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The present research aimed to assess how people use knowledge about the emotional reactions of
others to make inferences about their character. Specifically, we postulate that people can reconstruct
or ‘‘reverse engineer’’ the appraisals underlying an emotional reaction and use this appraisal
information to draw person perception inferences. As predicted, a person who reacted with anger to
blame was perceived as more aggressive, and self-confident, but also as less warm and gentle than a
person who reacted with sadness (Study 1). A person who reacted with a smile (Study 1) or remained
neutral (Study 2) was perceived as self-confident but also as unemotional. These perceptions were
mediated by perceived appraisals.
Keywords: Emotions; Person perception; Appraisal.

. . . since those who do not get angry at things at
which it is right to be angry are considered
foolish, and so are those who do not get angry
in the right manner, at the right time, and with
the right people. It is thought that they do not
feel or resent an injury, and that if a man is never
angry he will not stand up for himself; and it is
considered servile to put up with an insult to
oneself or suffer one’s friends to be insulted.
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1934)
When we encounter others we rapidly and
spontaneously make judgements about their personality (see, e.g., Kenny, 2004; Todorov &
Uleman, 2002, 2003). These judgements are often
made on the basis of very little information

(Ambady, Hallahan, & Rosenthal, 1995; Ambady
& Rosenthal, 1992). People base these judgements on a variety of sources (see Kenny, 2004,
for an overview), such as stereotypical information
based on race, gender, age, or appearance (e.g.,
attractiveness, height), but also information about
how a person behaved in a certain situation
(Trope, 1986; Uleman, 1987). One such behavioural source of information is a person’s emotional reactions. Specifically, perceivers not only
use information concerning others’ emotional
reactions to infer their feeling state but also as a
source of person perception inferences. Even
though the assertion that emotional reactions
convey more than just information concerning
the emotional state of another has appeared in the
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writings of many, an empirical examination of this
idea has until recently largely been absent from
the person perception literature.
Several studies have investigated perceptions of
behavioural intent, especially with regard to
dominance and affiliation (Hess, Blairy, & Kleck,
2000; Knutson, 1996; Zebrowitz, Fellous,
Mignault, & Andreoletti, 2003; Zebrowitz, Kikuchi, & Fellous, 2007), as well as such characteristics of a person as social status (Tiedens,
2001) and competence (Lewis, 2000), but less is
known about the impact of knowledge about a
person’s emotional reactions on perceptions of
that person’s character (see also Cornelius, Nussbaum, Warner, & Moeller, 2000; Hendriks &
Vingerhoets, 2006) and the process that underlies
such perceptions.
The notion that knowledge about a person’s
emotional reactions in a given situation should
inform us about the person’s character is congruent with other theories on dispositional judgements (i.e., Schneider, 1973; Trope, 1986). The
common ground for these theories, as in fact for
our approach, is that information provided by
behaviours or emotions is conceived of by the
observer as diagnostic of another person’s dispositions and that this information can and will be
used to infer dispositions. In particular, these
theories share the idea that people use general
notions or naı̈ve theories about the links between
the different attributes that characterise a specific
situation to infer a person’s personality from these
attributes. These may be notions regarding
typical relationships between different traits and
the likelihood of showing certain emotions
(Schneider, 1973) or regarding the conditions
under which a certain behaviour or emotion is
more likely to be diagnostic of a person’s disposition. That is, the cause of a behaviour or emotion
is understood in light of other information at
hand such as the context in which these behaviours or emotions were enacted (Trope, 1986).
In line with this general approach, we suggest
that people use their knowledge about the typical
relationships between perceived features of a
situation and specific emotions to infer traits
based on the specific emotion that a target person

