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Groups are a natural breeding ground for emotions. Group life

affords unique opportunities but also poses critical challenges

that may arouse emotional reactions in group members. Social-

functional approaches hold that these emotions in turn

contribute to group functioning by prompting group members to

address concerns that are relevant to the group’s success.

Guided by Emotions as Social Information (EASI) theory, this

paper reviews research on the affective, cognitive, and

behavioral consequences of emotional expressions in groups.

Affective processes include emotional contagion and affective

convergence, and resulting states such as group affective tone

and affective diversity. Cognitive processes include inferences

group members draw from each other’s emotional expressions.

We discuss how these affective and cognitive processes shape

behavior and group functioning. We conclude that the traditional

(over)emphasis on affective processes must be complemented

with a focus on cognitive processes to develop a more complete

understanding of the social dynamics of emotions in groups.
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Emotions are an intrinsic element of group life. Social

interactions are the primary elicitors of emotions [1–3],

and groups create ample opportunity for such emotion-

ally evocative encounters [4�]. Given that the emotions

that arise during group interactions are often expressed in

one way or another — whether deliberately or inadver-

tently —, the question arises how these emotional

expressions influence group functioning. Here we set

out to answer this question.

Departing from the traditional view that emotions cloud

critical judgment and turn groups into rationally
Current Opinion in Psychology 2017, 17:156–161 
incapacitated, impulsive, and potentially dangerous enti-

ties [5,6], contemporary theoretical approaches empha-

size that emotions fulfill key social functions in groups

that help their members address the various problems

associated with living and working in groups [7–10]. For

instance, emotions have been proposed to play a role in

the development and maintenance of group cohesion,

the allocation of roles and responsibilities among group

members, the management of deviance and defection,

and the coordination of collective efforts to attain shared

goals [9,11–16].

Despite a growing interest in emotions in groups, the

extant literature is scattered, and theoretical integration is

lacking. We provide an integrative review of empirical

support for the presumed functions of emotions in groups,

examining in particular how emotional expressions shape

group processes and outcomes. Our focus is on small,

interactive groups rather than larger and more abstract

collectives such as organizations, nations, or groups

defined by demographic characteristics such as age,

gender, ethnicity, or social-economic status. Although

the role of emotions is also studied quite fruitfully in

the context of larger collectives and intergroup relations

[14], most notably in the interrelated areas of group-based

emotions [17–19], intergroup emotions theory [20,21],

and collective action [22,23], this research tends to focus

on the social origins and consequences of emotional

experience rather than on the social consequences of emo-

tional expression. As such, much of this work falls outside

the scope of this article, which centers on the social

effects of emotional expressions in groups.

The paper unfolds as follows. We begin by summarizing a

recent theoretical approach to understanding the social

effects of emotions, which is useful for analyzing the

effects of emotional expressions in groups: Emotions as

Social Information (EASI) theory [24,25]. Guided by this

framework, we review research on the effects of emo-

tional expressions on affective and cognitive processes in

groups, and we consider how these processes in turn

shape behavioral outcomes. Finally, we highlight key

conclusions emerging from our review and provide direc-

tions for future research.

Theoretical background: Emotions as Social
Information (EASI) theory
EASI theory [24,25] is rooted in the social-functional

approach to emotion [13,15,24]. The theory explains

how emotional expressions regulate social and
www.sciencedirect.com
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organizational life by eliciting affective reactions (i.e.

reciprocal and complementary emotions and sentiments)

and/or cognitive inferences (i.e. judgments about the

source, meaning, and implications of the expresser’s

emotion) in observers [25]. Observers’ behavioral re-

sponses to others’ emotional expressions depend on the

relative strength of affective and inferential processes,

which is determined by the observer’s information pro-

cessing motivation and ability and the perceived appro-

priateness of the emotional expression in light of the

social context. The EASI framework has been used to

inform theoretical analyses of the role of emotional

expressions in social decision making [26], social influ-

ence [27�], and organizational behavior [28]. Extending

previous analyses, here we apply EASI theory to under-

stand and integrate disparate findings concerning the

effects of emotional expressions on affective and cogni-

tive processes and behavioral outcomes in groups.

