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The first season of the science fiction series Star Trek (1966) features a 
galactic species known as the Vulcan. If you were new to intergalactic 
travel, you would have a number of ways of recognizing a Vulcan. 
Pointy ears and a distinct type of neck pinching would give them 
away, but perhaps their most striking characteristic is that Vulcans do 
not experience emotion. Instead, a Vulcan relies exclusively on logic. 
In the series, which centers around the crew of the earth-based 
starship ‘Enterprise’, the ‘purely rational’ approach taken by a Vulcan 
known as Mr. Spock results in frequent misunderstandings between 

him and the other, more emotional members of the crew.  

Misunderstandings resulting from a limited understanding of 
emotion are also a theme in Mark Haddon’s (2003) novel ‘The 
curious incident with the dog in the night time’. The book opens with 
a passage in which the protagonist, who is then still unidentified, 
finds a dead dog with a garden fork sticking through it, and wonders 
why the dog was killed. Shortly thereafter, he introduces himself as 
follows (pp. 2-3):  

“My name is Christopher John Francis 
Boone. I know all the countries of the world and their 
capital cities and every prime number up to 7,507. 
Eight years ago, when I first met Siobhan, she showed 
me this picture  and I knew that it meant ‘sad’, 
which is what I felt when I found the dead dog. Then 
she showed me this picture  and I knew that it 
meant ‘happy’, like when I’m reading about the 
Apollo space missions, or when I’m still awake at 
three or four in the morning and I can walk up and 

down the street and pretend that I am the only person 
in the whole world. Then she drew some other 
pictures [. . .], but I was unable to say what these 
meant. I got Siobhan to draw lots of faces and then 
write down next to them exactly what they meant. I 
kept the piece of paper in my pocket and took it out 
when I didn’t understand what someone was saying. 
But it was very difficult to decide which of the 
diagrams was most like the face they were making, 
because people’s faces move very quickly.” 

As becomes apparent from this passage, Christopher has difficulty 
recognizing complex expressions of emotion. This makes it 
challenging for him to determine how others are feeling, and to 
predict how they will act.  
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The above references are just a few of the many examples 
from popular culture, illustrating that interacting with people who do 
not understand emotion can be difficult. What makes it so difficult to 
interact with others who do not understand how we feel? One answer 
to this question could be that emotions allow us to coordinate our 
behaviors with others. Under such an explanation, Christopher and 
Mr. Spock could find this difficult because they do not have an 
understanding of what emotions entail, or because they cannot gauge 
the implications of these emotions for behavior. As these examples 

illustrate, observing other people's emotions can affect how we feel, 
think, and behave.  

Empirical evidence of this idea can be found across a diverse 
number of sub-disciplines of social psychology. For instance, we 
know that emotion expressions by other people affect our inferences 
about these people’s personality (Knutson, 1996), can make us more 
helpful in close relationships (Clark, Pataki, & Carver, 1996), may 
persuade us when the emotion used in a persuasive message matches 
our own state (De Steno, Petty, Wegener, & Rucker, 2000; DeSteno, 
Petty, Rucker, Wegener, & Braverman, 2004), and allow us to learn 
what behaviors we should and should not enact (Klinnert, Emde, 
Butterfield, & Campos, 1986; Sorce, Emde, Campos, & Klinnert, 
1985). Emotions can also serve as a cue for the quality of our 
performance (Boksem, Ruys, & Aarts, 2011; Van Kleef, Homan, 
Beersma, van Knippenberg, van Knippenberg, & Damen, 2009), and 
can make us experience emotions of our own (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & 
Rapson, 1994). Thus, the expression of emotion by others can affect 
us in various ways (e.g. Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van Kleef, 2009).  

In this dissertation, I argue that expressing emotion can afford 
social influence to the person expressing the emotion (Van Kleef, Van 
Doorn, Heerdink, & Koning, 2011). In doing so, I consider emotion 
as a socially functional signal that derives meaning from both the 
social context it is expressed in, and the interpretation perceivers give 
to it (e.g., Van Kleef, 2009). In four empirical chapters, I examine 
effects of emotion expressions on cognitions (Chapters 2 and 3) and 
behavior (Chapters 4 and 5) of perceivers. In doing so, I focus on 
social situations in which such effects have not previously been 
examined. In the remainder of this introduction, I will provide 

theoretical grounds for the assumption that emotion can be 
conceptualized as a form of social influence. First, I will define 
emotion, with an emphasis on the functional value of emotions in 
social encounters. Next I will conceptualize the social context in 



Chapter 1 

10 

terms of situational constraints upon feeling, cognition, motivation, 
and behavior. Finally, I will offer a working definition of what I call 
"emotion-based social influence", and provide an overview of the 
experiments in this dissertation.  

Conceptualizing Emotion 

Emotion is a multi-faceted concept, that theorists have 
historically found difficult to define (Cornelius, 1996). Nowadays, 
most emotion theorists agree that people have a number of loosely 
connected, physiologically grounded systems for responding to their 
environment, and that activation in these systems can produce 
observable responses called emotions (e.g., Clore & Ortony, 2008; 
Colombetti, 2009; Wager et al., 2008). Emotions, then, result from an 
individual’s deliberated or automatic evaluation (appraisal) of some 
event as relevant to a particular concern or goal (Frijda, 1986; 
Lazarus, 1991; Moors, 2007; Scherer, 2001). Emotions are subjective 
experiences (Scherer & Tannenbaum, 1986), accompanied with 
physiological and neurological reactions (e.g., Levenson, Ekman, & 
Friesen, 1990; Niedenthal, 2007; Wager et al., 2008), expressions 
(Ekman, 1993), and a sense of action readiness (Frijda, 1986). 
Emotions prepare the body and the mind for behavioral responses 
aimed at dealing with the circumstances that caused the emotion.  

Although the term emotion is sometimes used 
interchangeably with affect or mood, these terms have distinct 
meanings. According to Frijda (1994), affect is a subjective feeling 
state (see also Russell & Feldman Barrett, 1999) that can range from 
diffuse moods (e.g., cheerfulness or depression) to specific and acute 

emotions (e.g., anger or fear). Emotion and mood can be 
differentiated by the degree to which they are directed towards a 
specific stimulus—be it a person, an object, or an event. Emotions are 
also typically more differentiated and of shorter duration, whereas 
moods tend to be more enduring and pervasive, if generally of lower 
intensity (Frijda, 1994). In this dissertation, I consider an emotion to 
be a response to relevant aspects of the environment. The term 
emotion refers explicitly to a discrete state that is related to the 
perception of specific circumstances. Emotions occur, and can 
consequently be observed and measured, at a number of levels of 

measurement, such as physiology, cognition and/or behavior (see 
also Clore & Ortony, 2008; Gross & Feldman Barrett, 2011; Mauss & 
Robinson, 2008).  
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The Social Functionality of Emotions 

In stark contrast to the classic, intrapersonal perspective on 
emotion stands the idea that emotion is expressed in a dynamic, 
social environment, and thus constitutes an important means of 
response coordination (Fischer & Manstead, 2008; Frijda & 
Mesquita, 1994; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Manstead, 1991; Parkinson, 
1996; 2009; Van Kleef, 2009). Just like emotions provide information 
to the person experiencing them (Schwarz & Clore, 1983), emotions 

are socially relevant, in the sense that their expression provides 

information to other people (Van Kleef, 2010; Van Kleef, De Dreu, & 
Manstead, 2010). Although the idea that emotions have social 
relevance can be traced back to behavioral ecology (Fridlund, 1991; 
1992; 1994) and developmental psychology (Klinnert et al., 1986; 
Sorce et al., 1985), Keltner and Haidt (1999) were the first authors to 
provide an organized theoretical account of the social functions of 
emotions. According to their analysis, emotions can influence social 
interactions in four different ways. They can affect the person 
experiencing the emotion, others in dyadic interaction, others within 

larger groups, and others within the cultural context. In this 
dissertation, I focus on dyadic interaction. Although it is likely that 
group and cultural factors exert effects in dyadic interactions, such 
effects are beyond the scope of the current work. 

Within a dyadic interaction, people can respond to the 
emotion of their interaction partner in three ways (Keltner & Haidt, 
1999). First, the perceiver can respond by experiencing the same 
emotion (via mimicry and emotion contagion; e.g., Dimberg, 
Thunberg, & Elmehed, 2000; Hess & Bourgeois, 2010), or a 
complementary emotion (e.g., Dimberg & Öhman, 1996; Eisenberg, 
2000; Van Kleef, Oveis, Van der Löwe, LuoKogan, Goetz, & Keltner, 
2008). For instance, a cashier’s friendly smile may make you smile as 
well. Second, an interaction partner can consider an emotion 
expression as an incentive or deterrent for behavior (Cacioppo & 
Gardner, 1999), for example when a parent’s frown makes a child put 
a piece of candy back into the box. Third, the interaction partner may 
use the emotional response to make inferences regarding the 
emotions, beliefs, and intentions of the expressing person (Borghi & 
Cimatti, 2010; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Fridlund, 1991; 1994; 

Manstead, 1991), such as when a child’s mischievous smirk makes 
you wonder whether your rose garden is still intact.  



Chapter 1 

12 

Because emotional experiences are rooted in appraisals of a 
situation (Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991), observing a discrete emotion 
in another person provides information about the way in which that 
person regards the situation (Hareli & Hess, 2010; Van Kleef, 2010). 
The specific information that emotion expressions provide is valuable 
in guiding how we interact, both with the expressing person and with 
others in the social context in which the emotion is expressed (Van 
Kleef et al., 2010).  

Emotion as Social Information (EASI) Theory 

 What processes underlie the effects that others’ emotions have 
on our behavior? A process-oriented way of looking at the various 
forms of emotional influence identified by Keltner and Haidt (1999) 
can be found in Emotion as Social Information (EASI) theory (Van 
Kleef, 2009, 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010, 2011). EASI theory holds 
that people who observe an emotion may respond to it in two ways— 
based on affective reactions and/or inferential processes. In the 
theory, two classes of moderating variables influence the relative 
predictive strength of these mechanisms—the target's information 
processing depth and social-contextual factors that shape the 
perceived appropriateness of the expression.  

To illustrate the two processes, take a moment to consider the 
time you spent in school. You will likely find it easy to recall the 
teachers who expressed anger when the results of their instructive 
efforts were unsatisfactory. Sometimes, the expression of anger comes 
across as unjustified, leading students to become disgruntled and 
disengage from the course altogether (an affectively driven response). 

On other occasions, the expression of anger is seen as a proper 
reaction, implying to students that they performed insufficiently. They 
may then decide that they should work harder, and study more 
conscientiously for the next test (a response driven by inferential 
processes). This example illustrates the way in which affective and 
inferential processes can result in behavior. 

Mechanisms underlying affective reactions and inferential 
responses 

Affective responses to another person’s emotion can influence 

the behavior of perceivers in several ways. For example, people may 
use their feelings as input for their social judgments and decisions 
(Forgas, 1995). This can bring them to misattribute their affect to the 
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situation at hand (Schwarz & Clore, 1983; Martin, Ward, Achee, & 
Wyer, 1993). An emerging affective state may also selectively prime 
ideas and memories, facilitating their use when planning and 
executing behavior (Bower, 1981; Forgas & Bower, 1987; Isen, 1987; 
Isen, Shalker, Clark, & Karp, 1978; Singer & Salovey, 1988). Others’ 
emotions can also motivate people to maintain a positive mood 
(Wegener & Petty, 1994), or to relieve a negative state (Schaller & 
Cialdini, 1988), and these desires motivate behaviors that can be 
expected to have the desired emotional consequences. Moreover, 

another person’s expression can reinforce conditioned responses in a 
situation (De Houwer, Thomas, & Baeyens, 2001; Cacioppo & 
Gardner, 1999) by affecting the resources that people recruit for a task 
at a neural level (Boksem et al., 2011), and facilitating responses 
which have been habituated through conditioning in the past (e.g., 
fear responses; Öhman, Hamm, & Hughdahl, 1998).  

Inferential responses to another person’s emotion expression 
can result in changes in the perceiver’s cognitive representations 
associated with the emotion expression and/or the perceiver’s 
behavioral response. For instance, people may use emotions to make 
inferences about the expressing person’s personality (Hess, Adams, & 
Kleck, 2005; Hareli, Shomrat, & Hess, 2009; Knutson, 1996), moral 
character (Stearns & Parrott, 2012), affiliative tendencies (Hess et al., 
2005), status (Tiedens, 2001), and trustworthiness (Oosterhof & 
Todorov, 2009). People may also consider the implications of 
emotion expressions in situ, and use them for behavioral coordination. 

For example, people may use the emotion expressed by someone else 
(e.g., a leader) to infer that their performance is insufficient, and that 
they should invest more effort in a task (Van Kleef et al., 2009). The 
information that perceivers derive from an emotion expression can 
also be used more strategically, for instance when negotiators use 
emotion expressions to predict what other negotiators will do, and 
adapt their own strategy in light of this information (Van Kleef & De 
Dreu, 2010; Van Kleef, De Dreu, & Manstead, 2004a; 2004b).  

In some cases, inferences and affective reactions lead to the 
same behavior. For example, the distress of a significant other signals 
that help is required (inference) but also triggers negative feelings in 
the observer (affective reaction) that (s)he may be motivated to 

relieve, both of which foster supportive behavior (Clark et al., 1996). 
In other cases, inferential processes and affective reactions give rise to 
opposite behaviors. For instance, when faced with an angry opponent 
in conflict, one's own reciprocal anger may provoke competition and 
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retaliation, but one's inference that the other is upset because his or 
her limits have been reached may encourage strategic cooperation 
(Van Kleef et al., 2004a). When such conflict occurs, which process 
takes precedence in guiding social behavior depends on the observer's 
information processing depth and on social-contextual factors that 
may shape the perceived appropriateness of the emotional expression 
(for details, see Van Kleef et al., 2010; 2011). 

Cognitive Representations Facilitate Our Understanding of 
Others’ Emotions 

What knowledge do people use when they are motivated to 
make inferences based on the emotions of other people? Most 
emotion theorists agree that when someone experiences an emotion, 
this involves an appraisal of the relevance of the situation to oneself 

(for reviews, see Clore & Ortony, 2008; Roseman, Smith, & Schorr, 
2001; Scherer, 1999). Some argue that these appraisals can occur 
outside of conscious awareness (e.g., Moors, 2007) and always 
precede emotional experience; others (e.g., Parkinson, 1997) caution 

against strong claims about such primacy.1 In any case, appraisals 
consist of a series of cognitive assessments (see also Scherer, 2001), 
which are assumed to occur sequentially (Osgood, Suci, & 
Tannenbaum, 1957), from general to specific. Roughly speaking, 
people will first appraise whether they are affected by what is 
happening. People may then determine the implications for their well-
being and goals. Subsequently, they may appraise their ability to cope 
with what is going on. Finally, people may appraise the significance 
of the event for their self-concept, social norms, and values (Scherer, 
2001).  

Combinations of appraisals are related to the experience of 
certain discrete emotions. For example, a failure to attain a set goal 
likely results in disappointment when circumstances were 
uncontrollable (Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2002). Failing to attain such 
a goal because of someone else's interference is likely to result in 
anger, especially when one is frustrated (Berkowitz & Harmon Jones, 

                                                           
1 The debate of whether or not appraisals always precede an emotional 

experience goes back to James (1884) and Lange (1885), who posited that 

physiology is sufficient for emotional experience (a claim that was reinforced 

by Zajonc, 1980), and Schachter and Singer (1962) who maintained that 

cognition is a necessary component for emotional experience to occur. See 

Prinz, 2004; 2007 for an elegant solution to this philosophical debate. 
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2004; Kuppens & Van Mechelen, 2007). Failing to attain a goal 
because of one’s own faults often results in the experience of regret 
(Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2002; Zeelenberg, Van Dijk, Manstead, & 
Van der Pligt, 2000). Appraisals can also result in cognitive 
representations of semantic emotion knowledge (Robinson & Clore, 
2002a; 2002b), which allow people to form expectancies about similar 
situations in the future and enable reflection on previous situations 
(Baumeister, DeWall, Zhang, & Vohs, 2007). When other people 
experience an emotion, observers can use such cognitive 

representations of emotion to make specific inferences about the 
circumstances that the expresser is in (Hareli & Hess, 2010; 2012).  

A Contextualized Approach to Emotion-based Social 
Influence 

A recurring issue in the above discussions of EASI theory and 
conceptual knowledge about emotions is the social context. 
Contextual factors may constrain or facilitate social and cognitive 
processes (Smith & Semin, 2004; 2007). Within the EASI model, 

influences of the social context can, among other things, take the form 
of patterns of appropriate or normative behavior (e.g., Cialdini & 
Goldstein, 2004), and structural aspects of the situation such as power 
differences (e.g., Tiedens, 2001). In addition, some situations are 
characterized by ambiguity in the sense that people have little 
information on which to base their ideas about what will happen (Van 
Kleef et al., 2010). In what follows, I seek to substantiate that emotion 
expressions can disambiguate social situations due to their 
informative value, and that they can serve as a means to exert social 
influence over other people across different contexts. 

Social influence is a broad term, and providing a 
parsimonious definition is difficult. I adopt the working definition 
proposed by Van Kleef et al. (2011, p. 116): "Social influence is the 
process whereby individuals’ cognitions, attitudes, emotions, and/or 
behaviors are modified as a function of exposure to (information 
from) one or more other individuals". As emotional expressions may 
contain relevant information (Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van Kleef, 
2009), they can affect the cognitions, attitudes, emotions and/or 
behaviors of observers. I call this process emotion-based social 

influence. In this dissertation I focus on the effects of emotion 
expressions on perceivers’ cognition and behavior.  
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Emotion-based social influence is a situated process, in the 
sense that expressions of emotion and responses to such expressions 
are contingent on relevant aspects of the social context in which they 
take place (Fischer & Van Kleef, 2010; Reis, 2007; Ross & Nisbett, 
1991; Smith & Semin, 2004). This assumption plays a central role in 
the four empirical chapters that comprise the core of this dissertation. 
In these chapters, I substantiate the occurrence of emotion-based 
social influence within previously unstudied social contexts. The first 
part of the dissertation is concerned with effects of emotional 

expressions on cognition; the second part is concerned with effects of 
emotional expressions on behavior.  

In the first part of this dissertation (Chapters 2 and 3), I build 
on the notion of ambiguity to shed new light on the social functions of 
emotional expressions. People often have incomplete information 
about the situations they find themselves in. At the same time they 
have a motive to know (Kagan, 1972; Heine, Proulx & Vohs, 2006) 
and reduce uncertainty by providing meaning to events (Bruner, 
1990). Expressions of emotion by others may serve as cues by which 
such disambiguation takes place (Van Kleef et al., 2010). The 
informative value of emotional expressions is a function of the 
appraisals that underlie them (cf. Hareli & Hess, 2010; 2012). Based 
on this idea, I demonstrate in Chapter 2 that people use the anger and 
regret that another person expresses to make sense of ambiguous 
situations. I show that they do so based on the information which 
these emotions provide about the agency of people in the situation.  

Previous research has revealed that emotional expressions fuel 
inferences about the expresser's personality (e.g., Knutson, 1996; 

Stearns & Parrott, 2012; Tiedens, 2001). In Chapter 3, I demonstrate 
that the effects of emotion expressions on inferences also occur when 
the inferences are made regarding the situation the perceiver and the 

expressing person are in. Specifically, I show that based on their 
underlying appraisal structures, happiness, disappointment, and anger 
lead to distinguishable construal of a situation in terms of cooperation 
or competition. These findings support Frijda’s (1988) claim that 
emotion is inextricably bound to the meaning structure of a situation. 
Taken together, the findings presented in Chapters 2 and 3 show that 
people make inferences about situations based on emotion 

expressions. Such inferences are grounded in their own conceptual 
knowledge about emotions.  
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In the second part of this dissertation (Chapters 4 and 5), I 
examine the effects of expressions of discrete emotions on perceivers’ 
behavior. Within any specific context, behavior is governed by salient 
norms (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). An interesting question is how 
such norms relate to the expression of emotion. Based on the idea that 
display rules can render certain expressions of emotion inappropriate 
(Shields, 2005; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007), I examine expressions of 
anger and disappointment within the context of a request. As a 
request is a cue to cooperate, I expect that expressions of anger will be 

considered relatively inappropriate and should lead people to 
cooperate less, whereas expressions of disappointment will be 
considered relatively appropriate and should lead people to cooperate 
more. These expectations are tested in Chapter 4. In addition to 
showing effects that are congruent with what one would expect based 
on the appraisal dimensions underlying the emotions, I also 
demonstrate that these effects occur regardless of salient descriptive 
norms. This provides strong evidence that the expression of emotion 
can affect compliance. 

In Chapter 5, I examine the effects of nonverbal expressions 
of anger and happiness in a performance setting. Based on the idea 
that both of these emotions can provide incentives or deterrents for 
behavior (Keltner & Haidt, 1999), I demonstrate effects of these 
emotions on participants’ performance on a learning task. Moreover, 
I show that such effects are moderated by the regulatory focus of the 
participants (Higgins, 1997), which I manipulate by introducing 
differences in the reward structure of the situation. These effects 
illustrate that the interpersonal effects of emotions on learning 
performance can depend on motivational processes that are shaped by 

salient aspects of the context.  

Together, the chapters in this dissertation identify two key 
considerations that are relevant to applying EASI theory: Conceptual 
information regarding emotions provides a useful basis for exploring 
the interpersonal effects of emotions, and contextual constraints are 
crucial determinants of the way in which emotion expressions affect 
their perceivers.  
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This chapter is based on: Van Doorn, E. A., Van Kleef, G. A., & Van 

der Pligt, J. (2012) Deriving Meaning from Emotional Expressions: 
Attribution, Reverse Appraisals, and the Use of Emotion as Social 
Information. Manuscript in preparation.



Deriving Meaning From Emotional Expressions 

19 

Social situations are often ambiguous. For example, it may be unclear 
what others have done, or what they will do next. The ambiguity of 
social situations can create uncertainty in people, which they are 
motivated to reduce (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Kagan, 1972; 
Rutjens, Van der Pligt, & Van Harreveld, 2012; Wong & Weiner, 
1981). To understand and / or explain a situation, people can make 
use of the emotional expressions of other individuals (Van Kleef et al., 
2010). An important dimension of social life about which emotions 
can provide information is agency, that is, who is or are responsible 

for a given outcome. For example, imagine a teacher in elementary 
school who walks into the schoolyard to find a boy crying angrily, or 
a jury who hears the tale of a defendant who looks away guiltily. 
Regardless of what the teacher or the jury members infer, it is likely 

that they will also use the emotion expressed by the boy and the 
defendant to inform their judgments of responsibility—that is, to 
ascribe agency.  

The meaning that people attach to events shapes their 
emotional experience. As Frijda (1988) put it in his well-known article 

‘laws of emotional experience’: “Emotions arise in response to the 
meaning structures of given situations; different emotions arise in 
response to different meaning structures” (Frijda, 1988, pp. 349). 
Other theorists also consider emotion and meaning to be closely 
related. For example, in theories on counterfactual thinking, a strong, 
causal link is assumed to exist between the violation of expectancies 
and the generation of affective responses (Roese, 1997). Similarly, 
Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, and Zhang (2007) argued that emotion 
affects behavior mainly because emotion helps us plan, enables us to 
learn, and allows us to incorporate events into our cognitive system. 
As diverse as these perspectives may seem, their treatments of 
emotion all involve a bidirectional link between emotion and the 
generation of meaning. 

This idea dovetails with the notion that our emotions provide 
information to those people observing their expression (Keltner & 
Haidt, 1999; Van Kleef, 2009). If expressing an emotion involves 
communicating information, then others’ expressions of emotion may 
very well influence observers’ sense-making process (Van Kleef et al., 
2010). Consistent with this line of argument, theorists have recently 

argued that the expression of emotion can be a powerful way of 
exerting social influence over others (Van Kleef, Van Doorn, 
Heerdink, & Koning, 2011).  
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Despite these recent theoretical developments, a parsimonious, 
yet comprehensive account of which aspects of emotion influence 
perceivers’ sense-making process is currently lacking. As a first step 
toward such an account, I examine whether emotion expressions can 
help people resolve ambiguity regarding the causes of events, by 
providing information regarding the agency of actors. In doing so, I 
explore whether theories of attribution and appraisal can be used to 
parsimoniously account for the information that expressions of 
emotion convey with regards to agency. 

Ascribing Meaning to Social Events: Appraisals and 

Attributions 

One common way in which people give meaning to their social 
environment is by analyzing the causes of events. According to 
attribution theory, people do so on three dimensions: A person can 
judge the cause of an event as being controllable or uncontrollable, 
internally caused (i.e., by him or herself) or externally caused (i.e., by 
others, or by situational factors), and stable or unstable over time 

(Weiner, 1985). For instance, when a person flunks an exam due to 
spending excessive time on a computer game instead of learning, the 
outcome can be perceived in terms of a cause (playing computer 
games instead of learning), which is controllable and internally 
caused. Given the fact that one can refrain from playing computer 
games, the cause is also relatively unstable over time (e.g., Reyna & 
Weiner, 2001). Attribution theory thus accounts for the way in which 
we attribute causes to events that we witness or experience.  

Appraisal theorists aim to explain when and why people 

experience emotions. Within appraisal theory, an important class of 
such explanations revolves around agency, that is, the extent to which 
each actor within a situation is responsible for a certain outcome (e.g., 
Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). At the core of appraisal theory is the idea 
that people continuously monitor the situation they are in (Clore & 
Ortony, 2008; Frijda, 1986; Scherer & Ellsworth, 2003). Aspects of 
the situation that are relevant to people, such as the question of who 
caused an event, result in emotional experiences that prepare the 
individual for adaptive action (Frijda, 1986). Although accounts of 
the process by which appraisals develop differ (see Clore & Ortony, 

2008, for a review), appraisals are usually considered to develop in 
stages (Clore & Ortony, 2008; Osgood, 1969; Scherer, 2001). At each 
stage in the appraisal process, people generate cognitions regarding 
the relevance of circumstances for themselves. The cognitions that 
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people generate can develop from general assessments of novelty and 
pleasantness via relevance to goals and coping potential to self-
relevance and normative relevance (Scherer, 2001). Because emotions 
arise frequently in social interactions, such appraisal processes often 
have a social component (e.g., Frijda, 1988; Manstead & Fischer, 
2001; Scherer, 2001).  