expressed in a certain situation. That is, we
assume that the emotional reaction of the target
person is used by perceivers to infer how that
individual sees the situation and that inference is
further used to infer aspects of that individual’s
personality.
Hence the present research aimed to expand on
the theoretical positions mentioned above, by
trying to elucidate the information that specific
emotions, such as anger, convey and which leads,
for example, to the conclusion that the angry
person is aggressive. Our approach is grounded in
appraisal theory of emotion.
According to appraisal theories of emotion,
emotions are elicited and differentiated through a
series of appraisals of (internal or external)
stimulus events based on the perceived nature of
the event (e.g., Frijda, 1986; Scherer, 1987).
Appraisal theory posits that a change in the
(internal or external) environment is evaluated
according to whether the event is pleasant or
unpleasant (pleasantness) as well as whether the
change is in line with the motivational state of the
individual or obstructs the individual’s goals (goal
obstruction). Individuals further evaluate their
ability to cope with or adjust to the change
(coping potential). For example, the sight of a
bear may elicit fear and terror in me but pleasant
anticipation in a hunter with the appropriate
hunting licence due to the difference in our
motivational state and ability to cope with bears.
A further set of evaluations regards the correspondence with the relevant social and personal
norms, that is, how the event is to be judged in
terms of ethical, moral or social norms (norm
incompatibility). Importantly, the outcome of
these appraisals is partially determined by the
personality of the person (Scherer, 1987, 1999).
In line with previous research, we assert that
perceivers seem to be aware of these general types
of relationships between emotions and the ‘‘stories’’ they tell (Parkinson, 1999, 2001) and hence
can ‘‘reverse engineer’’ or reconstruct the relationship between the person and the event based on
the emotion expressed (Frijda, 1986; Weiner,
2006). This information then can serve to inform
the observer on the person’s perceptions of the
COGNITION AND EMOTION, 2010, 24 (1)
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given situation and thereby inform about their
personality. Thus, sadness communicates a sense
of loss, whereas anger communicates the presence
of an obstacle that can be redressed. Given a
certain event, the way one reacts to it emotionally
can serve as information for others regarding one’s
character.
The studies mentioned above largely used a
paradigm where observers were shown visual
stimuli depicting a person’s facial emotional
reactions. However, facial (or vocal) expressions
are not the only source of information about
someone’s emotional reactions. Specifically, people often tell us about their emotions (i.e., Rimé,
1995; see also Trope, 1986). In fact, research by
Rimé and colleagues on emotional sharing (see,
e.g., Rimé, 1995) suggests that people who
experience an emotional event almost invariably
will tell other people about the event and their
emotional reactions to it. Also, people are often
asked to relate certain types of events and their
reactions to them.
The present research aimed to investigate the
effect of verbal information about a protagonist’s
emotional reactions in a specific situation on
other’s perception of the protagonist’s personality.
For this, we chose the ecologically valid context of
reporting on a failure event in the framework of a
job interview. In fact, it is a standard feature of job
interviews to ask the candidate to relate an event
where they failed and describe how they reacted to
it. The impact of different emotional reactions to
identical events on perceptions of the candidate’s
personality was assessed. Specifically, the candidate reported to have reacted to the failure event
either with anger, sadness or with a smile (Study
1) or neutrally (Study 2). The goal of Study 1 was
to serve as a preliminary test of the idea that
observers infer personality traits from emotional
reactions. Study 2 further assessed the predicted
mediating role of appraisals.

Hypotheses
Anger. According to appraisal theory (Scherer,
1987, 1999), an angry person experiences a
motivation incongruent (low goal conduciveness),
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unpleasant state, but considers the situation to be
potentially under their control (high coping
potential). Anger also usually implies a certain
need for rapid action (urgency). In the present
context, this implies that a person who shows
anger should be perceived as more aggressive (i.e.,
more likely to assertively address problems; see
also Trope, 1986) and as having more selfconfidence than someone who shows sadness.
Sadness. By contrast, sadness is characterised by
goal obstruction combined with lack of power
potential, that is, the person experiences a motivation incongruent state but does not see a
possibility of redress. A sad person should therefore be perceived as less aggressive and confident
than an angry person. As nothing can be done,
there is also no need for immediate action (low
urgency). Yet, a person who reacts with sadness
reveals lack of coping potential, which is congruent with perceptions of gentleness. Finally,
sadness signals affiliative tendencies (Hess et al.,
2000; Knutson, 1996) and hence should lead to
greater perceptions of warmth.
Positive affect. Positive affective states, in contrast, are all characterised by an absence of
perceived goal obstruction. Hence a person who
smiles when encountering a goal obstruction, may
be perceived as self-confident and high in selfesteem, as obviously the goal obstruction is
negligible to them compared to someone who
reacts with sadness. As these two characteristics
are strongly linked to the male stereotype (Eagly,
1987) we would expect the same for judgements
of masculinity. Smiling also signals affiliative
tendencies, whereas anger does not (Hess et al.,
2000; Knutson, 1996), hence, a smiling person
may also be perceived as more warm and gentle
than one who reacts with anger. However, the
lack of a negative response to a negative event
such as a failure at work may not be perceived as a
sign of warmth, but rather as a sign of confidence
or even arrogance. The predictions concerning
inferences of confidence are in line with the
findings of Tiedens (2001) who found that
compared to sadness, expressions of positive
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affect, like those of anger, are perceived as signs of
competence
Finally, reacting with negative affect to being
blamed is a typical emotional reaction (e.g., Hareli
& Hess, 2008). However, a person who smiles or
remains neutral shows sangfroid by seeming to
ignore the goal obstructive nature of the event.
Hence we expect an individual who shows anger
or sadness to be perceived as more emotionally
reactive than one who reacts with a smile or
neutrally.

