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Abstract

Behavioral mimicry—the automatic imitation of gestures, postures,
mannerisms, and other motor movements—is pervasive in human inter-
actions. The current review focuses on two recent themes in the mimicry
literature. First, an analysis of the moderators of mimicry uncovers the
various motivational, social, emotional, and personality factors that lead
to more or less mimicry of an interaction partner in a given situation.
Second, a significant amount of recent research has identified important
downstream consequences of mimicking or being mimicked by another
person. These include not only increased prosociality between interac-
tants, but also unexpected effects on the individual, such as cognitive
processing style, attitudes, consumer preferences, self-regulatory abil-
ity, and academic performance. Behavioral mimicry is also placed in its
broader context: a form of interpersonal coordination. It is compared
to interactional synchrony and other social contagion effects, including
verbal, goal, and emotional contagion and attitudinal convergence.
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INTRODUCTION

The ubiquity of human mimicry has long
been of interest to researchers in fields such
as social psychology, communication, clinical
psychology, neuroscience, developmental
psychology, and consumer behavior. People
mimic virtually everything they observe in
others, including their motor movements
and behaviors (e.g., gestures, mannerisms,
postures). This behavioral mimicry can occur
automatically, without conscious awareness or
intent to imitate. Due to the proliferation of

studies on behavioral mimicry in recent years,
an exhaustive review is beyond the scope of this
article. Instead, we highlight the key findings
in the field and focus on two major questions.
(a) What causes more or less mimicry to occur
in a given social interaction? (b) What are the
downstream consequences of such mimicry
occurring, both for the individual and for the
dyad? The review is organized as follows. First,
we define behavioral mimicry and describe the
various types that have been identified. Next,
we give a brief historical survey of behavioral
mimicry research, describing the initial demon-
strations and findings, followed by an in-depth
discussion of the moderators and downstream
consequences of mimicry. Finally, we place this
literature in the broader context of interper-
sonal coordination, comparing the behavioral
mimicry findings to what has been found thus
far in the interactional synchrony literature and
other literatures related to social contagion.

DEFINITION AND TYPES OF
BEHAVIORAL MIMICRY

We first define the terms we will be using.
Behavioral mimicry occurs when two or more
people engage in the same behavior at the same
time. This includes mimicry of mannerisms,
gestures, postures, and other motor move-
ments. It is commonly assessed by verifying
that people are engaging in the same (or a sim-
ilar) action at a certain time, or that a particular
behavior is repeated by an interaction partner
within a short window of time, typically no
longer than three to five seconds. Research on
behavioral mimicry has examined a variety of
motor movements, including yawning (Helt
et al. 2010, Provine 1986), body posture (La
France 1982, Tia et al. 2011, Tiedens &
Fragale 2003), face touching (Chartrand &
Bargh 1999, Lakin & Chartrand 2003, Stel
et al. 2010b, Yabar et al. 2006), foot shaking
(Chartrand & Bargh 1999, Lakin et al. 2008),
food consumption (Herrmann et al. 2011,
Johnston 2002, Tanner et al. 2008), pen play-
ing (Stel et al. 2010b, van Baaren et al. 2006),
coloring (van Leeuwen et al. 2009b), handshake
angle and speed (Bailenson & Yee 2007),
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cospeech gestures (Goldin-Meadow & Alibali
2013, Holler & Wilkin 2011), and a variety
of health-related behaviors (e.g., smoking,
Harakeh et al. 2007; taking the stairs rather
than an escalator, Webb et al. 2011; eating,
Hermans et al. 2012). Other research has
looked at micro movements, such as finger
tapping (van Leeuwen et al. 2009a), and has
even tested impossible movements, like a finger
movement that appears to cross a physical
barrier (Liepelt & Brass 2010).

Recently, Heyes (2011) has argued that
stimulus compatibility effects (e.g., quicker re-
sponse times when opening a hand when some-
one else opens her hand, as opposed to when
she closes her hand; Brass et al. 2001, Leighton
et al. 2010) should also be classified as automatic
imitation. She suggests that behavioral mimicry
is simply a temporal facilitation of a congruent
behavioral response compared to an incongru-
ent behavioral response. Stimulus compatibility
measures are quite different from other mea-
sures of imitation; time is the dependent vari-
able instead of behavior and, unlike other mea-
sures of behavioral mimicry, there is a correct
response to be given after a stimulus is pre-
sented. Will stimulus compatibility measures
share the same precursors and consequences as
other behavioral mimicry measures? Though
there is some evidence to suggest this will be the
case (Leighton et al. 2010), it is still quite early.

Mimicry can manifest in other ways as
well. People mimic facial expressions (Bavelas
et al. 1986, Dimberg et al. 2000, Lundqvist &
Dimberg 1995) and emotional reactions
(Hatfield et al. 1994, 2009; Hawk et al. 2011;
Huntsinger et al. 2009; Neumann & Strack
2000) of interaction partners, often beginning
at an extremely young age (Meltzoff & Moore
1983, Termine & Izard 1988). In addition, peo-
ple mimic verbal characteristics of interaction
partners, including accents (Giles et al. 1991),
linguistic style (Ireland & Pennebaker 2010,
Niederhoffer & Pennebaker 2002), speech rate
(Webb 1969), and syntax (Levelt & Kelter
1982). It could be argued that these are, to some
extent, behavioral phenomena, but the current
review largely focuses on mimicry of gross mo-

tor movements. We return to the relationship
between behavioral mimicry and other types
of social contagion at the end of this review.

Finally, one may ask whether this type of
interpersonal coordination is deliberately and
consciously engaged in or not (Lakin 2006). Al-
though people intentionally imitate each other
all the time, and this is an important component
of social learning (Bandura 1977), the mimicry
of gross and fine motor movements (e.g.,
gestures, mannerisms, finger movements),
facial expressions, and vocalizations is often
nonconscious, unintentional, and effortless. In
fact, people often feel it is uncontrollable and
are embarrassed when it is pointed out to them
(Chartrand et al. 2005, White & Argo 2011).
It is this automatic mimicry that we focus on
in this review.

EARLY WORK ON BEHAVIORAL
MIMICRY

There are several detailed and relatively re-
cent literature reviews focusing on behavioral
mimicry (Chartrand & Dalton 2009, Chartrand
& van Baaren 2009, van Baaren et al. 2009), but
in this article we will offer a brief historical sur-
vey in order to provide a context for the most
recent discoveries. The early studies of behav-
ioral mimicry chiefly focused on interactions
between people who knew one another, such
as children and parents (Bernieri et al. 1988),
clients and therapists (Charney 1966, Maurer
& Tindall 1983, Scheflen 1964), and students
and teachers (Bernieri 1988, La France 1979, La
France & Broadbent 1976). Behavioral match-
ing was exhibited among all of these groups,
often increasing as the duration of contact in-
creased (e.g., Charney 1966).

