
FACT SHEET - FACIAL EXPRESSIONS 
 

As I have pointed out already, every one of the areas of awareness that we are building 
here can be applied to listening (to the client) or to yourself. Emotions is no exception. 
Become aware of what your own facial expressions are communicating to your client, as 
well as what they are saying to us. 
 
There are 410 emotions categorised by psychologists - a vast array of types and 
variances. But seven are common across all cultures and are expressed facially identically 
by all. Dr. Paul Ekman, whose forty years of research I rely on in this and the next section, 
says, "There is a set of internal physiological changes that also produce visible or audible 
signs of what is happening...changes in the autonomic nervous system (ANS) that occur 
during emotion, such as sweating, which we see or smell; respiration, which we can hear; 
and cardiac activity and skin temperature, which are invisible." (1) These underlying ANS 
responses trigger involuntary and universal external signaling - especially in the face. 

 
These cannot be entirely suppressed, even when we become aware of them, we can not 
control them. They will flicker - as micro expressions, they will sneak out - as subtle 
expressions, but they will come out. So here are the big seven: 
 

1. Sadness (and agony) 
 
Primary signs 
Obliquely positioned eyebrows. 
Raised, but only in the inner corners 
(hard to do voluntarily). 
Upper brow raised in the centre 
creating a vertical wrinkle.  
Upper eyelids droop and become 
triangulated. Sometimes these three 
things may be the only sign of 
sadness. 
 
Other indicators  
Lips may be stretched horizontally, lower lip being pushed up but mouth slightly open. 
Lip corners pulled down. 
The chin may wrinkle and push up (which by itself is simply a pout). 
The cheeks may be pulled up slightly (as in a smile). 
Eyes may look downward. 
 
Alternatives 
When sadness is mixed with something else, you will get facial ambivalence.  
Sadness will always display in the eyebrow position and triangulation of upper eyelid, but if 
an emotion is bittersweet, you may see a smile on the lips and mount. If an experience 
created fear and sadness the eyes will open wider and the mouth flatten more significantly.  
If sadness is mixed with surprise you will see lips parted and mouth "jaw drop" but eyes 
not open as much. 
 
Questions to ask yourself 
If the expression is only subtle is the sadness just the beginning, only slight sadness or is it 
being repressed or hidden from you? This information is to hand because of what you 
have just been talking about. 



Do you want to acknowledge the emotion? Having seen it, will you address it, ask a 
question about it, or empathize? Sometimes spotting and voicing it is the worst thing to do, 
because that only heightens a person's embarrassment. 
 

2. Anger (and rage) 

 
Primary signs 
Lowered and drawn together 
brows. 
Glaring eyes (also called 
glowering) due to lower and 
upper eyelids tightening. 
Jaw clenched and teeth exposed. 
 
Other indicators 
The lips may be open in a square 
or rectangular shape or the lips 
may be tightly closed and lips 
pressed together. 
The red margin in the lips becomes narrower. 
Sometimes the jaw is jutted out, thrust forward. 
 
Alternatives 
Whenever a person experiences perplexity, confusion, concentration or determination the 
eyebrows will lower and contract - drawing them together. 
A glare by itself may simply be the person focussing on something intently. 
 
Questions to ask yourself 
When you see anger expressed, ask yourself what might be causing it. Is the anger 
directed at you, at themselves (for their behaviour), or is it referential anger (because they 
are remembering something)? It might also be associative anger - the person gets angry in 
positions where they feel disempowered, and the counselling relationship usually implies a 
power imbalance. Anger is the most dangerous emotion for others - so figure out if you are 
the target, and tread carefully. 
 

Surprise (and fear) 
 
Primary signs 
Eyes wider open - upper eyelids 
raised. 
- in fear the lower eyelid is tensed 
and the rest of the face remains 
blank. 
- in surprise the lower eyelid is 
dropped and there is movement in 
the mouth 
Eyebrows raised 
- in fear they are drawn together 
- in surprise they are arched 
 
 
 



Other indicators 
Lips stretched horizontally 
toward ears 
- in fear they may be drawn 
tight 
- in surprise the mouth may 
hang open slightly 
 
Alternatives 
Chin pulled back in, head 
slightly lowered 
 
Questions to ask yourself 
When surprise manifests, the 
meaning is usually unambiguous. The person is shocked by what has been said - 
surprised or caught off guard. The meaning will also be clear - they should or should not 
be surprised, and you can tell if they are lying.  
 
The display of fear can carry a range of meanings. It might be a sign of worry or concern. 
The timing of the display will tell you if they were anticipating the news or not. If it comes 
afterward (even delayed) they are considering the implications and impact. It is often best 
to ask something like, "Is there more that you would like to discuss with me about this 
situation?" or more pointedly, "There may be more to this situation that we need to talk 
about." What are they hiding? 
 

Disgust (and contempt) 
 
Primary signs 
The upper lip is raised as high 
as it will go:  
- In disgust the lower lip is 
raised as well. 
- In contempt only one half is 
raised, or one high than the 
other (asymmetrical) 
The wrinkles extending from the 
nostrils downward to beyond 
the corners of the lips. It forms 
an inverted U shape. 
In disgust there is a 
concentrating of the face around the bridge of the nose with wrinkles appearing on the 
sides and bridge of the nose. 
 
Other indicators 
Contempt is the only emotion which is only displayed asymmetrically: usually with a raised 
corner of the lip, a raised half smile or a wink combined with a nose wrinkle.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Alternatives 
Disgust and contempt are often 
combined with anger - so watch 
the upper eyelid movement in the 
upper half of the face, whilst 
disgust is displayed in the mouth. 
 
Questions to ask yourself 
Once again context is everything 
- what cluster does this emotion 
appear in? Is the disgust directed 
at self, at you, at your comment 
or did it occur because of a 
memory?  
Contempt is almost never 

directed at self, but in a milder form the contempt may just be smugness or self praise.  
Ask yourself what they are directing their disgust or contempt at? They are spurning 
something, deriding it internally - why? 
If a person is confronted about their revealed disgust it is very hard for them to 
acknowledge it, especially if it is directed at you. This is even more so when the power 
imbalance is in play because contempt is one way of a subordinate asserting equality. 
 
Whenever disgust or contempt endures, the relationship will corrode. If it is present in your 
counselling relationship, it is doomed. 

 

Happiness (and joy) 
 
Primary signs 
Upward movement of the 
upper corners of the mouth 
in a smile. 
Bunching of the cheeks as 
they move upward. 
Crinkling of the lineament 
beside the eye and 
activation of the muscles 
that surround the eye (the 
lack of which indicates a 
disingenuous or fake 
smile). 
 
Alternatives 
The presence of excitement is usually a mixture of joy and fear combined. 
Awe and wonder show no signs of fear, but instead are accompanied by goose bumps, 
respiration changes and head shaking (incredulity). 
 
Questions to ask yourself 
Positive emotion hardly ever raises a situation with coaching - indeed this is the state we 
are aiming for. The only occasion under which it would raise an issue for me would be if 
the client expresses joy at something that should cause a sad, angry or fearful response. 
For example the news of someone's death, or the loss of work or a divorce. In this case a 
deeper issue of masochism, macabre sense of irony may be present. 



 

FOOTNOTES 
 
1) Paul Ekman "Emotions Revealed" Pg 64,65 
 

SOURCES 
 
The remainder of this information is taken from chapters 5-9 as well as 
www.paulekman.com 