STUDY 1
Method
Participants. A total of 243 students (141
women, 101 men, and 1 gender unknown) from
the University of Haifa with a mean age of 26
years (SD6.1) participated.
Material and procedure. Participants were told to
imagine themselves in the role of a human
resources employee. They were provided with a
vignette describing the candidate’s narrative of a
failure event in their previous job. Specifically, the
candidate recounts a situation where they invested
a lot of hard work into a project, which nonetheless failed at the end. Other colleagues then
blamed the candidate for the failure. The final
statement contained the emotional reaction of the
candidate and was either, ‘‘ . . . to this I reacted
with anger’’, ‘‘ . . . to this I reacted with sadness’’,
or ‘‘ . . . to this I reacted with a smile’’. In addition,
we varied the sex of the candidate. To allow
generalisability across jobs, different jobs were
used: lab assistant and technician, jobs were nested
within conditions. All factors were manipulated in
a complete between-subjects design.
Dependent measures. Participants rated the personality of the candidate on 6 single-item scales:
aggressive, self-confident, masculine, emotional,
warm, and gentle. The scales were anchored at
0not at all and 6very much. In addition,
questions regarding the candidate’s suitability for

the job and the proposed starting salary were
asked in keeping with the participants’ presumed
role as a human resource employee, but will not be
discussed in the present framework.

RESULTS
Several of the dependent variables were found to
correlate highly (rs.50). We therefore conducted an initial principal components analysis,
which revealed two factors, explaining 63% of the
variance. Factor one comprised the variables
aggressive, self-confident, and masculine, the
second factor the variables emotional, warm, and
gentle. As the alpha for the three items aggressive,
self-confident, masculine was relatively low (a
.60), we did not combine these variables into a
single scale but rather conducted multivariate
analyses of variance. The alpha for the three
variables emotional, warm, and gentle was .78 and
these variables were combined into a composite
score.
Aggressive, self-confident, masculine. A 2 (Candidate Sex)3 (Emotion) multivariate analysis of
variance (MANOVA) on the three dependent
variables aggressive, self-confident, and masculine
was conducted. Significant main effects of Emotion, F(6, 472)20.67, pB.001, h2 .21, and
Candidate Sex, F(3, 235)22.33, pB.001, h2 
.22, emerged. The main effect of Candidate Sex
was univariately significant for masculinity, F(1,
237)66.16, pB.001, h2 .22, such that men
(M4.30, SD1.07) were rated as more masculine than woman (M3.22, SD1.15). The main
effect of Emotion was univariately significant for
all three variables, aggressiveness: F(2, 237)
39.20, pB.001, h2 .25, self-confidence: F(2,
237)19.31, pB.001, h2 .14, and masculinity:
F(2, 237)20.63, pB.001, h2 .15 (see Table 1
for means and standard deviations). No further
significant effects emerged. Post hoc tests confirmed that, as expected, a candidate who reacted
with anger was perceived as more aggressive than
one who reacted with either a smile or sadness. Also
COGNITION AND EMOTION, 2010, 24 (1)
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Table 1. Means and standard deviations as a function of type of emotional reaction*Study 1
Anger
Emotion

Mean

Aggressive
Self-confident
Masculinity
Emotional/warm/gentle

a

3.45
3.70a
4.16a
3.74a

Smile
SD
1.35
1.31
1.23
0.93

Mean
b

2.04
3.67a
3.96a
3.22b

Sadness
SD
1.23
1.37
1.10
1.04

Mean
b

1.93
2.56b
3.17b
4.35c

SD
1.05
1.31
1.16
0.86
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Note: Subscripts are based on LSD B.05. Different subscripts denote a significant difference.

as predicted, a candidate who reacted with either
anger or a smile was perceived as more selfconfident than one who reacted with sadness.
The same pattern emerged for masculinity.
Emotionality/warmth/gentleness. A 2 (Candidate
Sex)3 (Emotion) analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the composite score of
the three dependent variables emotionality,
warmth and gentleness. Only a significant main
effect of Emotion, F(2, 237)29.24, pB.001,
h2 .20, emerged (see lower part of Table 1 for
means and standard deviations). No further significant effects emerged. Post hoc tests showed
that a candidate who reacted with sadness was
perceived as more emotional/warm/gentle than
one who reacted with anger and both were
perceived as more emotional/warm/gentle than
the candidate who reacted with a smile.