Though some recent research has contin-
ued to explore behavioral mimicry between
familiar interactants (e.g., Jones 2007), most
has focused upon that which occurs between
strangers. Chartrand & Bargh (1999) demon-
strated that participants engaged in more
foot shaking when with a foot-shaking than
face-touching confederate, and more face
touching when with a face-touching than
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foot-shaking confederate. Behavioral mimicry
occurred despite the fact that (a) the participant
and confederates did not know one another, (b)
welcoming or affiliative behaviors were not per-
formed by the confederates, and (c) participants
were later unable to recall the confederates’ be-
haviors and the change in their own behaviors.
This phenomenon was coined “the chameleon
effect” because, much like chameleons change
their color to blend into the surrounding envi-
ronment, humans alter their behavior to blend
into social environments (see also Chartrand
et al. 2005 and Lakin et al. 2003). Following
this initial laboratory demonstration, research
turned to uncovering the moderators and
consequences of this chameleon-like behavior.

THE MODERATORS: WHO,
WHEN, WHERE, AND HOW
MUCH DO PEOPLE MIMIC?

Though behavioral mimicry is ubiquitous and
engaged in automatically, various features of
the social environment and the individuals in-
volved render a person even more susceptible
to chameleon-like behaviors.

Facilitators

Pre-existing rapport. When considering the
connection between behavioral mimicry and
rapport (Tickle-Degnen 2006), it is not sur-
prising that behavioral mimicry increases when
one has pre-existing rapport with an interac-
tion partner. Participants mimic friends more
than strangers and likeable confederates more
than unlikeable confederates (McIntosh 2006;
see also Likowski et al. 2008). Stel et al. (2010b)
manipulated participants’ prior opinions of a
confederate by presenting him as either honest
and open or dishonest and detached, and
effectively replicated the results of McIntosh’s
earlier study: Participants were more likely
to mimic face touching or pen playing with
a likeable confederate than with a dislikable
confederate. Similarly, Yabar et al. (2006) and
Bourgeois & Hess (2008) found evidence that
members of an ingroup are mimicked more
than people who belong to an outgroup. Even

incidental similarities such as sharing the same
first name leads to more mimicry (Guéguen &
Martin 2009).

Goal to affiliate. The mere desire to affiliate
or create rapport also leads to more behavioral
mimicry. Lakin & Chartrand (2003) gave par-
ticipants either a conscious or unconscious af-
filiation goal (or no goal) and recorded their
behavior while watching a videotaped confed-
erate touch her face subtly and consistently. For
the conscious affiliation goal condition, partic-
ipants were told that they would be interacting
with another person in order to complete a task,
and it would be beneficial for the task if they got
along well; in the unconscious goal condition,
participants were subliminally primed using af-
filiative words (e.g., affiliate, friend, together).
Both groups—regardless of the source of the
goal—engaged in more face-touching behav-
iors than did participants in a control no-goal
condition. Those with a conscious goal and an
unconscious goal showed the same amount of
behavioral mimicry.

Leighton et al. (2010) recently generalized
this finding to a stimulus compatibility measure
of behavioral mimicry by priming participants
with prosocial words (similar to those used by
Lakin & Chartrand 2003) or antisocial words
(e.g., rebel, alone, single) and then asking them
to complete a stimulus compatibility task. Par-
ticipants performed a particular hand-opening
or hand-closing action while observing a hand
open or close on a computer screen, and
reaction times for movement initiation were
recorded. The authors posited that automatic
behavioral mimicry occurs to the extent that
participants move faster when watching a
congruent movement than an incongruent one
(Heyes 2011). Automatic imitation was greater
when participants were primed with prosocial,
affiliative words than with antisocial words (for
an exception, see Cook & Bird 2011).

There is also evidence that features of the
environment that should trigger an affiliation
goal in daily life also lead to more mimicry.
For instance, Lakin & Chartrand (2003)
demonstrated that an unfulfilled affiliation
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goal—for example, a primed affiliation goal
that could not be pursued initially due to
the unfriendliness of a confederate—led to
increased levels of behavioral mimicry with
a new interaction partner. In another set of
studies, Cheng & Chartrand (2003) found that
high self-monitors—who alter their behavior as
a result of affiliative social clues—mimic peers
more than nonpeers and the powerful more
than the powerless (and mimic more than low
self-monitors in either situation; see also Estow
et al. 2007). Lakin et al. (2008; see also Lakin
& Chartrand 2005, 2012; Over & Carpenter
2009) identified exclusion as a trigger of an
affiliative motivation and found that those
who had recently experienced social exclusion
were especially motivated to affiliate through
behavioral mimicry of a subsequent interaction
partner. People were selective in whom they
mimicked after an exclusion experience; their
mimicry of a confederate increased when
(a) the participant had been excluded by
ingroup members and (b) the confederate
was a member of that ingroup (representing
an opportunity to “regain status” within that
ingroup). Collectively, these results support
a positive correlation between the desire to
affiliate—even if it is more acute in certain
individuals or groups than others—and an
increase in behavioral mimicry.

Individual differences in prosocial orienta-
tion. There are also individual differences that
impact the amount of behavioral mimicry in
which people engage. Some of these variables
are loosely related to prosociality (i.e., an in-
creased interest in understanding and relating
to others). One example of such a variable is
dispositional empathy. Specifically, individuals
high in perspective taking mimic an interac-
tion partner more than those who are low in
perspective taking (Chartrand & Bargh 1999).
Later research extended this to mimicry of fa-
cial muscles, with high-empathy participants
more likely to mimic both happy and angry
expressions, even if exposure to those expres-
sions was short (Sonnby-Borgström 2002; see
also Sonnby-Borgström et al. 2003).

People possessing an interdependent self-
construal focus on the self as it relates to others
relative to those who have a more independent
self-construal (Markus & Kitayama 1991). As
such, van Baaren et al. (2003b) proposed that
those with an interdependent self-construal (ei-
ther temporarily active through priming or
chronically active through cultural transmis-
sion) would exhibit more mimicry. Their re-
sults supported the hypothesis, as participants
were more likely to mimic a confederate’s pen-
playing behaviors when primed with an inter-
dependent self. Japanese participants were also
more likely to mimic the face touching of a
confederate than were American participants,
regardless of that confederate’s ethnicity. A
field-dependent cognitive processing style (i.e.,
where objects are perceived within their con-
text) yielded similar results; both chronic and
primed field dependence both resulted in more
mimicry than dispositional or situational field
independence (van Baaren et al. 2004b).

