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Mimicry or Responsiveness?
Verifying the Mimicry-as-a-Social-Glue Hypothesis

Abstract: Mimicry has been proven to be responsible for many social consequences linked to social bonding: improved
trust, liking, and rapport. This accumulating empirical evidence has mostly been based on experimental designs focused
on comparisons between two conditions: an experimental condition involving mimicking behavior versus a control
condition in which any movement or direct verbal reaction is withdrawn. Thus, it is unclear whether the observed
differences stem from a potential increase in liking, trust, or rapport in the mimicry condition or a decrease thereof when
naturally occurring gestures are not present during the interaction. To address this potential confound, we included an
additional control condition involving responsiveness (but not mimicry) aimed at increasing both internal and external
validity. We found significant differences between the mimicry condition and both control conditions, thereby lending

support to the original mimicry-as-a-social-glue hypothesis.
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People enjoy the company of individuals who behave
in a similar way. Chartrand and Bargh (1999) were the first
to describe imitation in social interactions as the
,chameleon effect” and demonstrated that it is a powerful
source of attraction making interpersonal interactions
smooth and enjoyable (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). In their
studies, participants unconsciously performed certain
mannerisms (smiling, face-touching, leg-moving) after
their interlocutor did (Experiment 1), and liked those
who imitated them more (Chartrand & Bargh, 1999,
Experiment 2). Other research has shown that mimicking
others leads to a higher tendency to offer assistance to the
mimicker (Van Baaren et al., 2004), to grant her/him
higher tips (Van Baaren et al., 2003) and that it shapes
consumer decisions (Tanner et al., 2007).

Stemming from Chartrand’s and Bargh’s original
procedure (1999) in all the above experiments and many
others (e.g., Jacob et al., 2011; Van Baaren et al., 2004; Van
Swol et al., 2003) the confederates in the mimicry condition
mirrored posture and body orientation (e.g., leaning forward
vs. backyard), movements (the position of the legs, arm) or
verbal expressions of participants, while in the control
condition the confederates did not respond in any way.

After more than 20 years of studies showing how
beneficial mimicry is, the mimicry-as-a-social-glue hy-
pothesis was postulated (Dijksterhuis, 2005; Lakin et al.,
2003). In these works, it is claimed that mimicry is
responsible for starting and maintaining social relation-
ships in dyads, with further recommendations for other
fields of psychology (e.g., clinical psychology; Paulick
et al., 2018; Ramseyer & Tschacher, 2011).

Two caveats, of an interpretive and methodological
nature, may be identified in past work. Firstly, the
interpretive problem pertains to the fact that the observed
effect of mimicry on liking may not be generated by the
positive impact of the imitation (experimental condition).
In fact, it may be the unresponsiveness (standard control
condition) that decreases liking as the lack of any reaction
may be a signal to halt further interaction (Mclntosh et al.,
2006). With only two conditions to compare, that
possibility cannot be ruled out (e.g., Lemay et al., 2007).
Moreover, the timing of imitation was not systematically
controlled for. Similarly, when participants’ tendency to
imitate was measured, only an overall number of imitative
reactions was counted, and researchers failed to report
whether they counted only the reactions that happened
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right after the imitated behavior or at any point in the
interaction. Secondly, from a methodological point of
view, there is the possibility of a significant inter/trans-
situational changeability in the confederate’s behavior.
A confederate who is supposed to imitate the other person
over the course of consecutive interactions may become an
expert (e.g., imitating with higher accuracy), or the
confederate’s performance may decrease (e.g., not noticing
an expression that should be copied).

In our study, we attempted to address both of these
issues. In order to eliminate inter/trans-situational change-
ability, we used a recently established new method of basic
emotion imitation (Bocian et., 2018; Kulesza et al., 2015).
Participants were asked to facially express emotions that
were supposed to be guessed by the second person visible
on the computer screen, while in fact her responses were
prerecorded. Moreover, we added a third condition, in
which the confederate was responsive as she performed the
same expressions as participants did, but in an uncoordi-
nated fashion, providing a point of reference for whether
mimicry increases or a lack thereof decreases liking.

EXPERIMENT

Method

Participants and Design

Sixty-two local university students (among them
44 identified as women, and 18 as men) ranging in age
from 19 to 41 (Mg = 23.60, SD,,. = 4.08) participated in
the experiment. A preliminary statistical analysis de-
monstrated that the gender distribution was unequal
(1, N = 62) = 109, p = .001). Participants were
randomly assigned to one of three between-subject
conditions: no-mimicry (rn = 21; females = 12, males = 9),
responsiveness (n = 20; females = 16, males = 5) and
mimicry (n = 21; females = 16, males = 4). Participants
received course credit for their participation. No partici-
pants were removed from the analysis.