DISCUSSION
Study 1 confirmed the notion that information
about a person’s emotional reactions to an event is
perceived as diagnostic for the person’s personality. Specifically, a person who reacts with anger
to blame is perceived as more aggressive, selfconfident, and masculine but also as less emotional/warm/gentle than a person who reacts with
sadness. A person who reacts with a smile is
perceived as equally self-confident and masculine
as the angry person, but as less emotional/warm/
gentle. These findings are congruent with the
relevant appraisals for anger, sadness, and positive
emotions in this specific context. Specifically, as
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anger requires an appraisal of urgency to act and
of power to redress the situation (coping potential), an angry person can be expected to react
assertively and have the confidence to deal with
the situation*characteristics which fit with the
personality traits of aggressiveness and selfconfidence but are largely incongruent with being
warm and gentle. This constellation contrasts
with what can be expected from a person who
reacts with sadness, which requires an appraisal of
powerlessness (low coping potential). By contrast,
positive affect is elicited by events that are goal
congruent. To smile in the face of adversity
signals that the adversity is considered to be
minor and easily overcome. Hence a smiling
person would be perceived as self-confident, but
also as someone who brushes off the emotional
impact of the situation and hence is less emotional. In a wider sense these findings also fit the
observation that smiling when confronted with
negative emotional events is perceived as less
socially appropriate and reduces likeability and
hence presumably warmth (Ansfield, 2007).
Interestingly, even though smiling is a signal of
affiliative intent, in the present context a smiling
person was rated as less emotional/warm/gentle
than one who reacted with anger or sadness. This
latter finding strongly suggests that it is the
appraisal information, not other signal functions
of emotion expressions, which drives the person
perception inferences. Specifically, smiling is a
reaction that is typically associated with happiness
(Ekman, Davidson, & Friesen, 1990) and in the
context in question (reaction to failure) happiness
may seem odd and thus smiling may be interpreted
by observers not necessarily as reflecting happiness
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but rather as a sign of arrogance, contempt or
indifference. This finding also underlines the
importance of context for the interpretation of
emotion expressions (i.e., Trope, 1986).
In sum, Study 1 supported the notion that
observers reach inferences concerning the person’s
personality based on what they know about the
emotional reaction of that person. Also, the
findings are congruent with the notion that these
inferences are based on a mechanism that ‘‘reverse
engineers’’ appraisal information from information on a person’s emotional reactions. However,
it is not entirely clear that the inferences in
question were indeed based on such a mechanism
as observer’s perceived appraisals were not
assessed directly. This was the goal of study 2.

STUDY 2
Study 2 used the same material and general
procedure as was used in Study 1. However, two
changes were made. First, the sentence ‘‘ . . . to
this I reacted with a smile’’ was replaced by the
description of a neutral reaction ‘‘ . . . to this I
reacted calmly’’. This was done, because smiling in
this context may seem an extreme reaction as
suggested by the findings of Study 1. The
inclusion of the neutral condition also allowed
us to contrast the effects of anger and sadness
directly with this condition. Second, participants
were asked to rate the likely appraisal of the
situation by the candidate in terms of the appraisal
categories: urgency, unpleasantness, goal conduciveness, coping potential, norm incompatibility.
These appraisal categories were selected based on
Ellsworth and Scherer (2003) as covering the
appraisals posited by most appraisal theories.
Novelty was not included as the text explicitly
describes this aspect of the situation.
These appraisals were expected to mediate the
links between emotional reaction and perceived
personality. Based on Ellsworth and Scherer
(2003), we predicted that an angry reaction
would signal that the situation was perceived as
motivationally incongruent and hence goal obstructive as well as requiring immediate action

(urgency), yet also as potentially under the
candidate’s control (high coping potential). Because anger is elicited by events that are perceived
as incompatible with norms and ideals (Averill,
1982; Ortony, Clore, & Collins, 1988; Roseman,
1991; Scherer, 1984; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985),
we predicted that participants would assume that
the angry candidate appraised the situation as
more norm incompatible than did the candidates
who reacted with sadness or remained emotionally
neutral.
By contrast, a sad reaction would signal that
the situation was perceived as obstructing the
candidate’s goals without a possibility of redress,
that is, we predicted lower levels of perceived
coping potential for this candidate. Since no
redress is possible, urgent action is not required.
Ellsworth and Scherer (2003) reported no predictions for norm incompatibility as both compatible
and incompatible events can elicit sadness. These
perceptions were then expected to explain the
specific personality judgements made by participants as a function of the candidate’s emotion
expression.

