


Theories of Emotion
• Does your heart pound because 

you are afraid...

or are you afraid because you 

feel your heart pounding?



What is Emotion?

• Emotion is a response of the whole organism 

involving…

1. Physiological arousal

– How your body physically responds

2. Expressive behaviors

– Your actions

3. Conscious Experience

– Your feelings and thoughts

It is impossible to separate your conscious experience of 

emotion with your measurable reaction – both are 

experienced equally.



James-Lange Theory of Emotion

• Experience of emotion is awareness of  

physiological responses to emotion-arousing 

stimuli
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James-Lange Theory

• Willam James and Carl 
Lange came up with the 
James-Lange Theory 
of Emotion.

• We feel emotion 
because of biological 
changes caused by 
stress.

• The body changes and 
our mind recognizes the 
feeling.



James-Lange (cont.)

• Subjects report feeling 
more sad when viewing 
scenes of war, sickness, 
and starvation if their “sad 
face” muscles are 
activated.

• They also find comic 
strips funnier if their 
“happy face” muscles are 
activated.

• One major problem with 
this theory… Walter 
Cannon says that since 
some emotions elicit the 
same body response, 
how can you tell they’re 
different?



Cannon-Bard Theory of Emotion

• Emotion-arousing 

stimuli simultaneously 

trigger:

– physiological 

responses 

– subjective experience 

of emotion

Sight of 

oncoming

car

(perception of

stimulus)

Pounding

heart

(arousal)

Fear

(emotion)



Cannon-Bard Theory of Emotion

• Says James-Lange 
theory is full of crap.

• How can that be true if 
similar physiological 
changes correspond with 
drastically different 
emotional states.
– Example:  Doesn’t 

excitement and fear both 
accompany a rapid 
heartbeat?

• The physiological change 
and emotional 
experience must occur 
simultaneously.



Schachter’s Two-Factor Theory of 
Emotion

• Stanley Schachter explains emotions 
more completely than the other two 
theories.

• They happen at the same time but…

• People who are already 
physiologically aroused experience 
more intense emotions than 
unaroused people when both groups 
are exposed to the same stimuli.

• Biology and Cognition interact with 
each other to increase the 
experience.



Schachter’s Two Factor Theory

• To experience 

emotion one 

must:

– be physically 

aroused 

– cognitively 

label the 

arousal

Cognitive

label

“I’m afraid”
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Cognition and Emotion

Two-track brain

 Sensory input may be routed directly to the 

amygdala for an instant emotional reaction or to 

the cortex for analysis before reaction



Cognition and Emotion

• Spillover Effect – arousal from one event 

spills over to the next event

– Football hooligans

– Windy Bridge experiment

• Main point: arousal fuels emotion, cognition 

channels it.

Would you like my 

phone number?
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Opponent-Process Theory of Emotion

Strong

Neutral

Strong
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(a)

Strong

Neutral

Strong
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When one emotion is experienced, the other is repressed

Once the emotion-causing stimulus is no longer present, second emotion intensifies

Explains thrill-seeking behaviors – Example:  Sky Diving

Explains drug behavior as well – initially to get pleasure, then to avoid withdrawal



Tuesday April 25, 2017

Objective- Define what emotion is, identify different types of 

emotions, and describe the different theories of why we 

express emotions

Journal- Identify the following as JL, CB, or 2F

1)  You see the snake, you experience physiological 

arousal and you jump back and you feel fearful

2) You see the snake; you experience physiological 

arousal and you decide your arousal is caused by fear; 

you feel fearful

Homework- Extra Credit 



Tuesday April 25, 2017

Objective- Define what emotion is, identify different types of 

emotions, and describe the different theories of why we 

express emotions

Journal- Identify the following as JL, CB, or 2F

1)  You see the snake, you experience physiological 

arousal and you jump back and you feel fearful

2) You see the snake; you experience physiological 

arousal and you decide your arousal is caused by fear; 

you feel fearful

Homework- Emotion Webquest

Extra Credit Due Friday 4/28/2017; Vocab Quiz 5/1; 



Experiencing Emotion
Adaptation-Level Phenomenon

– Describes our tendency to judge 
various stimuli relative to those we 
have previously experienced

• People who win the lottery are very 
happy… for a time.  Then they start 
comparing their new experienced to the 
“old” experience of already being wealthy.

Relative Deprivation

– perception that one is worse off 
relative to those with whom one 
compares oneself

• Are you richer than the average 
American?

Did You Know? “I cried because I had no shoes,” states a 

Persian saying, “until I met a man who had no feet.”



Experiencing Emotion

• Catharsis

– emotional release

– catharsis hypothesis 

• “releasing” aggressive energy (through action 
or fantasy) 
relieves aggressive 
urges

• Research shows
cathartic release
through violent media
is correlated with
aggression



Experienced Emotion

 Feel-good, do-good phenomenon

 people’s tendency to be helpful when 

already in a good mood

Did You Know? When Richard Nixon 

made the American “A-OK” sign in 

Brazil, he didn’t realize he was saying 

“let’s have sex” in Brazilian culture.



Gender and Emotion

• Women are better than men at…

– Reading people’s emotional cues

– Spotting lies

– Discerning whether a male-female couple is a 

genuine romantic couple 

or a posed phony couple

– Expressing empathy and 

happiness (but worse at 

expressing anger)



Gender and Emotion

 Gender and expressiveness
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Expressed Emotion

 People more speedily detect an angry 

face than a happy one (Ohman, 2001)

We read fear 

and anger 

mostly from the 

eyes, and 

happiness from 

the mouth

Emotional 

Intelligence (EQ) 

measures ability 

to read 

expressions



Experienced Emotion
 Infants come equipped with seven naturally 

occurring emotions that are culturally universal



Experienced Emotion
• In any relationship, from boss-employee to 

teacher-student, one person always has more 

power than the other.  The person with less 

power will be more motivated to read the 

nonverbal emotional 

cues, and will 

probably read them 

better, than the 

person in charge.



Happiness is...

Researchers Have Found That

Happy People Tend to

Have high self-esteem 

(in individualistic countries)

Be optimistic, outgoing, and agreeable

Have close friendships or a satisfying

marriage

Have work and leisure that engage

their skills

Have a meaningful religious faith

Sleep well and exercise

However, Happiness Seems Not Much

Related to Other Factors, Such as

Age

Gender (women are more often 

depressed, but also more often joyful)

Education levels

Parenthood (having children or not)

Physical attractiveness



Experiencing Fear

• Fear is ADAPTIVE; prepares 

our bodies to flee from 

danger

• Fear can be learned from 

experience (HOT stove!)

• Fear can be learned through 

observation

• We are biologically 

predisposed to learn certain 

fears faster (snakes, spiders 

vs. global warming)



Experiencing Anger

• Boys more often respond to 

anger by walking away or 

working out; girls more often 

respond by talking with a 

friend, listening to music, or 

writing

• Chronic hostility is linked to 

heart disease

• Catharsis helps people feel 

better short-term, but 

expressing anger tends to 

breed more anger



Experienced Emotion

 Moods across the day



Experiencing Emotion
• Does money buy happiness?