Similarity. Van Swol & Drury (2006) have ex-
amined whether people mimic others more if
those others have similar opinions to their own.
They found that shared opinions in fact mod-
erate mimicry, such that people engage in more
mimicry of a confederate who expresses agree-
ment with them on various viewpoints relative
to a confederate who expresses disagreement.
Another form of similarity is shared knowledge,
and stereotypes can be conceptualized as one
form of shared knowledge. As a result, Clark &
Kashima (2007) argued that we should mimic
another person more if that person expresses
stereotypes (thus signaling similarity). Support-
ing this, Castelli et al. (2009) found that people
mimic others who are stereotyping more than
those who are not currently stereotyping.

In addition, the amount of mimicry observed
also varies as a function of the number of ac-
tors who are both observing and producing
the behavior. Tsai et al. (2011) predicted that
groups would tend to mimic the behaviors of
groups more than the behaviors of individu-
als, presumably due to greater similarity and
perceived “appropriateness.” They employed a
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stimulus compatibility measure similar to that
used in Leighton et al. (2010), also adding a
numerical compatibility manipulation. Partici-
pants performed two types of tasks with a con-
federate: numerically compatible (participants
watched two actors perform a behavior in which
both participant and confederate then had to
engage) or numerically incompatible (partici-
pants watched two actors perform a behavior,
and the participant alone engaged in said be-
havior). The results confirmed the hypothesis;
groups responded faster with mimicry behav-
ior of other groups, and individuals responded
faster with mimicry behavior of single individu-
als. In short, groups tend to mimic other groups,
whereas individuals mimic other individuals.

Mood and emotion. One’s current mood
and emotional state have also been found
to affect behavioral mimicry. van Baaren
et al. (2006) induced either a positive or a
negative mood in participants with media
clips. Afterward, participants watched two
experimenters: one who played with a pen and
one who did not. The participants in a positive
mood mimicked the pen playing more than
those in a negative mood. Recently, Likowski
et al. (2011) replicated these findings: Happy
participants mimicked happy, sad, neutral, and
angry facial expressions more than unhappy
participants. Although social anxiety is a more
chronic form of negative affect, it relates to
behavioral mimicry in a similar way; women
with high social anxiety are less likely to mimic
the head movements of a computerized avatar
delivering a speech than are women with lower
levels of social anxiety (Vrijsen et al. 2010a).

There is, however, one negative emotion
that can actually lead to more mimicry: guilt.
Martin et al. (2010) instructed a confederate
carrying a stack of papers and other items to
exit her office and bump into participants, who
were walking down a long narrow hallway. To
induce guilt, the confederate blamed the col-
lision on the participant; in conditions induc-
ing no guilt, the confederate took the blame
herself. Later, the participants were unobtru-
sively filmed while watching a recording of a

young woman touching her face. The guilty
participants exhibited more mimicry, and this
was moderated by the degree of guilt felt, with
the participants who were not able to make
amends (i.e., the confederate left immediately
after laying blame) displaying the highest levels
of mimicry, presumably in order to forge affili-
ation in light of their earlier “transgression.”

Executive functioning. Research continues
to support the notion that behavioral mimicry
is the default in most social interactions, oc-
curring even when people are cognitively oc-
cupied with other tasks. Van Leeuwen et al.
(2009a) had participants perform a finger move-
ment when prompted with either a movement
or a spatial cue (i.e., “X”) on a screen, half while
under working memory load and the other half
not. Participants were quicker to respond to the
finger movement than the spatial cue, but only
when they were under cognitive load; that is,
behavioral mimicry increased under cognitive
load.

Inhibitors

Less work has focused on inhibitors of mimicry,
but some attenuating factors have been found.
These are reviewed next.

Goal to disaffiliate. Johnston (2002) found
that people mimic less when they do not want
to affiliate with another person. Specifically,
participants mimicked the ice cream consump-
tion of a confederate less if that confeder-
ate was stigmatized in some way (e.g., obese,
facial scar). Another variable leading to less
mimicry is outgroup status. Yabar et al. (2006)
found that non-Christian female participants
mimicked the face-touching behavior of openly
Christian confederates less than confederates
not identified as being from any particular reli-
gion. Subsequent studies revealed the underly-
ing mechanism to be a lack of liking. Similarly,
Stel et al. (2008) found that when a target is
disliked, facial mimicry is attenuated. They also
found that the more negative a participant’s im-
plicit attitude was toward a racial outgroup, the

290 Chartrand · Lakin

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. P

sy
ch

ol
. 2

01
3.

64
:2

85
-3

08
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

by
 N

O
R

T
H

 C
A

R
O

L
IN

A
 S

T
A

T
E

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 o
n 

01
/0

2/
13

. F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.



PS64CH11-Chartrand ARI 11 November 2012 8:56

less someone of that outgroup was mimicked.
Thus, when people want to disaffiliate with oth-
ers, they automatically mimic those others less.

Another variable that may reduce the
amount of mimicry in which people engage
is one’s relationship status. Given the connec-
tions between mimicry, rapport, and affilia-
tion, people tend to mimic the behaviors of
attractive people—regardless of gender (van
Leeuwen et al. 2009b)—to a greater extent. In
other words, behavioral mimicry is one poten-
tial method of communicating romantic inter-
est (Guéguen 2009, van Straaten et al. 2008).
As demonstrated by Karremans & Verwijmeren
(2008), however, relationship status moderates
these tendencies. Male and female participants
who were either in a relationship or not inter-
acted with attractive confederates of the op-
posite sex for four minutes, during which the
confederates rubbed their faces. Participants in
a relationship showed lower levels of mimicry
than did single participants, and for partici-
pants in close committed relationships, levels
were lower still. By avoiding mimicry of the
attractive, alternative partner, participants ap-
peared to be protecting or shielding their cur-
rent relationships. In another intriguing use of
mimicry inhibition to shield and maintain rela-
tionships, people do not mimic the angry facial
expressions of their partners (particularly if they
are in communal relationships with them), but
rather respond spontaneously with a smile. This
doesn’t hold true for strangers, however; peo-
ple do mimic their angry expressions (Häfner
& IJzerman 2011).

THE CONSEQUENCES: WHAT
IMPACT DOES MIMICRY HAVE
ON INDIVIDUALS AND THEIR
RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS?

The previous section focused on the modera-
tors of mimicry: What individual or situational
factors lead one to mimic more or less in a given
social interaction? Once mimicry occurs, there
are both individual and social consequences.
People who are mimicked by others become
more prosocial, and this is expressed in many

ways, both toward the mimicker and beyond the
dyad. People who are mimicked also experience
outcomes unrelated to prosociality, and it is to
these individual consequences that we turn first.

Consequences for the Individual

Cognitive processing. Being mimicked has
the power to change the way that people think
in a number of ways. As van Baaren et al. (2004b)
demonstrated, mimicry is more likely to occur
when one is field dependent, but the reverse
is also true: When participants are mimicked
(compared to when they are not) they become
more field dependent and thus are able to bet-
ter recall object positions in a complex mem-
ory task. This phenomenon has been replicated
conceptually with a more assimilative mind-
set; participants who are mimicked notice more
similarities when shown two loosely related im-
ages (van Baaren et al. 2009).

