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THEORY SECTION

Preamble

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 31 July 2021; Revised 11 August 2021; Accepted 23 August 2021

This is the inaugural issue of the Theory section in
Cognition and Emotion (introduced by Rothermund
& Koole, 2020). The overall goal is to encourage inno-
vative and generative theoretical efforts that raise and
address broad questions about the nature of emotion
and its interface with cognition. Approaches that
combine and coordinate diverse theoretical elements,
and thus facilitate cumulative growth in knowledge
about the emotion process, are particularly encour-
aged (for further details see the Journal’s Author
Guide). Comments on all articles in the section can
be made by authors who are invited by the Section
Editor, to foster productive exchange between
different theoretical approaches and to highlight the
relevance of solid theoretical underpinnings for
empirical research efforts in the interdisciplinary
domain of emotion research.

The two contributions in this issue reassert the
important role of theory in empirical research and
argue for a fresh effort by emotion scientists to
refine and develop theoretical frameworks that can
guide emotion research in the future and allow a
higher degree of cumulativeness of research
findings. The aim of these first two articles is to pave
the way for what is expected to follow, by outlining

some of the major theoretical challenges for research
on cognition and emotion. The first article by Klaus
Scherer, who is the Associate Editor responsible for
the section (Section Editor), proposes a strategy of
theory development centred around the notion of
theory convergence in the sense of clearly identifying
similarities and differences and to establish a con-
structive discussion about advancing in the sense of
complementarity.The second contribution by Rainer
Reisenzein, who conceived of the initial idea for the
special section (Reizenzein, 2019), argues that more
theoretical psychology of emotion is needed and
identifies a number of major tasks to be accom-
plished. Both contributions describe and illustrate
potential directions for working towards theoretical
progress in the field of emotion research which is
the aim of the new section.
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ABSTRACT
Over the last century, emotion research has been beset by the problem of major
disagreements with respect to the definition of the phenomenon and an
abundance of different theories. Arguably, these divergences have had adverse
effects on theory development, on the theoretical foundations of empirical
research, and on knowledge accumulation in the study of emotion. Similar
problems have been encountered in other areas of behavioural science.
Increasingly, there have been calls to work towards some form of theory
integration. In contrast, here an effort is made to show that a reasonable degree of
theory convergence in the area of emotion science can be attained by adopting a
design feature-based working definition of emotion and highlighting the basic
agreement on the components of the dynamic emotion process. The aim is to
invite constructive discussion on communalities and divergences between different
theories and foster the development of more complementary theoretical
frameworks to guide future empirical research.
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How shall a thing be called? In 1958, Roger Brown
tried to answer the question: “What determines the
name given to a child for a thing?” His answer was
“Things are first named so as to categorise them in
the most useful way.” (Brown, 1958a) and extended
the exploration in his pioneering book “Words and
Things” (Brown, 1958b). In emotion psychology, we
have the opposite problem. We have a name,
“emotion”, but disagree about the thing. What is an
emotion? This conundrum has haunted emotion psy-
chology from the times of William James until today.
Trouble is that we need to find an answer, even if it
falls short of a bona fide essentialist definition, to be
able to agree on appropriate theories of emotion, a
never-ending quest in this domain. It may be partly
due to what Walter Mischel has called the toothbrush
problem: “Psychologists treat other peoples’ theories
like toothbrushes — no self-respecting person wants
to use anyone else’s” (Mischel, 2008; see Gigerenzer,
2017, p. 134). Arguably, this problem is quite fre-
quently encountered in emotion psychology. There
are probably many reasons for this problem. One
possible explanation is that theories diverge

because the (implicit) definitions of emotion of their
authors diverge.

Overview

The aim of this article is to examine three major
types of emotion theory (basic/discrete emotion the-
ories, constructionist theories, and appraisal the-
ories) in terms of their conceptualisation of the
central components of the emotion process, trying
to identify similarities and evaluating the impor-
tance of the divergences, which have often been
overemphasised in the literature. To this purpose,
a dynamic model of the emotion process is pro-
posed and compared to the central claims of the
different theory families, particularly with respect
to the components and subprocesses that are par-
ticularly highlighted by the respective theories. The
assumption is that by a better understanding of
the compatibility of the major theories constructive
discussion can be facilitated, encouraging the
design of critical empirical studies to examine the
proposed mechanisms.
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First, some recently published proposals for theory
convergence (moving towards greater coherence) or
even theory integration (combining theories) will be
presented, with a special emphasis on the thorny
issue of a consensual definition of the phenomenon.
Using a recursive process model based on a number
of central components postulated by most theorists,
a flexible design-feature approach to allow defining
the phenomenon is proposed. In the next step, the
issue of comparing the mechanisms of the sequence
and interaction of the components is addressed by
briefly highlighting the specific postulates of the
three major theories and the degree of compatibility.
Finally, a number of concrete suggestions of promot-
ing convergence in the interest of creating a construc-
tive framework for empirical research are suggested.