Procedure

This experiment employed the procedure designed by
Kulesza and colleagues (2015). Participants were seated in
front of the computer with a built-in camera and were
informed that the purpose of the experiment was to
replicate studies showing that basic emotions (anger,
disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise) were
universally recognized (e.g., Ekman, 1999; 1972).

Participants were then instructed to facially express
the emotion verbally identified by a male voice. The new
command appeared every 9 seconds for 7 minutes.
Participants were informed that the task of the person
they saw on the computer screen was to recognize the
emotions expressed by them without hearing the actual
commands. In reality, they saw a prerecorded film
featuring a professional actress (not known to the
participants), who ostensibly wrote down her guesses.
Participants were unable to read her answers. In the
mimicry condition, before writing down her guess, the

actress unobtrusively and in a natural manner revealed the
facial expression that the participant had just been
instructed to express. In the responsiveness condition,
before writing down her guess, she displayed one of the
basic emotions, but always a different one than the
participant had been instructed to express. In the control
condition (no-mimicry) the actress did not display any
facial movements, she just wrote down her guess. For
a more extensive description of these procedures, please
see Kulesza et al. (2015).

Participants were then asked to report how much they
liked the actress using a six-item measure (e.g., ““I like this
person”, “This person is nice”; Cronbach’s a.=.86, M =,
SD = ; Kulesza et al., 2022). The respondents rated their
answers on 7-point scales (1 = fully disagree, 7 = fully
agree).

At the end of the study, participants were asked
a number of control questions regarding the interaction and
the experimental situation. None of the participants
reported noticing anything unnatural about the interaction,
neither in the control, nor in the experimental conditions.
Finally, participants were thanked and debriefed.

RESULTS

In order to verify the effect of mimicry/responsive-
ness on liking, we ran an ANCOVA, with the between-
subject factor (no-mimicry, responsiveness, mimicry),
dependent variable — liking, and (since gender distribu-
tion between the experimental condition was unequal)
participant gender as the covariate. Levene's test indicated
that variances did not differ, F(2, 59) = 0.18, p = .839.

The results of the ANCOVA indicated that the
covariate (participant gender) was not significantly related
to actress liking, F(1, 58) = 0.55, p = .462. However there
was a significant effect of condition on actress liking after
controlling for the effect of participant gender (the
covariate), F(2, 58) = 5.23, p = .008, npz = .15, 90%
CI [0.02, 0.28] (post-hoc power: 1 - B = .84). Planned
contrasts revealed significant differences between the
mimicry and no-mimicry condition, #58) = 3.23,
p = .002, Cohen’s d = 0.96, 95% CI [0.36, 1.57]. There
were no statistical differences between the responsiveness
and mimicry condition, #(58) = 1.54, p = .127), as well as
between the responsiveness and no-mimicry condition,
t(58) = 1.74, p = .086). Please see Table 1 for descriptive
statistics.

DISCUSSION

The goal of the present study was to investigate
whether behavioral mimicry (same action—same reaction
pattern) compared to mere responsiveness (simple action
—reaction pattern) is what truly stands behind mimicry's
effect on liking. By including an additional control
condition of behavioral responsiveness, we aimed to
increase both the internal and external validity. Replicating
past work (e.g., Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; Kulesza et al.,
2022; Muniak et al., 2021), the results of the experiment
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Liking as a Function of the Condition and Participant’s Gender