Affective processes: emotional contagion and
affective convergence
A considerable body of research has investigated various

forms of affective reactions to emotional expressions in

groups. This work primarily focuses on emotional conta-

gion, the tendency to ‘catch’ the emotions of others [29]

via automatic, non-conscious processes (e.g. ‘primitive’

emotional contagion) and/or more conscious, deliberate

processes (e.g. social comparison [4�]). Theorists have

proposed that the resulting convergent emotional state

facilitates bonding and coordinated action toward joint

goals [9]. Accordingly, researchers have shown a strong

interest in the emergence of shared affective states in

groups [30], which are commonly referred to as ‘group

affective tone’ [31,32,33��] or ‘group emotion’ [4�,11].

In a series of studies on teams of nurses and accountants

[34] and professional cricket players [35��], Totterdell and

colleagues observed that group members’ moods became

linked over time. Moreover, the cricket study showed that

players’ moods were more strongly correlated with the

current aggregate mood of their own team than with the

aggregate mood of the other team (also see [36,37]) or

with the aggregate mood of their own team at other times.

Along similar lines, Bartel and Saavedra [38] found that

work groups converged for eight distinct mood categories,

showing furthermore that high-arousal moods (e.g. cheer-

ful enthusiasm, hostile irritability) spread more readily

among the group members than low-arousal moods (e.g.

serene warmth, depressed sluggishness). Emotional con-

tagion was also observed in a controlled laboratory study

by Barsade [39��], although this study did not reveal

differential spreading of high-arousal versus low-arousal

moods. Furthermore, consistent with the notion that the

emotions of high-power individuals are more influential

than those of low-power individuals [40,41], the emo-

tional expressions of leaders have been shown to exert a
www.sciencedirect.com 
considerable impact on the emotional states of groups of

followers [33��,42��].

Supporting the idea that multiple mechanisms underlie

emotional contagion [4�,29], other work has found that

emotions also spread in groups in the absence of visible

emotional expressions. In a study involving physically

separated virtual team members, members who were

confronted with a confederate who expressed anger or

happiness via text messages caught these emotions and in

turn displayed the same emotion to other teammates via

text messages, thus reinforcing the emotional state within

the team [43; also see 44]. Another study found that

displays of joy and fear by one person were involuntarily

transmitted via a second person to a third one, even if the

third person could not explicitly recognize the second

person’s emotional expression [45].

Even though emotional contagion is prevalent, it is sub-

ject to moderating influences. The likelihood that emo-

tions spread across group members increases to the

degree that group members score higher on the disposi-

tional susceptibility to emotional contagion, are more

committed to the team, are engaged in collective rather

than individual activities, are more identified, and have

a more collectivistic orientation [34,35��,46,47]. These

boundary conditions notwithstanding, the extant litera-

ture is consistent with EASI theory’s postulate that

emotional expressions can exert influence in groups by

eliciting affective processes in fellow group members.

Cognitive processes: drawing inferences from
emotional expressions
Besides relatively automatic affective processes, group

members may engage in more deliberate and effortful

cognitive interpretation of each others’ emotional expres-

sions. Living and working in groups can be challenging,

because group members tend to have limited insight into

each others’ goals, motives, intentions, and expectations.

When navigating group interactions, people may there-

fore turn to their fellow group members’ emotional

expressions to inform their understanding of the socially

complicated situation they are in [48–51].

As a case in point, Van Doorn and colleagues [52�] found

that individuals construed a social setting as more coop-

erative when fellow group members expressed happiness

rather than no emotion, whereas they construed the

situation as more competitive when fellow group mem-

bers expressed anger. Furthermore, Heerdink and col-

leagues [53,54��,55] demonstrated that individuals use

the emotional expressions of their fellow group members

to gauge their momentary levels of acceptance. Nonver-

bal expressions of happiness automatically triggered con-

cepts associated with inclusion, whereas nonverbal

expressions of anger triggered associations with exclusion

[53]. Moreover, expressions of anger elicited self-relevant
Current Opinion in Psychology 2017, 17:156–161
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inferences of rejection [54��], which linearly increased as

more group members expressed anger [55].

The informational value of emotional expressions may

not only serve fellow group members but third parties

as well. Magee and Tiedens [56�] found that outside

observers inferred various characteristics of three-person

groups based on the valence and the consistency of the

nonverbal emotional expressions of the group’s members.

Participants perceived a greater degree of common fate

between group members when all members displayed the

same emotion than when they displayed different emo-

tions. Moreover, groups were perceived as more cohesive

when all members displayed happiness than when they

displayed sadness or showed different emotions, due to

inferences of interpersonal liking.