Defining “emotion”

In a programmatic article, Gigerenzer (2017) has
addressed the problem of theoretical hygiene by
working towards the integration or at least the conver-
gence of already existing theories. Gigerenzer argues
that working towards this aim requires formalisation
and close attention to operational and conceptual
definitions, which takes us back to the “thing” called
emotion.

William James suggested in 1884 “that the bodily
changes follow directly the perception of the exciting
fact, and that our feeling of the same changes as they
occur is the emotion” (James, 1884/1969). Ellsworth
(1994) has pointed out that this claim, and the reac-
tion by Cannon (1927), led to a century of debate,
which is still not settled. This problem might not
have arisen if James had not exclusively focused on
“directly following bodily changes”. Ten years later,
in response to his critics, he said that the nature of
the bodily changes was determined by the “over-
whelming idea” of the significance of an event
(James, 1894, p. 518). This sounds very much like
appraisal. He further asks (p. 525): “For which sort of
feeling is the word ‘emotion’ the more proper name
– for the organic feeling which gives the rank charac-
ter of commotion to the excitement, or for that more
primary pleasure or displeasure in the object, or in the
thought of it, to which commotion and excitement do
not belong?” Most modern theorists are likely to
respond: “All of these!” The definitional miasma is
still further complicated by terms such as “affect”,
“emotional experience”, and even “mood”, which are
often used interchangeably with “feeling” and

“emotion”. Thus, a clarification of what different
emotion theorists exactly mean when they use the
term “emotion” would greatly facilitate any attempt
at theory convergence. This definitional issue is par-
ticularly important with respect to research on the
etiology of emotional disorders in clinical psychology
and psychiatry. The debate about the diagnostic cri-
teria for depression in the DSM-5 has clearly demon-
strated the importance of agreeing on what normal
emotion processes are in order to agree on the diag-
nosis of abnormality or disorder (see the contributions
in the special issue of Emotion Review on this burning
issue, Scherer & Mehu, 2015).

Most past attempts to define “emotion” have been
guided by words considered as “emotion labels”
ranging from the often quoted “basic six” to the
total number of emotion terms in a language. One
major problem is that the many languages in the
world differ in the number of emotion terms and
the degree of differentiation of the emotion domain.
While there is a remarkable degree of agreement for
most of these terms there are also major differences
(see the case studies in Fontaine et al., 2013, an inves-
tigation of the semantic structures of 24 emotion
terms in over 20 different languages). An even more
fundamental problem arises when the implicit
definition of emotion seems to require conceptualis-
ation (or even verbal labelling) of the respective
feeling state. This would be strongly disputed by
many scholars in the area of emotion studies,
especially as it precludes a systematic approach to
infant and nonhuman emotions.

The following passage from an essay on nostalgia
by Jacques Starobinski, a Swiss psychiatrist and histor-
ian of literature, nicely illustrates this point:

Emotions come before the words that name them.
Emotions only exist for our consciousness after they
receive a name. These two propositions contradict one
another and are equally true. We know that they are
also true for the names of colors. Despite looking the
same, an emotion, once named, is no longer exactly
the same. A new word brings together the unknown,
which before had no form. Being named makes it a
concept, it has a definition, and it calls forth an additional
definition: it becomes a material for tests and exper-
iments. The name of an affective state, if it is adopted
and put into circulation, not only propagates itself in
the vocabulary, it produces new emotions. We live pas-
sions whose words precede us and which we would
not have felt without them. ‘There are people who
would never have been in love, if they hadn’t heard of
love,’ writes de la Rochefoucauld (1678). This is primarily
the effect of fashion or cliché, a thread of singular
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influences, a more-or-less conscious process of literary
borrowing. Diffusion and generalization follow: each
group, each society, sees, at a given moment, the call
of several words reverberate almost without end, in a
process which doesn’t differ greatly from that of learning
a language. (Starobinski, 2003/2013, p. 329)

In consequence, conceptualisation and verbal label-
ling, even though they may occur quite frequently
in emotion episodes, cannot be considered as the
unique basis for the definition of emotion. Another
reason for not defining emotion via specific instan-
tiations characterised by a single lexical label is the
frequent occurrence of blended or mixed emotions.
In studies in which large groups of participants
reported emotional events that they experienced
recently and in which they could choose their own
labels (Scherer et al., 2004) or had a choice of using
one or two labels (Scherer & Meuleman, 2013), a
very high percentage of the reported emotional
experiences was described by more than one label,
presumably representing mixed (simultaneously or
sequentially occurring) emotions. These studies
also found that certain emotion blends occur much
more frequently than others do (see also Cowen &
Keltner, 2017; Larsen, Coles, & Jordan, 2017; Larsen
& McGraw, 2011).

