus on the
moment at which they felt the target emotion, and (c) relive the target emotion. Participants
were asked to press a button on a handheld switch to indicate when they were able to feel the
emotion. They pressed the button as long as they were able to feel the emotion or until they
were told to stop after 2 minutes (relived emotion period). Immediately following the relived
emotion period, participants were asked to rate how intensely they felt the target emotion
while they tried to relive the emotion using a 9-point Likert-type scale (0 =not at all, 4 =
moderately, and 8 =the most in my life). Participants were also asked to rate how able they
were to relive the target emotion on a 9-point Likert-type scale (0 =not at all, 4 =moderately,
and 8 =extremely).

The effectiveness of the relived emotion task in eliciting changes in facial expression and
skin conductance response has been reported by Tsai et al. (2002) and was replicated in the
present subsample with two exceptions. In the larger study, which included a more diverse
sample of EAs and Hmong Americans, the relived emotion task did not elicit significant
changes in facial behavior during anger compared with baseline. In this sample, however,
significant changes in anger were observed, whereas significant changes in facial behavior
during sadness were not. Thus, we do not discuss participants’ emotional responses during
relived sadness further in this report.

Questionnaires. To ensure that the groups did not differ in their orientation to American
culture, participants completed the General Ethnicity Questionnaire–American version
(Tsai, Ying, & Lee, 2000), which assessed orientation to mainstream American culture in
specific life domains including social affiliation (e.g., “Now, my friends are American”),
activities (e.g., “I engage in American forms of recreation”), attitudes (e.g., “I am proud of
American culture”), exposure (e.g., “I was raised in a way that was American”), food (e.g.,
“At home, I eat American food”), and language (“How fluently do you speak English?”).
Participants rated 38 items on a 5-point Likert-type scale (from 1 =very muchto 5 =not at
all). The alpha reliability estimate for this measure was .89. To ensure that the groups did not
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differ in trait affect, participants also completed a shortened version of the Positive and Neg-
ative Affect Schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), in which they are asked to rate how
much they felt 14 affective states “on average.” Alpha reliability estimates were .87 for posi-
tive (excited, determined, alert, enthusiastic, proud, strong, active, interested, and attention)
and .72 for negative affect terms (hostile, scared, afraid, guilty, and jittery). Because analyses
of variance conducted on orientation to American culture and trait affect did not reveal sig-
nificant group differences, observed differences in facial expression could not be attributed
to these variables.

Procedure. A trained female interviewer greeted the participants upon their arrival to the
laboratory. Participants completed several questionnaires, including a demographic ques-
tionnaire and the cultural orientation inventory. Sensors measuring skin conductance were
attached to participants’ nondominant hands. Participants were then instructed to be silent
and relax for 3 minutes to provide baseline measures of their facial behavior and skin con-
ductance response. Before beginning the relived emotion task, participants underwent a
practice trial during which they were asked to recall and relive a past episode of surprise. Par-
ticipants were allowed to ask questions about the relived emotion task at this time. Partici-
pants were then asked to relive and recall one of the target emotions. Between each emotion,
participants rested for several minutes. They completed the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule at the end of the session to reduce the likelihood that the assessment of trait affect
would contaminate previous assessments of emotion.

Facial expressive behavior. Remotely controlled color video cameras recorded the partic-
ipants’facial behavior during the study. Lavalier microphones clipped on participants’cloth-
ing were used to record their verbal responses. Cameras were hidden from participants’view
behind darkened glass on a bookshelf. Three trained and certified coders scored participants’
facial behavior using the Facial Action Coding System (FACS; Ekman & Friesen, 1978).
The coders were blind to the emotion that the participants were reliving, and they coded the
video segments without sound. FACS identifies visually distinguishable and anatomically
based units of facial muscle movements or action units (AUs). AUs were grouped into spe-
cific emotion configurations (anger, contempt, disgust, smiles, and general negative expres-
sions) on the basis of previous empirical findings (as cited in Tsai et al., 2002) and personal
communications with Paul Ekman (May 4, 2001).

Although all AUs were coded during each emotion episode, the “target” emotional facial
expressions that we examined differed for each relived emotion depending on what behavior
one would expect to see during the emotional event (e.g., smiles during happiness, pride, and
love) and the actual occurrence of the expressions. Thus, the behaviors included in our analy-
ses were (a) smiles (AU6 + AU12, bilateral AU12) during happiness, pride, and love; (b)
expressions of general negative emotion (AU 4) and contempt (unilateral AU10, AU12, and
AU14) during anger; and (c) expressions of general negative emotion and disgust (AU9 and
AU10) during disgust. To demonstrate that the target emotional facial behavior occurred
more frequently than did all other possible emotional facial behaviors, we conducted chi-
square analyses testing each target AU combination against the other emotion-related AU
combinations; these analyses revealed that the “target” emotional facial behavior occurred
significantly more often than did the other emotional facial behaviors. To establish interrater
reliability, three raters coded the emotional behaviors during each emotional episode of 20
participants from the larger study. The mean agreement ratio was 0.97 (range = .70 to 1.0).
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Physiology. To ensure that hypothesized differences in facial expression were not due to
differences in physiological activity, a device passed a small, constant voltage between elec-
trodes attached to the palmar surface of the middle phalanxes of the first and third fingers of
participants’ nondominant hands to obtain continuous measures of skin conductance.
Change in skin conductance levels was calculated by subtracting mean levels of skin con-
ductance during baseline from mean levels during the relived period.