Leander et al. (2011a) hypothesized that
the assimilative mindset resulting from mimicry
might have another consequence. Specifically,
they theorized that mimicked individuals might
be more likely to conform to stereotypic ex-
pectancies. They found that women and African
American men who were mimicked (versus not
mimicked) performed worse on a math test than
did members of groups not stereotypically as-
sociated with poor math performance. When
participants believed that others held stereo-
typic expectancies of them, this effect was more
pronounced.

Mimicry (or the lack thereof ) also serves as
a cue for different types of creative thinking.
Being mimicked stimulates convergent think-
ing, whereas not being mimicked leads to an in-
crease in divergent thinking (Ashton-James &
Chartrand 2009). Finally, behavioral mimicry
affects self-focus; both private and public self-
consciousness increase after one is mimicked
(Guéguen 2011).

Persuasion and consumer behavior. An-
other consequence of behavioral mimicry is an
increase in persuasion and subsequent changes
in consumer behavior and product preferences.
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Van Swol (2003) had a confederate, while
trying to change the participant’s opinion
on a topic, imitate his or her behaviors (or
not). Later, participants reported that they
perceived the mimicking confederate as more
knowledgeable and persuasive, even though
they did not ultimately change their opinion
on the topics. In a twist on this, Bailenson
& Yee (2005) found that participants liked
a computer avatar that mimicked their head
movements more than one that didn’t, and
were more persuaded by its arguments.

If mimicry affects persuasiveness, it should
also affect subsequent consumer preferences
and behavior. When introducing a new sports
drink to participants, Tanner et al. (2008) had
confederates mimic their behaviors (or not);
those who were mimicked enjoyed the product
more and stated a higher likelihood of purchas-
ing it than did those who were not mimicked.
In a later study, this effect proved to be stronger
when the facilitator expressed open investment
in the product. Recently, this phenomenon was
replicated in an applied context by Jacob et al.
(2011; see also Herrmann et al. 2011). Sales-
people mimicked both verbal and nonverbal be-
haviors of their patrons; customers were then
more likely to buy a product, especially those
recommended by the sales clerk, and clerk and
store both received better evaluations. In fact,
these effects were not limited to the person be-
ing mimicked. Participants expressed opinions
that were more favorable after mimicking the
behaviors of a model displaying a product on
a television commercial, and showed stronger
intent to purchase (Stel et al. 2011a; see also
Tanner et al. 2008).

Self-regulatory ability. Given how much
mimicry we encounter in our daily lives, it
would be adaptive to develop “expectations”
or schemas for how much mimicry there typ-
ically is in a given type of social interaction.
Dalton et al. (2010) argued that just as people
organize relevant information about interacting
with others into schemas, they might also in-
corporate (implicitly) learned information and
rules concerning mimicry into schemas that can

be (unconsciously) deployed when necessary.
They posited implicit mimicry schemas, which
essentially are unconsciously held expectations
for levels of mimicry. Moreover, when those ex-
pectations are violated, they suggested that self-
regulatory ability and self-control should be di-
minished (i.e., people should be “depleted”).
Finkel et al. (2006) found that people who were
mimicked did better on a fine-motor control
task than did people who were not mimicked.
Dalton et al. (2010) replicated this difference
for a very different self-control task: eating junk
food. Specifically, those who were mimicked ate
less junk food than did people who were not
mimicked. Dalton et al. (2010) further found
that it was the conditions in which there was no
mimicry that were driving these effects. Com-
pared to participants who had been mimicked
or who interacted with another person through
a divider, participants who had not been mim-
icked at all procrastinated more on an upcoming
math task. This suggests that it is not the case
that being mimicked repletes resources; rather,
not being mimicked depletes resources (when
there is an expectation of some default amount
of mimicry).

The previous studies are consistent with two
different explanations: a lack of mimicry in it-
self being depleting, and a violation of implicit
expectations for mimicry being depleting. To
test these competing accounts, Dalton et al. ex-
amined a situation in which there is typically
not a lot of mimicry: cross-race interactions
( J.D. Heider and J.J. Skowronski, unpublished
manuscript., Dep. Psychol., Stephen F. Austin
State Univ., Nacogdoches, Texas).

If it is simply not being mimicked that
leads to self-regulatory depletion, then not
being mimicked by someone of a different race
should lead to more depletion. If, however, it is
the violation of implicit expectations that leads
to the depletion, then the presence of a lot of
mimicry in a cross-race interaction should lead
to more depletion. The results supported the
latter account. The authors also found a similar
pattern with power differences; people who
were mimicked by someone who had power
over them (which presumably violated implicit
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expectations) showed worse performance on
a Stroop task than did those who were not
mimicked, while the reverse was true for those
who were mimicked by someone over whom
they had power.

Extension to embodied cognition. Leander
and colleagues (2012) recently extended the
notion of implicit schemas for mimicry into
the embodiment domain. Previous research
has found that mimicry can elicit feelings of
disliking and threat if applied to the wrong
person or situation (Liu et al. 2011, Stel et al.
2010a). Thus, Leander et al. (2012) argued
that an inappropriate amount of behavioral
mimicry (either too much or too little) might
serve as a basic cue to suspicion; it might signal
social coldness or that something is “off,”
which could lead to physical feelings of chill
or coldness (Bargh & Shalev 2012, Zhong
& Leonardelli 2008). Across several studies,
the authors found that being mimicked either
more or less than implicitly anticipated led
people to feel colder and guess the current
temperature of a room to be colder.

Social Consequences

The previous review suggests that mimicry has
many important consequences for the individ-
ual, including cognitive processing style, per-
formance on tests of ability, creativity, prefer-
ences in consumer products, self-control and
self-regulatory ability, and physical feelings of
coldness. However, there are also consequences
of mimicry that go beyond the individual; these
are the prosocial consequences. Mimicry cre-
ates liking, empathy, and affiliation between in-
teractants. It has been called the “social glue”
that brings people together and bonds them
(Lakin et al. 2003).

Liking and empathy. As evidenced earlier in
the review, many of the factors that increase
behavioral mimicry are related in some way
to affiliation and rapport. It is perhaps not
surprising then that one of the most robust and
early findings in the mimicry literature was the

impact it has on prosociality. Most of the early
work was correlational, revealing a strong pos-
itive association between shared postures and
self-reported rapport. For example, an increase
in rapport between a patient and therapist
corresponded with increased postural mimicry
on behalf of the patient (Charney 1966; see
also Scheflen 1964); similarly, classrooms in
which teachers and students shared behaviors,
like posture or arm positioning, also expressed
higher levels of rapport (Bernieri 1988, La
France & Broadbent 1976). In fact, Bavelas
et al. (1986) have argued that mimicry serves
a communicative function because mimicry
of pained expressions is more likely when eye
contact is made; this suggests that feelings
are being shared and understood between
interaction partners, which is characteristic
of empathy (for recent replications of how
eye contact affects mimicry, see also Holler
& Wilkin 2011, Ramanathan & McGill 2008,
and Wang et al. 2010).