Along similar lines, Homan and colleagues found that

participants anticipated more cooperative interactions,

higher satisfaction, greater interpersonal liking and trust,

and less conflict when both members of a two-person

team showed happiness than when both showed sadness

[57�]. Consistent with the theoretical idea that emotional

expressions can disambiguate social situations [26,50,51],

group members’ emotional expressions triggered stronger

inferences when there was greater ambiguity surrounding

the future trajectory of the team and when the emotional

expressions were more likely to reflect team processes

rather than dispositional positive or negative affectivity

[57�]. In another study, observers inferred greater rela-

tional well-being between group members and expected

better team performance when the members showed

socially engaging emotions (sadness and appreciation)

rather than socially disengaging emotions (anger and

pride [58]).

Finally, emotional expressions can clarify and reinforce

group norms [15,54��], because norm violations tend to

evoke strong negative emotional reactions in observers

[59]. Hareli and colleagues found that fellow group

members’ expressions of anger in response to a transgres-

sion are particularly effective in triggering inferences that

a norm has been violated and in facilitating the learning of

the norm [60�,61]. In short, consistent with the EASI

framework, a growing body of research indicates that

emotional expressions can exert influence in groups by

eliciting cognitive (i.e. inferential) processes in fellow

group members. In addition, emotional expressions in

groups can trigger inferences in outside observers, which

may in turn influence how they relate to the group.

Behavioral outcomes: how affect and
cognition shape group functioning
Now that we have reviewed the affective and cognitive

processes that can be triggered by emotional expressions

in groups, the next step is to examine how these processes

in turn shape behavior and group functioning. Several
Current Opinion in Psychology 2017, 17:156–161 
studies have documented the downstream behavioral

consequences of affective processes in groups. Correla-

tional field studies found that positive group affective

tone was associated with reduced absenteeism [32,62; but

see 63], and experimental studies established causal

effects of positive group affective tone on cooperation

[39��], group creativity [64,65], and coordination [33��].
Conversely, negative group affective tone has been

linked with reduced prosocial behavior [32] and lower

team performance [66].

More recent work has qualified these straightforward

valence-congruent effects by considering the extent to

which the impact of mood on cognition is conducive to

performance in a given group task. Consistent with

research on the effects of moods on individual-level

cognitive processing [67,68], Klep and colleagues [69]

found that groups that were induced to experience

shared positive affect (by having group members watch

the same mood-inducing film) exhibited enhanced crea-

tive performance, whereas groups induced to experience

shared negative affect showed better analytical perfor-

mance (also see [70]). Another study similarly showed

that negative affectivity benefited group information

processing and decision quality when information was

scattered among group members but not when informa-

tion was shared [71], presumably because the informa-

tion-processing benefits of negative affect are particularly

useful in situations where new information must be

pooled to reach an optimal group decision. Interestingly,

however, and consistent with the broaden-and-build

hypothesis of positive affect [72], other research found

that teams considered more critical information when

they were in a positive rather than negative affective

state [73]. A crucial difference that may help explain

these apparently contradictory findings is that the affect

manipulation was experienced as a group in some work

[69] and individually in other work [73]. We speculate

that negative affect also decreases social engagement, and

that this tendency needs to be offset (e.g. through inter-

active affect sharing) in order for the cognitive benefits of

negative group affect to become visible.

Compared to the role of affective processes, the role of

cognitive processes as links between emotional expres-

sions and group functioning has received sparse attention.

A notable exception is a series of studies by Heerdink and

colleagues, who examined whether expressions of anger

on the part of fellow group members can force deviant

group members back in line [54��]. They showed that

people interpret fellow group members’ anger expres-

sions as a signal of potential rejection by the group,

whereas people interpret expressions of happiness as a

sign of acceptance. Inferences of imminent rejection in

turn led deviant group members to conform to the angry

majority, but only when they were concerned about their

group membership and motivated to stay in the group.
www.sciencedirect.com
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A compatible effect was observed in a study by Van Kleef

and colleagues on the effects of leader emotional expres-

sions on team performance [42��]. Followers interpreted

expressions of anger on the part of their leader as a sign

that their performance was subpar, whereas they took

expressions of happiness as an indication that they had

done well. These performance inferences in turn pre-

dicted team performance, but only when team members

were motivated to engage in thorough information pro-

cessing. In line with EASI theory, cognitive processes (i.e.

inferences about performance quality) mediated behav-

ioral responses to the leader’s emotional expressions

among followers with high information processing moti-

vation. Conversely, affective reactions (i.e. positive versus

negative emotions and liking of the leader) mediated

responses to the leader’s emotions among followers with

low information processing motivation. Other findings

indicate that a leader’s expressions of anger can increase

team performance when team members perceive their

leader’s anger as appropriate, whereas performance is

undermined when team members deem their leader’s

anger inappropriate [74].