Method
Participants. A total of 183 students (153
women, 25 men, and 5 gender unknown) from
the University of Haifa with a mean age of 25
years (SD3.7) participated.
Material and procedure. The same procedure as
in Study 1 was employed. However the sentence
‘‘ . . . to this I reacted with a smile’’ was replaced
by ‘‘ . . . to this I reacted calmly’’. This served
as an emotionally neutral condition (i.e., Trope,
1986).
Dependent measures. Participants rated the
personality of the candidate on the same 6
single-item scales used in Study 1. In addition
participants were asked to rate how they thought
the candidate appraised the situation in terms
of urgency, unpleasantness, goal conduciveness,
coping potential, norm incompatibility of the
situation as well as a display rule norm for the
COGNITION AND EMOTION, 2010, 24 (1)
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emotional reaction.1 These ratings were made on
6-point Likert scales anchored at 1not at all
and 6very much. Again, in keeping with the
participants’ presumed role as a human resource
employee, questions regarding the candidate’s
suitability for the job and the proposed starting
salary were asked, but will not be discussed in the
present framework.

Results

Mediation analyses were conducted to follow
up on the specific results of the MANOVAs. In
line with this logic, multiple mediation models
(Preacher & Hayes, 2008) in which all mediators
are entered concurrently and hence their unique
contributions can be evaluated were assessed.
Following the logic employed for the MANOVAs, we evaluated the goal conduciveness and
coping potential variables together in one analysis
and the remaining variables in a second analysis.

A PCA on the personality variables explained
63% of the variance and confirmed the factors
found in Study 1. Hence, multivariate analyses of
variance were conducted on the variables aggressive, self-confident, and masculine and an univariate ANOVA on composite score for
emotional/warm/gentle.
In addition, several of the appraisal variables
were found to correlate highly with each other
with correlations ranging up to .69. This may be
expected as, according to appraisal theory, emotions are defined as patterns of appraisals (e.g.,
Scherer, 1984)*hence appraisals have to cohere to
some degree. Therefore a PCA was conducted on
the appraisal components, which explained 66% of
the variance and yielded two factors comprising
appraisals of urgency, unpleasantness, norm incompatibility on one hand, and appraisals of goal
conduciveness and coping potential on the other.
The first factor was labelled negative urgency and
the second was labelled outcome confidence. The
first factor represented the appraisal that a negative
event was about to happen and action should be
taken, whereas the second suggested that the event
would turn out well either because it was goal
congruent or because it could be dealt with.
Following the logic from Study 1, multivariate
analyses of variance (MANOVAs) were conducted on the variables aggressive, self-confident,
and masculine, which were retained as their alpha
was too low (a.43) for a composite score to be
calculated as well as for the two groups of
appraisal variables. The variables emotionality,
warmth, and gentleness were combined (a.81).

Aggressive, self-confident, masculine. A 2 (Candidate Sex)3 (Emotion) MANOVA was conducted on the three dependent variables
aggressive, self-confident, and masculine. Significant main effects of Emotion, F(6, 352)15.00,
pB.001, h2 .20, and Candidate Sex, F(3,
175)16.72, pB.001, h2 .22, emerged. The
main effect of Candidate Sex was univariately
significant for masculinity, F(1, 177)43.28, pB
.001, h2 .20, such that men (M3.72, SD
1.02) were rated as more masculine than women
(M2.68, SD1.21). The main effect of emotion was univariately significant for all three
variables, aggressiveness: F(2, 177)27.46, pB
.001, h2 .24, self-confidence: F(2, 177)13.53,
pB.001, h2 .13, and masculinity: F(2, 177)
10.62, pB.001, h2 .11 (see Table 2 for means
and standard deviations). No further significant
effects emerged. Post hoc tests confirmed that, as
in Study 1, a candidate who reacted with anger
was perceived as more aggressive than one who
reacted with either sadness or a neutral expression,
who did not differ. Also in line with Study 1, the
candidate who reacted with either anger or a
neutral expression was perceived as more masculine than the one who reacted with sadness.
Interestingly, a candidate who reacted neutrally
was perceived as more self-confident than one who
reacted with either sadness or anger. This pattern
is similar to the observation by Lewis (2000) that
female managers who react with a neutral rather
than an angry or sad demeanour to bad business
news were perceived as more competent. This

1

Data from this variable will not be discussed in the framework of the present article.
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Table 2. Means and standard deviations as a function of type of emotional reaction*Study 2
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Angry

Neutral

Sadness

Emotional reaction

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Mean

SD

Personality characteristics
Aggressive
Self-confident
Masculine
Emotional/warm/gentle