Chartrand & Bargh (1999) investigated
one causal direction between mimicry and
liking by directing a confederate to either
mimic or not mimic participants’ behaviors.
The mimicked participants reported that they
liked the confederate more and expressed that
the interaction went more smoothly (see also
Lakin & Chartrand 2003). Given that bonding
between people is important and mimicry
increases these bonds, mimicry can be an
important tool for people to use when feeling
excluded (Lakin et al. 2008). In fact, Kouzakova
et al. (2010b) recently demonstrated that low
levels of mimicry during an encounter increase
cortisol levels, as the body reacts with stress to
the implication of rejection. Research has also
found that people evaluate their close relation-
ship partners more favorably if they have just
had a mimicry-free interaction with a stranger,
in theory because that lack of mimicry is akin to
mild social exclusion (Kouzakova et al. 2010a).

Behavioral mimicry also leads to feelings of
empathy. Maurer & Tindall (1983) established
that adolescents found their counselors to
be more empathic when mimicked by them,
and Stel & Vonk (2010) found that mimicry
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triggers both affective and cognitive empathetic
reactions. It also attenuates typical “belief in a
just world” findings and reduces the blaming
of innocent victims (Stel et al. 2012). However,
the extent to which mimicry leads to empathy
depends on how genuine one deems the mim-
icked emotions. Stel & Vonk (2009) instructed
participants to mimic angry and sad expressions
as modeled by a popular television character,
and although all participants reported feeling
the same emotions while mimicking, only the
participants who felt the emotions were “real”
reported that they were able to assume that
character’s perspective.

The effects of mimicry on liking were
recently replicated in an applied context by
Sanchez-Burks et al. (2009). Confederates
interviewed Latino and Anglo managers and
professionals while either mimicking or not
mimicking their behaviors; measures of anxiety
and interview performance were collected
afterward. Objective analysis of measures
including variables such as body language and
interpersonal skills revealed that interview
performance was better and anxiety lower
when participants were mimicked. However,
this effect was strongest among the Latino
participants, presumably because they were
more culturally sensitive to interpersonal cues.

Liking and empathy are not only affected
by being mimicked; the mimicker often reports
affective benefits from the experience as well.
Participants who were instructed to mimic their
interaction partner’s behaviors reported feeling
closer to the mimickee and in general experi-
enced a smoother interaction than did the par-
ticipants told not to mimic (Stel & Vonk 2010).

When mimicry does not lead to liking.
However, increasing amounts of behavioral
mimicry do not always lead to more liking be-
tween interaction partners. Specifically, mim-
icking a disliked person or member of a disliked
group does not engender rapport. For instance,
Stel et al. (2010a) instructed people to mimic
the behaviors of a disliked interaction partner
and found that mimicry did not lead to in-
creased liking. Similarly, mimicking outgroup

members does not lead to more liking (van der
Schalk et al. 2011). Mimicry also does not in-
crease liking when one has to mimic a nonaffil-
iative expression (i.e., anger; van der Velde et al.
2010). Furthermore, mimicry is not as directly
associated with liking when people possess a
proself mindset (as opposed to a prosocial mind-
set; Stel et al. 2011b), have dispositionally high
levels of social anxiety (Vrijsen et al. 2010b), or
are reminded of money (Liu et al. 2011).

It turns out that one does need to mimic
the “right” people to enjoy the positive conse-
quences of mimicry. Recent research has found
that mimicking may backfire (in terms of pub-
lic opinion about one’s social competence) if
someone mimics an unfriendly person. After
watching someone mimicking unfriendly be-
haviors, people thought the mimicker was less
socially competent than someone who mim-
icked a friendly partner or someone who mim-
icked no one (Kavanagh et al. 2011).

Helping behavior. Prosociality can manifest
in several ways. One is a positive emotional
response to the mimicker. Another is a be-
havioral response: helping the mimicker. In
fact, mimicry often leads to displays of helpful
behaviors directed both toward the person who
did the mimicking and toward others more
generally. Customers with servers who verbally
mimicked their orders left bigger tips than those
whose orders were not repeated verbatim (van
Baaren et al. 2003a). In another study, partici-
pants were more likely to pick up pens dropped
by an experimenter (the mimicker) or by a
fellow participant (unrelated to the mimicking)
when their nonverbal behaviors had been
mimicked (van Baaren et al. 2004a). This latter
finding suggests that mimicry leads to a more
general prosocial orientation, as the helping be-
havior extends beyond the mimicry dyad. Sup-
porting this, subsequent findings suggest that
mimicry also makes people more likely to do-
nate money to charitable causes (Stel et al. 2008,
van Baaren et al. 2004a), help a stranded person
(Fischer-Lokou et al. 2011), volunteer to fill
out a tedious survey (Ashton-James et al. 2007),
and complete a long, critical essay (Guéguen
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et al. 2011). These effects seem to be influenced
by feelings of empathetic concern and extend
to the mimickers as well (Stel et al. 2008).

Interdependence and feelings of closeness.
A general prosocial orientation should not
only entail increased liking and helping, but
also a change in the way one sees oneself,
or self-construal. Supporting this, mimicry has
been found to increase interdependent self-
construals (van Baaren et al. 2003b). In an-
other study, after being mimicked participants
expressed more interdependent self-descriptors
when completing the Twenty Statements Test,
reported feeling closer to others, and chose
to sit closer to another hypothetical partici-
pant whose belongings were left on a chair
(Ashton-James et al. 2007). Mimickers have
also reported feelings of increased interdepen-
dence (Redeker et al. 2011). This change in self-
construal and prosocial orientation can have
significant consequences: Participants who are
mimicked show more support for liberal po-
litical ideas and groups (an effect mediated
by prosocial feelings toward others; Stel &
Harinck 2011).

Trust between interaction partners is
another way of operationalizing feelings of
closeness. Trusting behaviors tend to increase
after a person has been mimicked. For example,
mimicked participants seem more willing than
those who were not mimicked to divulge per-
sonal information to strangers, even when that
information could be embarrassing (Guéguen
et al. 2012). According to Maddux et al.
(2008), mimicry also smoothes the progress
of negotiations. They instructed negotiators
to either mimic or not mimic partners’ be-
havior and later assessed mimicry’s impact on
negotiation outcomes. Mimickers experienced
higher individual and dyadic gains and were
more willing to come to an agreement with
others regarding a difficult decision, and the
relationship was mediated by interpersonal
trust (see also Swaab et al. 2011).

