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Module 9.1: Emotion

The topic of this lesson is affect, defined as the experience of feeling or emotion. Affect is an essential part of the study of psychology because
it plays such an important role in everyday life. As we will see, affect guides behavior, helps us make decisions, and has a major impact on our
mental and physical health.

The two fundamental components of affect are emotions and motivation. Both of these words have the same underlying Latin root, meaning
"to move." In contrast to cognitive processes that are calm, collected, and frequently rational, emotions and motivations involve arousal, or our
experiences of the bodily responses created by the sympathetic division of the autonomic nervous system (ANS). Because they involve arousal,
emotions and motivations are "hot"—they "charge," "drive," or "move" our behavior.

When we experience emotions or strong motivations, we feel the experiences. When we become aroused, the sympathetic nervous system
provides us with energy to respond to our environment. The liver puts extra sugar into the bloodstream, the heart pumps more blood, our
pupils dilate to help us see better, respiration increases, and we begin to perspire to cool the body. The stress hormones epinephrine and
norepinephrine are released. We experience these responses as arousal.

An emotion is a mental and physiological feeling state that directs our attention and guides our behavior. Whether it is the thrill of a roller-
coaster ride that elicits an unexpected scream, the flush of embarrassment that follows a public mistake, or the horror of a potential plane
crash that creates an exceptionally brilliant response in a pilot, emotions move our actions. Emotions normally serve an adaptive role: We care
for infants because of the love we feel for them, we avoid making a left turn onto a crowded highway because we fear that a speeding truck
may hit us, and we are particularly nice to Mandy because we are feeling guilty that we didn't go to her party. But emotions may also be
destructive, such as when a frustrating experience leads us to lash out at others who do not deserve it.

Motivations are closely related to emotions. A motivation is a driving force that initiates and directs behavior. Some motivations are biological,
such as the motivation for food, water, and sex. But there are a variety of other personal and social motivations that can influence behavior,
including the motivations for social approval and acceptance, the motivation to achieve, and the motivation to take, or to avoid taking, risks. In
each case we follow our motivations because they are rewarding. As predicted by basic theories of operant learning, motivations lead us to
engage in particular behaviors because doing so makes us feel good

As we move through our daily lives, we experience a variety of emotions. An emotion is a subjective state of being that we often describe as our
feelings. In the vernacular, the words emotion and mood are sometimes used interchangeably, but psychologists use these words to refer to
two different things. Typically, the word emotion indicates a subjective, affective state that is relatively intense and that occurs in response to
something we experience (Figure 9.2). Emotions are often thought to be consciously experienced and intentional. Mood, on the other hand,
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Figure 9.2 Toddlers can cycle through emotions quickly,

being (a) extremely happy one moment and (b) extremely

sad the next. (credit a: modification of work by Kerry

Ceszyk; credit b: modification of work by Kerry Ceszyk)

refers to a prolonged, less intense, affective state that does not occur in response to

something we experience. Mood states may not be consciously recognized and do not

carry the intentionality that is associated with emotion (Beedie, Terry, Lane, & Devonport,

2011). Here we will focus on emotion, and you will learn more about mood in the lesson

that covers psychological disorders.

We can be at the heights of joy or in the depths of despair. We might feel angry when we

are betrayed, afraid when we are threatened, and surprised when something unexpected

happens. This section will outline some of the most well-known theories explaining our

emotional experience and provide insight into the biological bases of emotion. This section

closes with a discussion of the ubiquitous nature of facial expressions of emotion and our

abilities to recognize those expressions in others.

Theories of Emotion

Connect the Concepts

The Miracle on the Hudson

He was 3,000 feet up in the air when the sudden loss of power in his airplane put his life,

as well as the lives of 150 other passengers and crew members, in his hands. Both of the

engines on flight 1539 had shut down, and his options for a safe landing were limited.

Sully kept flying the plane and alerted the control tower to the situation:

"This is Cactus 1539 . . . hit birds. We lost thrust in both engines. We're turning back

towards La Guardia."

When the tower gave him the compass setting and runway for a possible landing,

Sullenberger's extensive experience allowed him to give a calm response:

"I'm not sure if we can make any runway. . . . Anything in New Jersey?"
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Captain Sullenberger was not just any pilot in a crisis, but a former U.S. Air Force fighter

pilot with 40 years of flight experience. He had served as a flight instructor and the

Airline Pilots Association safety chairman. Training had quickened his mental processes

in assessing the threat, allowing him to maintain what tower operators later called an

"eerie calm." He knew the capabilities of his plane.