When we experience an emotion, we can consider it in terms of 
both attributions (i.e., what is the cause of me feeling this way?), and 
in terms of appraisals (i.e., what do these circumstances mean to me 
in terms of, for example, agency?). Both attribution and appraisal 
processes thus result in cognitive representations of current 
circumstances (Weiner, 1985; Robinson & Clore, 2002a; 2002b). We 
may thus be able to use the emotions of others to understand the 
causal structure of situations, much like the teacher from our earlier 
example may use the fact that the boy is crying to infer that a fight 
occurred. In this Chapter, I investigate whether people use emotions 
expressed by others to disambiguate social situations by using such 
expressions as a basis for inferences regarding agency. 

Deriving Meaning from Emotional Expressions  

Recent theorizing speaks to the way in which we respond to the 
emotions of others. A process-oriented way of looking at such 
responses can be found in Emotion as Social Information (EASI) 
theory (Van Kleef, 2009, 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010, 2011). EASI 
theory holds that people who observe an emotional expression may 
respond to it in two ways— based on their own affective reactions 
and/or inferential processes. In the theory, two classes of moderating 

variables influence the relative predictive strength of these 
mechanisms—the target's information processing depth and social-
contextual factors that may shape the perceived appropriateness of the 
emotional expression. Returning to our elementary school teacher, he 
or she may respond to the boy’s crying and scowling with empathic 
concern, trying to comfort the boy (an affectively driven response). 
The teacher could also see the boy glaring angrily at another child, 
and infer that this child is the reason why the boy is crying (an 
inferential response). In this Chapter, I focus on the latter type of 
process: the inferences that people draw based on the emotional 

expressions of others. 

In support of EASI theory’s inferential path, previous research 
has demonstrated that inferences regarding personality are affected by 
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the emotions the target expresses (Hess, Blairy, & Kleck, 2000; 
Knutson, 1996). The influence of emotion on such personality 
inferences is assumed to occur via a process of reverse appraisal, so 
that personality inferences that observers make about a person who 
expresses an emotion are based on the ‘reverse engineering’ of the 
appraisals that led to the emotional experience (Hareli & Hess, 2010; 
2012). Thus, when a person is depicted as angry, people may infer 
that the person made certain appraisals (e.g., that the person feels that 
his / her goals have been thwarted and / or that blame for this 

situation befalls another person). Such reverse appraisals can lead the 
perceiver to make inferences, for instance that this person must 
therefore be dominant (e.g., Hareli, Shomrat, & Hess, 2009). 

Current theory on reverse appraisal relies heavily upon 
inferences regarding the personality traits of the expressing person 
(Hareli & Hess, 2010; 2012). However, given the complexities of 
social reality it seems important to broaden the scope of this 
framework. In the current chapter, I combine insights from attribution 
and appraisal theory to describe and explain the effects of emotion 
expression on inferences of agency, thereby moving beyond 
dispositional inferences. 

Anger and Regret as Cues of Agency 

When people interact with others, they often consider outcomes 
as caused by themselves or others. Accordingly, causal attributions 
and appraisals of agency play a central role in the generation of 
emotions. For example, a person who experiences anger is likely to 
have attributed his or her negative outcome to an external agent, often 

a person (Averill, 1982; Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004). Similarly, 
anger is often associated with the appraisal that another person is 
responsible or blameworthy (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; 
Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Kuppens & Van Mechelen, 2007; Van 
Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2002). A person who, in contrast, experiences 
regret is likely to have made appraisals of own agency, or 
responsibility, for a negative outcome (Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2002; 
Zeelenberg, Van Dijk, Manstead & Van der Pligt, 2000). Although 
regret has not explicitly been linked to attribution processes, one 
would thus expect regret to arise when control over an outcome can 

be linked to one’s own behavior. Hence, the experience of regret 
should be associated most strongly with attributions that imply 
internal control over a negative outcome that is mutable over time. 
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Appraisal theory and attribution theory both imply that a 
discrepancy in control over the expressing person’s negative outcome 
should differentiate expressions of regret from expressions of anger. 
Social situations are frequently ambiguous, in the sense that it can be 
difficult to determine who is responsible for a certain outcome (Van 
Kleef, De Dreu, & Manstead, 2010). Based on the theorizing above, 
expressions of emotion can function as informative cues that help 
reduce such ambiguity (Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van Kleef, 2010) by 
providing observers with information regarding the agency of actors 

in the situation.  

A first question, then, is whether another person’s anger and 
regret lead to differences in the inferences that observers make 
regarding agency. In order to test this prediction, I examined the 
appraisals and attributions people make based on a description of an 
ambiguous situation. Because these effects are very likely to differ 
with contextual information (Hareli & Hess, 2012), I made an effort 
to minimize the description of context in the current experiments. 
Based on the attribution dimensions advocated by Weiner (1985) and 
on the differences between the appraisal structures of anger and regret 
(Averill, 1982; Kuppens & Van Mechelen, 2007; Van Dijk & 
Zeelenberg, 2002; Zeelenberg et al., 2000), I expected that another 
person’s anger should be associated with attributions of agency to a 
third person, whereas expressions of regret should be associated with 
attributions of agency to the expressing person.  

Experiment 2.1 

Method 

Participants and design. Participants were 70 people from 
the United States (37 women, age M = 35.66, SD = 11.55, range 18 – 

62 years) via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk website (Buhrmester, 
Kwang & Gosling, 2011). Participants completed a 10-minute survey 
in exchange for $ .50 USD of credit (this is a regular rate on the 
Mechanical Turk website). I asked participants to read one of two 
different scenarios, in which either anger or regret was expressed. 

Materials and procedure. Participants logged in via the 

Amazon website, and were redirected to a survey. They read that we 
were interested in doing research on the inferences people make based 
on minimal information. I prepared a short scenario description, 
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which read: "Suppose you meet a good friend, whom you have not 
seen for a while. While you are catching up, this friend recalls 
something that recently happened. Your friend placed an online order 
for a new cell phone. The phone would be delivered to a store, where 
your friend could pick it up. As your friend went to the store, a 
salesperson was there to handle the order. Your friend goes on to tell 
you the whole story. While telling you what happened, your friend is 
[getting really angry / feeling very regretful]. Your friend expresses 
[anger / regret] several times." 

After reading this description, participants completed a 
questionnaire. First, they indicated attributions1 with regards to the 
cause of the emotion expressed by their friend, by ascribing agency to 
their friend (3 items; e.g., “Do you think the emotion of your friend 
was caused by his or her own behavior?”, α = .96), another person (3 

items; e.g., “Do you think the emotion of your friend was caused by 
another person?”, α = .97), and the situation (2 items; e.g., “Do you 
think the emotion of your friend was caused by circumstance beyond 
anyone’s control?”, r(106) = .80, p < .001). Subsequently, they 

indicated the extent to which their friend had expressed anger and 
regret (1 item each). All questions were answered on scales ranging 
from 1, not at all, to 7, very much so. 

Results 

Analytic strategy. Throughout this chapter, corrected 
degrees of freedom are reported for t tests whenever there was 

inequality of variances. 

Manipulation checks. Participants perceived their friend as 
more angry in the anger condition, M = 6.36, SD = 1.10, than in the 

regret condition, M = 2.82, SD = 1.82; t(53.71) = 9.79, p < .001, d = 

2.67, r = .80, and as more regretful in the regret condition, M = 6.35, 

                                                           
1 The scenarios used in the current chapter were designed to provide minimal 

information regarding the outcome of the scenario. As appraisals of a 

negative outcome are central to the experience of both anger and regret (and 

the emotion thus communicates similar information with regards to 

outcomes) and our sample was diverse with regards to education level, I 

formulated the items with a clearly understandable reference to the emotion 

rather than a possibly complex reference to an, otherwise unnamed, 

outcome. 
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SD = 1.04, than in the anger condition, M = 3.83, SD = 1.67; t(59.22) 

= 7.64, p < .001, d = 1.99, r = .70.  

Attributions of agency.2 Items for each group of 

dependent measures were averaged to form scales. I conducted t tests 

between the anger and regret conditions to compare participants’ 
attributions about the cause of the emotion. As expected, participants 
attributed more agency to their friend when he or she expressed 
regret, M = 3.76, SD = 1.55, compared to anger, M = 2.61, SD = 1.45; 

t(68) = 3.21, p = .002, d = .78 r = 36. Additionally, participants made 

less agency attributions to another person when their friend expressed 
regret, M = 4.71, SD = 1.51, compared to anger, M = 5.82, SD = 1.03; 

t(57.77) = 3.60, p = .001, d = .95, r = .43. Participants’ attributions of 

the incident to uncontrollable circumstances did not differ between 
the anger, M = 4.01, SD = 1.43, and regret conditions, M = 3.97, SD 

= 1.39; t(68) = .83, p = .41.  

Discussion 

Findings from Experiment 2.1 demonstrate that, as predicted, 
an expression of anger by a friend led to greater attribution of agency 
for the expressed emotion to other people and less attributions of 
agency to the person expressing the emotion, compared to 
expressions of regret. These findings provide initial evidence that 
emotion expressions can help us ascribe meaning to ambiguous social 
situations.  

Experiment 2.2 

Based on the findings from Experiment 2.1, a clear distinction 
can be made between anger and regret in terms of the agency 
information that these emotions convey. However, these differences 
are relative, in the sense that they were not compared to a control 
condition in which no emotion expression was mentioned. In 
Experiment 2.2, I sought to replicate the effects discussed in 

                                                           
2
 In order to examine whether the attributions of agency that participants 

made following the various emotions were affected by gender, I re-ran the 

analyses reported above, this time including participant gender as an 

exploratory factor (there were at least 16 participants in each cell of the 2 x 2 

design). No effects of gender were observed on attributions of agency to the 
friend, to other people, or to circumstances, all F values < 1.17, all p values > 

.28. 
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Experiment 2.1 using a different scenario, in which the outcomes of 
the situation described would be considered more severe. Experiment 
2.2 also included a control condition in order to be able to compare 
effects of the different emotions to effects when no emotions were 
expressed. The expression of anger can involve the appraisal that 
someone else is to blame for a negative outcome (Kuppens & Van 
Mechelen, 2007), whereas regret can involve the appraisal that oneself 
is to blame (Zeelenberg et al., 2000). It could thus be expected that 
agency has a close relation to appraisals of coping potential and 

ascriptions of responsibility. Therefore, these dimensions were 
included as exploratory measures in Experiment 2.2. Finally, emotion 
expressions could also affect behavioral intentions of observers 
towards the expresser. These were also included as an exploratory 
measure. 

Method 

Participants and design. The experiment was completed 

by 179 participants from the United States (97 female; age M = 35.02, 

SD = 12.73 years, range 18 – 67 years), who were again recruited via 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk website. As in Experiment 2.1, 
participants completed a 10-minute survey in exchange for $ .50 USD 
of credit. I asked participants to read one of three different scenarios, 
which again included the anger and regret conditions, as well as a 
control condition in which no emotion was mentioned. 

Materials and procedure. In Experiment 2.2, participants 
first completed two personality measures, which were not found to 
have any effects. For the sake of brevity these measures are not 

discussed further. Participants then completed the same procedure as 
in Experiment 2.1, but with a different scenario. The scenario used in 
Experiment 2.2 read: "Suppose you meet a good friend, whom you 
have not seen for a while. While you are catching up, this friend tells 
you about a recent incident. Your friend was using the car to get to a 
party at another friend's place. During the ride, your friend was 
involved in an accident with another car. Your friend goes on to tell 
you the whole story. You can see that, while telling you what 
happened, your friend is [getting really angry / feeling very regretful]. 

Your friend expresses [anger / regret] several times." In the control 
condition, the last two sentences were omitted. 

 After reading this description, participants completed a 
questionnaire, this time consisting of the questions which were also 
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used in Experiment 2.1 (emotion caused by friend α = .93; emotion 
caused by another person α = .95; emotion caused by uncontrollable 

circumstances r[179] = .81, p < .001) as well as questions regarding 

the coping ability of their friend (α = .64); the extent to which their 
friend was responsible for the outcome of the situation (α = .92); the 

extent to which another person was responsible for the outcome of the 
situation (α = .92); and their intention to help their friend deal with 
the situation (α = .84). Manipulation checks were the same as in 

Experiment 2.1. 

Results 

Analytic strategy. Means, standard deviations, and specific 
contrasts for the analyses in Experiment 2.2 are reported in Table 2.1. 

Manipulation checks. As expected, analyses of variance 
(ANOVA) on the manipulation checks showed that participants 
perceived their friend as more angry in the anger condition than in the 
other emotion conditions, F(2, 176) = 117.41, p < .001, r =.76. 

Participants also perceived their friend as more regretful in the regret 
condition than in the other conditions, F(2, 176) = 70.54, p < .001, r = 

.67.  

Attributions of agency.3 ANOVAs with planned contrasts, 

comparing the anger, regret, and no emotion conditions showed that 
as in the previous experiments, participants attributed more agency to 
their friend when their friend expressed regret, compared to when 
their friend expressed anger, F(2, 176) = 24.74, p < .001, r = .47. As 

expected, attributions of agency in the control condition fell in 

between the regret and anger conditions, and differed from both. 

As in Experiment 1, the opposite pattern was observed for 
attributions of agency to another person in the situation. Participants 
attributed less agency to another person when their friend expressed 
regret, compared to when their friend expressed anger, F(2, 176) =   

                                                           
3
 To examine effects of gender, I re-ran the analyses for all attributions of 

agency. All cells in the design included a minimum of 22 participants. No 

effects of gender (main or interaction) were observed on attributions of 
agency to the friend, other people, or circumstances, all F values < 1.34, all p 

values > .25. 

 



  
 T
a
b
le

 2
.1

 M
e
a
n
 R

a
ti
n
g
s 

o
n
 D

e
p
e
n
d
e
n
t 

M
e
a
su

re
s 

in
 E

xp
e
ri
m

e
n
t 

2
.2

 

N
ot

e.
 

†
: 

S
im

il
a
r 

su
p

e
rs

cr
ip

ts
 

in
d

ic
a
te

 
si

m
il

a
r 

m
ea

n
s 

b
a
se

d
 

o
n

 
co

n
tr

a
st

 
te

st
s;

 
‡:

 
S

im
il

a
r 

su
p

er
sc

ri
p

ts
 

in
d

ic
a
te

 
si

m
il

a
r 

m
ea

n
s 

b
a
se

d
 o

n
 p

o
st

 h
o

c 
te

st
s 

w
it

h
 

T
u

k
e
y
’s

 
H

o
n

es
tl

y
 

S
ig

n
if

ic
a
n

t 
D

if
fe

re
n

ce
 

(H
S

D
) 

co
rr

ec
ti

o
n

 

*
: 

N
eu

tr
a
l 

–
 a

n
g
er

 c
o

n
tr

a
st

 p
 

=
 

.0
6

4
, 

n
eu

tr
a
l 

–
 

re
g
re

t 

co
n

tr
a
st

, 
p
 =

 .
0
8

3
 

  

 
A

n
g
er

 
R

eg
re

t 
N

o
 e

m
o

ti
o

n
 

O
m

n
ib

u
s 

te
st

 

D
ep

en
d

en
t 

m
ea

su
re

 
M

 
S

D
 

M
 

S
D

 
M

 
S

D
 

F
 

P
 

A
g
en

cy
 o

f 
fr

ie
n

d
†
 

3
.9

0
a
 

1
.6

0
 

5
.5

6
b

 
1
.0

3
 

4
.6

6
c 

1
.1

5
 

2
0
.4

2
 

<
 .

0
0

1
 

A
g
en

cy
 o

f 
o

th
e
rs

†
 

5
.2

7
a
 

1
.4

5
 

3
.3

6
b

 
1
.2

6
 

4
.1

3
c 

1
.3

6
 

2
1
.6

5
 

<
 .

0
0

1
 

A
g
en

cy
 o

f 

ci
rc

u
m

st
a
n

ce
s†

 

4
.1

9
a
 

1
.6

8
 

4
.0

8
a
 

1
.2

9
 

4
.4

6
a
 

1
.5

5
 

.8
9

 
.4

4
6

 

M
a
n

ip
u

la
ti

o
n

 c
h

ec
k
 

a
n

g
er

†
 

6
.6

3
a
 

.6
8

 
2
.8

3
b

 
1
.6

3
 

3
.9

3
c 

1
.6

9
 

9
6
.2

4
 

<
 .

0
0

1
 

M
a
n

ip
u

la
ti

o
n

 c
h

ec
k
 

re
g
re

t†
 

3
.3

2
a
 

1
.6

6
 

6
.3

6
b

 
.9

9
 

4
.6

1
c 

1
.4

6
 

3
7
.9

9
 

<
 .

0
0

1
 

F
ri

en
d

 r
es

p
o

n
si

b
le

‡  
3
.5

3
a
 

1
.4

0
 

4
.6

2
b

 
1
.1

1
 

3
.9

0
a
 

1
.1

4
 

1
8
.1

5
 

<
 .

0
0

1
 

O
th

er
 r

es
p

o
n

si
b
le

‡  
4
.6

5
a
 

1
.3

5
 

3
.3

9
b

 
1
.0

2
 

3
.9

0
c 

1
.0

6
 

1
2
.2

7
 

<
 .

0
0

1
 

F
ri

en
d

’s
 c

o
p

in
g
 

p
o

te
n

ti
a
l‡  

3
.1

1
a
 

1
.0

1
 

3
.6

8
b

 
.7

0
 

3
.2

9
a
 

.8
7

 
6
.6

4
 

.0
0

2
 

In
te

n
ti

o
n

 t
o

 h
el

p
‡  

5
.3

7
a
,*

 
.7

9
 

5
.3

6
a
,*

 
.7

5
 

5
.0

1
*
 

1
.0

4
 

3
.2

5
 

.0
4

1
 

Chapter 2 

28 



Deriving Meaning From Emotional Expressions 

29 

29.93, p < .001, r = .50. Attributions of agency in the control 

condition again fell in between the regret and anger conditions, and 
differed significantly from both. Participants’ attribution of cause to 
uncontrollable circumstances did not differ between conditions, F(2, 

176) = .97, p = .379. 

Exploratory analyses. Differences in means, as indicated 
in Table 2.1, are based on post-hoc tests with Tukey correction. As 
can be seen in this table, participants ascribed different levels of 

responsibility to their friend, F(2, 176) = 18.15, p < .001, r = .35, and 

the other person, F(2, 176) = 12.27, p < .001, r = .12, depending on 

the emotion expressed, and judged their friend's coping potential in 
light of the emotion expressed, F(2, 176) = 6.64, p =.002, r = .41. 

Moreover, participants’ self-reported intention to help their friend 
cope with the situation also differed, F(2, 176) = 3,25, p = .041, r = 

.19.  

As Table 2.1 shows, participants considered their friend most 
responsible when regret was expressed, and less so when either anger 

or no emotion were expressed. A similar pattern was found with 
regards to estimates of their friend’s coping potential. Also, 
participants considered another person to be most responsible when 
anger was expressed and least when regret was expressed, with the 
control condition falling in between. Finally, participants were 
marginally more likely to help their friend when he or she expressed 
an emotion compared to when no emotion was expressed. 

Discussion 

In Experiment 2.2, I replicated and extended the pattern of 
findings from Experiment 2.1. Using a different scenario, I found that 
when their friend was said to express regret, participants again 
attributed more agency to their friend and less to another person. 
When their friend was said to express anger, participants attributed 
less agency to their friend, and more to another person. For both 
types of attributions, the control condition fell in between the anger 
and regret conditions, demonstrating that both anger and regret 
uniquely contribute to the communication of causal properties.  

Exploratory analyses in Experiment 2.2. further provided 

evidence that participants rated their friend as more responsible, and 
better able to cope with the situation, following regret than following 
anger or no emotion. Participants assigned more responsibility to 
another person in the anger condition, and less in the regret 
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condition, compared to the control condition. Finally, participants 
indicated that they would help their friend deal with the outcome 
marginally more when their friend had expressed either emotion, 
compared to the control condition. These results indicate that others’ 
anger influenced participants’ ascriptions of agency, but also related 
appraisal dimensions of responsibility and coping potential, as well as 
intentions to help the friend deal with the situation. 

Experiment 2.3 

In Experiments 2.1 and 2.2, participants reliably attributed 
more agency to their friend when (s)he expressed regret, and more 
agency to another person when their friend expressed anger. In 
previous research, people who recalled an experience of 
disappointment were found to appraise the cause of the situation to be 
due to circumstances beyond their control (Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 
2002). To test whether disappointment leads to similar attributions of 
agency when it is expressed by another person, I included it as a 
condition in Experiment 2.3. I expected that the disappointment 

condition would be similar to the control condition with respect to the 
amount of agency participants would attribute to their friend and 
another person, but that disappointment would lead to higher levels 
of attribution of agency to uncontrollable circumstances. 

In addition, I changed the scenario used in Experiment 2.2, so 
that the friend now described a job interview. An important benefit of 
using this new scenario was that the expression of disappointment 
would make more sense than it would in the scenarios used in the 
previous studies. Furthermore, the perception of unfairness or 

injustice often leads to the experience of anger (Kuppens, Van 
Mechelen, Smits, De Boeck, & Ceulemans, 2007). Based on the 
notion of reverse appraisals (Hareli & Hess, 2010), a friend’s 
expression of anger can therefore be expected to lead to greater 
perceptions of injustice. Changing the scenario further allowed us to 
include two additional, exploratory dependent measures related to the 
perceived justice of the application procedure. 

Participants and design. I recruited 125 participants from 
the United States (54 women, age M = 30.06, SD = 9.73, range 18 – 

64 years) via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk website. Participants again 
completed a 10-minute survey in exchange for $ .50 USD of credit. I 
asked participants to read one of four different scenarios: the anger, 
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regret, and disappointment conditions, and a control condition in 
which no emotion was mentioned. 

Materials and procedure. The method used in 
Experiment 2.3 was identical to that used in Experiments 2.1 and 2.2, 
but the scenario was different. It read: "Suppose you meet a good 
friend, whom you have not spoken to for a while. While you are 
catching up, this friend tells you about a recent job interview. Your 
friend applied for a position in a large company. A manager from the 

personnel department was there to assess whether your friend would 
be the person for the job. Your friend goes on to tell you the whole 
story. You can see that, while telling you what happened, your friend 
is [getting really angry / feeling really disappointed / feeling very 
regretful]. Your friend expresses [anger / disappointment / regret] 
several times." In the control condition, the last two sentences were 
omitted. 

After reading this description, participants once again 
completed a questionnaire. Besides answering the questions that were 
also used in Experiment 2.2 (emotion caused by friend, α = .95; 

emotion caused by another person, α = .96; emotion caused by the 

situation, r[125] = .72, p < .001; coping ability of friend, α = .83; 

friend responsible for outcome, α = .88; another person responsible 

for outcome, α = .88; intention to help friend, α = .82), participants 

were further asked to indicate how just they considered the 
application procedure to have been (4 items; e.g., "Do you think the 
application procedure was fair?", α = .87). Finally, manipulation 

checks were similar to the previous studies; one item was added to 
assess the accuracy of the disappointment manipulation. 

Results 

Analytic strategy. Means, standard deviations, and 
contrasts for all analyses reported below are shown in Table 2.2. 

Manipulation checks. ANOVA on the emotion manipulation 
checks showed that participants perceived their friend as more angry 
in the anger condition than in the other emotion conditions, F(3, 121) 

= 39.86, p < .001, r = .71. Participants also perceived their friend as 

more regretful in the regret condition than in the other conditions, 
F(3, 121) = 26.44, p < .001, r = .63. Finally, participants perceived 

their friend as more disappointed in the disappointment condition 
than in the other conditions, F(3, 121) = 7.92, p < .001, r = .41. 
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Attributions of agency.4 ANOVA revealed a significant 

effect of emotion on attributions of agency to the friend, F(3, 121) = 

8.73, p < .001. As can be seen in Table 2.2, attributions of agency to 

the friend were higher in the regret condition than in the anger 
condition. Levels of agency attribution in the disappointment and 
control conditions fell in between those in the regret and anger 
conditions, and did not differ from each other. 

As in Experiment 2.2, the opposite pattern was observed for 

attributions of agency to another person in the situation, F(3, 121) = 

12.97, p < .001, r = .49. Participants attributed less agency to another 

person when their friend expressed regret, compared to when their 
friend expressed anger. In the disappointment and control conditions, 
such attributions again fell in between the regret and anger 
conditions, and did not deviate from one another. 

No effects were found on attributions of agency to 
uncontrollable circumstances, F(3, 121) = .73, p = .534. Contrary to 

the hypothesis regarding the communicative function of 

disappointment, participants’ attribution of agency to uncontrollable 
circumstances did not differ between the disappointment and control 
conditions. 

Exploratory analyses. Differences in means, as indicated 
in Table 2.2, are based on post-hoc tests with Tukey correction. 
Participants ascribed different levels of responsibility to their friend, 
F(3, 121) = 5.08, p =.002, r = .33, and to the other person, F(3, 121) = 

12.22, p < .001, r = .48, depending on the emotion expressed, and 

considered the coping  

potential in light of the emotion expressed, F(3, 121) = 3.25, p =.024, 

r = .27. Participants’ self-reported intention to help their friend cope 

with the situation also differed between conditions, F(3, 121) = 2.83, p 

=.041, r = .26. Finally, participants differed in the extent to which 

they considered the application procedure to have been just, F(3, 121) 

= 5.28, p = .002, r = .34. 