Accuracy in emotion perception. Due to
the link between mimicry and empathy, it is

not surprising that behavioral mimicry can
lead to more accuracy in understanding the
emotions of others. Compared to participants
who were told to keep their shoulders still,
those told to avoid making any facial move-
ments while viewing photographs capturing
certain emotions were slower to identify those
emotions (Stel & van Knippenberg 2008; see
also Oberman et al. 2007). Moreover, affective
judgments are influenced by affective cues only
if those cues can be mimicked (Foroni & Semin
2011). Recent research has found that when
participants are unable to mimic the facial ex-
pressions of others (e.g., through getting Botox
injections that paralyze facial muscles), they are
less accurate at identifying the emotions other
people are experiencing (Neal & Chartrand
2011). However, Stel et al. (2009) uncovered a
negative consequence of the mimicry-empathy
connection from the mimicker’s perspective.
Compared to people who don’t mimic, mim-
ickers have more trouble discerning when
an interaction partner is lying, likely because
mimicry interferes with objectivity, making
it difficult to identify genuine emotions (for
more on this, see Maringer et al. 2011).

Reducing prejudice. Another consequence
resulting from the link between behavioral
mimicry and empathy is a reduction in prej-
udiced thinking. Inzlicht et al. (2012) had par-
ticipants watch a video in which a member of
an ingroup or outgroup reached for a glass and
drank water repeatedly; they were then asked
to either mimic the behaviors of the confed-
erate or not before completing measures of
both implicit and explicit prejudice. The re-
sults showed that levels of both implicit and
explicit prejudice went down when the partici-
pant mimicked an outgroup member compared
to an ingroup member. Thus, although people
may be generally less likely to mimic outgroup
behaviors (Dalton et al. 2010; J.D. Heider
and J.J. Skowronski, unpublished manuscript.,
Dep. Psychol., Stephen F. Austin State Univ.,
Nacogdoches, Texas), when they do, it can lead
to a reduction in bias.
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
BEHAVIORAL MIMICRY AND
INTERACTIONAL SYNCHRONY

Research on behavioral mimicry is best un-
derstood within the larger context of research
on interpersonal coordination. Interpersonal
coordination refers to the fact that behaviors in
social interactions are often patterned and syn-
chronized; they are similar or identical in form,
or they occur at roughly or exactly the same
time (Bernieri & Rosenthal 1991, Lakin 2012).
These two facets of interpersonal coordination
loosely reflect the differences between behav-
ioral mimicry and interactional synchrony.
Whereas behavioral mimicry always yields
behaviors that are similar in form and close in
timing, interactional synchrony may or may
not yield behaviors that are similar in form. And
although the behaviors of interaction partners
occur close in time when observing behavioral
mimicry, timing of behaviors is critical to de-
termining whether one person is in sync with
others. The complexity of the issue of timing
in interactional synchrony cannot be under-
estimated; because interactional synchrony
involves more than one person, it requires an-
ticipation of another person’s behaviors so that
movement can be coordinated (Knoblich et al.
2011, Marsh et al. 2009, Schmidt & Richardson
2008, Sebanz & Knoblich 2009). However, the
evidence to date demonstrates that both the
precursors and the consequences of behavioral
mimicry and interactional synchrony are
often similar (see below), suggesting that both
reliably serve the goal of interpersonal coor-
dination more broadly, which is to facilitate
and regulate the numerous and complex social
interactions people navigate daily (Chartrand
& van Baaren 2009, Knoblich & Sebanz 2006,
Lakin et al. 2003, Marsh et al. 2009).

A short review of the developing literature
on interactional synchrony can illustrate some
of the similarities with and differences from
the behavioral mimicry literature. Bernieri and
his colleagues were the first to experimentally
demonstrate that interactional synchrony can
be reliably observed in social interactions;

compared to unknown interaction partners,
mothers were judged to be more in sync
with their own children (Bernieri et al. 1988)
and teachers were judged to be more in sync
with their own students (Bernieri 1988).
Since these initial demonstrations, researchers
have explored many phenomena that can be
synchronized, such as leg movements when
walking (van Ulzen et al. 2008) or sitting
(Schmidt et al. 1990), body posture sway when
conversing (Shockley et al. 2003, Varlet et al.
2010), eye movements (Richardson & Dale
2005), clapping (Neda et al. 2000), pendulum
swinging (Richardson et al. 2005, Schmidt
& O’Brien 1997), rocking chair movement
(Richardson et al. 2007), waving (Lakens 2010),
finger tapping (Oullier et al. 2008), music mak-
ing (e.g., piano playing; Keller et al. 2007), and
dancing (Kirschner & Tomasello 2010).

Subsequent research has also demonstrated,
consistent with the earlier work of Bernieri
and colleagues, that true therapist-client
interactions are more synchronous than pseu-
dointeractions (Ramseyer & Tschacher 2011).
Other moderators of interactional synchrony
effects are remarkably similar to the moder-
ators of behavioral mimicry effects reviewed
earlier; people synchronize more with others
with whom they have positive relationships
( Julien et al. 2000, Miles et al. 2010a), those
with whom they might want to develop
positive relationships (Miles et al. 2011), and
those with whom they have self-disclosed
(Vacharkulksemsuk & Fredrickson 2012).
Additionally, people who either dispositionally
or temporarily have a prosocial orientation
synchronize their behaviors with interaction
partners more than people who have a proself
orientation (Lumsden et al. 2012).

Not surprisingly, the prosocial conse-
quences of being in sync with an interaction
partner are also quite similar to the prosocial
consequences of being behaviorally mimicked
by an interaction partner. Interpersonal
synchrony increases liking: Compared to con-
ditions where participants tapped alone or asyn-
chronously with an experimenter, those who
tapped synchronously reported more liking
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for the experimenter (Hove & Risen 2009).
Conceptual replications have shown that
synchronous behavior increases perceptions of
similarity, feelings of closeness, and rapport
with partners as well (Mazzurega et al. 2011;
Paladino et al. 2010; Vacharkulksemsuk &
Fredrickson 2012; Valdesolo et al. 2010;
Wiltermuth 2012a,b), and can even positively
impact the therapeutic process (Ramseyer &
Tschacher 2011). Behaving synchronously also
promotes cooperation and helping behavior
(Kirschner & Tomasello 2010, Valdesolo &
DeSteno 2011, Wiltermuth & Heath 2009); in-
creases conformity (Paladino et al. 2010), com-
pliance with a request to aggress (Wiltermuth
2012a), and obedience (Wiltermuth 2012b);
improves memory for information provided
by and about an interaction partner (Macrae
et al. 2008, Miles et al. 2010b); increases pain
thresholds (Cohen et al. 2010); and engenders
judgments of entitativity (Lakens 2010, Lakens
& Stel 2011, Miles et al. 2009). With few
exceptions, then, a strong case can be made for
the prosociality of interactional synchrony. It
remains to be seen if the same consequences
for the individual arise from synchrony as well.