Shapiro-Wilk

Condition N M SD Me Mo Min. Max. Sk. Kurt. S-w D

Mimicry

males 4 6.00 0.31 6.00 5.67 5.67 6.33 0.00 -3.30 95 714

females 16 5.74 1.12 5.92 3.33 3.33 7.00 -1.78 1.01 .87 .028

collectively 20 5.79 1.01 5.92 5.83 3.33 7.00 -1.39 2.02 .86 .007
Responsiveness

males 5 5.00 0.43 4.83 4.67 4.67 5.67 1.21 0.58 .85 207

females 16 5.44 0.88 5.58 433 4.17 6.83 -0.09 -1.47 .92 .188

collectively 21 5.33 0.81 5.33 4.67 4.17 6.83 0.22 -1.23 .94 .208
No-mimicry

males 9 4.61 1.08 4.83 5.17 2.83 6.50 -0.08 0.42 .96 774

females 12 4.92 0.88 4.67 4.00 4.00 6.33 0.43 -1.51 .88 .080

collectively 21 4.79 0.96 4.83 4.00 2.83 6.50 0.03 -0.33 98 .868

presented here revealed a significant difference between
the mimicry and no-mimicry condition. Importantly, no
statistically significant difference between the responsive-
ness and no-mimicry condition was observed. These
results replicate and extend the literature by showing that
a lack of mimicry does not decrease liking (in comparison
to mere behavioral responsiveness).

Rather than the lack of mimicry naturally occurring in
social interactions being responsible for the decrease in
liking, we found that it is indeed mimicry that is
responsible for the increase in liking. This pattern lends
support to the original social glue hypothesis (Dijksterhuis,
2005; Lakin et al., 2003).

This study is not free from limitations. Firstly,
we have to acknowledge that our sample was rather
gender-biased with more women than men participating in
our study. Indeed, some researchers (Arnold & Winkiel-
man, 2020; Seibt et al., 2015) have mentioned gender
differences in mimicry, however, the literature also shows
a critical reflection on these findings (Genschow et al.,
2018). In a similar vein, all the participants interacted with
a professional actress (rather than an actor). Taking into
account that most participants identified as female, the
results of our study suggest that at least within same-
gender interactions, it is the mimicry, rather than mere
responsiveness that drives the effect of liking. Future
studies would do well to address this limitation and recruit
equal numbers of women and men or verify this effect
among male participants interacting with confederates
representing different genders.

Secondly, while we relied on a method that creates
the illusion of a real-time interaction with a person who is
mimicking (or not) participants’ facial expressions (Bocian
et al., 2018), the mimicking behavior was actually
prerecorded. Future studies could replicate these findings

in a lab experiment with real interaction partners in
a classical way (e.g., Chartrand & Bargh, 1999; Muniak;
2021).

Finally, the experimental design used by us lacks
a control condition involving a complete lack of activity
(typical for designs verifying the Chameleon effect; cf.
Chartrand & Bargh, 1999), with the actress not moving at
all. In fact, the actress in our no-mimicry condition was
still moving in order to maintain the illusion of a real-life
interaction.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the present results replicated the effect
of behavioral mimicry on liking using a method of facial
expression mimicry (Bocian et., 2018; Kulesza et al.,
2015). Importantly, this work extends the literature by
showing that a lack of behavioral mimicry (same action
—same reaction pattern) does not decrease liking in
comparison to behavioral responsiveness (simple action
—reaction pattern).

REFERENCES

Arnold, A. J., & Winkielman, P. (2020). The mimicry among us: Intra-
and inter-personal mechanisms of spontaneous mimicry. Journal of
Nonverbal Behavior, 44(1), 195-212. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$10919-019-00324-z

Bocian, K., Baryla, W., Kulesza, W. M., Schnall, S., & Wojciszke, B.
(2018). The mere liking effect: Attitudinal influences on attributions
of moral character. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 79,
9-20. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2018.06.007

Chartrand, T. L., & Bargh, J. A. (1999). The chameleon effect: The
perception—behavior link and social interaction. Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology, 76(6), 893-910. https://doi.org/10.1037/
0022-3514.76.6.893

Dijksterhuis, A. (2005). Why are we social animals: The high road to
imitation as social glue. In S. Hurley & N. Chater (Eds.),


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-019-00324-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-019-00324-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2018.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.6.893
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.76.6.893

51

Wojciech Kulesza, Pawel Muniak, Martyna Czekiel, Sylwia Bedynska, Aleksandra Cistak

Perspectives on imitation: From neuroscience to social science (Vol.
2., pp. 207-220). MIT Press.

Ekman, P. (1972). Universal and cultural differences in facial expressions
of emotion. In J. Cole (Eds.), Nebraska symposium on motivation
(pp- 207-283). University of Nebraska Press.

Ekman, P. (1999). Basic Emotions. In: T. Dalgleish and M. Power (Eds.).
Handbook of Cognition and Emotion (pp. 301-320). John Wiley &
Sons, Ltd.