Expanding on Gigerenzer’s (2017) insistence on the
need for rigorous definitions, Hibberd (2019) cites fre-
quently encountered observations in the emotion lit-
erature (e.g. Maul, 2017, Mulligan & Scherer, 2012,
Rossiter, 2017) that “the concept in question has
either suffered under the weight of a plethora of
definitions, has not been defined consistently, has
not been defined without ambiguity, has not been
defined at all, or that there is a mismatch between
the conceptual definition and its operationalization”
(p. 29-30). However, she takes issue with Gigerenzer’s
endorsement of “operational definitions”, arguing: “In
short, the relations or connections that K [a “kind of
thing”] is involved in, tell us nothing about what it is
to be K. In particular, the pervasive, singular presence
of the operational definition in psychology since the
1930s has many treating the words “operationalize”
and “define” as synonymous when, in fact, to opera-
tionalise is not to define at all, nor can it be. Opera-
tionism is not coherent and procedurism is not
definition. Regardless of whether psychologists oper-
ationally define their variables or merely engage in
the necessary procedurism, neither scenario provides
anything approaching scientific definition” (p. 48).

What, then, is a scientific definition?

According to realist philosophers, it “consists of a
description of the kind’s essential or defining features –
to describe what it is in virtue of that makes kind X,
X. Essential or defining features are the characteristics
or features or conditions without which that kind could
not be the kind it is, i.e. the kind has them necessarily.
It is, then, the mark of any real genuine kind, such as a
particular kind of behaviour or cognitive process, that
something identical – some set of common features –
necessarily runs through all of its instantiations
(Hibberd, 2019, p. 32)

This standard, essentialist account of the require-
ments for a scientific definition is of course a tall
order, which explains why some philosophers of
science have proposed more flexible versions of the
essentialist account. In particular, Hibberd mentions
the Homeostatic Property Cluster (HPC) account, pro-
posed by Boyd (1999, 2010) to account for the vague
and sometimes changing boundaries for many kinds
of phenomena. The “core thesis is that some kinds
are defined by a cluster of features that regularly
but not exceptionlessly co-occur; and a set of factors
(causal homeostatic mechanisms) that maintain their
systematic co-instantiation or clustering, factors that
provide some necessary cohesiveness or stability to
the cluster”. One possibility to solve the problem of
incomplete co-instantiations is to introduce a “poly-
thetic” definition in terms of disjunctive subtypes
(Hibberd, 2019, p. 39-44). Hibberd suggests that this
is not a genuine alternative to the basic essentialist
account but that it may help to pave the way to
reach a true scientific (essentialist) definition.

What is the relevance of this discussion for the
definition of emotion? Many emotion theorists are
skeptical about the chances to arrive at a consensual
definition of the phenomenon. However, Hibberd’s
proposal may show a way to at least arrive at a
working definition, a (more or less) consensual frame-
work for defining the term that serves to identify a
sizeable interdisciplinary research area. Concretely,
the proposal here is to use emotion as a major super-
ordinate category to be defined by an HPC cluster –
emotion as a polythetic concept or “kind” (allowing
for disjunctive subtypes) – characterised by a
number of features represented by the component
structure of the emotion process postulated by the
majority of emotion theorists. Figure 1 (adapted
from Scherer, 2021) shows an example of the struc-
ture of a recursive emotion process and its major
components.

In this model, emotion is conceptualised as a
process of synchronisation of multiple components
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through recursive causal relationships (Scherer, 1984,
2001, 2005, 2009). The emotion episode is recursive
(involving the repeated application of a procedure
to successive results) because the outcome of the
emotion process is determined by a succession of pro-
cessing cycles in which information is successively
added to allow continuous re-evaluation. For
example, if one suffers a loss (a goal obstructive
event), the immediate action tendency is likely to be
aggression with the appropriate ANS and SNS

activation pattern. If, in the next cycle, one remembers
that the loss is due to a blunder, due to one’s own
agency, the evaluation and the action tendency
changes. This operation is carried on until closure is
achieved according to variable criteria. In Figure 1,
recursiveness is signaled by dual arrowheads in lines
indicating the most likely cases of continuous re-
evaluation. In a similar vein, Lange and collaborators
have recently presented a psychometric network
model in which emotions are conceptualised as

Table 1. Design feature delimitation of different affective states/dispositions.