Conclusions and future directions
Recognizing the inherent difficulties of living and work-

ing in groups and the critical role of emotions in coordi-

nating social exchange [24], contemporary theoretical

approaches highlight the important functions of emo-

tional displays in regulating group life [7–10]. Moreover,

scholars have recently begun to examine long-standing

theoretical notions that emotional displays in groups play

a role in the development and maintenance of group

cohesion, the learning and upholding of social norms,

the regulation of deviance and defection, and the coordi-

nation of shared efforts to achieve group goals [9,11–16].

Whereas early work on emotions in groups showed a strong

emphasis on affective convergence [33��,35��,38,39��],
more recent studies have begun to investigate the infor-

mational value of emotional expressions in groups. Con-

sistent with Emotions as Social Information theory [24,25],

this research indicates that individuals use group mem-

bers’ emotional expressions to gain insight into their own

performance level [42��], their inclusionary status in

the group [53,54��,55], the norms of the group [60�,61],
and the functioning of the group as a whole [56�,57�,58].
We call for more research on such cognitive processes

to enable a fuller understanding of the social effects of

emotions in groups.

Most of the work reviewed here hinges on the (implicit)

assumption that groups are emotionally homogeneous.

However, different members of a group may experience

and express different emotions [75,76], and individual

group members may be differently affected by their

fellow group members’ emotions depending on the

degree to which those emotions are shared [55]. This
www.sciencedirect.com 
begs the question of how divergent emotions in groups

combine to create group-level outcomes. Answering this

question requires more complex research designs that

allow for variations in emotional diversity in groups.

As scientific understanding of emotional dynamics in

groups matures, we can begin to build more integrative

theories by conceptualizing emotions as critical linking

pins between group-related challenges and outcomes.

For instance, the long-standing quest to understand

and manage issues related to diversity, conflict, social

loafing, deviance, and lack of information sharing in

groups could be informed by considering how the emo-

tional expressions that may be provoked by these

challenges shape affective and cognitive processes and

concomitant group functioning. Such theoretical integra-

tion promises to enhance understanding of the pivotal

role of emotions in shaping group functioning.

Conflict of interest statement
Nothing declared.

References and recommended reading
Papers of particular interest, published within the period of review,
have been highlighted as:

� of special interest
�� of outstanding interest

1. Anderson PA, Guerrero LK: The Handbook of Communication and
Emotion. San Diego, CA: Academic Press; 1998.

2. Parkinson B: Emotions are social. Br J Psychol 1996, 87:663-683.

3. Planalp S: Communicating Emotion: Social, Moral, and Cultural
Processes. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press; 1999.

4.
�

Kelly JR, Barsade SG: Mood and emotions in small groups and
work teams. Organ Behav Hum Decis Process 2001, 86:99-130.

This paper presents a comprehensive model of the bottom-up and top-
down processes through which emotions arise and become shared in
groups.

5. Le Bon G: The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind. London:
Ernest Benn; 1895.

6. McDougall W: Outline of Psychology. New York: Scribner; 1923.

7. Bar-Tal D, Halperin E, de Rivera J: Collective emotions in conflict
situations: societal implications. J Soc Issues 2007, 63:441-460.

8. Keltner D, Gross JJ: Functional accounts of emotions. Cogn
Emot 1999, 13:467-480.

9. Spoor JR, Kelly JR: The evolutionary significance of affect in
groups: communication and group bonding. Group Processes
Intergroup Relat 2004, 7:398-412.

10. von Scheve C, Salmela M: Collective emotions: an introduction.
In Collective Emotions. Edited by von Scheve C, Salmela M.
Oxford: Oxford University Press; 2014:xiii-xxv.

11. Barsade SG, Gibson DE: Group emotion: a view from top and
bottom. In Research on Managing Groups and Teams. Edited by
Gruenfeld D, Mannix E, Neale M. Stamford, CT: JAI Press; 1998:
81-102.

