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Cross-cultural Study of Avatars’ Facial Expressions and Design
Considerations within Asia

Tomoko KODA and Toru ISHIDA

The use of avatars is increasing to express our emotions in our online communication.
Those avatars are used based on an implicit assumption that avatar expressions are
interpreted universally among any cultures. However, our former study showed there are
cultural differences in interpreting avatar facial expressions. This paper briefly summarizes
the results of cross cultural evaluation of avatar expressions among five Asian countries. Our
goal of this study is: 1) to investigate cultural differences in avatar expression evaluation and
apply findings from Psychological study in human facial expression recognition, 2) to
identify design features that cause cultural differences in avatar facial expression
interpretation. The results confirmed that 1) there are cultural differences in interpreting
avatars’ facial expressions among Asian countries, and the Psychological theory that
suggests physical proximity affects facial expression recognition accuracy is also applicable
to avatar facial expressions, 2) use of gestures and gesture marks may sometimes cause
counter-effects in recognizing avatar facial expression.
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Fig. 1 Experiment screen: Matching puzzle game between facial
" ) 3 expressions and adjectives
appy
(sad)
(approving)
(disapproving)
(proud)
(ashamed)
(grateful) 2
(angry)
(impressed)
(confused)

Fig. 2 Examples of avatar representation
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Fig. 3 Twelve facial expressions of an avatar
(from top left happy sad approving disapproving proud, ashamed
grateful angry impressed, confused remorseful and surprised)
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Fig. 5 Design samples of “Proud” expression
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Fig. 6 Detail answers to “proud” expression shown by country
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Fig. 4 Right matching rate of each expression by country
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Fig. 8 Detail answers to “grateful” expression shown by country
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Fig. 9 Design samples of “Impressed” expression
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Fig. 10 Detail answers to “Impressed” expression with a clapping
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