Types of affective
states/dispositions:
(examples in
parentheses)

Emotions (e.g.
angry, sad, joyful,
fearful, ashamed,
proud, elated,
awestruck,
desperate)

Moods (e.g.
cheerful, gloomy,
irritable, listless,

depressed,
buoyant)

Affective
interpersonal stances
(e.g. distant, cold, warm,

supportive,
contemptuous)

Attitudes (e.g.
liking, loving,

hating,
valueing,
desiring)

Affective personality
dispositions (e.g.
nervous, anxious,

reckless, morose, hostile,
envious, jealous)

Event focus +++ + → ++ + 0 0
Appraisal elicitation +++ + + + 0
Action tendencies + → +++ + ++ + +
Physiological
responses

+ → +++ + 0 → ++ 0 → + 0 → +

Motor Expression + → +++ + 0 → ++ 0 → ++ 0 → +
Component
synchronisation

++ → +++ + + 0 0

Feeling +++ + → ++ + → ++ + → ++ 0
Verbalization 0 → ++ 0 → +++ 0 → ++ 0 → + 0 → +
Intensity ++ → +++ + → ++ + → ++ 0 → ++ 0 → +
Duration + ++ + → +++ ++ → +++ +++
Rapidity of change +++ + → ++ + 0 → + 0
Regulation potential + → ++ + → ++ + 0 → ++ 0

Note: Occurrence/Strength: xxx often/strong, xx sometimes/medium, x rarely/weak, 0 never/absent; → range

Figure 1. General model of the architecture of the emotion process: Recursive interactions between components in the emotion process.
(Adapted from Figure 1 in Scherer, 2021). Note: dotted line – weak effect; solid line – strong effect; double arrowhead – recursive effect.
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systems of causally interacting emotion components
(Lange et al., 2020; Lange & Zickfeld, 2021).

Table 1 (adapted from Table 6.1 in Scherer, 2000b)
shows a hypothetical variation of Hibberd’s illus-
tration of an HPC cluster to formally define emotion
as a process of component interaction. This grid-like
format to characterise the major features of a
central concept is very similar to Kelly’s repertory
grid (Bell, 2003), Hockett’s design features of language
(Hockett & Hockett, 1960), and the GRID semantic
feature analysis (Fontaine et al., 2007; Fontaine et al.,
2013; Scherer, 2005a). The cluster features are
different typical qualities and components of
emotion (such experience, expression, appraisal,
physiology) many of which have been postulated by
major emotion theorists (e.g. Averill, 1980, 1997;
Clore & Ortony, 2008, Ekman, 1984, 1992, 2004; Ells-
worth, 2013; Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003; Frijda, 1987,
2007, 2009; Izard, 1992, 2007, 2009, 2010; Keltner &
Haidt, 1999; Keltner et al., 2019b; Kuppens et al.,
2009; Kuppens & Verduyn, 2017; Lange et al., 2020;
Lange & Zickfeld, 2021; Lazarus, 1996, 2006; Mandler,
1990; Moors, 2013, 2014, 2017; Mauss et al., 2005;
Moors et al., 2013; Oatley & Johnson-Laird, 2014; Rei-
senzein, 2000; Reisenzein & Hofmann, 1993; Roseman,
2001; Roseman & Evdokas, 2004; Russell, 2003, 2009;
Scherer, 1984, 2000a, 2001, 2009a,2009b; Scherer &
Moors, 2019; Smith, 1989; Smith & Ellsworth, 1985;
Smith & Lazarus, 1993; Shuman et al, 2017; Wierzbicka,
1993). Additional features/components of emotion
have been suggested in the literature including regu-
lation (Parrott, 2007) or enaction (Colombetti, 2014).
Thus, the phenomena proposed for consideration as
elements of the cluster are affective phenomena that
may be considered as potentially subsumable under
a scientific definition of the “emotion kind”.

