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Essay

Why Bowlers

Smile
by Robert Kraut

In March 1980, Senator William
Proxmire {D-Wise) awarded the Na-
tional Institute {or Mental Health a
Golden Fleece Award for funding re-
search on why bowlers, hockey fans,
and pedesirians smilc. According to
the press release accompanying the
announcement, the Senator wasn’t
bowled over by the research, puckish
though it might have been.

Robert E. Johnston and 1 conducted
this research (Kraut & JYohnston, 1979).

It was a serious study of the evolution of

human facial expressions, inspired by a
course on human cthology that we had
taught in 1977, and was one of the first
published experiments in what would
eventually become evolotionary psy-
chology. Just as non-human primates
usc bared-tecth displays in the presence
of members of their species to signal
appeascment and affiliatton ( Van Hoofl,
19723, humans are much more likely to
smife when they are engaged in a social
nteraction with another person than
they arc when they are solttarily experi-
encing a pleasant emotion. This article
has been cited frequently and replicated
several tunes. Even though the research
was no laughing matier, Focheved that s
designation Tor a Golden Fleece Award
was.

ASSOCIALIN FOR Pave Hot Ondcar St

Although my work was not nearly
as sexy as the research on class relation-
ships in Peruvian brothels, conducted
by an earlier Golden Fleece Award win-
ner (van den Berghe & Primov, 1979), 1t
did get media attention. This may have
been the first time that non-spccialists,
except for my wife and mother, had ever
read one of my papers, and | glorted in
the brief media attention. 1 announced
the award on my academic resume and
even designed and printed a Golden
Fleece t-shirt, which [, members of the
social psychology group at Cornell,
my two-year-old son and a member of
Proxmire’s statl proudly wore.

Can we leamn anything from Prox-
mire’s legacy of railing against gov-
ernment waste, from luxurious jets for
top government officials to scientific
rescarch that he didn’t consider in the
public nterest? Federal funding for
research depends on politics and PR
as much as it does on good science. If
psychologists do not want to have their
research nusconstrued by the general
public and grandstanding politicians,
they can guard against this fate by
using one of two approaches. The first
15 to make their work incomprehensibly
scientific and fool the public through
this camoufiage. Bob Johnston, my
co-author on the smiling research and
an animal behaviorist studying phero-
mone communication, occasionally
uses this ploy. You would never know
from the titles of some of his papers that
he spends his federal research funding
watching small furry animals snitf cach
others’ genutals (c.g, Rcasner et al.,
1993.).

The other approach 1s to frame
the work in such a way that the pub-
lic cares about it. This communiecative
goal 1s one I have had in much of my
writing and 1 am gratified when the
popular press - whether it is The New
York Times or the National Enquirer
- reports on my work.

Can I credit the Golden Fleece
Award for my sensitivity to the audience
m my writing? Probably not. The award
cometded with my leaving academia
for a spell to work i industry. ©suspect
that having bosses who were electri-
cal cngincers  See KRAUT on Page 20

Why Robert

Kraut Smiles

In his CV under
“Honors and
Nationa: Com-
mittees,” Robert
Kraut proudly
includes the
following entry:
“March, 1980,
Golden Flesce
Awara.” Kraui,
the Herbert A Simon Professer of Human
Computer Interaction al Camegie Metlon
Limveral

s oreceived Senalor Proxmire’s
dubious distinction for his research show
ing that people smile prirnarily i social
situations, rather than merely because
they are happy. Kraut went outside the
laboratory o oblam ecologically valid data
ot smiling - observing bowters, hockey
fans, and pedestrians. What Kraut found
n his research, which was funded by the
Naticrat Institute of Mental Health and
published in the Journal of Personaiity and
Socal Psychoiogy, is that people usually
do nol srile much just because they fecl
happy: they smile because they want to
communicate feciings to others.

The late Senator Proxmire did not
realize when he prasented the Golden
Fleece Award lo Kraut thal this research
provided a fundamernital insight into one
of the cross-cultural universals in human
hehavior, and that, in the process, it was
among the first precursors to the tield
loday known as Lvolutionary Psychology.
The senator was looking for research that
to volters might appear siily with the nght
descriplion, rather than being concerned
with whether the resedrch provided
an understanding of imporiant human
behavior.

Although Kraut's studies were con
ducted with bowlers and hackey fans, ey
uncovered a phenomenon that applies o
interactions hetween mothers and then
babies. therapists and their chents, work
ers and then SeeDlENERonPage 32
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Pertormance
Flecce: Julic
Kraut sports a
Golden Flecce
T-shirt while
running the
Philadelpha
marathon,
Robert Kraut,
her uncle. had
the shirts made
alter receiving

bis award,
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and skeptical about the value of social
psychoiogical rescarch matiered much
more than the 15 minutes of notoriety
given to me by Scenator Proxmire. 4

Robert Kraut is the Herbert AL Simon
Professor of Human-Computer Interac-
tion at Carnegic Mellon University’s
Tepper School of Busmess.
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bosses — in other words, smiling in social situ-
ations. The smile is a facial response that is
recognized around the globe and helps bind
people together. We are indeed a "social animal,”
and the smile is a central way we communicate.
| once did a study that blew up in my face
because | asked a group of participants not to
smile for three days — and they absolutely could
not doit. | had a rebellion on my hands because
the smile is so crucial 1o effective social inter-
actions. Kraut's studies yielded an important
insight into the true genesis of smiling, and
provided a foundation for later research, both
in the laboratory and the field, that provided
increased understanding of how people com-
municate through facial expressions. ¢
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