3.03a
3.38a
3.38a
4.27a

1.40
1.25
1.21
1.38

1.74b
4.33b
3.56a
1.65b

1.37
1.41
1.15
1.41

1.42b
3.03a
2.71b
4.71c

1.09
1.61
1.18
1.14

Appraisals
Urgency
Unpleasantness
Norm incompatibility
Coping potential
Goal conduciveness

4.00a
4.97a
4.84a
3.17
2.29

1.52
1.27
1.17
1.57
1.78

1.98b
2.30b
2.19b
2.56
2.23

1.51
1.35
1.47
1.40
1.11

3.48c
5.29a
4.34c
2.93
2.34

1.44
0.86
1.47
1.73
1.92

Note: Subscripts are based on LSD B.05. Different subscripts denote a significant difference.

finding may be suggestive of a still strong work
display rule that demands emotional neutrality in
the face of adversity.
Emotionality, warmth, gentleness. A 2 (Candidate Sex)3 (Emotion) analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on the composite score for the three
variables emotional, warm, and gentle was conducted. Only a significant main effect of Emotion, F(2, 177)77.76, pB.001, h2 .47,
emerged (see Table 2 for means and standard
deviations). Post hoc tests showed that a candidate who reacted with either anger or sadness was
perceived as more emotional/warm/gentle than
one who reacted with a neutral expression. Also,
as predicted, a candidate who showed anger was
rated as less emotional/warm/gentle than a candidate who showed sadness.
In sum, a candidate who reacted with anger
compared to a neutral expression was perceived as
more aggressive as well as more emotional/warm/
gentle but less self-confident. By contrast, a
candidate who reacted with sadness compared to
a neutral expression was perceived as less selfconfident and more emotional/warm/gentle but
not less aggressive. Thus, showing a neutral
expression when reporting a failure leads to a
relatively more negative assessment compared to
either emotion expression.

Appraisals
Urgency, unpleasantness, norm incompatibility. A
2 (Candidate Sex)3 (Emotion) MANOVA was
conducted on the three dependent variables
urgency, unpleasantness and norm incompatibility. A significant main effect of Emotion, F(6,
350)31.25, pB.001, h2 .35, as well as an
EmotionCandidate Sex interaction, F(6,
348)2.09, p.054, h2 .04, emerged. The
latter was univariately significant only for unpleasantness, F(2, 176)5.54, p.017, h2 .05.
The main effect of emotion was univariately
significant for all three variables, urgency: F(2,
176)29.10, pB.001, h2 .25, unpleasantness:
F(2, 176)119.67, pB.001, h2 .58, and norm
incompatibility: F(2, 176)62.41, pB.001,
h2 .42 (see Table 2 for means and standard
deviations).
Post hoc tests showed that participants concluded that the candidate perceived the situation as
less unpleasant or urgent when a neutral expression
rather than sadness or anger was reported.
The emotion by gender interaction for unpleasantness was due to the fact that men (M5.38; SD
.89) but not women (M4.50; SD1.48) who
reacted with anger were perceived as evaluating the
situation as more unpleasant than did individuals
who reacted with sadness. Finally, the situation
was perceived as less norm incompatible when the
COGNITION AND EMOTION, 2010, 24 (1)
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candidate showed a neutral rather than a sad
expression with anger expressions leading to the
strongest level of inferred norm incompatibility.
Goal conduciveness and coping potential. A 2
(Candidate Sex)3 (Emotion) MANOVA was
conducted on the two dependent variables goal
conduciveness and coping potential. No significant main effects or interactions emerged. It is
possible that the choice of a failure situation for
which the candidate was blamed led to a restriction of variance. In fact, as Table 2 shows, the
means for these variables are rather low suggesting
that regardless of how the candidate reacted
emotionally he or she was perceived as not well
able to handle a situation that was highly goal
incongruent.

Mediation
According to Baron and Kenny (1986), to show a
mediation effect it is first necessary to show that
the independent variable (IV) (emotion) is significantly related to the dependent variable (DV)
(personality trait) and that the mediation variable
(appraisal) is also significantly related to the DV
when controlling for the direct effect of the IV.
These initial verifications showed that perceptions
of masculinity were not influenced by appraisal
attributions once the direct effect of emotion was
controlled for. Further, the direct effect of sadness
on aggression was not significant (b .19, p
.164). These variables were therefore not included
in the mediation model. Sobel tests were conducted to assess the significance of the indirect
effects for the multiple mediation models. For the
purpose of the mediation analysis emotion was
coded as a contrast comparing anger and sadness
respectively with neutral.
Anger
Aggression. As mentioned above, a candidate who
reacted with anger compared to a neutral expression was perceived as more aggressive. The mediation analysis showed that anger was significantly
related to urgency, b.56, pB.001, and urgency
to aggression, b.31, p.001. The indirect effect