When the tower suggested a runway in New Jersey, Sullenberger calmly replied:

"We're unable. We may end up in the Hudson."

The last communication from Captain Sullenberger to the tower advised of the eventual

outcome:

"We're going to be in the Hudson."

He calmly set the plane down on the water. Passengers reported that the landing was

like landing on a rough runway. The crew kept the passengers calm as women, children,

and then the rest of the passengers were evacuated onto the boats of the rescue

personnel that had quickly arrived. Captain Sullenberger then calmly walked the aisle of

the plane to be sure that everyone was out before joining the 150 other rescued

survivors.

Some called it "grace under pressure" and others, the "miracle on the Hudson" (Figure 9.3). But psychologists see it as the

ultimate in emotion regulation—the ability to control and productively use one's emotions.
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Figure 9.3 Captain Sullenberger and His Plane on the Hudson.

Imagine that you are on a plane that you know is going to crash.

What emotions would you experience, and how would you

respond to them? Would the rush of fear cause you to panic, or

could you control your emotions like Captain Sullenberger did, as

he calmly calculated the heading, position, thrust, and elevation

of the plane, and then landed it on the Hudson River? (Credit:

Sullenberger photo courtesy of Ingrid Taylar, Plane photo

courtesy of Greg L.)

 

Our emotional states are combinations of physiological arousal, psychological appraisal, and subjective experiences. Together, these are known
as the components of emotion. These appraisals are informed by our experiences, backgrounds, and cultures. Therefore, different people may
have different emotional experiences even when faced with similar circumstances. Over time, several different theories of emotion, shown in
Figure 9.4, have been proposed to explain how the various components of emotion interact with one another.

The James-Lange theory of emotion asserts that emotions arise from physiological arousal. Recall what you have learned about the sympathetic
nervous system and our fight or flight response when threatened. If you were to encounter some threat in your environment, like a venomous
snake in your backyard, your sympathetic nervous system would initiate significant physiological arousal, which would make your heart race
and increase your respiration rate. According to the James-Lange theory of emotion, you would only experience a feeling of fear after this
physiological arousal had taken place. Furthermore, different arousal patterns would be associated with different feelings.

Other theorists, however, doubted that the physiological arousal that occurs with different types of emotions is distinct enough to result in the
wide variety of emotions that we experience. Thus, the Cannon-Bard theory of emotion was developed. According to this view, physiological
arousal and emotional experience occur simultaneously, yet independently. So, when you see the venomous snake, you feel fear at exactly the
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same time that your body mounts its fight or flight response. This emotional reaction would be separate and independent of the physiological
arousal, even though they co-occur.

The James-Lange and Cannon-Bard theories have each garnered some empirical support. Research has indicated that physiological arousal
does not seem to be necessary for emotional experience, but arousal does appear to be involved in enhancing the intensity of emotional
experience.

The Schachter-Singer two-factor theory of emotion is another variation on theories of emotions that takes into account both physiological
arousal and the emotional experience. According to this theory, emotions are composed of two factors: physiological and cognitive. In other
words, physiological arousal is interpreted in context to produce the emotional experience. In revisiting our example involving the venomous
snake in your backyard, the two-factor theory maintains that the snake elicits sympathetic nervous system activation that is labeled as fear
given the context, and our experience is that of fear.

It is important to point out that Schachter and Singer believed that physiological arousal is very similar across the different types of emotions
that we experience, and therefore, the cognitive appraisal of the situation is critical to the actual emotion experienced. In fact, it might be
possible to misattribute arousal to an emotional experience if the circumstances were right.

