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Abstract
This study was designed to investigate the abilities of individuals with mental retardation
to recognize and match emotional facial expressions from a series of photographs depicting
various facial expressions. There were four groups of participants according to their place of
residence (community or institution) and their intelligence level (mild or moderate). Each
individual participated in two tasks: (1) recognizing a facial expression from an array of
three pictures presented, and (2) matching a facial expression from one picture with a
picture depicting a similar emotion from an array of three pictures. All information was
presented to the participants in the native language, Hebrew. The six facial expressions used
for the study included happiness, sadness, fear, anger, surprise, and disgust. The ability to
recognize and match facial expressions was signi®cantly higher for individuals with mild
than moderate mental retardation. There was no signi®cant difference for place of residence.
Happiness was the easiest feeling to recognize and match for all groups. Fear and anger
were the most dif®cult to recognize, while sadness and anger were most dif®cult to match.
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1. Introduction
The ability to recognize facial emotional expressions is a critical skill for
understanding the messages conveyed to one another during communication.
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Distinguishing between various facial expressions and different emotions also
appears to be an essential component of social functioning (Simon, Rosen, &
Ponpipom, 1996). The ability to decode emotional expressions and interpersonal
skills are key elements in the development of social adaptation and socioemotional competence (Rojahn, Lederer, & Tasse, 1995). While adults with
typical abilities are able to identify facial emotions such as happiness, sadness,
anger, fear, surprise, and disgust with great accuracy across various cultures (e.g.,
Ekman & Oster, 1982), this ability has been shown to be impaired in adults with
mental retardation (e.g., McAlpine, Kendall, & Singh, 1991; Simon et al., 1996).
Children with mental retardation perform well on tasks involving identi®cation
of facial expressions when compared to mental age-matched children (McAlpine
et al., 1991). However, when older children and adolescents with mental retardation
were compared to children with typical abilities, even when matched for age, they
were not able to perform as well (Adams & Markham, 1991; Rojahn et al., 1995).
In a study examining age and IQ as factors in¯uencing the ability of adults with
mental retardation to identify facial expressions, results indicated that age
correlated negatively with performance and the ability to identify expressions
increased signi®cantly when IQ was higher (Simon et al., 1996). Thus, IQ
predicted the ability to choose pictorial representations of an emotion and the
label that corresponded to various facial expressions (Simon et al., 1996).
The Ekman and Friesen (1976) facial emotion slides have been used in various
studies investigating the ability of individuals with mental retardation to identify
facial emotional expressions (e.g., McAlpine et al., 1991; Simon, Rosen, Grossman, & Pratowski, 1995; Simon et al., 1996). These slides have also been used in a
study investigating the ability of individuals with mild and moderate mental
retardation to recognize facial expressions (McAlpine, Singh, Kendall, & Ellis,
1992). The study involved the use of slides that depicted six sets of emotions:
happiness, disgust, sadness, anger, fear, and surprise. No difference was found
between the abilities of adults with mild and moderate mental retardation to
recognize facial expressions. In an attempt to explain these results, the authors
suggested that place of residence could be a cause for the lack of differences. The
authors reported that while the individuals with mild mental retardation participating in the study lived in institutions, the individuals with moderate mental
retardation lived in the community (McAlpine et al., 1992). Thus, the authors
suggested that the type of residence possibly in¯uenced the results.
Research examining the level of social skills of people in institutional and
community-based settings has found that individuals with mental retardation
living in the community demonstrate higher levels of social and adaptive behavior
skills when compared to people living in institutions (e.g., Anderson, Lakin, Hill,
& Chen, 1992; Heller, Factor, Hsieh, & Hahn, 1998; Hill, Rotegard, & Bruininks,
1984; Spreat, Conroy, & Rice, 1998). The number of social interactions in
institutions is fewer than in the community. This ®nding may in¯uence experience
and exposure to emotional facial expressions. In a longitudinal study investigating
the effects of institutionalization on individuals who remained in the institutions,
researchers found that adaptive behavior was not affected by intra-institutional