                                                           
4 To examine effects of gender, I again re-ran the analyses for all causal 

attributions. All cells in the design included a minimum of 10 participants. 

No effects of gender (main or interaction) were observed on attributions of 
agency to the friend, other people, or circumstances, all F values < 1.73, all p 

values > .16. 
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As Table 2.2 shows, participants judged their friend as less 
responsible in the anger condition than in the regret condition, and 
they considered their friend’s coping potential to be lower in the anger 
condition than in the other conditions. They also considered someone 
else’s responsibility to be higher in the anger condition, compared to 
the other conditions. Interestingly, participants indicated greater 
intentions to help their friend deal with the situation when their friend 
expressed disappointment, compared to when no emotion was 
expressed. Finally, participants considered the application procedure 

to have been less just in the anger condition, compared to the other 
conditions. 

Discussion 

Results from Experiment 2.3 show a replication of the pattern 
of agency attributions from the former two experiments with a 
different scenario. I also replicated findings from Experiment 2.2 with 
regards to the responsibility of friend and others, and the friend’s 
coping ability. Moreover, participants considered the application 

procedure to have been less just in the anger condition, compared to 
the other conditions, demonstrating that the emotions expressed by 
the friend can (in the absence of other information) inform 
participants’ assessment of the situation. Although a friend who 
expressed disappointment regarding his or her outcomes did not lead 
participants to attribute more agency to uncontrollable circumstances, 
disappointment did increase intentions to help their friend cope with 
the situation, compared to when no emotion was expressed.  

General Discussion 

Across three studies, when given minimal information about 
a situation, participants attributed agency to actors depending on the 
emotions that were expressed by one of the actors (a friend). In all of 
the studies, such attributions involved assigning greater agency to the 
friend, and less to another person, when regret was expressed. 
Conversely, less agency was assigned to the friend and greater agency 
to another person when anger was expressed. When no emotion was 
expressed, no such attributions were made.  

In addition, Experiment 2.3 revealed that the expression of 
disappointment did not influence attributions of agency. It thus seems 
that the link between disappointment and situational agency, which 
was found in previous research (e.g., Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2002) 
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does not translate into reverse appraisals, perhaps because the 
experience of disappointment often results in inaction (Zeelenberg et 
al., 2000). Understanding why someone does not act may be less 

important than understanding why someone does act. Interestingly, 
the expression of disappointment did increase self-reported intentions 
to help the expresser. 

These results show that people make attributions that 
correspond to the appraisal structures associated with  anger and 

regret. Our conceptual knowledge regarding these emotions may 
provide a basis not just for personality inferences of the people 
expressing them (Hareli & Hess, 2010, 2012), but can also help us to 
understand the situational context in which the emotions were 
expressed. This is further evidenced by effects of anger and regret on a 
number of additional dimensions, namely responsibility for the 
described outcome, coping potential, and procedural justice.  

 The results speak to the idea, articulated in EASI theory (Van 
Kleef et al., 2010), that emotions can serve as cues that help to 
interpret  unclear or ambiguous situations. Although the idea that 

emotional expressions may provide important information to 
observers is increasingly embraced in the literature, to date it has been 
unclear what information people distill from others' emotional 
expressions, and what conceptual knowledge underlies this process. 
The current studies shed initial light on this fundamental question. As 
such, the current findings advance understanding of the ways in 
which emotional expressions help us to make sense of ambiguous 
situations and coordinate social life (Van Kleef, 2010). 

Admittedly, the scenarios used in the current experiments 

offer only a limited conceptualization of ambiguity, and future 
research is needed to assess the relative impact of emotions and 
different kinds of situational information. It would be interesting to 
test these effects in more dynamic, real-world situations (Parkinson & 
Manstead, 1993). Nevertheless, taken together the current 
experiments provide initial evidence that when perceivers have 
minimal information, the expression of emotion by an interaction 
partner can provide insight into what might have happened to the 
person expressing the emotion, and what may have caused his or her 
emotions.  
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"The movements of expression in the face 

and body, whatever their origin may have been, are 
in themselves of much importance for our welfare. 
They serve as the first means of communication 
between the mother and her infant; she smiles 
approval, and thus encourages her child on the 
right path, or frowns disapproval. We readily 
perceive sympathy in others by their expression; 

our sufferings are thus mitigated and our pleasures 
increased; and mutual good feeling is thus 
strengthened. The movements of expression give 
vividness and energy to our spoken words. They 
reveal the thoughts and intentions of others more 
truly than do words, which may be falsified." 

Darwin (1872, p. 359). 

This quote from Charles Darwin's book The expression of the 

emotions in man and animals illustrates the importance of expressions of 

emotion in communication. Given that the book was written in 1872, 
it is perhaps surprising that theorizing about the social functionality of 
emotion has only comparatively recently begun to flourish (e.g., 
Fischer & Manstead, 2008; Fridlund, 1994; Frijda, 1986; Hareli & 
Hess, 2010; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Parkinson, 2005; Van Kleef, 
2009). Consequently, the empirical record with regards to the social 
functionality of emotion is still quite modest. I contribute to this 
developing literature by examining the informative value of emotional 
expressions as a basis for inferences regarding social situations. More 
specifically, I report three vignette studies testing the idea that 
expressions of anger, happiness, and disappointment can influence 
observers' construal of a hypothetical situation as cooperative or 
competitive. After providing an overview of the relevant literature, I 
demonstrate that reading about expressions of anger on the one hand, 
and disappointment and happiness on the other hand, has distinct 
effects on observers' construal of the social situation in which these 
emotional expressions are described to take place.  

Social Functions and Consequences of Emotional 
Expressions 

Whether or not emotions serve a coordinating function in 
social life has historically been a topic of theoretical debate (see 
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Ekman & Friesen, 1971; Fridlund, 1994). A recent review of literature 
pertaining to this topic (Parkinson, 2005) indicates that facial 
expressions of emotion can communicate social motives, and may 
even be inseparable from them. A compatible argument is advanced 
by Keltner and Haidt (1999), who propose that expressions of 
emotion serve a number of functions at different levels of social 
reality. These authors draw a distinction between four levels at which 
emotions may be functional: the intrapersonal, dyadic (or 
interpersonal), group, and cultural levels. At the interpersonal level 

emotional expressions are assumed to serve three distinct functions.  

First, emotional expressions can evoke reciprocal or 
complementary emotions in observers. For instance, people 
automatically mimic others' facial expressions of emotion (Dimberg et 
al., 2000; Dimberg, Thunberg, & Grunedal, 2002, Hess & Blairy, 
2001, Hess & Bourgeois, 2010). Furthermore, people can 'catch' 
others' emotions through processes of emotional contagion, so that 
the emotional state of the person they are observing becomes their 
own (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993). In addition to reciprocal 
emotional states (such as when happiness triggers mutual happiness), 
emotional expressions can also engender complementary emotional 
states (e.g., distress may elicit compassion; Van Kleef et al., 2008) or 
even opposite emotional states (e.g., another’s distress may trigger 
happiness; Lanzetta & Englis, 1988). Thus, ample evidence shows 
that the emotions of one person can evoke emotions in others. 

Second, emotional expressions can serve as incentives or 
deterrents for other people's behaviors. This point is illustrated by 
work on the interpersonal effects of emotions in negotiations (e.g., 

Van Kleef, De Dreu, & Manstead, 2004a; 2006), compliance 
situations (Van Doorn, Van Kleef, & Van der Pligt, 2011), group 
interaction (Barsade, 2002; Heerdink, Van Kleef, Homan, & Fischer, 
2011), leadership (Sy, Côté, & Saavedra, 2005; Van Kleef et al., 
2009), and apologies (Hareli & Eiskovits, 2006). For instance, Van 
Kleef and colleagues (2004a; 2006) found that negotiators made larger 
concessions to angry or disappointed counterparts compared to 
neutral ones, whereas they made smaller concessions to happy or 
guilty counterparts. Other work has shown that expressions of anger 
by leaders can increase effort expenditure (Sy et al., 2005) and 

performance of followers (Van Kleef et al., 2009). Expressions of 
anger by a leader are interpreted as a sign that performance is 
suboptimal and that more effort is needed, whereas expressions of 
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happiness are taken to suggest that performance is acceptable and that 
no extra effort is required. 

The third assertion, and the focus of this Chapter, is that 
expressions of emotion provide information regarding the emotions, 
beliefs, and intentions of others (Fridlund, 1992; 1994; Keltner & 
Haidt, 1999; Knutson, 1996). Thus far, researchers interested in the 
informative functions of emotion have mainly focused on how the 
information that emotional expressions provide influences 
perceptions and impressions of the expresser. For example, Knutson 
(1996) found that a person expressing anger or disgust was judged to 
be high in dominance and low in affiliation, whereas a person 
expressing happiness was rated high on both dimensions, and a 
person expressing sadness or fear was rated low on both dimensions 
(see also Hess et al., 2000). Conversely, knowledge about another 
person's personality influences which emotions that person is 
expected to show (Hareli, Sharabi, Cosette, & Hess, 2011, Hareli, 
Sharabi, & Hess, 2011). Moreover, people infer personality traits of 
the expressing person based on the appraisals they believe that person 
to have made (Hareli & Hess, 2010). That is, the way the expresser is 
thought to evaluate the situation shapes the inferences that observers 
draw about his or her personality. In the current chapter, I argue that 
in addition to these effects on personality inferences, expressions of 
emotion influence observers' inferences regarding relevant dimensions 
of the social situation in which they are expressed (cf. Fischer & 
Manstead, 2001). 

Emotion and Cooperation 

As is clear from the foregoing review, previous research on the 
social effects of emotional expressions has tended to focus on 
perceptions of the expresser's appraisal process, interpersonal 
impressions, and concomitant behavior. I propose that the 
informative functionality of emotional expressions that lies at the 
heart of such effects may also influence the way in which people 
construe the social situation in which they themselves and the 
expresser are involved. Several authors have suggested that emotions 
reflect ways of relating to the (social) environment (e.g., Campos, 
Mumme, Kermoian, & Campos, 1994; Frijda, 1986, Fischer & 

Manstead, 2001; Parkinson, 1996). Viewed in this light, it seems 
plausible that emotional expressions trigger inferences about 
characteristics of the situation. In other words, one person's emotions 
may signal to others how that person relates to the present interaction 
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context, thereby providing cues about the situation itself in addition to 
cues about the expressing person.  

The idea that emotional expressions may influence situation 
construal also follows from emotions as social information (EASI) 
theory (Van Kleef, 2009, 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010; Van Kleef et 
al., 2011). A central proposition of this theory is that people use the 
emotional expressions of others as information to disambiguate social 
situations. One characteristic that is particularly important in this 
respect is the cooperative or competitive nature of the situation. The 
cooperativeness or competitiveness of situations is among the most 
potent influences on human behavior, as it influences collaboration, 
trust, and hostility, among a host of other important outcomes 
(Axelrod & Hamilton, 1981; Deutsch, 1949; Van Kleef et al., 2010, 
Van Lange, 1999). However, it is not always immediately clear 
whether a situation is cooperative or competitive. In such cases, how 
do we make sense of the situation? I propose that others' emotional 
expressions play an important role in this sense-making process. I 
develop and test this general idea in three experiments, to which I 
now turn. 

Experiment 3.1 

The aim of the first experiment was to conduct an initial test 
of the idea that expressions of emotion shape the perceived 
cooperativeness of ambiguous situations. In this first study I focused 
on happiness and anger, two emotions that have been linked 
theoretically to cooperation and competition, respectively. Happiness 
has been conceptualized as a signal of affiliation and prosocial 

intentions (Fridlund, 1992; Van Kleef et al., 2010), and it has been 
linked to tendencies to build social relationships (Fredrickson, 1998; 
Frederickson & Losada, 2005) and capitalize on opportunities (Frank, 
1988). In contrast, anger has been proposed to signal negative 
behavioral intentions (Kuppens & Van Mechelen, 2007), and it is 
often seen as a precursor to hostility (Averill, 1982; Van Kleef et al., 
2010). Based on these considerations, I expected a relative difference 
in the extent to which hypothetical situations are judged as 
cooperative as a function of the emotion that is expressed, with 
judgments of cooperativeness being higher when happiness is 

expressed compared to when anger is expressed.  

To test this prediction, I constructed a vignette in which a 
prospective interaction with another person was described. The 
vignette provided no clues as to whether the situation would be 
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cooperative or competitive. I manipulated the emotion expressed by 
the other person, so that half of the participants were confronted with 
an expression of anger and the other half with an expression of 
happiness. I expected participants to judge the situation as more 
cooperative after an expression of happiness than after an expression 
of anger. Moreover, in line with the idea that anger communicates 
negative intentions, I expected participants to infer fewer cooperative 
behavioral intentions on the part of the person when an expression of 
anger was described, as opposed to when an expression of happiness 

was described. 

Method 

Participants and design. The experiment was completed 
by 88 undergraduate students at the University of Amsterdam (62 
female; age M = 21.05 years, SD = 5.72 years, range 17 – 53 years), as 

part of a mandatory course. The experiment had a two-factor design 
in which emotion expressed (anger or happiness) and sex of the actor 
(male or female) were manipulated. The latter factor was included for 

exploratory purposes. 

Procedure. Participants completed the current experiment as 
part of a mass testing session. They were seated behind a computer, 
on which all instructions were given. Participants read a vignette and 
were asked to imagine the situation as if it happened to them 
personally. 

In the vignette a new course in scientific writing was about to 
start, in which the participant was to take part as a student. 

Participants read that the course was structured in such a way as to 
provide the possibility of a dual reward: In addition to a grade that 
everyone would receive individually, students could win an attractive 
financial prize if they would write one of the best papers. To be 
eligible for the prize, students' papers would have to be among the 
best 50% of all papers handed in as part of the course.  

Topics in the course were predetermined, and assigned by the 
instructor. Two students would have the same topic; the instructor 
explicitly mentioned that he left it up to people with a similar topic to 
determine whether or not they wanted to coordinate. The participant 

read that (s)he had been assigned to the same topic as an unfamiliar 
man or woman who also followed the course, depicted in a neutral 
(non-expressive) photograph (see Figure 3.1, left picture).  
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Figure 3.1: Photographs presented alongside the verbal emotion 
manipulation in Experiment 3.1. 

 

Woman 

Neutral face 

 

Woman 

Angry face 

 

Woman 

Happy face 

 

Man 

Neutral face 

 

Man 

Angry face 

 

Man 

Happy face 

Note. Photographs were taken from the Karolinska Directed 

Emotional Faces picture set (KDEF; Lundqvist et al., 1998). The IDs 
of the actress and actor appearing in these pictures are F19 (top row) 
and M35 (bottom row).  
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After the first course meeting was over, the student with whom the 
participant shared a topic proposed to make arrangements to 
coordinate the writing of the paper. Because the participant had 
another appointment somewhere, (s)he politely told the other person 
they could do this later. Participants then read that the other person 
responded to this postponement in an angry or happy way. A 
photograph was displayed below the text to strengthen the emotion 
manipulation (see Figure 3.1, middle and right pictures). The 
vignettes were constructed so that both anger and happiness could 

plausibly be expressed. On the one hand, the fact that the protagonist 
refused to meet could have stirred anger; on the other hand, the fact 
that the protagonist wanted to meet later could elicit happiness. The 
vignettes are presented in Appendix 3A. 

After reading this information, participants completed a 
number of dependent measures. To minimize the chance that 
participants would respond based on their guesses about the goal of 
the experiment, participants were asked to answer a number of 
questions which were unrelated to the research question prior to the 
dependent measures of interest. Specifically, participants answered 
questions about the response given in the vignette (11 items), and the 
emotions they themselves would likely experience in the described 
situation (13 items). 

Subsequently, participants indicated their assessment of the 
situation in terms of cooperation ('To what extent is this situation 
cooperative?', 1 = not at all to 7 = very much), and the extent to which 

they expected the other person to have cooperative intentions (“Is the 
other student trying to do things for the both of you as a group?” "Is 

the other student trying to do what's best for you?", "Is the other 
student taking your individual interests into account?", "Is the other 

student trustworthy?"; 1 = not at all to 7 = very much, α = .85). The 

measures of situation construal and perceived cooperative intentions 
were only modestly correlated (r[88] = .43, p < .001), indicating that it 

is useful to distinguish between these two concepts. Finally, 
participants completed manipulation checks to ensure they had 
recognized the emotion expressed in the vignette (2 items for each 
emotion, e.g. "To what extent did the other student express anger?", 1 
= not at all to 7 = very much, anger r[88] = .84, p < .001; happiness 

r[88] = .88, p <.001). 
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Results 

Analytic strategy. Throughout this chapter, corrected 
degrees of freedom are reported for t tests whenever there was 

inequality of variances. 

Perceived emotion. Two analyses of variance (ANOVA) 
were conducted to test whether emotion, participant gender, and 
target gender affected participants' emotion recognition. For the 

happiness ratings, main effects of emotion, F(1, 80) = 215.73, p < 

.001, ω2, = .65, and target gender, F(1,80) = 8.30, p = .005, ω2 = .02 

were found, along with a marginally significant interaction effect, F(1, 

80) = 3.07, p = .084, ω2, = .01. Participants judging a man’s face 

recognized less happiness, M = 3.29, SD = 2.03, than participants 

judging a woman’s face, M = 3.97, SD = 1.97. More importantly, 

both men, M = 5.71, SD = 1.22, and women, M = 5.10, SD = 1.06, 

recognized more happiness following the happiness manipulation 
than following the anger manipulation (men: M = 1.79, SD = .99; 

women: M = 1.95, SD = 1.07). No other effects were found (all p 

values > .24, F values < 1.35). Thus, despite a marginal influence of 

participant gender, the manipulation of happiness was successful. For 
the anger ratings, only a main effect of emotion was found, F (1, 80) 

= 145.99, p < .001, ω2, = .55. Participants in the anger condition 

perceived more anger, M = 5.45, SD = 1.43, than participants in the 

happiness condition, M = 1.94, SD = 1.01. No other effects reached 

significance (all p values > .10, all F values < 2.83). Thus, the 

manipulation of anger was also successful. 

Situation construal. An ANOVA with emotion, 

participant gender, and target gender as factors yielded a main effect 

for target gender, F(1, 80) = 7.11, p = .009, ω2 = .06, a main effect for 

emotion, F(1, 80) = 4.31, p = 041, ω2, = .03, and an interaction 

between target gender and participant gender, F(1, 80) = 7.14, p = 

.009, ω2, = .06. Men rated the described situation as less cooperative 
when it involved a man, M = 2.64, SD = 1.65, than when it involved a 

woman, M = 4.42, SD = 1.51, whereas women rated the situation in 

which a man was involved, M = 3.83, SD = 1.44, and the situation in 

which a woman was involved, M = 3.85, SD = 1.60, similarly with 

regard to cooperation. 

Because no interactions between the emotion manipulation 
and either participant gender or target gender were found, the gender 
conditions are not discussed further. I conducted an independent-
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samples t test to examine the contrast between the anger and 

happiness conditions. This analysis revealed that participants in the 
happiness condition, M = 4.07, SD = 1.57, perceived the situation as 

more cooperative compared to participants in the anger condition, M 

= 3.37, SD = 1.57; t(86) = 2.07, p = .041, d = .45, r = .22.  

Perceived cooperative intentions. Analogous to the 
results for situation construal, an ANOVA with emotion, participant 
gender, and target gender as factors yielded a main effect for target 

gender, F(1, 80) = 4.70, p = .033, ω2, = .04, a main effect for emotion, 

F(1, 80) = 6.30, p = .014, ω2 = .05, and an interaction between target 

gender and participant gender, F(1, 80) = 8.68, p = .004, ω2, = .08. 

Men inferred less cooperative intentions from a man, M = 3.52, SD = 

1.44, than from a woman, M = 4.49, SD = 1.02, whereas women 

inferred similar levels of cooperative intent from a man, M = 4.69, SD 

= .75, and a woman, M = 4.32, SD = .94. 

As the emotion effect was again independent of the effects of 
participant and target gender (i.e., there was no interaction between 

emotion and gender), I disregarded the gender conditions, and 
examined the contrast between the anger and happiness conditions 
using an independent-samples t test. This analysis revealed that 

participants in the happiness condition, M = 4.54, SD = 1.24, inferred 

more cooperative intentions than did participants in the anger 
condition, M = 4.04, SD = .83; t(77.18) = 2.22, p = .029, d = .51, r = 

.24.  

Discussion  

This first experiment yielded initial evidence for the idea that 
an individual's situation construal may be shaped by others' emotional 
expressions. Participants who read about an upcoming interaction 
with a fellow student expected this interaction to be less cooperative 
after the other person had expressed anger as opposed to happiness, 
even though in both cases the other person had offered to work 
together. Additionally, participants attributed less cooperative 
intentions to the angry person compared to the happy person. 
Exploratory analyses revealed that the effect was not moderated by 
the sex of the expresser. Although I should be careful in interpreting a 

null effect, this finding does suggest that the effects of emotional 
expressions on situation construal are independent of the sex of the 
expressing person. 
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The effects of emotional expressions on situation construal 
may be especially likely to occur in ambiguous settings, because in 
such settings they are one of relatively few sources of information 
(Van Kleef et al., 2010). In other words, when no other information 
about the likelihood of cooperation or competition is available, the 
informative value of expressions of emotion is enhanced. This raises 
the question of whether these findings are limited to descriptions of 
ambiguous situations, or whether emotional expressions can shape 
situation construal even in the presence of explicit clues about 

cooperativeness or competitiveness.  

Experiment 3.21 

In Experiment 3.1, participants who imagined being 
confronted with expressions of anger or happiness by a fellow student 
differed in their judgments of how cooperative the interaction would 
be following the emotional expression. In the second experiment, we 
wanted to test whether these effects of emotion would also occur 
when participants imagined that the emotion was expressed as part of 
a group interaction. Thus, in addition to introducing an expectation 
of cooperation or competition to provide a more conservative test of 
the effects of emotion as social information (Van Kleef, 2009), 
Experiment 3.2 was conducted to determine whether the effects of 
emotion on situation construal extend beyond dyadic settings.  

Method 

Participants and design. The experiment was completed 

by 177 undergraduates (135 female; age M = 20.56 years, SD = 4.39 

years, range 17–41 years), as part of a mandatory course. The 
experiment had a two-factor design, in which the expected situation 
(cooperative or competitive) and emotion expressed (anger, 
happiness, or no emotion) were manipulated. They were asked to 
imagine that the friends they were interacting with were all the same 
sex as themselves.  

Procedure. Participants completed the experiment during a 
computerized mass testing session. They were instructed to read a 
vignette and imagine themselves in the described situation. They read 

                                                           
1
 Marc W. Heerdink was the principal investigator with regards to data collection 

for Experiment 3.2; data from Experiment 3.2 are included in this dissertation 

with his permission. 
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that they had come together with three same-sex friends to discuss 
and decide on a holiday destination. We manipulated participants' 
expectancies by describing the decision process for last year's holiday. 
Participants read that during last year's meeting "everyone wanted to 
get his/her own way" (competitive) or "everyone tried to work 
together to reach a joint decision about the destination" (cooperative). 
Participants were informed that today's atmosphere could be expected 
to be similar. Then, it was explained that all three friends had 
independently picked the same destination, while the participant 

wanted to go somewhere else.  

The vignette ended with the following text: "When it's your 
turn, you tell your friends where you'd like to go. Your friends don't 
immediately agree ...", followed by "... and express anger about your 
proposal", "... and react neutrally to your proposal" or  "... but express 

happiness about your proposal".2 The vignettes were again 
constructed in such a way that both anger and happiness could 
plausibly be expressed. If the friends perceived the protagonist's 
different preference as an obstacle to reaching closure, they could 

have expressed anger regarding the dissenting opinion, whereas if the 
friends perceived it as an attempt to reach an optimal decision they 
could express happiness regarding the different opinion. The vignettes 
are shown in Appendix 3B. 

Following the vignette, participants completed a number of 
questions. As in Experiment 3.1, the dependent measures of interest 
were embedded within a larger questionnaire that contained several 
unrelated filler questions (31 in this case) to reduce the likelihood that 
participants would guess the purpose of the study. To measure 
participants' perception of the change in cooperativeness of the 

                                                           
2 To check whether these emotional reactions are equally suitable to the 

situation, I asked participants how well they could imagine themselves in the 

situation described in the vignette at the end of the experiment. Analysis of 
this item revealed a small main effect of the emotion manipulation, F(2, 171) 

= 3.23, p = .042, ω2 = .01. Post hoc analysis using Tukey’s HSD revealed 

that the happy reaction (M = 5.67, SD = 0.89) was easier to imagine than the 

angry reaction (M = 5.10, SD = 1.39, p = .046), but neither differed 

significantly from the neutral reaction (M = 5.20, SD = 1.52, p = .12 and p = 

.90, respectively). Moreover, all reported means were well above 4, which 
was the midpoint of the 7-point scale, t(57) = 9.96, t(59) 4.66 and t(58) = 

5.86, respectively, all p values < .001. Thus, all participants were able to 

imagine themselves in the described situation, regardless of the emotion 

expressed by the majority. 
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situation, participants were asked to indicate on a 7-point scale (1 = 
not at all to 7 = very much) to what extent they agreed with the 

following statements: "The majority reaction made the atmosphere 
more competitive" and "The consequence of the majority reaction is 
that the group focused more on working together".  

At the end of the experiment, participants completed various 
manipulation checks. For the manipulation of emotion, participants 
were asked to indicate on two 7-point scales (1 = not at all to 7 = very 

much) to what extent the majority had reacted with anger or happiness 

to their proposal. To determine the effectiveness of the manipulation 
of the expected situation, participants were asked to indicate how 
cooperative the situation had been described to them (1 = competitive 

to 7 = cooperative).  