RESULTS

MANIPULATION CHECK: REPORTED EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE,
ABILITY TO RELIVE EMOTIONS, AND EVENTS RECALLED

To ensure that participants experienced the target emotion during the relived task and that
they were able to relive their emotions, we conducted separate multivariate analyses of vari-
ance on reports of emotional experience during the relived event as well as on participants’
reported ability to relive each emotion, treating Group as a between-subjects factor. There
were no significant group differences for either variable. Our task was effective in eliciting
moderately intense emotions (happiness:M = 4.78,SE= .28; pride:M = 4.55,SE= .32; love:
M = 5.41,SE= .35; anger:M = 4.18,SE= .32; disgust:M = 4.34,SE= .34, where 0 =not at
all, 4 = moderately, and 8 =the most in my life), and participants of both groups reported
being able to relive their emotional episodes (happiness:M = 5.72,SE= .39; pride:M = 4.91,
SE= .39; love:M = 5.40,SE= .31; anger:M = 4.86,SE= .32; disgust:M = 5.44,SE= .39,
where 0 =not at all able, 4 =moderately able, and 8 =extremely able).

To ensure that the types of events participants recalled were similar for the two groups,
events were coded for content based on a system developed by Scherer and colleagues (see
Ellgring & Banninger-Huber, 1986, for a detailed description of the coding system). Chi-
square analyses revealed no significant differences in the types of events recalled for any of
the emotions, with the exception of happiness events,χ2(2, 25) = 8.09,p< .05). The majority
of participants in both groups recalled disgust events that involved another person’s actions
(EA-I = 72.7%, EA-S = 50%), anger events that involved another person’s failure to conform
to social norms (EA-I = 54.5%, EA-S = 61.5%), love events that were related to relationships
(EA-I = 90.9%, EA-S = 92.9%), and pride events that were related to success in achievement
situations (EA-I = 72.7%, EA-S = 78.6%). Whereas the most common (endorsed by 50% of
EA-S) type of happiness event recalled by EA-S had to do with new experiences (e.g., “Par-
ents bought me a new truck”), none of the EA-I reported such happiness events. Instead, the
most common happiness event recalled by EA-I (endorsed by 72.7%) concerned success
(“Found out I got the lead in the play”).

GROUP DIFFERENCES IN EXPRESSIVE BEHAVIOR

Given our small sample size and the directional nature of our hypotheses, we used a one-
tailed test of significance at thep < .05 level to test our hypotheses. To examine whether the
two EA groups differed in their facial behavior, we conducted nonparametric chi-square
analyses on expressive behavior (these data were categorical). Analyses revealed a signifi-
cant difference in smiles during happiness,χ2(1,N= 25) = 2.93, one-tailedp< .05, and love,
χ2(1,N= 25) = 2.93, one-tailedp< .05. As predicted, fewer EA-S smiled during relived hap-
piness and love than did EA-I (see Figure 1). To ensure that the differences in facial
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expression during happiness were not due to differences in the types of events recalled, we
conducted the same analyses excluding participants who reported “new experiences” (n= 8)
and found that the group difference in smiles remained significant. There were no other sig-
nificant differences in expressive behavior between the two EA groups, although an inspec-
tion of the odds ratios suggests that the differences were in the direction of EA-S being less
expressive than the EA-I (likelihood that EA-S show less behavior compared with EA-I,
happiness = 4.40, pride = 1.11, love = 4.40, anger = 3.06, and disgust = 2.08). These differ-
ences emerged against a backdrop of no differences in skin conductance levels, as revealed
by nonparametric Mann Whitney tests.

DISCUSSION

In this article, we argue that there is significant variation in the emotional expressive
behavior of EA-I and EA-S, variation that is consistent with ethnographic accounts of emo-
tion in Scandinavian and Irish cultures. EA-S showed less expressive behavior than EA-I
across all of the emotions, although the differences reached significance only for happiness
and love. These results are consistent with those of other studies in which cultural differences
in emotional behavior appear to be more pronounced during positive than negative emo-
tional events, although cultural norms would suggest differences in emotional behavior dur-
ing both types of events (e.g., Matsumoto, 1990; Matsumoto, Takeuchi, Andayani,
Kouznetsova, & Krupp, 1998; Tsai & Levenson, 1997). These findings suggest that what
people would ideally like to express (or not express) may not map directly onto what they
actually express.

Our study was limited in several ways that should be addressed in future research. Our
sample size was small; therefore, it is possible that there were other differences that we did
not have the power to detect. Our data neither address the specific ideas (e.g., beliefs about
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Figure 1: Percentageof Participants Who Show Target Emotional Behavior During Each Relived Emotion
NOTE: EA-I = EuropeanAmericans of Irish descent (n= 11); EA-S = EuropeanAmericans of Scandinavian descent
(n = 14).
*p < .05, one-tailed.



emotional expression) and practices that are responsible for these differences nor demon-
strate how these ideas and practices are transmitted across generations born and raised in the
same cultural context. For example, such transmission may occur via family socialization
and/or via contact with local institutions. It is also unknown whether we would observe dif-
ferences among EAs of other countries of origin living in different regions of the United
States. Finally, our study cannot speak to the generalizability of our findings to other behav-
iors. It is possible that only behaviors that can be transmitted via family contact—such as
emotional expression—persist across generations.

Despite these limitations, our findings do provide evidence that in the realm of emotional
behavior, EAs cannot be viewed as a culturally homogeneous group. It is our hope that these
results will inspire researchers to consider the diverse cultures that EAs represent and to
examine whether such hetereogeneity can account for variation in psychological and social
functioning in this group.
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