12. Fischer AH, Manstead ASR: Social functions of emotion and
emotion regulation. In Handbook of Emotions, edn 4. Edited by
Barrett LF, Lewis M, Haviland-Jones JM.New York: Guilford; 2017:
424-439.

13. Frijda NH, Mesquita B: The social roles and functions of
emotions. In Emotion and Culture: Empirical Studies of Mutual
Current Opinion in Psychology 2017, 17:156–161

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0395
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0395
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0400
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0400
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0410
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0420
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0420
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0425
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0425
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0425
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0430
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0430
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0430
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0435
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0435
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0435
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0435
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0440
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0440
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0440
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0440
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0445
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2352-250X(16)30213-5/sbref0445


160 Emotion
Influence. Edited by Kitayama S, Markus HS. Washington, DC:
American Psychological Association; 1994:51-87.

14. Iyer A, Leach CW: Emotion in inter-group relations. Eur Rev Soc
Psychol 2008, 19:86-125.

15. Keltner D, Haidt J: Social functions of emotions at four levels of
analysis. Cogn Emot 1999, 13:505-521.

16. Van Kleef GA, Fischer AH: Emotional collectives: how groups
shape emotions and emotions shape groups. Cogn Emot 2016,
30:3-19.

17. Cialdini RB, Borden RJ, Thorne A, Walker MR, Freeman S,
Sloan LR: Basking in reflected glory: three (football) field
studies. J Pers Soc Psychol 1976, 34:366-375.

18. Doosje B, Branscombe NR, Spears R, Manstead AS: Guilty by
association: when one’s group has a negative history. J Pers
Soc Psychol 1998, 75:872-886.

19. Leach CW, Spears R, Branscombe NR, Doosje B: Malicious
pleasure: Schadenfreude at the suffering of another group.
J Pers Soc Psychol 2003, 84:932-943.

20. Mackie DM, Devos T, Smith ER: Intergroup emotions: explaining
offensive action tendencies in an intergroup context. J Pers
Soc Psychol 2000, 79:602-616.

21. Smith ER, Seger CR, Mackie DM: Can emotions be truly group
level? Evidence regarding four conceptual criteria. J Pers Soc
Psychol 2007, 93:431-446.

22. Van Zomeren M, Spears R, Fischer AH, Leach CW: Put your
money where your mouth is! Explaining collective action
tendencies through group-based anger and group efficacy.
J Pers Soc Psychol 2004, 87:649-664.

23. Tausch N, Becker JC, Spears R, Christ O, Saab R, Singh P,
Siddiqui RN: Explaining radical group behavior: developing
emotion and efficacy routes to normative and nonnormative
collective action. J Pers Soc Psychol 2011, 101:129-148.

24. Van Kleef GA: How emotions regulate social life: the emotions
as social information (EASI) model. Curr Dir Psychol Sci 2009,
18:184-188.

25. Van Kleef GA: The Interpersonal Dynamics of Emotion: Toward an
Integrative Theory of Emotions as Social Information. Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press; 2016.

26. Van Kleef GA, De Dreu CKW, Manstead ASR: An interpersonal
approach to emotion in social decision making: the emotions as
social information model. Adv Exp Soc Psychol 2010, 42:45-96.

27.
�

Van Kleef GA, Van Doorn EA, Heerdink MW, Koning LF: Emotion is
for influence. Eur Rev Soc Psychol 2011, 22:114-163.

Drawing on the Emotions as Social Information (EASI) framework, this
article offers a theoretical analysis of the ways in which emotional
expressions enable people to exert social influence on others by trigger-
ing affective reactions and/or inferential processes in them.

28. Van Kleef GA, Homan AC, Cheshin A: Emotional influence at
work: take it EASI. Organ Psychol Rev 2012, 2:311-339.

29. Hatfield E, Cacioppo JT, Rapson RL: Emotional Contagion. New
York: Cambridge University Press; 1994.

30. Walter F, Bruch H: The positive group affect spiral: a dynamic
model of the emergence of positive affective similarity in work
groups. J Organ Behav 2008, 29:239-261.

31. Collins AL, Lawrence SA, Troth AC, Jordan PJ: Group affective
tone: a review and future research directions. J Organ Behav
2013, 34:S43-S62.

32. George JM: Personality, affect, and behavior in groups. J Appl
Psychol 1990, 75:107-116.

33.
��
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