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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. 


