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COMMENTARY

Mimicry eases prediction and thereby smoothens social interactions
M. E. Kret a,b and R. Akyüza,b

aCognitive Psychology Unit, Leiden University, Leiden, the Netherlands; bLeiden Institute for Brain and Cognition (LIBC), Leiden,
the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
In their “social contextual view” of emotional mimicry, authors Hess and Fischer
(2022) put forward emotional mimicry as a social regulator, considering it a social
act, bound to certain affiliative contexts or goals. In this commentary, we argue
that the core function of mimicry is to ease predicting conspecifics’ behaviours and
the environment, and that as a consequence, this often smoothens social
interactions. Accordingly, we make three main points. First, we argue that there is
no good reason to believe that the mimicry of negative expressions is
fundamentally different than the mimicry of positive or ambiguous or autonomic
expressions. Second, we give examples of empirical evidence that mimicry is not
always a social act. Third, we show that mimicry has primary benefits for the
mimicker. As such, we will briefly summarise and elaborate on the relevant
findings in these respects, and propose a comparative, multi-method and
ecologically valid approach which can explain the multifaceted character of the
phenomenon.
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Background

That we, social animals, mimic emotional
expressions is clear and supported by a wide litera-
ture covering a variety of species (e.g. humans:
(Dimberg et al., 2000; Hatfield et al., 1992); great
apes: (Anderson et al., 2004; Davila-Ross et al.,
2010); dogs: (Palagi et al., 2015); horses: (Dalla
Costa et al., 2014). That mimicry often smoothens
or prolongs social interactions, has been reported
across species as well (e.g. humans: (van Baaren
et al., 2009; Guéguen et al., 2009); gorilla’s: (Bres-
ciani et al., 2021; Palagi et al., 2019); and dogs:
(Palagi et al., 2015)).

But why we mimic, is a question that has been
under-addressed in the scientific literature. Addres-
sing this important issue, Hess and Fischer (2022)
provide a novel perspective on the underlying func-
tion of mimicry. The authors see emotional mimicry
as a social regulator and social act, bound to affiliative
contexts or goals. This view has been supported by
many studies including our own, showing that

mimicry of nonverbal signals promotes trust
(Maddux et al., 2008), liking (Stel et al., 2011) and
attraction (Guéguen et al., 2009).

We agree that in many situations, for different
species and for various forms of mimicry, mimicry
increases group cohesion which has benefits in the
here and now and most likely had similar effects in
the evolutionary past. However, we see this as one
major outcome of mimicry, not as its core function.
There are several points that motivates us to
propose a broader, more basic function of the
phenomenon, namely: (1) negative expressions of
emotion yield similar reactions in observers; (2)
mimicry is not always a social act; (3) mimicry has
primary benefits for the mimicker (see Keysers et al.
(2022) for a ’selfish’ perspective on emotional
contagion).

As an alternative, underlying function of mimicry,
we here propose “decreasing prediction error”
(Hutchinson & Barrett, 2019). Through mimicry, one
literally becomes more like the other, making the
other easier to predict. This mainly benefits the self,
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and often, also the social interaction or the relation-
ship between individuals (see Figure 1). In the follow-
ing, we elaborate on each of our three points, and
conclude with addressing some open ends.

“The function of mimicry that we here propose is to
ease the prediction of others’ behaviours (e.g. he is
going to approachme). Being able tomake better pre-
dictions can facilitate appraisal (e.g. this is good forme)
and subsequently social decisions that vary in com-
plexity (e.g. I want to play with him longer/ I trust
this person). These last two steps do not always take
place and not in every species that mimics.”

1. Mimicking negative expressions

Although Hess and Fischer (2022) argue for a sharp
line between the mimicry of affiliative behaviours and
other behaviours (e.g. negative facial expressions such
as anger, calling the latter notmimicry but “reactions”),
we doubtwhether such hard lines exist in nature. From
the authors’ perspective, the primary function of
mimicry is to affiliate and therefore the term mimicry
should not include imitation of negative emotions.
However, the mimicry of negative expressions is com-
monly observed. For example, during arguments or in
a prelude to physical fights, both people and other
animals frequently mimic each other’s facial
expressions, sounds and body postures (e.g. display
threatening movements) (Nieuwburg et al., 2021).
These signals are not inherently threatening by
nature, however within a negative social context,
raising a fist, lowering an eyebrow, or screaming can
serve as an emotional trigger, which can result in
emotional contagion and the mimicry of that signal.

The human emotion literature has a strong bias
towards acted expressions of basic emotions. As a
result, expressions dubbed emotional in the biological
literature (e.g. yawning, scratching) have largely been
overlooked in psychology (Kret et al., 2020). Like other
great apes, people also yawn or scratch, especially in
emotional situations, and these behaviours are
mimicked (e.g. yawns in humans (Provine, 1989;
2005), chimpanzees (Anderson et al., 2004; Campbell
& de Waal, 2011) and budgies (Gallup et al., 2015);
scratches in humans (Holle et al., 2012) and

orangutans (Laméris et al., 2020; Van Berlo et al.,
2020)). Given this evidence, rather than subscribing
to the term mimicry based on what one assumes to
be the evolutionary outcome of that behaviour, we
view mimicry as a broader mechanism, which demon-
strates that two (or more) individuals share a common
mental state. Therefore, we argue that whether
mimicry occurs or not, is less dependent on the
valence of the expression, but more on whether the
observer is triggered enough to express the shared
emotion – mimicking it.