Results 

Analytic strategy. Exploratory analyses (Behrens, 1997) 
showed that participant gender did not interact with the 

manipulations in any of the analyses reported below. For the sake of 
brevity, we therefore omitted participant gender from the analyses 
and discussion.  

Although the correlation between the two items measuring 
cooperativeness was modest, r(175) = -.28, p < .001, analyses showed 

that the results for the individual items were identical to the results for 
the two items combined. Hence, a cooperativeness index consisting of 
the two items is reported below, with the competitive item being 
reverse scored.  

Perceived emotion. Analyses on the measure of perceived 
majority emotion confirmed that the majority reaction was rated as 
more angry when the reaction had been described as angry, M = 5.67, 

SD = 1.50, compared to when it had been described as neutral, M = 

2.83, SD = 1.67, or happy, M = 2.03, SD = 1.18; F(2, 171) = 99.12, p 

< .001, ω2 = .12. Similarly, the reaction was rated as more happy 
when the group reaction had been described as happy, M = 5.67, SD 

= 1.26, rather than neutral, M = 2.54, SD = 1.41, or angry, M = 2.32, 

SD = 1.23; F(2, 171) = 120.84, p < .001, ω2 = .17. No other effects 

were found. Thus, the manipulation of emotion was successful.  

Situation construal. As anticipated, participants reported 
that the situation had been described as more cooperative in the 
cooperative condition, M = 4.37, SD = 1.77, than in the competitive 
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condition, M = 2.98, SD = 1.63; F(1, 171) = 34.06, p < .001, ω2 = .14. 

Hence, the manipulation of expectancy was successful.  

Interestingly, we also found a main effect of the emotion 
manipulation on perceived cooperativeness. Consistent with our 
theorizing, the situation was perceived as more cooperative after a 
happy reaction, M = 4.50, SD = 1.86, than after a neutral reaction, M 

= 3.56, SD = 1.48, and as less cooperative (i.e., more competitive) 

after an angry reaction, M = 3.00, SD = 1.85; F(2, 171) = 13.44, p < 

.001, ω2 = .05. Both contrasts were significant (p < .001 and p = .03, 

1-tailed, respectively). There was no interaction effect, p = .20, F = 

1.62. Thus, the emotion manipulation influenced the perceived 
cooperativeness of the situation independent of, and above and 
beyond, the situation expectancy manipulation. 

Perceived change in cooperativeness. As hypothesized, 
participants felt that the happy reaction increased the cooperativeness 
of the situation, M = 4.67, SD = 1.00, compared to the neutral 

reaction, M = 4.25, SD = 1.12, whereas the angry reaction decreased 

the cooperativeness (i.e., increased the competitiveness) of the 

situation, M = 3.70, SD = 1.10; F(2, 171) = 11.97, p < .001, ω2 = .05. 

Both contrasts were significant (p values < .02, 1-tailed). No other 

effects were found, p values > .53, F values < 64. Thus, we conclude 

that the emotion expressed by the group led participants to perceive 
that the cooperativeness of the situation had changed (although we 
should note that we did not compare perceptions of cooperativeness 
over time). 

Discussion  

The results of Experiment 3.2 indicate that participants 
construed a situation as more cooperative when group members were 
described as expressing happiness regarding their ideas than when 
they were described as expressing no emotion. Conversely, they 
construed the situation as less cooperative (more competitive) when 
they were described as expressing anger. Interestingly, these effects 
held above and beyond explicit information about the level of 
cooperativeness or competitiveness that could be expected based on 
prior interactions, as described in the vignette. Taken together, these 

results suggest that emotional expressions trigger a tendency to 
construe situations as cooperative or competitive, even when explicit 
information about expected cooperation or competition is also 
provided. 
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These results provide evidence that emotions can play a role 
in shaping people's inferences regarding the cooperativeness of group 
settings. One should be careful in over-generalizing these findings, 
however, since the participant always represented a lone minority 
versus a unanimous majority in this setting, thus representing only a 
subset of the possible combinations of factions and emotion 
expressions that may arise in a group context. For example, the extent 
to which differences in emotional expressions covary with the factions 
in the group may strengthen (in case they overlap) or diminish the 

effects of emotional expressions. Although it may be expected on the 
basis of the theoretical arguments outlined in the Introduction that the 
effects of emotional expressions would be similar across situations, 
these data do not provide conclusive evidence. More research is 
needed to clarify whether the effects observed here do indeed 
generalize to different group configurations. 

In the experiments discussed thus far, we have contrasted 
happiness with anger. In general, positive emotions indicate that one 
evaluates an outcome favorably, whereas negative emotions indicate 
an unfavorable evaluation (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999). Hence, it is 
possible that the effects in Experiment 3.2 are driven merely by 
valence, rather than by specific communicative properties of 
expressed emotions. To address this issue, I conducted a third 
experiment in which I contrasted two emotions with the same 
valence: anger and disappointment. In addition, I set out to explore 
whether the effects of emotional expressions on situation construal 
also occur when a situation is described that is objectively cooperatively 

or competitively structured. 

Experiment 3.3 

The findings of Experiment 3.1 suggest that learning about 
others' emotional expressions can influence how people construe 
social situations in terms of cooperativeness or competitiveness. 
Moreover, Experiment 3.2 showed that such effects even occur when 
the person perceiving the emotion has received information about the 
level of cooperativeness or competitiveness that could be expected 
based on previous interactions. In the third experiment I take this 
notion one step further. Rather than manipulating expectancies 

regarding the level of cooperativeness of the situation, I now 
manipulate outcome dependence—a structural aspect of the situation 
(Kelley, Holmes, Kerr, Reis, Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003; Van Lange, 
1999). In one condition of the scenario a situation is described in 
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which cooperating with an interaction partner would improve 
chances of obtaining a desirable outcome; in the other condition 
competing with the interaction partner would improve chances of 
obtaining the desirable outcome. 

Another goal of Experiment 3.3 was to contrast two emotions 
with negative valence. This allows us to explore whether the effects 
observed in the first two experiments were due to specific properties 
of the communicated emotions rather than manifestations of valence, 
which I consider to be a more general property. As mentioned in the 
introduction to this chapter, the expression of anger is usually 
assumed to communicate hostility (Averill, 1982; Kuppens & Van 
Mechelen, 2007; Van Kleef et al., 2010). Anger involves appraisals of 
frustration, goal blockage, and other-blame (Kuppens & Van 
Mechelen, 2007; Smith, Haynes, Lazarus, & Pope, 1993). These 
appraisals are accompanied by approach-oriented action tendencies 
(Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009; Frijda, 1986), which may include the 
tendency to aggress against the person who is held responsible for the 
goal blockage (Averill, 1982). 

Whereas anger thus communicates hostility, disappointment 
is thought to signal supplication (Van Kleef et al., 2006, 2010; 
Wubben, Van Dijk, & De Cremer, 2009). Disappointment belongs to 
the same emotion family as sadness (Levine, 1996; Van Kleef et al., 
2010). Like sadness, disappointment involves appraisals that one's 
adversity is due to circumstances that are out of one's control 
(Zeelenberg, Van Dijk, Van der Pligt, Manstead, Van Empelen, & 
Reinderman, 1998). Whereas disappointment may not communicate 
an intention to act in a cooperative manner per se, it does signal a need 

for cooperation or help on behalf of the person expressing the 
emotion (Van Kleef et al., 2010; Wubben et al., 2009). Thus, I expect 
that expressions of disappointment will lead participants to construe a 
situation as more cooperative compared to expressions of anger. 
Based on the findings of Experiment 3.2, I expect this effect to occur 
above and beyond a priori information about the cooperative or 
competitive nature of the described situation. In addition, I expect 
that expressions of disappointment will lead observers to infer that the 
expresser has greater cooperative intentions, compared to expressions 
of anger.  
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Method 

Participants and design. The experiment was completed 
by 82 undergraduate students at the University of Amsterdam (63 
female; age M = 20.65 years, SD = 5.01 years, range = 17 – 44 years), 

as part of a mass testing session. The study had a two-factor design, in 
which emotion expressed (anger vs. disappointment) and outcome 
dependence (cooperative vs. competitive) were manipulated. The 
vignette used in this experiment was analogous to that used in 

Experiment 3.1. However, this time participants read about a woman 
who followed the same course, expressing anger or disappointment.3 
Outcome dependence was manipulated by varying whether students 
had to cooperate or compete with their fellow student to have a 
chance at winning an attractive prize. 

Procedure. Participants were seated behind a computer, on 
which all instructions were given. Participants read a vignette, and 
were asked to imagine that the situation happened to them personally. 
As in Experiment 3.1, participants imagined themselves to be starting 

a new course on scientific writing, in which they were to write a 
paper. Participants received the same topic as another person in their 
work group, and were informed that the best papers would be 
rewarded with an attractive monetary prize. I manipulated outcome 
dependence as follows. Participants in the competition condition were 
told that to increase their chance of winning one of the prizes, their 
paper had to be considered the best paper on their topic. That is, the 
instructions stressed that they had to outperform their partner, thus 
stimulating competition. Participants in the cooperation condition 
learned that to increase their chance of winning a prize, the average 

grade of their paper and their partner's paper had to be among the 
50% best average grades in the group. Specifically, the instructions 
specified that they and their partner had to outperform the other 
groups together, thus stimulating cooperation. Note that in both 
conditions the paper had to be among the best 50% of the total group; 
only the dependence on the partner differed between conditions. 

  

                                                           
3
 As the sample was expected to consist mainly of women and the interaction 

effects between participant gender and target gender found in Experiment 3.1 

showed scores to diverge for ratings by men, but not women, we decided to only 

present faces of women in Experiment 3.2. 
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Figure 3.2: Photographs presented alongside the verbal emotion 

manipulation in Experiment 3.3. 

 

Neutral face 

 

Angry face 

 

Disappointed face 

Note. Photographs were taken from the Karolinska Directed 

Emotional Faces set (KDEF; Lundqvist et al., 1998). The ID of the 
actress appearing in these pictures is F19.  

Again, topics in the course were predetermined, and assigned 
by the instructor. Two students would have the same topic; the 
instructor explicitly mentioned that he left it up to people with a 
similar topic to determine whether or not they wanted to coordinate. 
The participant read that (s)he was assigned to the same topic as an 
unfamiliar female student, again depicted in a neutral (non-

expressive) photograph (see Figure 3.2, left picture). After the first 
course meeting was over, the student with whom the participant 
shared a topic proposed to coordinate the writing of the paper. 
Because the participant had another appointment somewhere, (s)he 
suggested to the other person that they do this later. The other person 
responded with anger or disappointment. As in Experiment 3.1, a 
photograph was included to strengthen the emotion manipulation (see 
Figure 3.2, middle and right pictures). The vignettes were again 
formulated such that both anger and disappointment could plausibly 
be expressed, following the same reasoning as in Experiment 3.1. A 

full description of the vignettes is given in Appendix 3C. 

As in the previous experiments, the dependent measures of 
interest were embedded in a block of filler questions to prevent 
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participants from guessing the goal of the experiment. The 24 filler 
items used in the current experiment were identical to those used in 
Experiment 3.1. Participants subsequently indicated whether they 
perceived the situation as cooperative (same as in Experiment 3.1), 
and the extent to which they expected the other person to have 
cooperative intentions (items identical to Experiment 3.1, α = .85). As 

in Experiment 3.1, the two measures were only moderately correlated 
(r [88]= .32, p = .003). Finally, participants completed manipulation 

checks to ensure that they had recognized the emotion expressed in 

the vignette (2 items for each emotion, e.g. "To what extent did the 
other student express anger?", 1 = not at all to 7 = very much, anger 

r[88] = .89, p < .001; disappointment r[88] = .32, p = .004). 

Results 

Analytic strategy. As in Experiment 3.2, exploratory 
analyses showed gender to have no effects on the dependent variables. 
For the sake of brevity participant gender is therefore omitted from 

the analyses reported below. 

Perceived emotion. An ANOVA on participants' ratings of 
perceived anger with emotion expressed and outcome dependence as 
factors yielded a main effect of emotion. Mean perception of anger in 
the anger condition, M = 5.66, SD = 1.54, exceeded the mean 

perception of anger in the disappointment condition, M = 2.59, SD = 

1.13; F(1, 78) = 102.20, p < .001, ω2 = .56. No other effects were 

significant, both p values > .49, both F values < .48. A separate 

ANOVA on participants' ratings of perceived disappointment showed 
that participants in the disappointment condition perceived 
marginally more disappointment, M = 4.74, SD = 1.38, than did those 

in the anger condition, M = 4.18, SD = 1.24; F(1, 78) = 3.75, p = .056, 

ω2 = .03. Again, no other effects were found, both p values > .11, both 

F values < 2.59. Thus, I conclude that the emotion manipulation was 

successful. 

Situation construal. An ANOVA on participants' 
perceptions of the situation, with emotion expressed and outcome 
dependence as predictors, yielded a main effect for emotion. 
Perceived cooperativeness was lower in the anger condition, M = 

3.49, SD = 1.34, than in the disappointment condition, M = 4.15, SD 

= 1.37; F(1, 78) = 4.73, p = .033, ω2 = .04. No other effects were 

observed, both p values > .19, both F values < 1.79. This finding 

confirms the hypothesis about the informative character of emotion. 
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However, the anticipated main effect of the situation manipulation 
was not found. I will return to this issue below. 

Perceived cooperative intentions. An ANOVA on 
participants' perceptions of the intentions of their interaction partner 
yielded main effects for both emotion expressed and outcome 
dependence. Participants inferred more cooperative intentions 
following an expression of disappointment, M = 4.49, SD = .91, than 

following an expression of anger, M = 4.01, SD = 1.08; F(1, 78) = 

5.29, p = .024, ω2 = .05. Also, participants inferred more cooperative 

intentions under cooperative outcome dependence, M = 4.52, SD = 

1.04, than under competitive outcome dependence, M = 3.97, SD = 

.93; F(1, 78) = 6.62, p = .012, ω2 = .06. No interaction was observed, 

p = .65, F = .21. 

Discussion 

The results of Experiment 3.3 show that, as predicted by a 
social-functional account of emotion (e.g., Fischer & Manstead, 2008; 
Hareli & Hess, 2010; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Parkinson, 2005; Van 
Kleef, 2009), expressions of anger and disappointment shape the 
construal of an imagined situation in contrasting ways. Specifically, 
expressions of disappointment led observers to perceive a described 
situation as more cooperative compared to expressions of anger, and 
expressions of disappointment also led observers to infer more 
cooperative intentions on the part of the expresser. These effects 
overruled factual information about the interdependence structure of 
the situation, as effects were found to be independent of the outcome 
dependence manipulation for both measures. These results point to 
the pervasive nature of the influence of emotional expression on 
situation construal.  

The expected effect of the situation manipulation on 
participants' judgments of cooperativeness was not found in this 
experiment. This calls into question the adequacy of the manipulation 
of outcome dependence. To ascertain that the manipulation of 
outcome dependence worked, I conducted a small, additional study in 
which I asked 46 undergraduate students (33 female; age M = 20.33 

years, SD = 3.68 years, range = 18 – 36 years) to complete 

Experiment 3.3 without an emotion manipulation. Participants in the 
cooperative outcome interdependence condition rated the situation as 
more cooperative, M = 4.54, SD = 1.35, than did participants in the 

competitive outcome interdependence condition, M = 3.22, SD = 
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1.13; t(45) = 3.64, p < .005, d = 1.09, r = .48, indicating that the 

outcome dependence manipulation was successful in the absence of 
an emotion manipulation.  

To establish the relative strength of this effect compared to 
that of the emotion manipulation in the original sample, I conducted 
a t test for the main effect of emotion observed in the original sample. 

The main effect was observed with t(85) = 2.43, p < .05, d = .53, r = 

.25. The manipulation of outcome dependence in the additional study 

explains a greater proportion of variance compared to the emotion 
manipulation in the original study. As an identical procedure was 
followed, within a similar sample and with fewer degrees of freedom, 
it seems unlikely that the absence of effects of the outcome 
dependence manipulation in the main study is due to the greater 
power of the emotion manipulation per se.  

A possible explanation for the fact that the outcome 
dependence manipulation was effective only when emotion was not 
simultaneously manipulated could be that emotion is a more salient 
informative cue. The manipulation of outcome dependence describes 

a static, or immutable, state of affairs to participants. In contrast, I 
assume the manipulation of emotion serves as a dynamic signal, in 
that it provides perceivers with information that facilitates 
coordination in ongoing social interactions (Keltner & Haidt, 1999). 
Thus, it could be that the impact of the emotion manipulation 
reduced the salience of the outcome dependence manipulation to such 
an extent that the latter failed to have a significant effect, as the 
emotion manipulation led participants to disregard the information 
provided by the outcome dependence manipulation. This explanation 

is in line with theoretical accounts of how situational factors constrain 
cognitive processes (Smith & Semin, 2007). More research is needed, 
however, to substantiate this explanation. Such research could benefit 
from the use alternative manipulations of emotion and situation in 
future studies, to verify the robustness of the current manipulations. 
New research seeking to address the effects of emotional expressions 
on situation construal should take care to balance the relative strength 
of the emotion manipulation and the manipulation of aspects of the 
situation to the degree that this is possible. 

General Discussion 

Social situations are often ambiguous, in the sense that the 
actors involved in them do not know what to expect from one 
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another. Under such circumstances, emotions may have informative 
value, and help observers interpret, or give meaning to, the situation 
(Van Kleef et al., 2010). In the experiments, observers' construal of 
the social situation varied as a function of the information provided 
by descriptions of specific emotions. Hence, I see the current results as 
illustrative of a bidirectional link between situation and interpretation 
of others' emotions (see Manstead & Fischer, 2001; Frijda & 
Zeelenberg, 2001; Hareli & Hess, 2010). Moreover, the findings attest, 
at a broader theoretical level, to the human drive to create meaning in 

social situations based on the social behaviors of others (Bruner, 
1990). 

The effect of expressed emotions on situation construal was 
observed in all three experiments. This effect is consistent with recent 
research on the process of reverse appraisal, which is thought to 
underlie effects of a target's emotion expression on the formation of 
impressions of the target (Hareli & Hess, 2010). In making a reverse 
appraisal, observers use an actor's emotional expressions to infer how 
the actor evaluates the situation along a number of appraisal 
dimensions. Observers then use this information to draw inferences 
about the actor's personality (see Hareli & Hess, 2010). The findings 
indicate that emotional expressions also influence observers' 
inferences of the cooperative intentions of the expresser as well as of 
characteristics of the social situation that observer and expresser are 
in.  

By considering multiple appraisal dimensions in explaining 
the effects of emotional expressions on impression formation, the 
reverse appraisal process allows for a more fine-grained analysis of the 

signaling function of emotional expressions than is provided by 
conceptualizations that rely solely on the valence of the emotion. 
Such a more fine-grained account is needed to understand the results 
of Experiment 3.3, in which expressions of anger led observers to 
infer that the situation was more competitive compared to expressions 
of disappointment. This finding cannot be accounted for by valence 
alone, but appears to be driven by an (implicit) understanding of the 
specific intentions communicated by these discrete emotions (see Van 
Kleef et al., 2010). Given that there is a strong link between appraisals 
and behavioral intentions (Frijda, 1986), and given that the form and 

content of appraisals vary as a function of the social context (Frijda & 
Zeelenberg, 2001; Scherer, 2001), a reverse-appraisal account (Hareli 
& Hess, 2010) helps to understand the effects of emotional 
expressions on situation construal as observed in the studies. 
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As groups grow larger, it becomes increasingly difficult to 
map specific emotional expressions onto individualized cooperation 
intentions. In these cases, it may be more efficient for people to 
construe a general impression of the situation instead, providing them 
with a general idea of how people will behave in the situation. I do 
not think that person perception and situation construal are entirely 
separable, however. Whenever a person is perceived as being more 
likely to cooperate, the situation will likely be construed as more 
cooperative. Conversely, if the situation is seen as more cooperative, 

the actors involved might also be seen as more likely to cooperate, 
regardless of their personality. Nevertheless, Experiments 3.1 and 3.3 
revealed that the correlation between inferences of behavioral 
intentions and situation construal is modest. This indicates that there 
is use in distinguishing between person perception and situation 
construal. More research is needed to explore when person perception 
and situation construal go hand in hand and when they vary 
independently of one another. 

A better understanding of the way in which emotions shape 
the representation of social situations in observers' minds could have 
benefits in applied settings. Any situation imposes constraints on the 
behavioral options of actors in the situation (Smith & Semin, 2007). 
Therefore, factors that influence how one perceives a situation may 
also shape subsequent behavior. For example, if a group is working 
together toward a common goal, one person's expression of anger 
might lead to a construction of the situation as more competitive. 
This may reduce cooperation, which could ultimately reduce the 
efficiency of the work group. Inversely, an expression of happiness in 
an otherwise competitive group may change the atmosphere for the 

better and result in cooperative efforts (cf. Barsade, 2002). Future 
research could examine the relation between emotions, situation 
construal, and behavioral outcomes in more detail. 

The choice of vignette methodology limits the conclusions 
that can be drawn based on this research. I followed a commonly 
used strategy to minimize demand characteristics, asking filler 
questions between the vignette description and the dependent variable 
of interest. Such efforts notwithstanding, it is difficult to rule out 
demand effects completely when using vignettes (see Parkinson & 

Manstead, 1993). The consistent occurrence of effects of the emotion 
manipulations across studies indicates that at the very least emotions 
function as signals to the person perceiving (or in this case: reading 
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about) their expression, and that these signals can have consequences 
for how the perceiver views social situations. 

Of course, the use of vignettes in the experiments precludes 
conclusions about actual behavior; instead, the findings tap into naive 
emotion theories (see Parkinson & Manstead, 1993). As mentioned, I 
feel that applying a situation-based approach to explaining behavior 
in 'real-world' settings has merit. Whether inferences regarding a 
social situation constitute a mediating factor in the relation between 
emotion perception and behavioral responses is an issue which I 
explicitly reserve for future research; vignette methodology allows no 
conclusions about this issue. With regards to inferential processes, 
however, I am confident concerning the claim that witnessing or 
learning about expressions of emotion by others affects how people 
construe a situation in terms of cooperation and competition (cf. Hess 
et al., 2005).  

I consider replication important to verify these effects, 
whether in a realistic situation, or with emotion manipulations that 
have more ecological validity (e.g., video clips showing emotional 
expressions, or messages with varying emotional tones; see Van Kleef 
et al., 2004a, 2009). It would be especially fruitful to combine such 
efforts with behavioral measures of cooperation. I believe that the 
consistency and strength of the effects observed here hold great 
promise for replication in real social situations involving behavioral 
outcomes. 

Another limitation of the present studies (in particular of 
Experiment 3.3), is that it is difficult to compare the relative strength 
of manipulations of aspects of the situation (in this case outcome 

dependency) and manipulations of emotional expressions. Although 
this problem is characteristic of most research in which multiple 
variables are manipulated, confidence in the relative robustness of the 
various manipulations employed here could be bolstered by using 
alternative manipulations of emotion and situation in future studies. 
New research seeking to address the effects of emotional expressions 
on situation construal should take care to balance the relative strength 
of the emotion manipulation and the manipulation of aspects of the 
situation to the degree that this is possible. 

Additionally, future research could examine how emotional 
expressions influence dimensions of situation construal other than 
cooperation and competition. An interesting candidate is the danger – 
safety dimension (Sorce et al., 1985). One could predict that a 
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situation is seen as more dangerous when an emotion resulting from 
an appraisal of uncertainty (e.g., worry, fear) is expressed, compared 
to when an emotion signals certainty (e.g., disappointment, sadness). 
Furthermore, considering other dimensions such as danger – safety 
would allow us to further distinguish between the intentions 
communicated by an emotion on the one hand, and construal of the 
situation on the other hand. 

Several theorists have suggested that emotions are ways of 
relating to (social) situations (Campos et al., 1994; Frijda, 1986), and 
that emotional expressions may shape people's perceptions of social 
reality (Keltner & Haidt, 1999). Although these claims are intuitively 
plausible, to the knowledge they have never been empirically verified. 
The present research thus breaks new ground by demonstrating that 
emotions can influence the construal of social situations. This 
conclusion opens up exciting new lines of inquiry. So far, research on 
the social functionality of emotions has focused almost exclusively on 
the intrapersonal and interpersonal levels of analysis. The findings 
shed initial light on the role of emotion at higher levels of analysis, 
such as the group and cultural levels. I hope that the findings will 
inspire new research along these lines, for many intriguing questions 
await empirical examination. For instance, how do perceptions of 
cooperation or competition based on others' emotional expressions 
contribute to the emergence of cooperation in groups? How do 
emotional expressions shape group norms regarding cooperation or 
competition? Can cultural differences with respect to emotional 
expression (e.g., display rules) be linked to the relative prevalence of 
cooperation and competition in societies? Do prevailing patterns of 
emotional responding play a role in the formation and perpetuation of 

cultural identities? Examining these and other questions will further 
illuminate the role of emotion in social life. Awaiting future research, 
I conclude that the communicative importance of emotion that 
Darwin highlighted long ago extends beyond person-based inferences 
– our naive theories regarding emotions may color our perception of 
situations just as readily as they color our perception of other people. 

Taken together, Chapters 1 and 2 show that the information 
derived from others’ emotions can, under circumstances of minimal 
information about the social context, enable us to form an 

understanding of the situation in which the emotion was expressed, 
and the conduct of actors involved in it. Chapter 1 offers strong 
evidence that inferences about the agency of the expressing person 
and another person are differentially affected by anger and regret, two 



Chapter 3 

62 

emotions which differ in terms of underlying agency appraisals and 
subsequent attributions (Van Dijk & Zeelenberg, 2002; Weiner, 1985). 
In Chapter 2, the expression of happiness or disappointment by an 
interaction partner led to a construal of the situation as cooperative, 
whereas anger leads to a construal of the situation as competitive. 
Across the chapters, effects occurred independent of participant sex. 