Genschow, O., Klomfar, S., d’Haene, 1., & Brass, M. (2018). Mimicking
and anticipating others’ actions is linked to social information
processing. PloS One, 13(3), e0193743. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pone.0193743

Jacob, C., Guéguen, N., Martin, A., & Boulbry, G. (2011). Retail
salespeople's mimicry of customers: Effects on consumer behavior.
Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 18(5), 381-388. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2010.11.006

Kulesza, W. M., Cistak, A., Vallacher, R. R., Nowak, A., Czekiel, M., &
Bedynska, S. (2015). The face of the chameleon: The experience of
facial mimicry for the mimicker and the mimickee. The Journal of
Social Psychology, 155(6), 590—604. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00224545.2015.1032195

Kulesza, W., Chrobot, N., Dolinski, D., Muniak, P., Bifikowska, D.,
Grzyb, T., & Genschow, O. (2022). Imagining is Not Observing: The
Role of Simulation Processes Within the Mimicry-Liking Express-
way. Journal of Nonverbal Behavior, 46, 233-246. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10919-022-00399-1

Lakin, J. L., Jefferis, V. E., Cheng, C. M., & Chartrand, T. L. (2003). The
chameleon effect as social glue: Evidence for the evolutionary
significance of nonconscious mimicry. Journal of Nonverbal
Behavior, 27, 145-162. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025389814290

Lemay Jr, E. P., Clark, M. S., & Feeney, B. C. (2007). Projection of
responsiveness to needs and the construction of satisfying communal
relationships. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 92(5),
834-853. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.5.834

Mclntosh, D. N., Reichmann-Decker, A., Winkielman, P., & Wilbarger,
J. L. (2006). When the social mirror breaks: Deficits in automatic,

but not voluntary, mimicry of emotional facial expressions in autism.
Developmental science, 9(3), 295-302. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1467-7687.2006.00492.x

Muniak, P., Dolinski, D., Grzyb, T., Cantarero, K., & Kulesza, W.
(2021). You want to know the truth? Then don’t mimic! The link
between mimicry and lying. Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie, 229(3), 185-
190. https://doi.org/10.1027/2151-2604/a000451

Paulick, J., Deisenhofer, A. K., Ramseyer, F., Tschacher, W., Boyle, K.,
Rubel, J., & Lutz, W. (2018). Nonverbal synchrony: A new approach
to better understand psychotherapeutic processes and drop-out.
Journal of Psychotherapy Integration, 28(3), 367-384. https://doi.
org/10.1037/int0000099

Ramseyer, F., & Tschacher, W. (2011). Nonverbal synchrony in
psychotherapy: Coordinated body movement reflects relationship
quality and outcome. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology,
79(3), 284-295. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023419

Seibt, B., Miihlberger, A., Likowski, K. U., & Weyers, P. (2015). Facial
mimicry in its social setting. Frontiers in Psychology, 6, 1122.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01122

Tanner, R. J., Ferraro, R., Chartrand, T. L., Bettman, J. R., & Baaren, R.
V. (2007). Of chameleons and consumption: The impact of mimicry
on choice and preferences. Journal of Consumer Research, 34(6),
754-766. https://doi.org/10.1086/522322

Van Baaren, R. B., Holland, R. W., Kawakami, K., & Van Knippenberg,
A. (2004). Mimicry and prosocial behavior. Psychological Science,
15(1), 71-74. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0963-7214.2004.01501012.x

Van Baaren, R. B., Holland, R. W., Steenaert, B., and Van Knippenberg,
A. (2003). Mimicry for money: Behavioral consequences of
imitation. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 39(4), 393-
398. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1031(03)00014-3

Van Swol, L. M. (2003). The effects of nonverbal mirroring on perceived
persuasiveness, agreement with an imitator, and reciprocity in
a group discussion. Communication Research, 30(4), 461-480.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650203253318

©2023. The Authors. Published by Committee for Psychological Science of Polish Academy of Sciences. This is an open access
article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193743
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193743
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2010.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2010.11.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224545.2015.1032195
https://doi.org/10.1080/00224545.2015.1032195
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-022-00399-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10919-022-00399-1
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1025389814290
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.5.834
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2006.00492.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2006.00492.x
https://doi.org/10.1027/2151-2604/a000451
https://doi.org/10.1037/int0000099
https://doi.org/10.1037/int0000099
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0023419
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01122
https://doi.org/10.1086/522322
https://doi.org/10.1111%2Fj.0963-7214.2004.01501012.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1031(03)00014-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093650203253318
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

	Experiment
	Method
	Participants and Design
	Procedure


	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References