There are other similarities between the be-
havioral mimicry and interactional synchrony
literatures. Interpersonal coordination is a skill
that would have been important in our evo-
lutionary history, as getting along with others
and creating and maintaining social bonds
would have been critical for both social and
physical survival (Lakin et al. 2003, Rizzolatti
& Craighero 2004). Thus, it is not surprising
that there may be common neurological
underpinnings to behavioral mimicry and
interactional synchrony (Hogeveen & Obhi
2011, Obhi et al. 2011). A review of this work is
beyond the scope of this article, but suffice it to
say, the recent exciting work on mirror neurons
has begun to outline the nature of this common
biological foundation (interested readers can
consult a number of recent reviews for more
detailed information: Heyes 2011, Hurley
2008, Iacoboni 2009, Knoblich et al. 2011).

On the other hand, there are some dif-
ferences between the mimicry and synchrony

literatures, and it is not clear yet the degree
to which these differences will be important
moving forward. One of the largest differences
between work on behavioral mimicry and
interactional synchrony has been the focus on
timing. The timing of behavior is inherently
important when thinking about interactional
synchrony, but researchers have focused on this
issue much less when thinking about behavioral
mimicry (depending on the methodology uti-
lized, some have largely ignored this issue). It is
also fair to say that past research on behavioral
mimicry has taken a broader view of the
phenomenon, focusing heavily on moderators
and consequences of our chameleon-like ten-
dencies. The different levels of analysis in each
literature have led to correspondingly different
levels of information about the specifics of each
phenomenon, although to some degree this is
changing as interest in the correlates and con-
sequences of interactional synchrony increases.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
BEHAVIORAL MIMICRY
AND OTHER TYPES OF
SOCIAL CONTAGION

In addition to understanding behavioral
mimicry in the context of interpersonal coor-
dination, one can also think about behavioral
mimicry as an example of a much broader phe-
nomenon known as social contagion. In other
words, mimicry does not occur solely for gross
motor behavior: Individuals mimic many differ-
ent aspects of their social experiences, includ-
ing other people’s verbal behaviors, emotions,
goals, and attitudes. Despite the fact that these
other types of contagion are often less direct
than simply observing a behavior in one’s en-
vironment and then ultimately producing the
same or very similar output, social contagion
occurs frequently and unconsciously.

Verbal Mimicry

Beyond observable behaviors, people also
imitate their interaction partners’ vocal behav-
iors, including syntax (Levelt & Kelter 1982),
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speech rates (Webb 1969), and accents (Giles
et al. 1991). Recent research extended these
findings to demonstrate that people also mimic
the general linguistic style of others, including
number of spoken words and the degree to
which different types of words are utilized (e.g.,
prepositions, past tense verbs, function words;
Ireland & Pennebaker 2010, Niederhoffer &
Pennebaker 2002).

Emotional Contagion

Humans often spontaneously read and take on
the emotional and affective states of others, a
phenomenon known as emotional contagion
(Hatfield et al. 1994, 2009). For example, in
one demonstration, Neumann & Strack (2000)
presented participants with a clip of a neutral
speech that was read in either a slightly happy
or slightly sad tone. Participants who heard the
happy speech reported being in a better mood
than participants who heard the sad speech. Ad-
ditionally, when participants in a separate study
repeated the speech that they had heard, ob-
jective raters indicated that they mimicked the
affective tone of the original speech (i.e., par-
ticipants who heard the slightly happy speech
repeated the speech in a happier tone than par-
ticipants who heard the slightly sad speech). An
actual interaction with others is not even neces-
sary to catch their moods; when people are mo-
tivated to affiliate with others, they will match
their moods to others in anticipation of those
interactions (Huntsinger et al. 2009).

In another set of studies, Lundqvist &
Dimberg (1995) exposed participants to visual
images of faces expressing several different
emotions (e.g., sadness, anger, happiness). In
addition to demonstrating that participants
mimicked the specific patterns of muscular
activity associated with the different emotional
expressions (see also Dimberg et al. 2000),
participants reported experiencing the related
emotion (see also McIntosh 2006). There are
moderators to this effect [e.g., people who
interpret self-produced emotional cues are
more likely to experience emotional contagion
from facial expressions (Laird et al. 1994);

women may experience emotional contagion
more than men (Sonnby-Borgström et al.
2008)], but it seems reasonable to assume that
emotional contagion effects are at least some-
times grounded in people’s automatic mimicry
of others’ facial expressions (although there
is debate about this issue; e.g., Hess & Blairy
2001).

Goal Contagion

People also automatically pursue goals associ-
ated with important significant others. That is,
goals can be “caught” from others in the same
way that verbal characteristics and emotions can
be (Fitzsimons & Finkel 2010). In one of several
studies, Fitzsimons & Bargh (2003) showed that
participants who had a goal to understand their
best friend’s behaviors made situational attribu-
tions for another’s behavior when subliminally
primed with their best friend’s name more than
did participants who did not have this goal. Sim-
ilarly, participants who had a goal to make their
mother proud worked harder on a difficult task
when primed with their mothers than did par-
ticipants who did not have this goal associated
with their mother. Whereas the Fitzsimons &
Bargh (2003) findings suggest that significant
others activate goals we often have when we
are with those significant others, Shah (2003)
found that significant others can also activate
goals that they chronically have for us. He also
found that these effects are moderated by close-
ness to the other individual.

These effects are not limited to those with
whom we have a close relationship; just wit-
nessing another person’s behavior causes peo-
ple to automatically infer the underlying goal
(Hassin et al. 2005) and then adopt and pur-
sue that goal themselves (Aarts et al. 2004).
Aarts et al. (2004) coined this “goal contagion”
and have found that we even “catch” goals
of strangers. Subsequent work on goal conta-
gion has found that it is moderated by con-
sistency with chronic motives, perception of
effort, group membership, and goal strength
(Aarts et al. 2005, Dik & Aarts 2007, Leander
et al. 2011b, Loersch et al. 2008).
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Attitudinal Mimicry

More general attitudes can be caught and
shared as well, even when those attitudes are
self-relevant. One particularly striking example
has been supplied by Sinclair and colleagues.
In their studies, participants adopted attitudes
similar to those of another person with whom
they were interacting, especially if they were
motivated to affiliate with that person (Sinclair
et al. 2005b). Self-evaluations (i.e., attitudes
about the self) and behavior also shifted to be
more in accord with the attitudes of others
when affiliative motivation was high (Sinclair
et al. 2005a). It has been argued that adopting
the attitudes of others, even when those
attitudes might be personally detrimental or
constraining, contributes to the development
of a shared reality, which establishes and main-
tains social bonds (Hardin & Higgins 1996).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This review only begins to explore a few of
the questions that still need to be addressed
as we move forward in our understanding of
these phenomena, as behavioral mimicry, inter-
actional synchrony, and social contagion more
generally continue to garner the attention of
scholars. There are other questions, however,
worthy of future attention beyond those that
have already been raised.