The findings from Chapters 2 and 3 are consistent with the 
idea of reverse appraisal, which is thought to underlie effects of a 
target's emotion expression on the formation of impressions of the 
target (Hareli & Hess, 2010). What’s more, the combined findings in 
Chapters 1 and 2 imply that reverse appraisals pertain to a range of 
inference processes that extends well beyond personality (as 
illustrated by the modest correlations between personality and 
situation inferences observed in Chapter 2), and tie the reverse 
appraisal process to a large literature on attribution processes. The 
two chapters thus illustrate that the emotions of others can be used to 
provide meaning to the environment. 
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This chapter is based on Van Doorn, E. A., Van Kleef, G. A., & Van 
der Pligt, J. (2012). How Emotional Expressions Shape Prosocial 
Behavior: Interpersonal Effects of Anger and Disappointment on 
Compliance with Requests. Manuscript under review.
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Imagine you are at a university library, waiting to copy several 
chapters from a sizeable volume on social psychology. As you prepare 
to start copying, someone asks you how much time you will need. 
You reply that it will take you about 20 minutes. Suppose this person 
responds by telling you that his or her copies will only take 2 minutes, 
and asks you whether it would be possible to go first. You hesitate, 
and what follows is an awkward silence. What would you do if the 
person expressed disappointment? What if the person got angry? 
Would these emotions have an impact on your willingness to comply?  

Thus far, research on compliance has emphasized the 
intrapersonal effects of emotions, or in other words how a person's 
affective state influences his or her likelihood to comply with a 
request. For instance, the experience of discrete emotions such as fear 
(Maddux & Rogers, 1983), gratitude (Goei & Boster, 2005), guilt 
(Carlsmith & Gross, 1969; Konecni, 1972; O’Keefe & Figgé, 1997; 
Regan, 1971), and embarrassment (Cann & Blackwelder, 1984) has 
been found to increase compliance. Other research has shown that 
people in positive moods tend to be more willing to comply with 
requests than people in a neutral mood (Carlson, Charlin & Miller, 
1988; Fuchs-Beauchamp, 1994; Isen, Clarck & Schwartz, 1976; Lay, 
Waters, & Park, 1989). 

Although this research has greatly enhanced our 
understanding of the role of felt emotions in social influence, little is 
known about the social effects of emotional expressions. This is 
surprising, because emotions are not merely private experiences. They 
are expressed in social interaction, and are generally perceived by 
others, who may in turn respond to them (Fischer & Van Kleef, 2010; 

Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Parkinson, 1996; Van Kleef, 2009, 2010). 
Given that compliance (and social influence more generally) is 
fundamentally interpersonal in nature, our understanding of social 
influence processes could benefit from a more explicit consideration 
of the interpersonal effects of emotional expressions—that is, how one 
person responds to another's emotional expressions accompanying a 
request (Van Kleef et al., 2011). In Chapter 4, I focus on the effects of 
expressions of anger and disappointment on compliance with 
requests. Before turning to these emotions, I briefly review research 
on normative influences on compliance.  

Normative Influence and the Role of Emotional Expression  

Normative influence has historically been considered an 
important factor in securing compliance (e.g., Cialdini, 1984). When 
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considering social influences on behavior more generally, a large body 
of work from various disciplines attests to the importance and 
ecological validity of norms in predicting human behavior (e.g., Asch, 
1951; Bicchieri, 2006; Cialdini, Demain, Sagarin, Barrett, Rhodes & 
Winter, 2006; Milgram, Bickman & Berkowitz, 1969; Schultz, Nolan, 
Cialdini, Goldstein & Griskevicius, 2007; Sherif, 1936).  

Normative effects on behavior come about in various ways. 
One of the most basic forms of normative influence occurs when 
people assimilate their behavior to what others are doing. This can be 
deliberate (e.g., Cialdini, 2003; Goldstein, Cialdini & Griskevicius, 
2008), but assimilation can also occur automatically (Nolan, Schultz, 
Cialdini, Goldstein & Griskevicius, 2008). In both cases, the behavior 
of others creates a descriptive norm, which guides observers' behavior 
(Cialdini, Kallgren & Reno, 1991; Kallgren, Reno & Cialdini, 2000; 
Cialdini, 2007). 

People can also base their actions on what they believe or feel 
others approve or disapprove of (Göckeritz, Schultz, Rendón, 
Cialdini, Goldstein & Griskevicius, 2010; Kahneman & Miller, 1986; 
Nolan et al., 2008; Schultz et al., 2007)—a so-called injunctive norm 
(Cialdini, Reno & Kallgren, 1990; Cialdini et al., 1991; Kallgren et 
al., 2000). Injunctive norms can be subconsciously activated, for 
instance through priming (Aarts & Dijksterhuis, 1999; Epley & 
Gilovich, 1999). They can also be derived from cues in the 
environment that indicate what people ought to do (Cialdini et al., 
1990; 1991), as well as from social approval or disapproval (Cialdini 
et al., 2006; Göckeritz et al., 2010; Schultz et al., 2007).  

As emotional expressions have been proposed to act as 

incentives or deterrents for others’ behavior (Cacioppo & Gardner, 
1999; Keltner & Haidt, 1999), it stands to reason that emotional 
expressions play a role in engendering social influence, analogous to 
the way in which social (dis)approval results in the activation of 
injunctive norms. Below I draw on the social-functional approach to 
emotion, and present my hypotheses about the effects of expressions 
of anger and disappointment on compliance with requests. 

Emotion As Social Information 

According to the social-functional approach to emotions (see 
Fischer & Manstead, 2008; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Parkinson, 1996; 
Van Kleef, 2009), emotional expressions can provide information 
about a situation, about the actors in the situation, and/or about the 
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relations between these actors. Thus, emotion expression can shape 
the construal of social situations (Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van Doorn, 
Heerdink & Van Kleef, 2012). Building on this approach, the 
Emotions as Social Information (EASI) model (Van Kleef, 2009, 
2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010) provides a detailed account of the ways 
in which expressions of emotion by others can influence people’s 
behavior.  

A central assumption underlying the EASI model is that 
many social situations are inherently ambiguous, and that the 
emotions expressed by others help to reduce this ambiguity. The 
model posits that others' emotional expressions can influence 
behavior through inferential processes and/or via affective reactions 
(see Van Kleef et al., 2010, for a review). For instance, a person who 
shows up late for an appointment and is met with expressions of 
anger may conclude that the other person is not pleased (inference) 
and that (s)he should really be more punctual next time (change in 
behavior) or (s)he may become angry in response (affective reaction), 
deem the other's anger inappropriate, and possibly decide not to meet 
anymore at all (change in behavior). According to the EASI model 
these reactions are partly determined by the social context, such as the 
cooperative versus competitive nature of the situation (Van Kleef et 
al., 2010). 

In competitive situations (e.g., a distributive negotiation), 
behavioral responses to emotional expressions are driven more by 
inferential processes, rather than by affective reactions (Van Kleef et 
al., 2010). Competitive situations tend to be characterized by low trust 
(Deutsch, 1973). Therefore, any information that reveals a 

counterpart's intentions is important. Indeed, several studies have 
shown that negotiators use the emotions of their counterpart as 
strategic information. Negotiators typically concede when confronted 
with an angry counterpart, because the anger signals that the other is 
tough and not willing to give in (e.g., Sinaceur & Tiedens, 2006; Van 
Kleef et al., 2004a, 2004b). Conversely, negotiators tend to increase 
their demands when their counterpart expresses happiness (Van Kleef 
et al., 2004a, 2004b) or guilt (Van Kleef et al., 2006), because these 
emotions imply that the counterpart is willing to make concessions. 

In contrast, in cooperative situations (e.g., situations in which 

a request for help is made) behavioral reactions to emotional 
expressions are driven more by affective reactions than by inferential 
processes (Van Kleef et al., 2010). In cooperative relations, people 
care about each other's outcomes, and trust tends to be high (Deutsch, 
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1973). In addition, cooperative settings facilitate emotional contagion 
(Totterdell, 2000). Thus, when one person suffers, the other is likely 
to empathize (Lanzetta & Englis, 1989), and provide help (Clark, 
Ouellette, Powell & Milberg, 1987).  

According to the EASI model, dominance-asserting emotions 
such as anger are more likely to pay off in competitive settings. In 
contrast, "supplication" emotions such as disappointment should be 
more effective in settings in which people care more about each 
other's outcomes and trust is higher (Van Kleef et al., 2010). Whereas 
the effectiveness of anger in competitive settings has been 
demonstrated repeatedly (for an overview, see Van Kleef, Van Dijk, 
Steinel, Harinck, & Van Beest, 2008), little is known about the 
consequences of anger expressions in more cooperative situations 
(e.g., when help is requested). Furthermore, there is a scarcity of 
research on the social effects of disappointment in general, and to my 
knowledge there are no previous studies on the effects of expressions 
of disappointment on compliance.  

Anger, Disappointment, and Compliance  

Negative emotions such as anger and disappointment can 
arise when an event is incongruent with a person's goals, concerns, or 
(positive) expectancies (Frijda, 1986; Roese & Sherman, 2007; Smith 
et al., 1993). At the interpersonal level, expressing anger or 
disappointment at another’s behavior can thus signal the wish that the 
other would have behaved differently (Van Kleef et al., 2010). When 
the expression is directed at another person’s behavior, the 
implication is therefore that this other person should change his or her 

behavior (Fischer & Roseman, 2007; Lelieveld, Van Dijk, Van Beest, 
Steinel, & Van Kleef, 2011). Despite this similarity between anger and 
disappointment, there are also marked differences between these 
emotions in terms of their arousal level, the amount of control they 
imply on behalf of the expresser, and the appraisals they involve.  

Disappointment shares similarities with sadness. Both 
emotions involve a low level of arousal and a lack of coping potential 
(Clark et al., 1996; Smith et al., 1993). Those experiencing sadness are 
usually seen as low in power (Tiedens, 2001) and undeserving of 
status (Tiedens, Ellsworth, & Mesquita, 2000). Similarly, 

disappointment is typically experienced when aspects of the situation 
are beyond one’s control (Zeelenberg et al., 1998).  
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The expression of disappointment and related supplication 
emotions signals a need for help (Clark et al., 1996; Eisenberg, 2000; 
Eisenberg & Miller, 1987), without assigning blame or entailing a 
threat of aggression (Lelieveld et al., 2011; Smith et al., 1993; Van 
Kleef et al., 2010; Wubben, De Cremer, & Van Dijk, 2009). As such, 
expressions of disappointment are unlikely to trigger hostility 
(whereas expressions of anger may). Because a request is a way of 
soliciting assistance, congruence exists between the expression of 
disappointment and the need for help conveyed by the request. Based 

on these considerations, I expect that requests that are accompanied 
by an expression of disappointment are more likely to trigger 
compliance than requests that are not accompanied by 
disappointment. 

In contrast, the experience of anger involves a strong 
approach motivation (Carver & Harmon-Jones, 2009), and a 
tendency to aggress against the blamed party (Averill, 1982). 
Additionally, the expression of anger may lead observers to attribute 
power (Tiedens, 2001) and/or status (Tiedens et al., 2000) to the 
person expressing it. Anger involves appraising the cause of negative 
feelings as the (intentional) blocking of goals, which often involves 
blaming another person (Kuppens & Van Mechelen, 2007, Lazarus, 
1991; Smith et al., 1993). As such, anger is likely to undermine trust 
and cooperation (Deutsch, 1973; Van Kleef et al., 2010).  

The appraisals that accompany the experience of anger 
suggest that anger may be less effective in cooperative settings such as 
a request for help (Van Kleef et al., 2010; Wubben et al., 2009). In 
such settings, expressions of anger are likely to be perceived as 

inappropriate, because they violate prevailing display rules (Shields, 
2005; Van Kleef & Côté, 2007). This perceived inappropriateness may 
render targets less likely to comply with an angry request than with a 
non-angry request, because perceptions of inappropriate and unjust 
treatment tend to fuel aggression and retaliation (e.g., Barclay, 
Skarlicki, & Pugh, 2005; Baron, Neuman, & Geddes, 1999). Thus, 
although research on competitive settings, such as negotiations, has 
indicated that both anger (e.g., Lelieveld et al; 2011; Van Kleef et al., 
2004a; 2004b) and disappointment (e.g., Lelieveld et al., 2011; 
Thompson, Valley, & Kramer, 1995; Van Kleef et al., 2006; Van 

Kleef & Van Lange, 2008) can be effective in eliciting concessions, I 
hypothesize that expressing disappointment is more effective than 
expressing anger when it comes to eliciting compliance with a 
request. 
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I tested these ideas in three experiments. In Experiments 4.1 
and 4.2, I used scenarios to investigate the interpersonal effects of 
anger and disappointment on intended compliance with two types of 
request; a request to help move bikes and a request to donate to 
charity. In Experiment 4.3, I investigated the effects of anger and 
disappointment on actual compliance in the context of an explicit 
descriptive norm to donate much or little. By introducing a norm 
manipulation, I was able to examine whether emotional expressions 
have an effect over and above the influence of an explicitly stated 

norm. 

Experiment 4.1 

 I developed a scenario to conduct an initial test of the 
hypothesis that expressions of disappointment engender more 
compliance than expressions of anger. In this scenario, participants 
were asked to imagine being confronted with a request for help. The 
experiment had a single factor design with two levels, in which the 
emotion expression of the person making the request was 
manipulated to be either angry or disappointed. I asked participants to 
complete a validated measure of helping, the communal orientation 
scale (Mills, Clark, Ford & Johnson, 2004). Participants were 
subsequently asked to indicate the extent to which they would be 
willing to comply with the request of the other person. I expected 
participants to report a stronger communal orientation and to report a 
greater willingness to comply when the request was accompanied 
with disappointment rather than anger.  

Method 

Participants and design. The questionnaire was 
completed by 37 undergraduate students at the University of 
Amsterdam (28 female; age M = 21.62 years, SD = 3.30 years, range 

= 18 – 35 years). Participants received 7 euro, or course credit, for 
their participation. Participants imagined themselves in a situation in 
which a person asked them to help move a number of bicycles that 
were standing in his way, one of which belonged to them. The request 
was accompanied by either anger or disappointment about the fact 
that the bikes were blocking the way.  

Procedure. Participants were provided with a paper and 
pencil questionnaire. They learned that the study was about responses 
to everyday situations. Participants were asked to imagine that while 
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out shopping, they had parked their bike on the sidewalk. Upon 
returning from the store, a man was standing next to what was now a 
group of around 15 bikes. This situation was illustrated with a 
photograph (see Figure 4.1). On the next page, participants saw a 
photograph of the man, expressing either anger or disappointment 
(see Figure 4.2). These photographs were taken from the Karolinska 
Directed Emotional Faces set (KDEF; Lundqvist et al., 1998). This 
picture set has been extensively validated, and pictures from this set 
have been successfully used in previous research on the social effects 

of emotional expressions (e.g., Pietroni, Van Kleef, De Dreu, & 
Pagliaro, 2008). A text below the photograph contained the man's 
verbal response: “People pay no attention to where they leave their 
bikes, and we have to move our stuff through here. This makes me 
very [angry / disappointed]. Could you help me move some of these 
bikes out of the way?” 

Figure 4.1: Photograph of bicycles presented in the scenario of 
Experiment 4.1. 

 

Note. This picture was taken in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, by Kim 

Baart, on December 8th, 2011  
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Figure 4.2: Photographs presented alongside verbal emotion 
manipulation in Experiment 4.1. 

 

Disappointment 

 

Anger 

 

Note. Photographs were taken from the Karolinska Directed 

Emotional Faces set (KDEF; Lundqvist et al., 1998). The ID of the 
actor appearing in these pictures is M23.  

Following this manipulation, I first administered the 
communal orientation scale (Mills et al., 2004) to assess participants' 
feelings about helping the man (10 items; e.g., "How happy would 
you feel when doing something that helps this person?”; “How high a 
priority for you is meeting the needs of this person?”; “How much 
would you be willing to give up to benefit this person?”; α = .78). 

Note that unless mentioned otherwise, 7-point scales were used 

throughout this chapter. Next they indicated how many bikes (out of 
15) they would be willing to move, and whether the person had 
expressed anger and disappointment in making the request 
(manipulation check). Finally, participants provided demographic 
information and were debriefed and thanked.  

Results 

Analytic strategy. Throughout this chapter, corrected 
degrees of freedom are reported for t tests whenever there was 

inequality of variances. Additionally, in all experiments in this 
chapter, a large proportion of female participants relative to male 
participants prevented the  reliable testing of gender effects. 
Discussion of this factor is therefore omitted from the results sections. 
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Manipulation checks. Independent-samples t tests showed 

that participants in the disappointment condition perceived the other 
person as being more disappointed, M = 5.68, SD = 1.25, than did 

those in the anger condition, M = 3.78, SD = 1.73; t(35) = 3.85, p < 

.001, d = 1.28, r = .55, and that participants in the anger condition 

perceived the other person as being more angry, M = 5.67, SD = .91, 

than did those in the disappointment condition, M = 3.58, SD = 1.46; 

t(30.28) = 5.24, p < .001, d = 1.90, r = .69. 

Communal orientation. An independent-samples t test 

indicated that the actor's emotional expression influenced participants' 
communal orientation. Participants felt more positively about helping 
the actor when he had expressed disappointment, M = 4.04, SD = .84, 

than when he had expressed anger, M = 3.42 SD = .71; t(35) = 2.43, p 

= .021, d = .82, r = .38.  

Intended compliance. Subsequent t tests revealed a 

significant effect of emotional expression on participants’ willingness 
to help. Participants indicated that they were willing to move more 

bikes after the person making the request had expressed 
disappointment, M = 7.79, SD = 3.87, rather than anger, M = 5.39, 

SD = 2.25; t(29.24) = 2.32, p = .027, d = .86, r = .39. Thus, the 

expression of disappointment in a request resulted in a greater 
willingness to comply with the request.  

Discussion 

Results from this initial experiment suggest that requests that 
are accompanied by expressions of disappointment are more likely to 

elicit compliance than requests that are accompanied by anger. These 
results occur even though even though prior research had found that 
anger is effective in eliciting concessions in negotiations (e.g., 
Sinaceur & Tiedens, 2006; Van Kleef et al., 2004a, 2004b). 
Furthermore, expressions of disappointment produced stronger 
feelings of communality than expressions of anger. This is consistent 
with prior research that has documented relationships between 
sadness and communality (e.g., Clark et al., 1987; 1996).  

Although the findings thus provide initial support for the 
hypotheses, this experiment has some limitations. First, the 

experiment did not include a control condition, which makes it 
impossible to tell whether disappointment increased compliance, 
anger decreased compliance, or both. Second, the request that was 
made in the scenario was contingent upon the behavior of a group of 
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people who left their bicycles on the sidewalk. Thus, the target of the 
emotion was somewhat ambiguous, in the sense that the protagonist 
(i.e., the participant) was not the only person who was potentially 
responsible for triggering the emotion. This may have influenced the 
results, as the perceived antecedent and target of an emotional 
expression can moderate its social consequences (Lelieveld et al., 
2011; Steinel, Van Kleef, & Harinck, 2008). Finally, based on the idea 
that a request for help cues a cooperative context, I wanted to assess 
whether the relative difference between anger and disappointment in 

terms of appropriateness in such a context could be responsible for the 
observed differences in compliance. I addressed these issues in 
Experiment 4.2. 

Experiment 4.2 

In the second experiment, the expression of emotion was 
individuated by changing the scenario to a donation context. Anger 
and disappointment were now expressed following an initial donation 
participants had made. Based on the theorizing in the Introduction to 
this Chapter, I expected that a request in which anger was expressed 
would be considered less appropriate than a request in which 
disappointment was expressed. Furthermore, I expected that a request 
paired with disappointment would lead to more compliance than a 
non-emotional request, whereas a request paired with anger would 
lead to less compliance. 

Method 

Participants and design. A total of 58 undergraduate 

psychology students (47 female; age M = 21.53 years, SD = 4.04 

years, range 18 – 35 years) participated in the experiment for 7 euro or 
course credit. Participants were asked to imagine a situation in which 
they interacted with someone who was collecting money for charity. 
Expression of emotion by the charity collector was manipulated, so 
that participants were confronted with a response without any 
emotional expression (control), an angry response, or a disappointed 
response.  

Procedure. Participants were provided with a paper and 

pencil questionnaire. They were asked to imagine that while out 
shopping, they encountered a charity collector. They learned that the 
charity sounded vaguely familiar, but was not known to them, and 
that they had donated € 0.50. On the next page of the questionnaire 
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booklet, they were shown a photograph of the charity collector, who 
expressed no emotion, anger, or disappointment about the donation. 
As in Experiment 4.1, these pictures were taken from the Karolinska 
Directed Emotional Faces set (KDEF; Lundqvist et al., 1998; see 
Figure 4.3). Below the photograph, it was noted that “the charity 
collector looks [neutral / angry / disappointed] after your donation. 
He briefly pauses in front of you, possibly expecting that you will 
make an additional donation”. This constituted the emotion 
manipulation. 

Figure 4.3: Photographs presented alongside verbal emotion 
manipulation in Experiment 4.2. 

 

Neutral 

 

Disappointment 

 

Anger 

Note. Photographs were taken from the Karolinska Directed 

Emotional Faces set (KDEF; Lundqvist et al., 1998). The ID of the 
actor appearing in these pictures is M14. 

Following this manipulation, participants indicated the 
amount of money they would be willing to add to their initial 
donation. Participants also indicated how appropriate they would 
consider the collector's response (four items; e.g., “How appropriate 
do you think the response of the charity collector is?”; α = .75). Then, 

participants completed manipulation checks assessing the extent to 
which the charity collector had expressed anger and disappointment 
in response to their initial donation (both single-item measures). 

Finally, participants were asked to write down the reason for their 
intended donation (even if they had indicated that they would give 
nothing). 
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Results 

Manipulation checks. Analyses of variance (ANOVA) 
indicated that participants perceived more disappointment in the 
disappointment condition, M = 6.25, SD = 1.41, than in the control, 

M = 4.89, SD = 1.37 or anger, M = 4.90, SD = 1.41, conditions; 

control contrast t(55) = 3.00, p = .004, d = .81, r = .38; anger contrast 

t(55) = 3.06, p = .003, d = .83, r = .38; omnibus test F(2, 55) = 6.17, p 

= .004, ω2 = .06. The difference between the anger and control 

conditions was not significant, t(55) = .03, p = .98. Participants in the 

anger condition perceived more anger, M = 5.70, SD = .98, than in 

the control, M = 3.00, SD = 1.78, or disappointment, M = 2.20, SD = 

1.64, conditions; control contrast: t(25.78) = 5.70, p < .001, d = 2.25, r 

= .75; disappointment contrast t(30.99) = 8.19, p < .001, d = 2.94, r = 

.83; omnibus test F(2, 55) = 29.80, p < .001, ω2 = .24. The difference 

between the control and disappointment conditions was not 
significant, t(34.75) = 1.43, p = .16. Thus, the manipulation was 

successful. 

Appropriateness of response. Ratings of the 
appropriateness of the charity collector’s response differed 
significantly between conditions, F(2, 55) = 6.94, p = .002, r = .45. An 

angry response, M = 1.81 SD = .81, was considered less appropriate 

than a disappointed response, M = 2.59, SD = .97; t(55) = 2.76, p = 

.008, d = .74, r = .34, or a neutral response, M = 2.83, SD = .87; t(55) 

= 3.53, p = .001, d = .95, r = .52. Appropriateness did not differ 

between the disappointed and neutral conditions, t(55) = .85, p = .40. 

This shows that a request paired with anger was considered less 

appropriate than the other requests, as was expected. 

Intended compliance. The amount of money participants 
were willing to donate after the response differed between conditions, 
F(2, 55) = 3.38, p = .02, r = .36. Intended donations after a 

disappointed response, M = € 0.50, SD = € 0.50, were higher than 

after a neutral response, M = € 0.17, SD = € .38; t(34.89) = 2.28, p = 

.029, d = .77, r = .36, or after an angry response, M = € 0.15, SD = € 

.37; t(34.38) = 2.48, p = .018, d = .85, r = .39. Intended donations in 

the control and anger conditions did not differ significantly, t(35.17) = 
.14, p = .89. These results show that requests containing 

disappointment resulted in more compliance than requests containing 
anger or non-emotional requests. 
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Emotion, appropriateness, and behavioral 
intentions. I sought to determine whether the appropriateness of the 
request could account for the differences in intended additional 
donations between the anger and disappointment conditions. To this 
end, I conducted a mediation analysis using bootstrapping (Preacher 
& Hayes, 2004; 2008). A bootstrapped mediation uses re-sampling of 
existing raw data to estimate the confidence intervals of the indirect 
effects of which the mediation model consists.  

A bootstrapping procedure with 1000 re-samples indicated 
that the confidence interval for the proposed indirect effect had a 
lower limit (LL) of -2.88, and an upper limit (UL) of -.27. The 
observed coefficients are reported in Figure 4.4. The confidence 
interval does not include 0, indicating that the differential effect of 
disappointment and anger on compliance was mediated by perceived 
appropriateness. Additional analyses showed that the indirect effects 
of the contrasts between both the anger and control conditions and 
the disappointment and control conditions through appropriateness 
were not significant, anger – control contrast LL = -.65, UL = .12; 

disappointment – control contrast LL = -.22, UL = .04. 

Discussion 

In Experiment 4.2, the expression of disappointment while 
requesting an additional donation had a clear effect on perceivers’ 
intentions to comply with the request. Participants who received a 
request paired with disappointment were, on average, willing to more 
than double their initial donation of 50 cents, whereas participants 
who received a request paired with anger or a neutral request did not 

increase their intended donations. Also, as expected, a request paired 
with anger was considered less appropriate than a request paired with 
disappointment or a neutral request. Mediation analysis indicated that 
the differential effects of disappointment and anger could be 
explained in terms of perceived appropriateness. These findings 
largely support the hypotheses. 