The relationship between our experiencing of emotions and our cognitive processing of them, and the order in which these occur, remains a
topic of research and debate. Lazarus (1991) developed the cognitive-mediational theory that asserts our emotions are determined by our
appraisal of the stimulus. This appraisal mediates between the stimulus and the emotional response, and it is immediate and often
unconscious. In contrast to the Schachter-Singer model, the appraisal precedes a cognitive label. You will learn more about Lazarus's appraisal
concept when you study stress, health, and lifestyle.
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Figure 9.4 This figure illustrates the major assertions of the James-Lange, Cannon-Bard, and

Schachter-Singer two-factor theories of emotion. (credit "snake": modification of work by

"tableatny"/Flickr; credit "face": modification of work by Cory Zanker)
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Figure 9.5 The limbic system, which includes the

hypothalamus, thalamus, amygdala, and the

hippocampus, is involved in mediating emotional

response and memory.

 

Strong emotional responses are associated with strong physiological arousal. This has led

some to suggest that the signs of physiological arousal, which include increased heart rate,

respiration rate, and sweating, might serve as a tool to determine whether someone is

telling the truth or not. The assumption is that most of us would show signs of

physiological arousal if we were being dishonest with someone. A polygraph, or lie detector

test, measures the physiological arousal of an individual responding to a series of

questions. Someone trained in reading these tests would look for answers to questions

that are associated with increased levels of arousal as potential signs that the respondent

may have been dishonest on those answers. While polygraphs are still commonly used,

their validity and accuracy are highly questionable because there is no evidence that lying

is associated with any particular pattern of physiological arousal.

The Biology of Emotions

Earlier, you learned about the limbic system, which is the area of the brain involved in

emotion and memory (Figure 9.5). The limbic system includes the hypothalamus, thalamus,

amygdala, and the hippocampus. The hypothalamus plays a role in the activation of the

sympathetic nervous system that is a part of any given emotional reaction. The thalamus

serves as a sensory relay center whose neurons project to both the amygdala and the

higher cortical regions for further processing. The amygdala plays a role in processing

emotional information and sending that information on to cortical structures. The hippocampus integrates emotional experience with

cognition.

Link to Learning

Work through this Open Colleges interactive 3D brain simulator for a refresher on the brain's parts and their functions. To

begin, click the "Start Exploring" button. To access the limbic system, click the plus sign in the right-hand menu (set of three

tabs).

Amygdala
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Figure 9.6 The anatomy of the basolateral complex and

central nucleus of the amygdala are illustrated in this

diagram.

The amygdala is composed of the basolateral complex and the central nucleus (Figure 9.6).
The basolateral complex is critical for classical conditioning and for attaching emotional
value to learning processes and memory. The central nucleus plays a role in attention, and
it has connections with the hypothalamus and various brainstem areas to regulate the
autonomic nervous and endocrine systems' activity.

Hippocampus

The hippocampus is also involved in emotional processing. The hippocampal structure and
function are linked to a variety of mood and anxiety disorders. Individuals suffering from
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) show marked reductions in the volume of several
parts of the hippocampus. While it is impossible to make a causal claim with correlational
research like this, studies have demonstrated behavioral improvements and hippocampal
volume increases following either pharmacological or cognitive-behavioral therapy in
individuals suffering from PTSD.

 

Link to Learning

Watch this video of the BYU study about research that demonstrates how the volume of the hippocampus can vary as a
function of traumatic experiences.

Facial Expression and Recognition of Emotions

Culture can impact the way in which people display emotion. A cultural display rule is one of a collection of culturally specific standards that
govern the types and frequencies of displays of emotions that are acceptable Therefore, people from varying cultural backgrounds can have



2017-7-4 PSY101 - Module 9.1

https://www.riolearn.org/content/psy/psy101/PSY101_INTER_0000_v8/lessons/module09-01.shtml 9/13

very different cultural display rules of emotion. For example, research has shown that individuals from the United States express negative

emotions like fear, anger, and disgust both alone and in the presence of others, while Japanese individuals only do so while alone. Furthermore,

individuals from cultures that tend to emphasize social cohesion are more likely to engage in suppression of emotional reaction so they can

evaluate which response is most appropriate in a given context.

Other distinct cultural characteristics might be involved in emotionality. For instance, there may be gender differences involved in emotional

processing. While research into gender differences in emotional display is equivocal, there is some evidence that men and women may differ in

regulation of emotions.

Our ability to recognize and produce facial expressions of emotion appears to be universal. In fact, even congenitally blind individuals produce

the same facial expression of emotions, despite their never having the opportunity to observe these facial displays of emotion in other people.