136

COGNITION AND EMOTION, 2010, 24 (1)

was significant, b.17, z2.97, p.003, and
fully mediated the direct effect, which dropped
from b.48, pB.001 to b.21, p.166. None
of the other appraisals was significantly linked to
aggression. That is, as predicted, the perception of
aggressiveness was based on the perception of
someone who rapidly takes charge of the situation.
Self-confidence. A candidate who showed a neutral expression was perceived as more selfconfident than one who reacted with anger. The
mediation analysis showed that this perception
was driven by the indirect effect of unpleasantness. To the degree that the candidate was
perceived as someone who considers the situation
to be more unpleasant, b.72, pB.001, the
candidate was perceived as less self-confident,
b .26, p.032. The indirect effect was
significant, b .19, z2.11, p.035, and
fully mediated the direct effect which dropped
from b .34, pB.001 to b .04, p.818.
No other appraisal was significantly related to
self-confidence. This suggests a naı̈ve theory,
which presumes that a person who feels in charge
and is confident about their ability should perceive
negative events as less unpleasant.
Emotional/warm/gentle. An angry candidate was
perceived as more emotional/warm/gentle than
one who reacted neutrally. The mediation analysis
revealed two significant indirect effects. Anger was
related to unpleasantness, b.72, pB.001, as well
as to norm incompatibility, b.71, pB.001.
These in turn were related to emotional/gentle/
warm (unpleasantness: b.39, pB.001; norm
incompatibility: b.30, pB.001). The two indirect effects were significant (unpleasant: b.28,
z4.08, pB.001; norm incompatible: b.21,
z3.14, p.002). The indirect effects fully
mediated the direct effect, which dropped from
b.62, pB.001 to b.10, p.380. No other
appraisal was significantly related to emotional/
warm/gentle. This suggests a naı̈ve theory according to which a person who is more emotional/
warm/gentle suffers more from an emotional
situation.
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Sadness
Self-confidence. A candidate who reacted with
sadness compared to a neutral expression was
perceived as less self-confident. Specifically, sadness was related to perceptions of unpleasantness,
b.80, pB.001, which in turn was negatively
related to self-confidence, b .38, p.005.
The significant indirect effect, b .34, p
.002, was counteracted by a smaller indirect effect
of urgency, b.09, z1.94, p.052, such that,
contrary to predictions, a sad candidate was
perceived as seeing need for urgent action, b
.45, pB.001, which in turn was associated with
perceptions of higher self-confidence, b.19,
p.038. This latter finding may be explained by
the fact that the neutral candidate was perceived
as particularly remote and unmoved and hence
even the expression of sadness seemed to suggest
more need for urgent action. The two indirect
effects fully mediated the direct effect, which
dropped from b .40, pB.001 to b .21,
p.177. No further appraisals were significantly
related to self-confidence.
Emotional/warm/gentle. A
candidate
who
showed sadness was rated as more emotional/
warm/gentle than a candidate who showed a
neutral reaction. Replicating the findings for
anger, a candidate who showed sadness was
perceived as more emotional/warm/gentle than
the one who reacted neutrally to the degree that
the candidate was perceived as appraising the
situation as more unpleasant, b.80, pB.001,
and more norm incompatible, b.59, pB.001.
These in turn were related to perceptions of
emotional/warm/gentle (unpleasantness: b.23,
pB.021; norm incompatible: b.22, p.002).
The two indirect effects were significant (unpleasantness: b.19, z2.27, p.023; norm incompatibility, b.13, z2.85, p.004).
However, for this model, the direct effect remained significant, with a reduction in b from
.73, pB.001 to .41. pB.001.
Overall, the mediation models confirm that
emotional reactions signal the individual’s appraisal of the situation and that these perceived

appraisals mediate observers’ perceptions of an
individual’s personality as a function of their
emotional reaction to an event. Also, the replication of findings for the anger/neutral and sad/
neutral contrast show that it is the appraisals not
the emotions per se that lead to specific personality judgements as for different emotions the
same appraisals were found to have the same
effect on these judgements.