2. Social regulation

Can emotional mimicry be seen as a social act? The
term act, together with the author’s emphasis on the
role of appraisal and the social regulation goal that
mimickers are said to have, implies that there is a
large cognitive component to mimicry. But this
conflicts with the speed at which facial mimicry can
occur, and also with alternative types of mimicry
including physiological synchrony (Procházková &
Kret, 2017; Behrens et al., 2020). The line between
what can be considered mimicry and what synchrony
is still undefined, debated and it is unclear if these
terms differ at all: all these different mimicry forms
most likely interact and are no separate processes
during dynamic dyadic interactions. One obvious
difference between them, is that they vary in the
amount of control we can possibly have over them.
This is illustrated in a study by Procházková et al.
(2022). In their study, the researchers showed that
during a blind date, smile mimicry was highly preva-
lent, but did not predict dating success, in contrast
to physiological synchrony, which was a strong pre-
dictor. In this context, smiles often reflected anxiety
or an apology. People “put on” a smile but could
not control their physiology.

Do mimickers have the goal to improve social
relationships? We think that this is not necessarily
the case. Not all expressions are directed to another
individual, or to an individual that can see the expres-
sor. This is evident in mimicry studies where stimuli
are presented on computer screens, but it is also
something that we directly observed in an obser-
vation study in orangutans, where mimickers
mimicked expressions of individuals who were not
looking at them (Laméris et al., 2020). Also, that
latter study shows mimicry in non-group living
species like the orangutan (for other evidence in sun
bears, see Taylor et al. (2019)). Since these animals

Figure 1. The function of mimicry that we propose is to ease the pre-
diction of others’ behaviours and the environment.
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do not live together in social groups, they have no
good reason to smoothen social relationships.

A final point to consider when thinking about
mimicry as a social act, is that mimicry is observed
in species with limited cognitive capacities such as
rats (e.g. Moyaho et al., 2015).

Although we do not deny that mimicry can help
regulate social interactions, we see this as an
outcome, but not its primary function.

3. Benefits for the mimicker

Many expressions serve the particular situation in
which they occur. For instance, one type of bird
species yawns when in danger (Gallup, 2022).
Because yawning cools down the brain and makes
the bird more alert, this benefits all individuals in
the group being in the same dangerous situation, so
the overall yawning rate increases (Gallup, 2022).
Human research also shows that direct benefits may
be at play. The disgust expression, for example, has
a protective function: it closes off our senses (nose,
eyes), we stick out our tongue or even vomit in
order to expose poisonous material (Curtis et al.,
2011). In different experiments, Susskind and col-
leagues also showed that the eye-widening in the
expression of fear has direct benefits for perceiving
the visual field (Susskind et al., 2008).

Research has consistently shown that the mimicry
of negative or ambiguous expressions can lead to
more aggression, decreased liking, or trust (e.g.
angry faces: (Campellone & Kring, 2013); pupil
mimicry: (Kret et al., 2015; Procházková et al., 2018;
Wehebrink et al., 2018); yawns and scratches (Diana
et al., 2022)). In our study in orangutans, we did not
measure the behavioural consequences of mimicry,
but we did find that scratch mimicry was particularly
strong when that individual was socially distant and
specifically in negative contexts (Laméris et al.,
2020). In a social interaction, expressions such as
yawns, frowns or scratches may signal the end of a
social interaction and picking up those signals,
especially from those we are not that closely
bonded with, could have benefits for the mimicker
(to not waste time and energy or worsening the inter-
action but simply terminate it).

Conclusion

Humans and other animals often mimic each other’s
emotional expressions, thereby smoothening the

social bond. During social interactions, they often
exchange social information about their emotional
states via expressions through different modalities.
Whether intentionally expressed or not, conspecifics
perceive and mimic expressions. That being
said, mimicry is not necessarily a social act. It is poss-
ible that emotional mimicry can be a crucial process in
creating affiliative interactions and that it can be
dependent on the goal to affiliate and to communi-
cate to others that we understand them. This is an
interesting viewpoint and often applies to the
mimicry of positive expressions. Importantly, the fact
that mimicry is regularly related to affiliation does
not make it its primary function. Thus, while we
agree that one important consequence of emotional
mimicry is the regulation of social interactions, we
would like to propose a deeper, underlying function.
Easing predictions explains the existence of mimicry
across positive and negative contexts through
various modalities, and in species differing in sociality
and cognitive capacity.

In order to advance mimicry research, a multi-
method approach can give insight into the different
mimicry types and to what extent they are related.
Studying this in a variety of social and less
social species and under ecologically valid conditions
can clarify why certain phenomena evolved, and
under which circumstances, and this also fosters
further understanding of its current function.
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