The only unexpected finding was that an angry request did 
not lead to less compliance than a neutral request, t(35.17) = .14, p = 

.89. The relatively small variance observed in the control, M = € 0.15, 

SD = € .37, and anger, M = € 0.17, SD = € .38, conditions suggests 
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that the procedure I used may have resulted in a floor effect. This 
explanation is corroborated by participants’ responses to the question 
concerning the reason for their indicated donation intention. 
Participants who intended to make no additional donation showed 
remarkable consistency in indicating that they would consider any 
request for an additional donation to be inappropriate (of the 43 
participants who indicated that they were unwilling to make an 
additional donation, 30 condemned requests for additional donations 
in general). Four participants even indicated explicitly that they 

wanted to take money back from the collector, all of whom were in 
the anger condition.  

That it was not possible to reclaim the original donation may 
explain why anger did not lead to less compliance compared to the 
control condition. To address this issue, I conducted a third 
experiment. In this experiment, participants played a computer-
mediated give-some dilemma (see Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, & 
Tazelaar, 2002; Wubben et al., 2009). This allowed me to examine 
the effects of emotional expressions on actual behavior, while 
minimizing the risk of a floor effect (see below). In addition, this 
procedure enabled me to compare the predictive value of emotional 
expressions with another important predictor of compliance: 
descriptive norms. 

Experiment 4.3 

Norms are generally assumed to have predictive utility for a 
large variety of behaviors (Cialdini, 2007). However, recent research 
on norms shows that communication about a situation can change the 

impact of descriptive norms on behavior (Balliet, 2010; Bicchieri, 
2002; 2006; Bicchieri & Lev-on, 2007; Cohen, Wildschut, & Insko, 
2010). For example, if a descriptive norm has been made salient, the 
expression of social approval or disapproval can affect whether people 
adapt their behavior to the norm (i.e., conformity; Schultz et al., 
2007). The aim of Experiment 4.3 was to examine the effects of 
expressions of disappointment versus anger in the context of an 
explicit descriptive norm. I expected that, in the absence of any 
emotional expression, participants are likely to conform to the 
descriptive norm. Moreover, given that emotion provides information 

with regards to the social context (see Chapter 3), I expected that 
emotional expressions would alter the effect of the descriptive norm 
on behavior. Specifically, expressions of disappointment would lead 
to more cooperation, in terms of generosity, even if normative 
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information indicated that other people had not been generous. 
Conversely, I expected that expressions of anger would lead to less 
generosity, even if other people had been generous. Finally, I 
expected to replicate the finding of Experiment 4.2 that the 
differential effects of disappointment and anger on compliance are 
mediated by perceived appropriateness. 

Method 

Participants and design. A total of 119 University of 
Amsterdam undergraduates (88 female; age M = 21.00 years, SD = 

3.13 years, range = 17 – 35 years) received 7 euro or course credit for 
taking part. The experiment had a 2 x 3 factorial design. Participants 
received information that other individuals in the same situation had, 
on average, given either little (low norm condition) or much (high 
norm condition). Additionally, participants received a request from 
the person with whom they interacted. This request was not paired 
with an emotional expression in the control group, and paired with an 
expression of anger or paired with an expression of disappointment in 

the two experimental groups. 

Procedure. Participants were informed that they were about 
to play a coin exchange game with another individual, supposedly a 
student from another university. The responses of this other 
individual were in fact simulated. Participants read that the topic 
under study was the influence of interface characteristics on their 
experience of computer-mediated games. After filling out a number of 
questionnaires, participants were led to believe that a network 
connection was established between their own computer and that of 
the other player.  

 Participants subsequently received information about the 
game (a give-some dilemma) and its underlying logic (e.g., Van Lange 
et al., 2002; Wubben et al., 2009). The give-some dilemma is a two 
person social dilemma in which players each receive 10 coins. These 
coins have a token value of € 0.10 to participants. Each player is 
informed that both players in the game will be asked to 
simultaneously decide how many coins to give to the other player. 
The players are unaware of the other player’s choice until both 

players have chosen and an exchange is made. Giving coins is 
beneficial to the other player, as any amount of coins that is given, is 
doubled by the experimenter. This leads to a prisoner’s dilemma 
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tradeoff (Van Lange et al., 2002) in which cooperation by both parties 
yields the highest average number of coins.  

Participants were told that they would play the game with 
another person, and that a higher amount of coins at the end would 
determine their chance in a lottery for a 50 euro prize. Next, I asked 
them to play a trial round of the game. Participants were informed 
that their allocation in this trial round would be made in isolation and 
had no consequences for the lottery. I asked them to imagine that 
they were playing with someone they did not know. After the trial 
round, participants were shown a chart depicting the behavior of 1231 
participants who had supposedly played the dilemma in previous, 
comparable studies. The graph in the low norm condition indicated 
that previous players had given 2.19 coins on average in the trial 
round; for the high norm condition this average was 7.81 coins. 
Participants were informed that the other player also received this 
information.  

Following the norm manipulation, participants were told that 
the other player would get to see the allocation which the participant 
made in the trial round, and that the other player would be allowed to 
send a comment to the participant. Participants themselves did not 
receive any information, nor were they given the opportunity to send 
a comment to the other player. They were led to believe that this 
asymmetry was the result of a random allocation process, whereas in 
fact all participants received the treatment described above. 

Each participant received feedback on his or her allocation in 
the trial round. This feedback always consisted of a request: “Could 
you please give me as many of your coins as possible?” In some 

conditions, this request was paired with emotional feedback 
concerning the allocation in the trial round: “I am angry 
(disappointed) about your contribution in the trial round.” After 
receiving feedback, participants allocated coins to the interaction 
partner whose feedback they had just received. Next participants 
completed a measure of appropriateness (4 items; “To what extent did 
you think the response of the other player was appropriate / justified 
/ out of place / unjust?”; α = .90), items measuring their positive 

affect (15 items; e.g. ‘To what extent do you feel happy at this 
moment?’, α = .89) and negative affect (17 items; e.g. ‘To what extent 

do you feel angry at this moment?’, α = .92), and a check of the norm 

manipulation (i.e., "How many coins [0-10] did other participants 
give on average?"). 
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Results 

Treatment of the data. Five participants were excluded 
from the analyses because their responses and/or latencies indicated 
that they had not participated seriously. The final sample thus 
consisted of 114 students (84 female; age M = 21.04, SD = 3.16). 

Analytic strategy. The procedure I used allowed 
participants’ allocation in the trial round to vary. Because effects of 

the manipulations could arguably differ for different levels of trial 
allocations made by participants, I decided to keep the variance 
explained by the trial allocation constant by including it as a covariate 
when appropriate.  

Accuracy of emotion manipulation. The adequacy of 
the emotion manipulation was checked in a separate pretest to avoid 
raising participant awareness during the current testing session, and to 
avoid confounding of the measurement by other parts of the 
experimental procedure. Forty undergraduate students (21 female; 
age not recorded), none of whom participated in any of the other 
experiments in this chapter, rated various formulations of a request 
with regard to their emotional tone in a within-participant design. The 
request formulation used in the neutral condition was judged below 
the midpoint on the (7-point) scale assessing disappointment, M = 

3.05, SD = 1.83, and the scale assessing anger, M = 2.05, SD = 1.22. 

The formulation used in the disappointment condition expressed 
more disappointment, M = 6.63, SD = 1.13, than anger, M = 4.33, SD 

= 1.53; t(39) = 7.78, p < .001, d = 2.49, r = .78, and the formulation 

used in the anger condition expressed more anger, M = 6.68, SD = 

.47, than disappointment, M = 5.23, SD = 1.72; t(39) = 5.41, p < .001, 

d = 1.73, r = .65. Thus, the neutral formulation did not communicate 

disappointment or anger, the disappointment formulation 
communicated disappointment, and the anger formulation 
communicated anger. 

Manipulation check for descriptive norm. Data on 
participants’ recall of the descriptive norm of 4 participants (1 male, 3 
female) were missing due to a programming error. An ANOVA on 
this measure, with norm and emotion as factors, indicated that the 

norm manipulation was successful, F(2, 104) = 296.37, p < .001, ω2 = 

.73, with recalled norm in the low norm condition, M = 2.47, SD = 

.80, being lower than recalled norm in the high norm condition, M = 
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6.84, SD = 1.68. The emotion factor did not exert effects, both p 

values > .31, both F values < 1.17.  

Compliance with the request.1 An ANCOVA with 
participants’ allocation in the trial round as a covariate and norm and 
emotion as factors revealed a significant main effect of emotion on 

allocation behavior, F(2, 107) = 7.63, p = .001, η2
p = .13, a significant 

main effect of norm, F(1, 107) = 19.38, p <.001, η2
p = .15, and a 

significant emotion by norm interaction, F(2, 107) = 3.41, p = .037, 

η2
p = .06. As anticipated, participants’ trial round allocation also had 

a significant effect, F(1, 107) = 34.90, p < .001, η2
p = .25, confirming 

that allocations on both time points were positively correlated. As 
expected, when no emotion was expressed average allocation in the 
low norm condition was relatively low, whereas in the high norm 
condition it was relatively high (see Table 4.1). When disappointment 
was expressed, average allocation in both conditions was relatively 
high. Finally, when anger was expressed, average allocation in both 
conditions was relatively low.  

I conducted planned contrasts to test the more specific 
hypotheses. As expected, within the low norm condition, the mean 
allocation in the disappointment condition deviated significantly from 
that in the control condition, F(1, 107) = 6.62, p = .011, η2

p = .06 

(one-tailed contrast). Thus, when a norm to give 2.19 coins was made 
explicit, participants gave more coins when confronted with a 
disappointed (as compared to an affectively neutral) request. An 
additional, exploratory post-hoc test with Bonferroni correction 
revealed no difference between allocations in the anger and neutral 
conditions within the low norm condition, p > .99.  

                                                           
1 I have chosen to account for participants’ initial allocations by including 

them as a covariate. However, it seems plausible that participants who had 

given more than the high norm prescribed in the trial round of the game felt 

that the emotion feedback lacked credibility. Therefore, I also conducted 

these analyses while excluding participants whose allocation in the trial 

round exceeded 7.81 (the level of the high norm condition). Each condition 
retained at least 13 participants, total N = 101, 76 females, age M = 21.08, 

SD = 3.15. Results replicate the main effects of emotion, F(2, 94) = 5.36, p = 

.006, η2
p = .10, and norm, F(1, 94) = 22.47, p < .001, η2

p = .19, and the effect 

of trial round allocation, F(1, 94) = 28.98, p < .001, η2
p = .24. The interaction 

effect drops to marginal significance, F(1, 94) = 2.76, p = .069, η2
p = .06. 

Thus, a marginal effect still occurs when participants for whom the emotion 

manipulation may have lacked credibility are removed.  
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Additionally, within the high norm condition, the mean 
allocation in the anger condition deviated significantly from that in 
the control condition, F(1, 107) = 11.71, p = .001, η2

p = .10 (one-tailed 

contrast). Thus, when a norm to give 7.81 coins was made explicit, 
participants gave fewer coins when confronted with an angry (as 
compared to an affectively neutral) request. An exploratory post-hoc 
test with Bonferroni correction revealed no difference between 
allocations in the disappointment and neutral conditions within the 
high norm condition, p > .99. These results indicate that emotional 

expressions can attenuate the influence of (emotion-incongruent) 
descriptive norms on compliance with a request. 

Appropriateness ratings.2 An ANCOVA with 
appropriateness as dependent variable, norm and emotion as factors, 
and participants’ allocation in the trial round as covariate showed that 

norm, F(1, 107) = 4.04, p = .047, η2
p = .04, emotion, F(1, 107) = 

14.54, p <.001, η2
p = .21, and trial round allocation significantly 

affected appropriateness ratings, F(1, 107) = 9.55, p = .003, η2
p = .08. 

Planned comparisons for the main effect of emotion revealed that a 

response paired with anger, M = 2.68, SD = 1.44, was deemed less 

appropriate than a response paired with disappointment, M = 3.57, 

SD = 1.29; F(1, 107) = 11.23, p = .001, η2
p = .10, or a response 

without emotion, M = 4.25, SD = 1.27; F(1, 107) = 28.82, p < .001, 

η2
p = .21 (see also Table 4.1).  

Mediation.3 As in Experiment 4.2, I used bootstrapping 
(Preacher & Hayes, 2004; 2008) to assess whether the perceived 

                                                           
2
 As appropriateness judgments may have been affected by the credibility of 

the emotion manipulation, I replicated this analysis without participants 

whose trial round allocation exceeded 7.81 (see the ‘compliance with the 

request’ subsection of these results. Doing so only yields a main effect of 

emotion, F (2, 94) = 11.13, p < .001, η2
p = .19. All other p values > .10, all F 

values < 2.73. Participants considered the request most appropriate without 
emotion, M = 4.18, SD = 1.29. Appropriateness was intermediate in the 

disappointment condition, M = 3.81, SD = 1.12, and lowest in the anger 

condition, M = 2.86, SD = 1.45. 
3 I re-ran the mediation analyses without participants whose allocation in the 

trial round exceeded 7.81. Appropriateness was again found to mediate 

effects of anger relative to disappointment on allocation behavior, with a 

lower level confidence interval of the indirect effect of anger via 
appropriateness (α = .05) being -1.76, and the upper level confidence interval 

being -.22. Model coefficients were similar to those reported in figure 4.5. 

Similarly, the indirect effects of the no emotion – anger contrast was 
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appropriateness of the request mediated the effect of anger, as 
compared to disappointment, on participants’ allocation behavior. I 
conducted an analysis with 1000 bootstrapped re-samples. This 
analysis was conducted across norm conditions (N = 76). The 
confidence interval for the indirect effect did not include 0, LL = -
1.54; UL = -.23 (see Figure 4.5). Thus, participants responded to the 
interaction partner’s anger by giving fewer coins because they 
considered a request paired with anger to be inappropriate relative to 
a request paired with disappointment.  

I conducted two additional mediation analyses to test the effects 
of each emotion condition relative to the effects observed within the 
control condition. As figure 4.6 illustrates, the positive effects of 
disappointment on allocation behavior are suppressed by 
appropriateness. Disappointment in a request only leads to an 
increase in allocation behavior relative to a request with no emotion 
when the negative effect of disappointment on appropriateness and 
the positive effect of appropriateness on allocation behavior are 
accounted for. Figure 4.7 shows that the effects of anger on allocation 
behavior relative to a request with no emotion are fully mediated by 
the inappropriateness of the anger expression.  

Discussion  

In the current experiment, when an interaction partner’s 
request for more coins in an allocation game was non-emotional, 
participants used descriptive norm information to determine how 
much they should give. Thus, participants donated more coins when 
others before them had given many coins than when others had given 
few coins. When the request was paired with disappointment 

participants became more generous, regardless of whether the norm 
was to give few or many coins. In contrast, when the request was 
paired with anger participants became less generous, regardless of the 
norm.  

Pairing a request with disappointment increased its 
effectiveness under low norm conditions, whereas pairing a request 
with anger diminished its effectiveness under high norm conditions. 
In other words, effects of emotional expressions took precedence over

                                                                                                                                   
replicated; LLCI = -1.66, ULCI = -.23. The indirect effect of the 

disappointment – no emotion contrast via appropriateness did not replicate, 

LLCI = -.89, ULCI = .13, showing this effect to be dependent on variance 

explained by participants who made high allocations in the trial round. 
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the effect of descriptive norms on behavior when the emotional 
expression and the descriptive norm provided contradictory cues to 
behavior (i.e., low norm paired with disappointment or high norm 
paired with anger). Finally, Experiment 4.3 showed that anger led 
participants to consider the request made by their interaction partner 
as less appropriate, which undermined their compliance.  

An examination of the average allocations made by 
participants suggests that the effects of emotion on allocation behavior 
did not exceed the ranges set by the norm manipulations. That is, 
within the low norm condition participants did not give less to an 
angry player than the amount specified by the low norm, and within 
the high norm condition participants did not give more to a 
disappointed player than the amount specified by the high norm. 
Such findings could be interpreted as supportive of a situated social 
cognition account (Smith & Semin, 2007), as the way in which the 
norm manipulation was presented may have constrained the range of 
variance in participants’ behavior to the normal distribution that was 
displayed to participants on the screen.  

General Discussion 

In this chapter, I examined the interpersonal effects of 
disappointment and anger on compliance with requests. In 
Experiment 4.1, participants were more willing to help (i.e., to 
remove bicycles) after an expression of disappointment than after an 
expression of anger. In Experiment 4.2, intended donations to charity 
were larger when the charity collector paired his request with an 
expression of disappointment as compared to a non-emotional request 

or a request paired with anger. Participants considered the latter less 
appropriate than a non-emotional or disappointed request, which 
explained why anger engendered less compliance. In Experiment 4.3, 
a non-emotional request led participants to conform to an explicit 
norm, resulting in higher or lower contributions according to the 
norm. Interestingly, a request paired with disappointment resulted in 
more generous contributions regardless of the explicit norm, whereas 
a request paired with anger resulted in less generous contributions. 
Again the difference between anger and disappointment was 
mediated by appropriateness: Angry requests were judged as 

relatively less appropriate, which led participants to contribute less 
after an angry request than after a disappointed request.  

In general, these findings showcase the importance of 
examining the interpersonal effects of emotion in securing 
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compliance. Previous research has emphasized the intrapersonal 
effects of emotions on the individual's susceptibility to social 
influence. In the present research I adopted an interpersonal approach 
and demonstrated that expressions of disappointment increase 
compliance with requests, whereas expressions of anger undermine 
compliance due to their inappropriateness. This approach has added 
value for theorizing on the interpersonal effects of emotions as well as 
for our understanding of the interplay between emotion and norms.  

First, the findings align with the emerging consensus that the 
effects of emotions cannot be understood by merely classifying 
emotions in terms of their positive or negative valence (see also 
Lerner & Keltner, 2000, 2001; Tiedens & Linton, 2000; Van Kleef et 
al., 2006). Anger and disappointment are both negative in valence 
and yet they had opposite effects on compliance. These findings 
provide further support for a social-functional perspective on emotion, 
which assumes that emotions have distinct social functions and 
consequences (Frijda & Mesquita, 1994; Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Van 
Kleef et al., 2010). 

Second, the observation that the effects of descriptive norms 
can be modulated by the emotions of others advances our 
understanding of the specific interpersonal functions of anger and 
disappointment. Van Kleef et al. (2010) argued that anger is likely to 
be maladaptive in cooperative settings because of its 
inappropriateness. The current findings are the first evidence to 
support this assertion empirically. These findings also illustrate the 
utility of display rules for determining the effects of emotion 
expressions on behavior in cooperative settings (Shields, 2005). Such 

effects presumably occur independently of self-reported affect, 
although replication of such findings with more sensitive measures is 
desirable. 

Recent results suggest that guilt may play an important role in 
engendering positive effects of disappointment (Lelieveld et al., 2011). 
Such findings, in combination with those reported in the current 
Chapter, raise the question of whether the experience of emotions 
such as fear (Maddux & Rogers, 1983) and guilt (O’Keefe & Figgé, 
1997; Regan, 1971), both of which have been found to facilitate 
compliance in previous research, may be triggered by the emotional 

expressions of an interaction partner. Moreover, it is currently unclear 
to what extent intrapersonal responses such as guilt or fear would be 
moderated by the appropriateness of the eliciting emotion expression. 
I consider both the contingent experience of emotions such as fear or 
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guilt and the interplay between judgments of (in)appropriateness and 
such responses promising avenues for future research on emotion and 
compliance. 

Finally, the results in this chapter have important implications 
for the literature on norms. In Experiment 4.3, I show that people 
may use emotion expressions of others as information when 
determining how to act, and that the predictive value of these emotion 
expressions can outweigh the impact of salient descriptive norms. 
These findings add to previous research on social norms, in which 
allowing actors to communicate prior to an interaction reduced the 
effects of norms on behavior (Balliet, 2010; Bicchieri, 2002; 2006; 
Cohen et al., 2010). Some theorists have speculated that emotions 
play an important role in the transmission of norms within culture 
(e.g., Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Nicholls, 2002). The finding that 
emotional expressions can override the effects of descriptive norms on 
behavior provides a first step towards substantiating such arguments 
empirically.  

Awaiting future research, I conclude that expressing 
disappointment can increase compliance with requests, whereas 
expressing anger may undermine compliance due to its 
inappropriateness. Interestingly, both effects occurred even in the 
presence of explicit norms, indicating that discrete emotions that are 
expressed as part of a social influence attempt can override the 
normative effects that are so often observed in studies on social 
influence. This conclusion attests to the powerful interpersonal effects 
of emotional expressions in social influence. 
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We all recall some of our teachers. Some are remembered for their 
excellent teaching qualities, others for the conspicuous lack thereof. 
Some we remember for their likable personality and positive 
approach, others for their intimidating diatribes. But do we also recall 
what they taught us? From whose lessons do we remember most 
details – those of the happy chap whom we liked or those of his 
grumpy counterpart whom we despised? It seems plausible that the 
emotions of teachers influence students' learning performance 
(Hascher, 2010; Reyna & Weiner, 2001; Sutton & Wheatley, 2003). 

However, the nature of such influence is as yet uncharted. In this last 
chapter, I offer a first empirical test of such influence, by exploring 
how positive versus negative emotional expressions of teachers 
influence students' learning performance. 

A better understanding of this kind of influence is desirable, 
because it would inform emerging theories about the social functions 
of emotions, increase knowledge of factors that influence learning, 
and could thus contribute to effective teaching practice. Moreover, 
such understanding would inform related domains in which emotions 
are potentially important, such as sports coaching (Jowett & 
Cockerill, 2002), consultancy coaching (Short & Yorks, 2002), and 
leadership (Humphrey, 2002). As the impact of instructor emotion on 
performance is rarely examined in any of these domains, adopting an 
interpersonal approach to instructor emotion could yield important 
new insights that apply across these contexts.  

Theoretical Perspectives On the Effects Of Emotional 
Expressions On Learning  

Past theorizing and research offer opposing views on the 
effects of emotional expressions on learning. On the one hand, many 
learning theorists and professionals emphasize the importance of 
positive, "nurturing" emotions, as such emotions help create a 
positive learning environment in which student autonomy is 
supported (Pekrun, 2006; Reyna & Weiner, 2001). Research shows 
that people are most likely to flourish when they experience positive 
emotions (Frederickson, 2005; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). 
Thus, creating a positive emotional atmosphere could improve 
learning performance. 

One way in which such a positive atmosphere can be created 
is through positive emotional expressions. The emotions that teachers 
express may spread to their students via emotional contagion 
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(Hatfield et al., 1994). Indeed, studies on leadership and teamwork 
indicate that positive emotions spread from leaders to followers 
(George, 1995; Sy et al., 2005), across team members (Barsade, 2002), 
and within classrooms (Frenzel, Goetz, Lüdtke, Pekrun, & Sutton, 
2009). The resulting positive atmosphere could facilitate learning by 
creating a safe environment that is conducive to development and 
knowledge acquisition. In addition, expressions of happiness could 
bolster students' feelings of autonomy by serving as positive 
reinforcement (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991), Finally, 

positive emotional expressions inspire perceptions of warmth and 
competence (Fiske, Cuddy & Glick, 2007; Gaddis, Connelly, & 
Mumford, 2004), which may be conducive to successful learning. 

In stark contrast to this widespread conviction is the idea that 
people perform better when confronted with negative emotional 
expressions. Although society generally seems to favor the positive 
approach, some people use negative emotional expressions in an 
attempt to enhance learning and performance. Consider the abusive 
boot camp instructor in Hollywood movies, the sports coach who 
tries to motivate his pupils by getting angry at them, and the angry 
teacher that we remember all too well.  

There is theoretical support for the potential effectiveness of 
such negative emotional expressions. Emotion as Social Information 
(EASI) theory (Van Kleef, 2009) posits that people use the emotions 
of others to inform their behavior. Expressions of anger signal that 
behavioral adjustment is needed, whereas happiness does not 
(Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Keltner & Haidt, 1999). Thus, even 
though anger displays can arouse stress in targets (Wright & Kirby, 

2001), they may also alert them that they need to change their 
behavior. Accordingly, research has shown that expressions of anger 
on the part of a leader can increase the effort (Sy et al., 2005), 
motivation, and performance (Van Kleef, Homan, Beersma, & van 
Knippenberg, 2010) of work teams. 

Present Research 

Although both lay intuition and psychological theorizing 
point to the potential importance of emotional expressions for 
learning, I am not aware of any empirical study that has addressed the 

effects of emotional expressions on learning performance. Moreover, 
circumstantial evidence from adjacent literatures is inconsistent. I aim 
to clarify this inconsistency. In doing so, I contrast the 
abovementioned competing perspectives. In two experiments I 
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manipulated the emotional expressions of an instructor to investigate 
the impact of happiness and anger on learning performance.  

Experiment 5.1 

Method 

Forty-five University of Amsterdam undergraduate students 
participated in the study (40 female; age M = 20.71 years, SD = 2.82 

years, range: 18 – 27 years). Participants learned that the purpose of 
the experiment was to compare the effects of computer-based testing 
and feedback with conventional testing and face-to-face feedback. All 
participants were told they would take part in the computer condition. 
An "instructor" (a trained actor) explained the procedure in a short 
film clip, which was designed to look like a live webcam stream. 

Participants received a list of 100 combinations of a 6-letter 
nonsense word and a 6-letter word in one of two different orders 
(order had no effect in either experiment, and is therefore not 
discussed further). After participants had spent 15 minutes reading the 
word pairs, baseline recognition was measured with a categorization 
task in which participants indicated whether each of 96 combinations 
had been on their list (Stanislaw & Todorov, 1999).  