First, as evidenced by this review, one issue
that will be important to explore in future re-
search is the relationship between interpersonal
coordination, as demonstrated by both be-
havioral mimicry and interactional synchrony,
and social contagion more generally. Both be-
havioral mimicry and interactional synchrony
create rapport and smooth social interactions;
some social contagion effects accomplish this
goal as well. Additionally, all three phenomena
seem to occur mostly outside of conscious
awareness and without intent. On the other
hand, each phenomenon is unique in some
ways; behavioral mimicry and interactional syn-
chrony involve fairly direct coordination of visi-
ble behavioral output, whereas social contagion
rarely deals with output that is physically

observable. Timing plays a critical role in in-
teractional synchrony, whereas it is somewhat
less of an issue in behavioral mimicry, and
even less of an issue in certain types of social
contagion. What is the nature of the relation-
ship between these three phenomena? Are
they all examples of the same basic underlying
process? Looking at the relationships between
these literatures will be complicated by the fact
that scholars in many different areas research
these topics, and approaches to studying these
phenomena vary greatly.

For the behavioral mimicry literature
specifically, there are several avenues of inves-
tigation that should be particularly fruitful in
the next decade or so. For example, the behav-
iors that have been explored thus far have been
reasonably neutral, such as leg crossing and face
touching; it remains to be seen if people will
mimic valenced behaviors to the same degree.
It might be especially important to explore
negative behaviors and the consequences
of coordination—typically positive—in this
negative context. Another question is when
mimicry versus complementarity should be
observed in the nonverbal behaviors of inter-
action partners. A difference in status between
interactants seems to be one variable that can
lead to complementarity rather than mimicry
(Tiedens & Fragale 2003), as can relationship
status (Häfner & IJzerman 2011). Are there
other variables that have similar effects? What
is the exact relationship between mimicry and
complementarity?

Behavioral mimicry has thus far almost
exclusively been examined within the dyad (for
an exception, see Tsai et al. 2011). However,
future research can explore how mimicry plays
out when there are more than two interactants.
Examining who tends to be more mimicked
within a group might have implications for un-
derstanding leadership development or popu-
larity. What mannerisms or gestures tend to be
most mimicked? Are there certain personality
traits that lead some people to be more mim-
icked than others? There also has been limited
research thus far focusing on the observation
of mimicry (or lack thereof ) between others.
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What kinds of inferences are made about the
dynamics of the relationship and about the indi-
viduals mimicking more or less than expected?

Finally, antimimicry represents an impor-
tant direction for future research. Despite spo-
radic usage of this term, it is not clear exactly
how this term should be defined. Consistent
with the idea of complementarity, antimimicry
might be characterized as performing oppo-
site behaviors (as opposed to just not mimick-
ing), but not all behaviors have clear conceptual
opposites; it is also not clear whether engag-
ing in an opposite behavior has consequences
that are different from simply not engaging in
the behavior. A conceptually related question is
whether there can ever be “too much” mimicry
(and if so, what the consequences might be).
These are rich questions that future research
can explore as work on behavioral mimicry con-
tinues to deepen.

CONCLUSION

In sum, behavioral mimicry is a ubiquitous phe-
nomenon that often occurs outside of conscious

awareness and intent. People mimic frequently
in most situations, although certain features of
the environment or the individuals involved (in-
cluding their goals, emotions, attitudes, and
certain traits) can increase the amount of
mimicry in a given interaction. In fact, peo-
ple seem to “use” mimicry as a (nonconscious)
strategy to get others to like them, increasing
the frequency of mimicry in a selective manner
when they want to affiliate with another person.
This turns out to be an effective and adaptive
automatic tendency, because as long as it re-
mains unnoticed, mimicry can lead to prosocial-
ity between interaction partners, including in-
creased liking, empathy, smoother interactions,
and helping behavior. Being mimicked also has
consequences for the individual, influencing
outcomes as wide-ranging as cognitive style,
attitudes and preferences, and self-regulatory
ability. Hopefully future generations of re-
searchers will continue to explore behavioral
mimicry and illuminate the functions it serves,
the mechanisms underlying it, and the role it
plays in building and fostering relationships.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. Behavioral mimicry occurs when two or more people engage in the same behavior at the
same time. This includes mimicry of mannerisms, gestures, postures, and other motor
movements.

2. Automatic behavioral mimicry has been called the chameleon effect because, much like
chameleons change their color to blend into the surrounding environment, humans alter
their behavior to blend into social environments.

3. More automatic behavioral mimicry is observed when there is preexisting rapport or
a goal to attain such rapport between interactants, when the interactants feel similar to
each other, or when one of the interactants is high in prosocial orientation or in a positive
mood.

4. Less behavioral mimicry is observed when there is a goal to disaffiliate among interaction
partners.

5. There are consequences of behavioral mimicry for individuals being mimicked. Specifi-
cally, it impacts the information-processing style they adopt as well as their performance
on achievement tasks, creativity, self-control, and consumer preferences and behavior.

6. There are also consequences of behavioral mimicry for social interactions. Individuals
who are mimicked manifest greater liking, empathy, helping behavior, closeness and
interdependence with others, accuracy in understanding emotions, and reduction in
prejudice.
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7. Individuals mimic many different aspects of their social experiences as well, including
other people’s verbal behaviors, emotions, goals, and attitudes. Despite the fact that
these other types of social contagion are less direct than behavioral mimicry, they also
occur frequently and unconsciously.

FUTURE ISSUES

1. One issue that will be important to explore in future research is the relationship between
behavioral mimicry, interactional synchrony, and social contagion more generally. Are
they all examples of the same basic underlying process?

2. Behavioral mimicry has thus far focused on neutral behaviors, such as leg crossing and
face touching; it remains to be seen if people will mimic valenced behaviors to the same
degree.

3. It might be especially important to explore negative behaviors and the consequences of
coordination—typically positive—in this negative context.

4. Another question is when mimicry versus complementarity should be observed in the
nonverbal behaviors of interaction partners. What is the relationship between mimicry
and complementarity?

5. Future research can explore how mimicry plays out when there are more than two interac-
tants. Examining who tends to be more mimicked within a group might have implications
for understanding leadership development or popularity.

6. What mannerisms or gestures tend to be most mimicked? Are there certain personality
traits that lead some people to be more mimicked than others?

7. What happens when people witness mimicry or a lack of mimicry between other people?
What kinds of inferences are made about the dynamics of the relationship and about the
individuals mimicking more or less than expected?
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