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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 
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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. 