Recognition scores were ostensibly sent to the instructor, who 
then conveyed learning instructions with either an angry or a happy 
tone. Instructions were standardized across conditions, and no 
reference was made to the participant's actual performance. 
Emotional tone was manipulated nonverbally via facial expressions, 
tone of voice, and bodily posture of the instructor. In the happy 

condition, the instructor looked cheerful, spoke with an enthusiastic 
tone of voice, and smiled often. In the angry condition, the instructor 
frowned a lot, spoke with an angry tone of voice, clenched his fists, 
and made irritable gestures (for similar procedures, see Barsade, 2002; 
Van Kleef et al., 2010).  

Afterwards, participants indicated their own emotional 
response to the clip (2 items; r[45] = -.53, p <.001, i.e. “Please 

indicate how positive [negative] you feel at this moment”), and how 
warm (3 items; α = .96, e.g. "Do you think the instructor is friendly?") 

and competent (3 items; α = .76, e.g. "Do you think the instructor is 
competent?") they found the instructor. They then took their word list 
home. Participants returned one week later, and repeated the 
recognition measure. Finally, they indicated how much anger and 
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happiness the instructor had expressed. All measures were taken 
using 7-point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). Participants were 

then debriefed, compensated, and dismissed. 

Results and Discussion  

Analytic strategy. Because I wanted to prevent the 
distortion of the effects by outliers on the recognition measure, I 
checked the data for extreme values using outlier boxplots prior to 

confirmatory testing (Behrens, 1997). No such outliers were found, 
and hence the analyses below are based on the full sample. 
Throughout this chapter, corrected degrees of freedom are reported 
for t tests whenever there was inequality of variances. 

In both experiments contained in this chapter, a large 
proportion of female participants relative to male participants 
prevented reliable testing of gender effects. Discussion of its effects is 
therefore omitted. 

Manipulation checks. As reliabilities of the scales was 
sufficient, I averaged scores to create scales whenever possible (note 
that the positive feeling item of the affect measure was reverse coded 
prior to averaging). Analyses of variance (ANOVA) on the 
manipulation checks revealed that participants perceived the actor as 
happier in the happy, M = 4.74, SD = 1.96, than in the angry 

condition, M = 1.64, SD = .95; t(32.18) = 6.80, p < .001, d = 2.40, r = 

.77, and as angrier in the angry, M = 5.64, SD = 1.33, than in the 

happy condition, M = 1.65, SD = 1.23; t(43) = 10.45, p < .001, d = 

3.19, r = .85.  

Recognition measure. Recognition scores were subjected 
to signal-detection analysis. I calculated d', which indicates sensitivity 
to the presented stimuli, and c, which indicates response bias (see 
Stanislaw & Todorov 1999). Higher scores on the sensitivity index (> 
0) indicate that participants are better able to distinguish between 
signals (learnt material) and noise (unlearnt material). Scores which 
deviate from 0 on the response bias index indicate increasingly biased 
responding.  

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) revealed that when 

controlling for participants' initial sensitivity, F(1, 41) = 10.96, p = 

.002, and response bias in the second test round (which had no effect, 
F[1, 41] = 1.24, p = .27), participants were more sensitive to the 

stimuli after seeing the angry, M = 1.46, SE = .20, rather than the 
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happy instructor, M = .70, SE = .20; F(1, 41) = 7.09, p = .011, η2
p 

=.15. These results indicate that an instructor's anger can enhance 
learning performance, as reflected in recognition of learnt material. 

Exploratory analyses. A pair of exploratory t-tests showed 
that participants in the angry tone condition, M = 4.36, SD = 1.33, 

did not differ significantly from those in the happy tone condition, M 

= 4.28, SD = 1.70; t[43] = -.18, p = .860 in terms of their self-reported 

negative affect directly following the manipulation. A second pair of 

exploratory t-tests showed that participants in the angry-tone 
condition perceived the instructor as less warm, M = 2.45, SD = 1.10, 

and less competent, M = 2.97, SD = 1.22, than did participants in the 

happy-tone condition (warmth: M = 5.38, SD = .90; t[43] = 9.84, p < 

.001, d = 3.00, r = .83; competence: M = 4.01, SD = 1.01; t[43] = 

3.14, p = .003, d = .96, r = .43). These measures did not correlate 

significantly with recognition scores; warmth r(45) = -.28, p = .071, 

competence r(45) = -.20, p = .21. 

Experiment 5.2 

Experiment 5.1 shows that an instructor's anger can enhance 
students' learning performance. This effect emerged independent of 
the fact that participants perceived the angry instructor as less warm 
and competent, and independent of participants’ self-reported, 
negative affective response. This suggests that interpersonal 
impressions nor affect experienced by the participant are central to the 
effect. 

Based on EASI theory (Van Kleef, 2009), I reasoned that an 
instructor's anger serves as a signal that better performance is 

required. If this is true, students' ensuing learning performance can be 
expected to differ as a function of their motivation – in particular their 
regulatory focus (Higgins, 1997). Regulatory focus refers to the types 
of goals an individual sets for him- or herself. A promotion focus 
involves seeking advancement and gains, whereas a prevention focus 
entails avoidance of losses (Higgins, 1997). Because anger implies a 
need for behavior change whereas happiness does not (Cacioppo & 
Gardner, 1999), the effects of anger (but not happiness) may depend 
on regulatory focus. 

Expressions of anger in a performance context imply that 
performance must be improved (Sy et al., 2005; Van Kleef et al., 
2010). This implication should appeal to promotion-focused 
individuals (who are oriented towards improvement and gain), but 
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less to prevention-focused individuals. In fact, prior research suggests 
that negative social signals (e.g., negative expectations) undermine the 
performance of prevention-focused individuals on cognitive tests 
(Keller & Bless, 2008). Based on this idea, and given the results from 
Experiment 5.1, I hypothesized that instructor anger should result in 
superior learning among promotion-focused students.  

To test this prediction, I made several changes to the 
procedure. First, I added a manipulation of regulatory focus. Second, 
I replaced the measure of passive recognition with a measure of active 
recall. Third, I asked participants to complete the tasks within one 
experimental session to increase experimental control. Finally, I used 
a different actor to exclude the possibility that the effects found in 
Experiment 5.1 depend on the actor used. 

Method 

Ninety University of Amsterdam psychology undergraduates 
(82 female; age M = 20.32, SD = 3.77, range: 18 – 35 years) 

participated in Experiment 5.2. Half of them learned that they would 
receive 2.5 course credits, which count towards University of 
Amsterdam requirement for graduation, but would lose one if their 
errors on the second task exceeded 40% (prevention focus). The other 
half learned that they would receive 1.5 course credits, but could earn 
an additional one if their correct responses on the second task 
exceeded 60% (promotion focus; see Shah, Higgins, & Friedman, 
1998). After participants had received this information, the instructor 
introduced himself via a "webcam connection" (see Experiment 5.1).  

Following this short introduction, participants read the list of 

100 word/non-word combinations for 5 minutes. To establish 
baseline recall, I asked participants to enter the words that had been 
paired with each of the 100 non-words from their list. If participants 
did not know an accompanying word, they could skip the trial. 
Following this task, participants received standardized feedback in an 
angry or happy tone (see Experiment 5.1).  

Participants were then asked to learn the combinations, and to 
inform the experimenter when they felt ready to take the test. I 
measured the time it took them to do so. Subsequently, participants 

completed the recall test for the second time, and answered a number 
of additional questions. Among these were items assessing 
participants’ experience of negative affect (5 items; α = .87, i.e. “To 
what extent are you experiencing [guilt / shame / anger / irritation / 
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disappointment] at this moment?” and positive affect (3 items; α = 
.87, i.e. “To what extent are you experiencing [happiness / 
contentment / pride] at this moment?”), the warmth (4 items; α = .94) 

and competence (4 items; α = .79) of the instructor (see Experiment 
5.1), manipulation checks for emotional tone (2 items for anger, r[90] 

= .86, p < .001; 2 items for happiness, r[90] = .85, p < .001), and a 

dichotomous question asking which type of regulatory focus 
instruction they had received (to obtain a high score, or to avoid 
obtaining a low score). Finally, participants received 2.5 course 

credits (regardless of performance), were debriefed, and dismissed. 

Results and Discussion  

Analytic strategy. A programming error led to a loss of 
baseline recall data for 13 participants. In addition, outlier analyses 
using boxplots showed that 2 participants had extreme scores on the 
recall measure. These participants were dropped from the sample. 
Thus the analyses are based on 75 participants (70 female; age M = 

20.35 years, SD = 2.47 years, range = 18 – 31 years). 

Manipulation checks. ANOVA analyses on the 
manipulation checks showed that participants perceived more anger 
in the angry condition, M = 3.43, SD = 1.50, than in the happy 

condition, M = 2.01, SD = .96; F(1, 71) = 24.17, p < .001, ω2 = .23, 

and that they perceived more happiness in the happy condition, M = 

4.41, SD = 1.11, than in the angry condition, M = 2.56, SD = 1.10; 

F(1, 71) = 51.34, p < .001, ω2 = .41. Regulatory focus had no 

significant effect on perceived emotions (all p values > .11, all F 

values < 2.64). All participants correctly remembered the regulatory 
focus manipulation they had received. An ANOVA with instructor 
emotion, regulatory focus and their interaction as predictors and the 
log-transformed amount of time that participants spent learning as 
dependent measure (see Ratcliff, 1996, for the logic behind this 
transformation) indicated that participants spent equal amounts of 
time on learning the material across conditions, all p values > .21, all 

F values < 1.59. 

Recall measure. Recall scores (the ratio of correctly entered 
words / all entered words) were analyzed using ANCOVA. I 
included emotional tone and regulatory focus as factors, and 
controlled for pre-learning ratio and skipped trials. This analysis 
yielded an effect of pre-manipulation recall on post-learning recall, 

F(1, 69) = 35.99, p < .001, η2
p =.34, a marginal main effect of 
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regulatory focus, F(1, 69) = 3.00, p = .088, η2
p = .04, and a significant 

emotion by focus interaction, F(1, 69) = 5.34, p = .024, η2
p = .07 (see 

Figure 5.1 for means and standard errors). 

Simple-effects analyses showed that within the angry-tone 
condition, participants in a promotion focus, M = .74, SE = .05, 

significantly outperformed those in a prevention focus, M = .53, SE = 

.05; F(1, 69) = 8.31, p = .005. There was no effect of focus in the 

happy-tone condition, promotion: M = .61, SE = .05, prevention: M = 

.64, SE = .05; F(1, 69) = .12, p = .73. Within the promotion-focus 

condition, participants who received angry instructions performed 
marginally better than those who received happy instructions, F(1, 69) 

= 2.69, p = .105, within the prevention-focus condition participants 
who received angry instructions performed marginally worse than 
participants who received happy instructions, F(1, 69) = 2.55, p = 

.115. A pooled contrast analysis revealed that recall in the anger - 

Figure 5.1. Mean scores on recall measure in Experiment 5.2. 

 

Note. The figure displays the ratio of correctly recalled words relative 

to the total number of recalled words, corrected for baseline recall and 
skipped trials.  
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promotion condition was superior to average recall in the other 
conditions, t(69) = 2.41, p = .019, d = .58, r = .28. 

Exploratory analyses. Exploratory analysis of participants’ 
self-reported positive affect yielded a main effect for regulatory focus, 
in the absence of any other effects. Participants in the promotion 
focus condition, M = 2.82, SD = 1.07, reported more positive affect 

than participants in the prevention focus condition, M = 2.32, SD = 

1.07, F(1, 71) = 3.99, p = .050, ω2 = .04. Effects of the emotion factor 

and interaction term did not reach significance, both p values > .24, 

both F values < 1.41. Further exploratory analysis show that 

participants’ self-reported negative affect did not differ as a function of 
conditions, overall M = 2.59, SD = 1.17; all p values > .66, all F 

values < .20. As no effects of the emotion manipulation were found, 
participants’ self-reported affect does not mediate effects of the 
emotion manipulation on task performance. 

Exploratory analyses for ratings of instructor warmth and 
competence yielded main effects of emotional tone, in the absence of 

other effects (p values > .14, F values < 2.26). Participants perceived 

the angry instructor as less warm, M = 3.19, SD = 1.16, and 

competent, M = 3.69, SD = .95, than the happy instructor (warmth: M 

= 4.68, SD = .81, F[1, 71] = 41.52, p < .001, ω2 = .36; competence: M 

= 4.39, SD = .69); F(1, 71) = 13.93, p <.001, ω2 = .15. As in 

Experiment 5.1, neither perceived warmth (r[75] = -.08, p = .52), nor 

perceived competence (r[75] = .04, p = .75) correlated with learning 

performance. 

 Replicating and extending Experiment 5.1, these findings 
indicate that an instructor's expressions of anger improved learning 
performance (as reflected in active recall) among promotion-focused 
students, but not among prevention-focused students. These effects 
occurred independently of the time participants spend learning, their 
self-reported affective response to the instructor’s emotion, and their 
evaluations of the instructor as warm or competent. 

General Discussion 

The results from these experiments challenge the popular 
belief that positive emotions are more conducive to successful 

learning than negative emotions. In these experiments, I 
demonstrated that expressions of anger by an instructor can result in 
better learning performance than expressions of happiness. In 
Experiment 5.1, participants exhibited better recognition of word 
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pairs one week after receiving learning instructions that were given in 
an angry rather than a happy tone. In Experiment 5.2, similar 
learning benefits were found on active recall of learnt material, but 
only among participants who were in a promotion focus. Exploratory 
analyses showed that the effects in both experiments occurred even 
though participants perceived the angry instructor as less warm and 
competent than the happy instructor. The effects also seemed to occur 
independent of participants’ affective response to the instructions 
(both experiments) and the time participants elected to spend on 

learning the material (Experiment 5.2). The beneficial effects of anger 
for learning performance, as observed in these experiments, thus 
appear independent of self-reported affective responses, the time 
participants invested in learning the materials, and two fundamental 
dimensions of social perception.  

At least two mechanisms could underlie the beneficial effects 
of instructor anger as compared to happiness. First, the emotions of 
the instructor may have functioned as feedback to students, leading 
them to realize that they should improve their performance (cf. 
Kluger & DeNisi, 1996; Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Thus, 
participants in a promotion focus would feel more challenged by the 
instructor's anger than those in a prevention focus, and perform the 
task at hand more efficiently. Second, operant conditioning may have 
led participants with a promotion focus to implicitly link the 
instructor's anger with their goal-directed behavior (cf. Schultheiss, 
Pang, Torges, Wirth & Treynor, 2005), thereby becoming more 
attentive to the stimuli without conscious awareness. Testing these 
mechanisms is an interesting avenue for future research.  

It seems important to replicate these findings for different age 
groups, given the fact that emotional competence of students develops 
with age (Garner, 2010). Moreover, examining the effects of repeated 
expressions of emotions over time could provide more insight into the 
impact of different teaching styles and inform us about the external 
validity of the present findings. Finally, future research could include 
a control condition to examine the relative impact of anger and 
happiness. Based on the current experiments, I conclude that 
expressing anger can have positive effects on students' learning 
performance. This finding suggests that nuance should be added to 

the discussion on effects of instructors’ emotions on learning 
performance – it seems that for students with a promotion focus 
expressing anger may under some circumstances be more beneficial 
than expressing happiness. 



Chapter 6: Overview and General Discussion 
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Emotions are not merely internal states of mind; they are often 
expressed in social interaction (Keltner & Haidt, 1999; Parkinson, 
2009). Building on Emotion as Social Information (EASI) theory 
(Van Kleef, 2009; 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010, 2011), I argue that the 
emotions of others can affect our cognitions, affect and behavior in 
predictable ways. According to EASI theory, emotion-based social 
influence comes about when perceivers experience affective responses 
to emotions expressed by others and/or engage in inferential 
processes on the basis of these emotions. Both the context in which 

the emotion expression takes place, and the perceiver’s motivation to 
engage in inferential processes regarding the emotion, determine the 
occurrence and intensity of these affective and/or inferential 
responses and their relative impact on behavior. 

Findings presented in Chapters 2 and 3 show that emotional 
expressions can affect inferences regarding situations, and indicate 
that such inferences may well be based on a process of reverse 
appraisal (comparable to personality inferences; Hareli & Hess, 2010; 
2012). In Chapter 4, I demonstrate that emotions expressed as part of 
a request influence the extent to which people are inclined to comply 
with the request. In Chapter 5, I show when and how emotions 
expressed during learning instructions can improve learning 
performance. In sum, across chapters, I show that emotion 
expressions by others affect the cognitions and behaviors of 
perceivers, and that such effects depend crucially on both the emotion 
expressed and the context within which the expression takes place. 

Overview of Main Findings 

In Chapter 2, I start with the assumption that emotion 
expressions convey information to their perceivers, and argue that the 
type of information conveyed depends on conceptual knowledge 
about the perceived emotion. Based on this idea, I constructed short 
scenarios in which an ambiguous description of a situation was given. 
The protagonist of the scenario was described as expressing anger, 
regret, disappointment, or no emotion. This expression varied 
between groups of participants. Based on the attributions people 
usually make when they experience these emotions, and the appraisal 
structure underlying them, we hypothesized that expressions of anger 

would result in greater attributions of agency to the expressing person, 
and lesser attributions of agency to other people. We expected 
opposite results for expressions of regret. I established this pattern in 
Experiment 2.1. In Experiment 2.2, I replicated these results with a 
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different scenario. Participants’ ratings of agency in a non-emotional 
control condition, added in this experiment, fell in between those of 
the anger and regret conditions for both kinds of agency. In 
Experiment 3.3, results from the previous experiments were again 
replicated with a different scenario. Also, I included disappointment 
as an additional emotion condition, to test the hypothesis that this 
emotion would signal that the situation was due to circumstances 
beyond anyone's control. Although this effect was not found, 
participants did report more pro-social intentions toward a 

disappointed friend than toward a friend who was said to express any 
other emotion.  

In Chapter 2, the appraisal information provided by emotional 
expressions served to reduce the ambiguity that is inherent in some 
social situations. Earlier work (e.g., Hareli, Shomrat, & Hess, 2009) 
has shown that emotion expressions influence perceivers’ inferences 
of the personality of the expresser. In Chapter 3, I found that a 
situation in which a prospective interaction partner expresses either 
happiness or disappointment is seen as relatively cooperative, whereas 
a situation in which the same interaction partner expresses anger is 
seen as relatively competitive. These effects occurred at the individual 
(Experiments 3.1 and 3.3) and group (Experiment 3.2) levels. 
Participants also inferred that their interaction partner would likely 
act more cooperatively when (s)he expressed happiness or 
disappointment as opposed to anger. These inferences were drawn 
even when explicit information was given with regards to the 
cooperative or competitive structure of the situation. Thus, besides 
providing information about the expresser's personality, emotional 
expressions can also provide information about the expresser's social 

motives, and the cooperative versus competitive nature of the social 
situation in general. 

In daily life, we often make benign requests to others. As 
such, requests are a prime example of attempts at exerting social 
influence. In Chapter 3, we saw that anger and disappointment have 
differential effects on estimates of the cooperativeness of a situation. 
In Chapter 4, I again compared anger and disappointment, this time 
testing whether their expression as part of a request leads to different 
levels of compliance. In Experiment 4.1, participants indicated a 

greater willingness to help someone when a request for assistance was 
accompanied by an expression of disappointment rather than anger. 
In Experiment 4.2, we replicated this effect within the context of a 
request for additional donations, so that people were more willing to 
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donate additional money following a request that included 

disappointment, but not when it included no emotion, or when anger 
was expressed. The difference between the anger and disappointment 
conditions was mediated by relative differences in the perceived 
appropriateness of the expressions. In Experiment 4.3, participants’ 
behavior in a coin exchange game changed after they received a 
request. Players became more stingy when anger was expressed in a 
request for more money, but became more generous when 
disappointment was expressed. These effects occurred even when a 

salient descriptive norm advocated the opposite behavior. The 
difference between anger and disappointment was again mediated by 
the perceived appropriateness of these expressions.  

In Chapter 5, I examined expressions of positive and negative 
emotion in a learning context. According to popular belief, the best 
way to reinforce learning is to express positive emotion, as this creates 
a supportive environment. In Experiment 5.1, participants memorized 
a list of materials during a full week, and then completed a memory 
task. Contrary to popular belief, participants who received learning 

tips in a negative emotional tone prior to learning outperformed 
participants who received the same tips in a positive tone. In 
Experiment 5.2, I included a manipulation of regulatory focus, by 
telling participants either that performing well would earn them an 
extra credit point, or that not performing well would cost them one 
credit point. Participants who received tips in an angry tone again 
outperformed those who received tips in a happy tone, but this was 
only the case for participants who were motivated to perform well and 
obtain an extra point. Thus, participants’ motivation to do well at the 
task moderated the effectiveness of the emotion expression. 

Theoretical Implications 

The results discussed in this dissertation provide support for 
the claim that emotion can be considered a form of social influence 
(Van Kleef et al., 2011). The findings are relevant for general 
theorizing on emotions as well as for theorizing related to the situated 
bases of cognition, affect, and behavior (e.g., Averill, 2012; Smith & 
Semin, 2004; 2007). I have presented evidence that the informative 
value of emotional expressions is based in conceptual knowledge of 

perceivers about underlying appraisal dimensions. In Chapter 2, 
participants made appraisal-congruent inferences based on others’ 
emotion expressions. Thus, the conceptual knowledge that people 
have about emotions, as represented in appraisals (Clore & Robinson, 
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2002a, 2002b) may serve as a basis for the inferential processes that 
EASI theory specifies (Van Kleef, 2009; 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010). 

The findings from Chapter 2 indicate that emotional 
expressions can serve as information that helps perceivers to make 
sense of ambiguous situations, in this case by informing inferences 
regarding agency. In Chapter 3, compatible effects were found even 
when participants received relevant information about the situation in 
which the emotion expression occurred. Participants used the 
expression of emotion as a basis for inferences regarding both the 
situation and the pro-social intentions of the person expressing the 
emotion. Taken together, these two chapters provide evidence that 
emotion expressions can influence the way in which perceivers 
interpret the situation in which the emotions are expressed. 

A third contribution of the current findings to emotion theory 
is that the results reported in Experiment 3.3 and Experiment 4.3 
suggest that emotion expressions, as informative cues, can take 
primacy over information regarding other, relevant aspects of the 
situation (i.e., outcome structure, norms) in predicting inferences and 
behavior. In Experiment 3.3, emotional expressions exerted effects 
independent of a manipulation of outcome structure (i.e., whether 
cooperating or competing with the interaction partner would yield the 
best chance at a desired outcome). In Experiment 4.3, emotional 
expressions predicted allocation behavior both uniquely and in 
interaction with a descriptive norm that had been made salient. These 
effects provide evidence for the predictive utility of emotion 
expressions alongside that of knowledge about the situation, and 
show that such expressions may take precedence over situational 

knowledge in predicting inferences and behavior (cf. Balliet, 2010). 

The results reported in Chapters 2 and 3 allow us to adopt a 
broader scope on the types of inferences made on the basis of the 
emotion expressions of others. Whereas previous research focused on 
personality inferences (e.g., Hareli & Hess, 2010; 2012), we 
demonstrated in Chapter 3 that inferences pertaining to the 
cooperative or competitive character of a social situation are also 
affected by the emotion expressed by another person in that situation. 
Because people use the emotions expressed by others to disambiguate 
social situations, the inferences they make may also lead them to 

engage in (move towards), or disengage (move away) from, social 
situations (Fischer & Van Kleef, 2010; Van Kleef et al., 2010). I see 
this as an interesting avenue for future research. 
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Within any situation, behavior is shaped by the norms that 
govern the situation and the scripts we have developed based on 
similar situations we have experienced in the past (Kahneman & 
Miller, 1986). We evaluate events, such as emotions expressed by 
others, based on such experiences. In Chapter 4, the perceived 
appropriateness of emotional expressions was found to mediate the 
negative effect of anger (as compared to disappointment) on 
compliance with requests. When a person makes a request, he or she 
essentially indicates a need for help. Within the context of a request 

(aiming to obtain a response on a voluntary basis), the expression of 
anger signals hostility and / or a hierarchical relation in which one 
person is entitled to command another person (Tiedens, 2001). For 
these reasons, anger is not an appropriate response in such a situation. 
In contrast, the expression of disappointment signals need, and is 
congruent with the request (see Chapters 3 and 4).  

Findings reported in Chapter 5 suggest that participants’ 
motivational state can, in some cases, constitute another contextually 
determined moderator within the EASI theory framework. In 
Experiment 5.2, participants’ regulatory focus was found to moderate 
effects of an instructor’s anger on learning performance: Participants 
with a promotion focus started performing better following feedback 
with an angry tone, whereas participants with a prevention focus did 
not. Thus, the perceiver’s motivational state can play a role in the 
interpretation of, and subsequent responses to, an emotional 
expression. Here, future research should be conducted to clarify 
whether regulatory focus, as a motivational construct, is related to 
processing motivation and/or the perceived appropriateness of 
emotional expressions.  

The results from Chapter 5 suggest that expressions of anger 
can have beneficial consequences (i.e., improving learning 
performance), whereas results from Chapters 3 and 4 point to 
detrimental effects (i.e., creating a competitive atmosphere, 
undermining compliance). This discrepancy could be due to the fact 
that the anger expression in Chapter 5 may be functional through 
incentivizing behavior and less so through providing detailed 
information about the expresser and circumstances (see Keltner & 
Haidt, 1999). In addition, requests for help may come with more 

explicit display rules that discourage expressions of anger, compared 
to settings where performance is a key criterion, as in our learning 
studies. 
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When performance is a key criterion, the vested interest that 
participants have in performing well could predispose participants to 
stay engaged in the task. Such engagement need not occur in the 
context of a request, given that such a setting may be less 
motivationally engaging in comparison. This explanation makes 
sense when considering the constraints imposed on participants in the 
paradigm. When engaged in a relatively ambiguous task, it is 
functional to use the emotional expressions of others (especially 
instructors) to infer how one is doing (see also Sy, Côté, & Saavedra, 

2005; Van Kleef et al., 2009). The apparent discrepancy between the 
findings of these different chapters illustrates how important it is to 
understand which communicative function an emotion fulfils most 
strongly within the context in which it is expressed (Averill, 2012; 
Keltner & Haidt, 1999).  