GENERAL DISCUSSION
The present research confirmed that information
about a person’s emotional reactions to an event
can be used to draw conclusions about the person’s
personality. Specifically, in two studies, a person
who reacted with anger to blame was perceived as
more aggressive, self-confident, and masculine
(Study 1) but also as less gentle and warm than
a person who reacted with sadness. A person who
reacted with a smile (Study 1) or neutrally (Study
2) was also perceived as self-confident but at the
same time as least emotional, gentle, and warm.
We postulated that participants draw inferences about personality from emotional reactions
by ‘‘reverse engineering’’ the underlying appraisals.
That is, people infer from the way an individual
reacted in a given situation how that individual
must have perceived the situation and use this
inference to reach conclusions about that person’s
character.
The present findings are congruent with this
notion. Specifically, we found that appraisals
mediated the associations between emotional
reactions and personality perceptions. Thus, as
anger is associated with the appraisal of a situation
as unpleasant, norm incongruent and requiring
immediate action an angry person can be expected
to react assertively and confidently. Congruent
with this notion, appraisals of urgency mediated
perceptions of aggressiveness and appraisals of
unpleasantness mediated perceptions of selfconfidence. A person showing a smile (Study 1)
or staying neutral (Study 2) in a negative situation
can be perceived as ‘‘above the situation’’ and
hence unemotional and cold. In fact, an individual
COGNITION AND EMOTION, 2010, 24 (1)
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who showed a neutral reaction was perceived as
less likely to assess the situation as norm incompatible and unpleasant and these appraisals
mediated the perception of the person as less
emotional/warm/gentle.
Interestingly, even though smiling is generally
considered a signal of affiliative intent (Hess et al.,
2000; Knutson, 1996), in the present context a
smiling person (Study 1) was rated as less
emotional/warm/gentle than one who reacted
with anger*an antagonistic emotion. This latter
finding confirms that it is the appraisal information, not other signal functions of emotion
expressions, that drives the person perception
inferences as in the present context the smile led
observers to infer that the person managed to
brush off the non-goal-conducive nature of the
situation because they were less impacted by it as
shown by the lower unpleasantness and norm
incompatibility appraisals attributed to the neutral
person.
We had expected that appraisals related to goal
conduciveness and coping potential would also
mediate between emotions and person perception.
However, no effect of emotion reaction on these
appraisals was found. This is likely to be due to
our choice of situation. The events presented were
so clearly not goal conducive and so little could be
done about them that this evaluation did not vary
irrespective of the presumed emotional reaction.
Also, not all associations between emotion
reactions and person perceptions were fully
mediated by the appraisals we assessed. This
suggests that other appraisals not assessed in this
study may also contribute to this process. As
suggested by Ellsworth (1994) appraisal research
probably does not capture the full range of
appraisals associated with emotions and this may
be true in the present context as well.
The present research employed the context of
a job interview. That is, participants were put in a
role in which they had to explicitly judge
a candidate’s qualifications. This may have
resulted in increased attention to the information
presented. Yet, research reported by Rimé (1995)
on the social sharing of emotions suggests that in
general people pay close attention to other’s
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reports of their emotional experiences. Further,
it is possible that participants were striving to give
as objective an assessment of the person as
possible using all available information. The
experiment was designed, in fact, not to provide
any other information and the data do not suggest
that sex was used for more than the obvious
assessment of masculinity. Hence, although it is
possible that non-diagnostic information such as
the candidate’s choice of words, was used by some
individuals, this would only add noise and hence
reduce the effect of appraisal information.
As mentioned in the introduction, appraisal
theory is not the only theory that allows the
derivation of the prediction that people draw
conclusions regarding a person’s personality from
situational or emotional information. A number
of theories predict that behaviour, including
emotional behaviour, is interpreted in dispositional terms (e.g., Schneider, 1973; Trope, 1986).
In this limited sense our research does not
contribute anything new. However, the present
research could show what exactly it is about a
specific emotional behaviour that drives the
dispositional judgements. For example, both
anger and sadness reactions in the present context
led to stronger attributions of emotionality/
warmth/gentleness than did a neutral reaction.
This was the case because both emotions signalled
that the person was affected by the situation to a
larger degree and hence was seen as perceiving the
situation as more unpleasant and norm incongruent.
In line with the notion that it is the information provided by the underlying appraisals, rather
than a more global aspect of the emotion per se,
that leads to personality attributions, we could
show that, depending on the situation, different
sets of personality traits can be inferred. Thus,
participants not only made the rather obvious
inference that an angry person may be aggressive
but also concluded that a person who is angry in
the face of adversity is more emotional, warm and
gentle than a person who reacts neutrally.
That is, the personality inferences do not seem
to result from a learned association between an
emotion and a trait but are indeed based on a
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consideration of the underlying appraisal. Thus,
the present research allows us to refine our
predictions over and above the level afforded by
the emotion label alone.
In sum, the present research supports the
notion that not only do people tend to ‘‘reverse
engineer’’ appraisal information from information
on a person’s emotional reactions, but this
information is then used to draw inferences about
the person’s personality. Thus, as Aristotle knew
long ago, to make the right impression it is
important to show the right emotion at the right
time.
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