This would seem to suggest that the pattern of activity in facial muscles involved in generating emotional expressions is universal. In fact, there

is substantial evidence for seven universal emotions that are each associated with distinct facial expressions. These include: happiness,

surprise, sadness, fright, disgust, contempt, and anger (Figure 9.7), and often referred to as basic emotions.

The basic emotions have a long history in human evolution, and they have developed in large part to help us make rapid judgments about

stimuli and to quickly guide appropriate behavior. The basic emotions are determined in large part by one of the oldest parts of our brain, the

limbic system, including the amygdala, the hypothalamus, and the thalamus. Because they are primarily evolutionarily determined, the basic

emotions are experienced and displayed in much the same way across cultures, and people are quite accurate at judging the facial expressions

of people from different cultures.
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Figure 9.7 The seven universal facial expressions of emotion are shown. (credit: modification of

work by Cory Zanker)

 

Not all of our emotions come from the old parts of our brain; we also interpret
our experiences to create a more complex array of emotional experiences. For
instance, the amygdala may sense fear when it senses that the body is falling, but
that fear may be interpreted completely differently (perhaps even as
"excitement") when we are falling on a roller-coaster ride than when we are falling
from the sky in an airplane that has lost power. The cognitive interpretations that
accompany emotions—known as cognitive appraisal—allow us to experience a
much larger and more complex set of secondary emotions, as shown in Figure
9.8. Although they are in large part cognitive, our experiences of the secondary
emotions are determined in part by arousal and in part by their valence—that is,
whether they are pleasant or unpleasant feelings.

When you succeed in reaching an important goal, you might spend some time
enjoying your secondary emotions, perhaps the experience of joy, satisfaction,
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Figure 9.8 The Secondary Emotions. The secondary emotions are

those that have a major cognitive component. They are determined

by both their level of arousal (low to high) and their valence (pleasant

to unpleasant). Credit: Adapted from Russell, J. A. (1980).

and contentment. But when your close friend wins a prize that you thought you

had deserved, you might also experience a variety of secondary emotions (in this

case, the negative ones)—for instance, feeling angry, sad, resentful, and ashamed.

You might mull over the event for weeks or even months, experiencing these

negative emotions each time you think about.

Of course, emotion is not only displayed through facial expression. We also use

the tone of our voices, various behaviors, and body language to communicate

information about our emotional states. Body language is the expression of

emotion in terms of body position or movement. Research suggests that we are

quite sensitive to the emotional information communicated through body

language, even if we're not consciously aware of it.

Connect the Concepts

Autism Spectrum Disorder and Expression of Emotions

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a set of neurodevelopmental

disorders characterized by repetitive behaviors and communication

and social problems. Children who have autism spectrum disorders

have difficulty recognizing the emotional states of others, and research

has shown that this may stem from an inability to distinguish various

nonverbal expressions of emotion (i.e., facial expressions) from one

another. In addition, there is evidence to suggest that autistic

individuals also have difficulty expressing emotion through tone of

voice and by producing facial expressions.

Difficulties with emotional recognition and expression may contribute to the impaired social interaction and communication

that characterize autism; therefore, various therapeutic approaches have been explored to address these difficulties.

Various educational curricula, cognitive-behavioral therapies, and pharmacological therapies have shown some promise in

helping autistic individuals process emotionally relevant information.
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Check Your Knowledge

As you read your assignment for this lesson, pay close attention to the key terms and phrases  listed throughout the chapter.
These terms and concepts are important to your understanding of the information provided in the lesson.

 Previous Card Term 1 of 3 Next Card 

Module 9.1 Flashcards Click on the notecard to reveal the definition.

RESET

DESCRIPTION:

The subjective state of being often described as
feelings.

Emotion

Ƶ
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Directions:  Match each theory with its most appropriate description by clicking on a description listed left and
dragging it to the appropriate spot.

GET KEYBOARD TIPS

RESET ALL QUESTIONS

Check Your Knowledge  

THEORY

Lazarus Cognitive-Mediational Theory

Cannon-Bard Theory

James-Lange Theory

Schachter-Singer Two-Factor Theory

DESCRIPTIONEmotional experiences are determined by individual
appraisal of the stimulus.

Emotions consist of two factors: physiological and
cognitive.

Physiological arousal and emotional experience
occur at the same time.

Emotions arise from physiological arousal.

 

Module 9.2
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