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Chapter 1: General Introduction 
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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.  



General Introduction 

9 

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 
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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.  
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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.  
 

 