The findings in this dissertation thus underline the importance 
of understanding the context within which emotions are expressed. In 
a sense, dealing with the emotions of others, especially under 
circumstances in which we have incomplete information, is one of the 
biggest challenges of social life. This dissertation shows that an 
understanding of what an expressed emotion means within a 
particular context can help those expressing the emotion anticipate 
how others will respond. Appraisal dimensions and situation-specific 
contingencies (e.g., norms; motivational factors) are important 
components in realizing such understanding.  

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research 

Limitations of the Current Studies  

There are two general considerations that apply to the 
experiments reported in this dissertation. One consideration concerns 
the relation between participants’ inferential and behavioral responses 
following the expression of emotion by another person, and their 
affective responses. Although in Experiments 5.1 and 5.2 effects of 
emotion on perceivers’ behavior were independent of participants’ 
self-reported affect, we should be cautious to conclude that 
participants’ affective response had no effects whatsoever. 
Participants’ affective responses were assessed using self-report 

measures, a common practice when such responses are not the central 
measures of interest. Both affective and cognitive components can 
influence responses to self-report measures of affect (Mauss & 
Robinson, 2009). Because inferential responses to emotion 
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expressions often co-occur with affective ones (e.g., Van Kleef, 2009; 
2010), it is difficult to disentangle these types of responding when 
using self-report measures. It is conceivable that different measures of 
affect that are less susceptible to the influence of cognitive processes 
(e.g., skin conductance, electroencephalography, functional magnetic 
resonance imaging scans, measures of cardiac functioning, or 
hormonal measures), would have yielded different results. Thus, 
further research seems necessary to explore how affective responses 
may have influenced the current results.  

A second, general point concerns the manner in which 
emotions were manipulated in the various experiments. These 
manipulations were quite blatant, in that it was always very clear to 
participants which emotion was being expressed. Such clarity 
afforded experimental control, enabling conclusions about people 
who had accurately perceived the intended emotional expressions. On 
the other hand, such clear emotion expressions may not be very 
representative of real life situations, as expressions of emotion vary in 
intensity, and people in such situations may attend to many factors 
besides emotional expressions. Therefore, the results within this 
dissertation should be considered as illustrations of effects of emotion 
expressions under circumstances of optimal salience of the emotion. 
In other words, as is true for most experiments, the current studies 
show what can happen, not necessarily what does happen in each and 

every situation. 

Some suggestions for Future Research  

This dissertation offers ample starting points for exciting lines 

of research. Some have been mentioned previously, mainly where 
results need to be replicated or clarified. In addition to these 
suggestions for future research, findings in this dissertation suggest 
that many interesting new questions can arise if we consider the 
interpersonal effects of emotion as constrained by the social context 
(see Averill, 2012; Boiger & Mesquita, 2012). I see this combination 
of perspectives as beneficial for three areas of research: research on 
EASI theory itself, research on the contingency between social 
situations and responses to emotional expressions, and research on 
the study of emotions within a cultural framework. 

According to EASI theory, perceivers respond to an emotion 
expression based on inferential and / or affective reactions. How 
these processes predict the perceiver’s subsequent behavior depends 
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on both his / her motivation to think about the expression, and social-
contextual factors (see Figure 6.1; Van Kleef, 2009; 2010). The model 
that is depicted in Figure 6.1 implies conceptual independence 
between the social context on the one hand, and the elicitation of the 
emotion expression as well as the perceiver’s subsequent behavior on 
the other hand. Consider a young man who acts aggressively in a 
nightclub. Our knowledge that there are two bouncers present and 
heading this young man’s way may predispose us not to pay too 
much attention to why he is angry. Similarly the presence of the 

bouncers may stop any bystanders from interfering, because they 
would risk being thrown out of the club for misconduct. This thought 
experiment implies that one aspect of the situation (the presence of 
the bouncers) could constrain perceivers’ perspective on how the 
emotion was elicited, and the range of behaviors the perceiver should 
engage in.  

One way to incorporate this broader role of the social context 
is by situating it explicitly as a determinant of the entire perception 
process that EASI theory proposes. Both the expression of the 
emotion (Evers, Fischer, Rodriguez Mosquera, & Manstead, 2005; 
Fischer & Van Kleef, 2010; Manstead & Fischer, 2001) and the 

Figure 6.1. The Emotions As Social Information (EASI) model  

 

Note. Reproduced from Van Kleef (2010).   
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behavioral response would, in such a model, be constrained by the 
situation. The moderating role of what is currently a collection of 
‘social-contextual factors’ could then be replaced by ‘situation-based 
expectancies’. Using expectancies as a proxy for situational influences 
allows us to use a construct that is closely tied to the perceiver’s 
perception of what is normal in the situation (i.e., Kahneman & 
Miller, 1986; see Van Kleef et al., 2010, for a similar argumentation 
applied to the role of emotion in social decision making). This situates 
the whole model within the perceiver, rather than allowing the 

moderator to also refer to the structure of the situation (see 
Experiments 3.3 and 4.3). Further research could focus on the role of 
expectancies in the moderation of affective and inferential responses 
to others’ emotions, as well as on which expectancies are relevant in 
which social situations. 

One way of considering how structural aspects of situations 
affect our responses to others’ emotion expressions is by considering 
the ways in which people deal with the interdependence of outcomes 
that may exist in social situations (i.e., the outcome structure of the 
situation; see Kelley et al., 2003). Social motives such as cooperation 
and competition help people deal with such interdependence (Axelrod 
& Hamilton, 1981; Deutsch, 1949; Van Lange, 1999). In negotiation 
settings, for instance, interdependence of outcomes is considered a 
precondition for emotion expressions of one negotiator to affect the 
decisions of others (Olekalns & Druckman, 2012; Van Kleef et al., 
2010). Conversely, facial expressions of anger and happiness are 
attended to more closely when people are motivated to cooperate or 
compete (Sacco & Hugenberg, 2012). Further research could focus on 
the way in which emotions convey signals of cooperation and 

competition in practical settings, for instance customer service settings 
(e.g. Cheshin, Rafaeli, & Eisenman, 2012) or other situations that 
involve emotional labor (e.g., Hochschild, 1979). 

Another way of considering structural aspects of a situation is 
by examining how the types of relationships that we have with others 
affect our emotional responding. For example, relational models 
theorists conceptualize interactions in terms of four modes of 
representing relationships (e.g., Fiske, 1992, 2004; Rai & Fiske, 2011). 
How people respond to others’ emotions can vary with the relational 

mode in which their relationship can be categorized (Fiske, 2004). 
For example, partners within a close relationship (which constitutes a 
communal sharing relationship) often see an expression of anger by 
their partner as a cue that an additional investment in the relationship 
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is required, rather than as a cue for disengagement (Clark & Brisette, 
2000; Clark & Taraban, 1991). Considering an interaction’s structure 
in terms of the relational mode that best describes it allows us to 
compare how emotions are interpreted in different modes. When 
multiple modes predict different types of responses to an emotion 
(e.g., when a police officer is motivated to maintain authority but also 
feels sympathy for the sad-looking person he is fining), this 
perspective may help us predict which behavior will result. 

Structural aspects of a situation can also be considered in 
terms of norms. Social norms have prescriptive value for behavior 
(e.g., Balliet, 2010; Bicchieri, 2002; see Chapter 4). As results from 
Experiment 4.3 illustrate, emotional expressions can modulate the 
effects of salient norms on behavior. One interesting question is under 
what circumstances, emotional expressions override norms in 
predicting behavior (Balliet, 2010). What norms people enforce can 
vary from culture to culture. For example, in cultures in which people 
have a relatively interdependent self-construal, participants are more 
accurate in inferring emotions of close others, but less accurate in 
inferring the emotions of strangers, compared to cultures in which 
people have a relatively independent self-construal (Ma-Kellams & 
Blascovich, 2012). Further inquiry could be aimed at testing whether 
such attention differences exist for a range of discrete emotions that 
have been found to signal cooperation and competition (see Chapter 
3; Van Kleef et al., 2010). This would provide a clearer picture of 
cultural differences in the ways in which people coordinate with one 
another.  

Cultural differences in the understanding of emotion are also 

relevant when people move from one culture to another. People who 
migrate to a new cultural context become more attuned to the 
meaning that emotions have within their new culture to the extent 
that they are exposed to this culture (De Leersneyder, Mesquita, & 
Kim, 2011). Such effects may be a function of changes in the 
conceptual knowledge people have about the emotions that another 
person expresses (see Chapters 2 and 3; Fontaine et al., 2006). That 
migrants’ understanding of emotions in their host culture depends on 
their exposure to the host culture suggests a role of emotions in the 
transmission and formation of cultural norms (see also Keltner & 

Haidt, 1999; Nichols, 2002). An intriguing consequence is that 
emotions can be diagnostic of the extent to which migrants successfully 

adapt to the norms of their host culture; the fewer negative emotions 
they report in interactions with people from their host culture, the 
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better their integration may be progressing. This potential to use 
emotional experience as a diagnostic tool seems worth exploring from 
an applied perspective.  

Finally, emotion shapes the knowledge that people share 
within a culture, as people share events with others more often to the 
extent that these narratives evoke emotion (Peters, Kashima, & Clark, 
2009; Rimé, 2009). People also share information from a narrative 
more to the extent that emotion is expressed as part of the narrative 
(Rimé, Phillipot, Boca & Mesquita, 1992; Rimé, 2009), as such 
expressions serve to emphasize or de-emphasize parts of the narrative 
(e.g., Christophe & Rimé, 1998). This sharing provides a second way 
in which the role of emotion in the transmission of cultural norms 
could be conceptualized (see Nichols, 2002). A related question 
concerns how such information sharing relates to the attributions we 
make regarding causes of emotions. Stable patterns of self-serving 
attribution, such as the in-group bias or other cultural stereotypes 
(e.g., Kashima, 2008; Lyons & Kashima, 2001), may involve the 
sharing of precisely those emotions that are congruent with the bias 
(i.e., someone’s anger at a perceived transgression by outgroup 
members), whereas emotions that are incongruent could be 
downplayed (i.e., the expression of disappointment following the 
same transgression). 

Conclusion 

In this dissertation, I have argued that the emotions expressed 
by others can afford social influence, the form of which depends on 
both the perceiver’s knowledge about the emotion and the context in 

which it is expressed. A pessimist might ask whether we can ever 
understand the true nature of interpersonal emotional effects given the 
many contextual determinants that possibly play a role in shaping 
emotional experience and expression. I, however, favor the optimist’s 
approach: This dissertation is a first venture into how an expression of 
emotion may influence its perceiver’s interpretation of the situation in 
which it is expressed, as well as his / her subsequent behavioral 
response. It highlights the utility of a thorough understanding of both 
the conceptual knowledge that underlies our perception of discrete 
emotional states and the context in which we perceive discrete 

emotional expressions for our understanding of inferential and 
behavioral responses to emotional expressions. A careful 
consideration of these components will inform understanding of the 
effects of emotional expressions across social contexts. 
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Appendix 3A: Vignettes used in Experiment 3.1 (translated from 
Dutch) 

Imagine you are participating in a course on scientific writing. 
In this course you are graded, but there are also a number of attractive 
monetary prizes to be distributed among those students who perform 
well. 

Within each of the work groups, subgroups of two students 

are given the same subject. The instructor divides the subjects among 
participants, and indicates that people in the subgroups can decide for 
themselves whether or not they want to work together. 

Out of each work group, half of the students are eligible for a 
monetary prize, namely those students who have written the best 
papers. The other students are not eligible. Up front, every student 
has a 50% chance of being considered, but: The better student A 
performs as compared to student B, the bigger student A’s chance to 
be considered. 

The instructor divides the work group into subgroups based 
on topics, and puts you in the same group as a [male / female] 
student whom you do not know.  

Whether you have a chance at getting one of the prizes 
depends on how good your paper is compared to the papers of the rest 
of the work group. 

When the first meeting of the work group is over, the [guy / 
girl] who shares your topic approaches you and proposes to make 
arrangements so that you can coordinate the writing of your reports. 

However, you have an appointment after the work group, and 
would like to leave. That’s why you say: “I’m sorry, but I’d like to 
make arrangements later” The [male / female] student responds to 
your reaction by [showing anger / showing happiness]. 

Note: Bracketed sections varied with manipulations 
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Appendix 3B: Vignettes used in Experiment 3.2 (translated from 
Dutch) 

For several years now, you've gone on holiday with a group of three 
of your friends. Just like in previous years, you and your friends have 
come together to pick this year's holiday destination. To prepare for 
this year's meeting, everyone has thought about where he/she would 
like to go this year. 

[Competition condition: In previous years, everyone mainly 
wanted to get his/her own way, and attempted to make sure that the 
group would pick his/her destination. During these meetings, the 
atmosphere was always quite competitive. For this reason, you expect 
that this year, everyone will again try to force his/her own preference 
on the others. 

Cooperation condition: In previous years, everyone worked 
together to reach a joint decision about the holiday destination. 
During these meetings, the atmosphere was always quite cooperative. 
For this reason, you expect that this year, everyone will again try to 

reach an agreement in a constructive manner.] 

One by one, your three friends explain to the others which 
destination they picked. It turns out that they more or less agree, as 
they have similar destinations in mind. However, the destination that 
you prefer differs from that preferred by your friends. When it's your 
turn, you tell your friends where you'd like to go. Your friends don't 
immediately agree [and express anger about your proposal / and react 
neutrally to your proposal / but express happiness about your 
proposal]. 

Note: Bracketed sections varied with manipulations 
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Appendix 3C: Vignettes used in Experiment 3.3 (translated from 
Dutch) 

The first three paragraphs of the vignette were identical to the one used in 
Experiment 1 (see Appendix 3A). Then the vignette proceeded as follows: 

[Cooperative outcome dependence condition: Out of each 
work group, half of the subgroups are eligible for a monetary prize, 
namely those subgroups in which, on average, the best paper was 

written. The other students are not eligible. Up front, every student 
has a 50% chance of being considered, but: The better subgroup A 
performs, the bigger the chance for both students in subgroup A to be 
considered. 

Competitive outcome dependence condition: Out of each 
subgroup, one student is eligible for a monetary prize; namely the 
student who has written the best paper. The other student is not 
eligible. Up front, every student has a 50% chance of being 
considered, but: The better subgroup member A performs relative to 
subgroup member B, the bigger the chance for subgroup member A to 

be considered.] 

The instructor divides the work group into subgroups based 
on topics, and puts you in the same group as a (female) student whom 
you do not know.  

[Cooperative outcome dependence condition: Whether you 
have a chance at getting one of the prizes depends on how your paper 
and the paper of the other student will be graded, relative to the 
papers of other subgroups. 

Competitive outcome dependence condition: Whether you 
have a chance at getting one of the prizes depends on how your paper 
is graded, compared to the paper of the other student.] 

When the first meeting of the work group is over, the student 
who shares your topic approaches you and proposes to make 
arrangements so that you can coordinate the writing of your reports. 

You have an appointment after the work group, and would 
like to leave. That’s why you say: “I’m sorry, but I’d like to make 
arrangements later”. The student responds with [anger / 

disappointment]. 

Note: Bracketed sections varied with manipulations 



English Summary 

145 

English Summary 

This dissertation revolves around the idea that emotion 
expressions can serve as a means of exerting social influence. 
Emotional responses are assumed to not merely have functions for 
the individual that experiences them; they also serve as information 
to the people that observe them. The emotional expressions of others 
can affect our cognitions, affective responses, motivation, and 
behaviors. In the first part of this dissertation, I demonstrate that 
emotions that are expressed by others help us disambiguate social 
situations and shape our cognitive representations of these situations. 
In the second part of the dissertation, I demonstrate that emotions 
that other people express can affect our behavior within previously 
unstudied contexts.  

In part I, I provide evidence that the information that 
expressions of emotion convey is based on perceivers’ knowledge of 
the appraisals, or dimensions of cognitive knowledge, that underlie 
the emotion that is expressed. Specifically, three experiments in 

Chapter 2 show that attributions of agency to actors in a situation are 
shaped by expressions of anger or regret of one of the actors. People 
attribute more agency for a negative outcome to the expresser when 
he or she expresses regret, but attribute more agency to another 
person when the person expresses anger. Such attributions map onto 
the appraisals that commonly underlie these emotions, indicating that 
people’s understanding of the emotions of others may be grounded in 
shared patterns of knowledge about these emotions.  

In Chapter 3, I show that a situation in which a prospective 

interaction partner expresses anger leads perceivers to construe that 
situation more in terms of competition, whereas the expression of 
happiness or disappointment leads people to construe the same 
situation more in terms of cooperativeness. These effects occur even 
when explicit information about the situation is given, occur 
independent of participant gender, and are complemented by 
perceptions of pro-social action intentions on behalf of the expressing 
person. Moreover, Experiment 3.2 provides initial evidence that these 
effects generalize to a group level. 

In part II of this dissertation, I examine whether expressed 

emotions can affect behavior within the context of compliance with 
requests, and in the context of providing instructions for a 
memorization task. In doing so, I combine knowledge of these 
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contexts with knowledge of the emotions studied. In Chapter 4, I 
demonstrate that when anger or disappointment are expressed as part 
of the same request, anger is likely to diminish the compliance of 
observers, whereas disappointment is likely to enhance it. Across the 
experiments, people reported a greater willingness to comply with a 
request in which disappointment was expressed than with a request 
in which anger was expressed. In Experiments 4.2 and 4.3, I provide 
evidence that the effect of anger is due to the relative 
inappropriateness of expressing this emotion in the context of a 

request. Moreover, in Experiment 4.3 the effects of these emotional 
expressions were found to trump an explicit descriptive norm, 
indicating that the predictive value of emotion can be greater than 
that of salient structural aspects of the situation.  

In Chapter 5, I demonstrate that when participants are given 
instructions on how to best memorize stimulus materials, doing so 
with an angry emotional tone before they start learning makes 
participants perform better on a subsequent, post-learning memory 
test than doing so with a happy emotional tone. In a second 

experiment I replicate this effect and demonstrate that it is dependent 
on participants' regulatory focus. The beneficial effects of anger only 
occur when participants have a promotion focus (i.e., a focus on 
achieving gains and realizing growth), but not when they have a 
prevention focus (i.e., a focus on not making errors and avoiding 
losses). Interestingly, Chapter 5 thus shows that expressing anger 
may have benefits in a learning context (i.e., improved memory 
performance in a test setting), whereas Chapter 4 shows that the 
expression of anger may be detrimental in the context of a request for 
help (i.e., reduced compliance). 

The findings in this dissertation illustrate how knowledge 
about the causes of emotions (Chapters 2 and 3) and aspects of social 
situations (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) both shape the inferences that 
perceivers draw based on others' emotional expressions, and 
determine behavioral responses to those expressions. Investing in an 
understanding of both of these components can thus greatly help us 
to understand the effects that any expression of emotion may have on 
perceivers’ cognition and behavior in a given situation. 
Understanding emotion-based social influence as a combination of 

knowledge about emotions and knowledge about contextual factors 
helps us understand the role that expressions of emotion play in 
social life. Doing so offers points of departure for understanding how 
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such expressions result in influence within a range of social 
situations. 
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Nederlandstalige Samenvatting 

 De kern van deze dissertatie is het idee dat een persoon door 
emotie te uiten sociale invloed kan uitoefenen op mensen die deze 
uiting waarnemen. Emotionele reacties zijn niet alleen functioneel 
voor het individu dat ze uitdrukt, maar hebben ook informatieve 
waarde voor waarnemers. De emoties die anderen uitdrukken zijn 
van invloed op onze cognitie, onze affectieve responsen, onze 
motivatie en ons gedrag. In het eerste deel van deze dissertatie toon 
ik aan dat de emoties die anderen uitdrukken ons kunnen helpen bij 
het desambigueren (verduidelijken) van sociale situaties. Ook laat ik 
zien dat dergelijke uitdrukkingen onze cognitieve representaties van 
deze situaties beïnvloeden. In het tweede deel van de dissertatie ga ik 
in op de invloed die de emoties van anderen op ons gedrag hebben. 

 In deel I demonstreer ik dat de informatieve waarde van 
uitdrukkingen van emotie is gebaseerd op de cognitieve kennis die de 
waarnemer van de uitdrukking heeft over de betekenis van de emotie. 
Meer specifiek laten drie experimenten in Hoofdstuk 2 zien dat 

attributies van agentschap (het al dan niet hebben gehandeld) aan de 
actoren in een situatie worden bepaald door of een van de actoren 
boosheid, dan wel spijt uitdrukt. Mensen schreven meer agentschap 
over een negatieve uitkomst toe aan de persoon die de emotie 
uitdrukte wanneer spijt werd uitgedrukt. Ze schreven echter meer 
agentschap toe aan een andere persoon in de situatie wanneer 
boosheid werd uitgedrukt. Deze attributies van agentschap komen 
overeen met de cognitieve evaluatieve componenten (appraisals) die 

een rol spelen in ons begrip van boosheid en spijt. Dit wijst erop dat 
de invloed die andermans emoties hebben op ons een basis heeft in 

gedeelde cognitieve kennis over emoties. 

 In Hoofdstuk 3 laat ik, eveneens in drie experimenten, zien 
dat emotionele expressies van invloed zijn op hoe waarnemers van 
die expressies sociale situaties inschatten. Ik vroeg proefpersonen 
zich voor te stellen dat ze zouden gaan samenwerken met een andere 
persoon, die ze nog niet kenden. Wanneer die persoon boosheid 
uitte, zagen proefpersonen de situatie (en de samenwerking) meer in 
termen van competitie. Wanneer de persoon blijdschap of 
teleurstelling uitte, zagen proefpersonen de situatie echter meer in 

termen van coöperatie. De emotionele uitdrukkingen beïnvloedden 
deze inschattingen ongeacht de sekse van de proefpersoon, en 
ongeacht meer expliciete informatie die proefpersonen over de 
situatie kregen. Daarnaast rapporteerden proefpersonen coöperatieve 
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dan wel competitieve intenties die overeen kwamen met hun 
inschattingen van de situatie. Experiment 3.2 laat verder zien dat 
deze effecten generaliseren naar groepsniveau. 

 In deel II van deze dissertatie bekijk ik of uitgedrukte emoties 
het gedrag van waarnemers kunnen beïnvloeden wanneer ze 
uitgedrukt worden als onderdeel van een verzoek (Hoofdstuk 4), en 
wanneer ze onderdeel zijn van instructies voor een leertaak 
(Hoofdstuk 5). Ik combineer daarbij kennis over context en emotie 
om concrete voorspellingen te doen. In Hoofdstuk 4 laat ik zien dat 
wanneer boosheid of teleurstelling wordt uitgedrukt in een verder 
identiek verzoek, boosheid de mate waarin waarnemers het verzoek 
inwilligen negatief beïnvloedt, terwijl teleurstelling waarnemers ertoe 
brengt het verzoek juist meer in te willigen. In Experimenten 4.2 en 
4.3 laat ik zien dat het effect van boosheid kan worden verklaard 
door de relatieve ongepastheid van deze emotie binnen de context 
van het doen van een verzoek. Verder laat ik in Experiment 4.3 zien 
dat de effecten van deze emoties een sterkere invloed hebben op 
gedrag dan een expliciete descriptieve norm (een omschrijving van 

het gedrag van een meerderheid van andere deelnemers). De 
voorspellende waarde van emotie voor het gedrag van de waarnemer 
kan dus sterker zijn dan die van saillante structurele aspecten van de 
situatie. 

 In Experiment 5.1 ontvingen proefpersonen instructies over 
de manier waarop ze het beste een lijst woordcombinaties kunnen 
leren. Wanneer ze deze instructies ontvingen met een boze toon, 
presteerden ze na het leren beter op een geheugentaak dan wanneer 
ze instructies ontvingen met een blije toon. Ik repliceer dit effect in 

een tweede experiment, en laat zien dat de effecten van de 
emotionele uitingen van instructeurs op leerprestaties afhankelijk zijn 
van de regulatiefocus van de waarnemer van de emotie. Instructies 
met een boze toon leidden alleen tot een betere leerprestatie wanneer 
proefpersonen gericht waren op het najagen van kansen en het 
realiseren van groei, maar niet wanneer ze gericht waren op het 
voorkomen van fouten en het vermijden van verlies. In Hoofdstuk 5 
laat ik dus zien dat uitingen van boosheid voordelen kunnen hebben 
in de context van het geven van instructies (in termen van verbeterde 
leerprestaties), terwijl boosheid in Hoofdstuk 4 nadelen had in de 

context van een verzoek om hulp (in termen van verminderde 
hulpvaardigheid). 
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Samengenomen illustreren de bevindingen in deze dissertatie 
hoe kennis over emotie (Hoofdstukken 2 en 3) en aspecten van 
sociale situaties (Hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 5) zowel inferenties 
beïnvloeden die op basis van door anderen geuite emoties tot stand 
komen, als ook het gedrag beïnvloeden waarmee mensen op de 
emoties van anderen reageren. Een nauwkeurig begrip van deze twee 
componenten vergroot daarom de kans om binnen welke context dan 
ook de consequenties van een geuite emotie voor cognitie en gedrag 
te begrijpen. We kunnen op emotie gebaseerde sociale beïnvloeding 

dus proberen te begrijpen als een combinatie van kennis over de 
betekenis van de emotie van een andere persoon en kennis over 
contextuele factoren. Een dergelijk denkkader helpt ons begrijpen wat 
de rol is van emoties in het sociale leven, en geeft aanknopingspunten 
om te begrijpen hoe de emoties van mensen resulteren in 
beïnvloeding binnen een scala aan sociale situaties. 
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