It is important to note that in the case of emotion
most features/components are always present, in
other words, the person always has ongoing cognitive
processes, physiological states, and motor activation,
even if they are minimal. Therefore, the mark of an
emotion episode is not the presence/absence of a
component feature, as is the case for many other
kinds, but the degree to which it is activated above
baseline, when a specific subtype of emotion occurs.
Further, in contrast to other cases of definitions of
natural kinds, the component features are not inde-
pendent of each other but interrelated by complex
dynamic processes that involve synchronisation of
sub-processes and recursiveness. The importance of
the dynamic nature of emotion has been often

neglected in the literature (but see Colombetti,
2014; Fogel et al., 1992; Grandjean et al., 2008; Grand-
jean & Scherer, 2008; Kuppens & Verduyn, 2017; Lewis,
2005; Sander et al., 2005, 2018; Scherer, 2000a, 2009a,
2009b, 2019; Sheppes & Gross, 2011).

The entries in Table 1 are meant as illustrative
examples; they require further elaboration and, most
importantly, discussion between emotion theorists.
The point is that the acceptance of a common defini-
tional framework might effectively serve to increase
agreement on the challenging issue of defining the
nature of emotion (see also Turner & Ortony, 1992).
Given the wide acceptance of the componential
approach to episodic emotion processes, this does
not seem too unrealistic. What is required, however,
is a concerted common effort to collect all features/
components that are considered as essential, or at
least somewhat typical for different emotions, as
well as their interrelations, and decide on the criteria
for defining disjunctive subtypes (Hibberd, 2019,
p. 39-44). This effort is timely as there is a growing
number of studies that subsume affective states
outside of the usual canon, such as sexual desire or
romance (Cowen & Keltner, 2017), under the
heading of emotion. One possibility of advancing on
this task is to identify and agree upon more or less
coherent profiles in Table 1.

Once having reached a reasonably satisfactory sol-
ution for a polythetic emotion definition, efforts
towards theory convergence can seriously be under-
taken (at least for theories that adopt the polythetic
definition). In his programmatic proposal, Gigerenzer
(2017) postulates two analytical stages of this
process: 1) the identification, integration and differen-
tiation of phenomena and 2) identification, integration
and differentiation of concepts with a special empha-
sis on the analysis of functional equivalence of con-
cepts. Gigerenzer (2017) provides detailed examples
of the procedures he proposes to carry out these
tasks, using examples from decision research. Inter-
ested readers are invited to consult the article. Here
only a modest attempt will be made to apply the
suggested heuristics to some issues in emotion
theory.

The first stage concerns the definition of the
phenomenon, the central object of study. The discus-
sion of the definitional issues just above provides an
appropriate entry point. An integration or conver-
gence of concepts and theories can only occur
when there is a certain amount of agreement on the
phenomena at stake. In other words, theorists need
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to agree at least on a working definition of the thing
called emotion. Some of this integration might be
achieved by discussing the meaning of the labels
used by different theorists, or indeed, by a reasonable
dose of operational definition. Or, if there is no agree-
ment on a common definition, one could at least
attempt to differentiate major subtypes of emotion
and limit one’s theory to the respective disjunctive
subtype. This, in itself, would be a major advance in
our understanding of the theoretical aims pursued
by certain theorists.

As to the integration or dissociation of phenom-
ena, this raises the thorny issue of synonyms or
near-synonyms – should we integrate indignation, irri-
tation, ire, annoyance, outrage, exasperation, rage,
fury etc. under the classic anger class or dissociate
several subclusters? To solve this problem, it might
be helpful to abandon the idea that a single word
can be used to label a particular type of emotion
and accepting that emotion types are often fuzzy
sets with many subtle shades of meaning for which
certain languages may have coined different words.
In this context, several authors have suggested the
concept of emotion families (e.g. Ekman, 1992, 2004;
Roseman, 1994). This approach could also accommo-
date the important phenomenon of the frequent
occurrence of blended or mixed emotions. One poss-
ible criterion would be the number of feature com-
ponents that need to be added to allow
dissociation. Much depends on the extent to which
one wants to consider folk concepts in this exercise
(see Reisenzein, in press). If this is considered relevant,
given that words in a specific language do in fact
represent folk concepts, one might turn to cluster
analysis based on sorting tasks (Hosoya et al., 2017;
Shaver et al., 1987, Shiota & Keltner, 2005) or GRID
feature analysis (Beermann et al., 2021) as one
source of information.

Convergence of concepts and proposed
mechanisms

Stage 2 of Gigerenzer’s proposal concerns the inte-
gration and differentiation of concepts and the analy-
sis of their functional equivalence. For decision theory,
Gigerenzer illustrates this stage by demonstrating
that four different types of decision trees use the func-
tionally equivalent concepts of “decision criterion”
and “exit structure”. Similarly, in his article in the
current issue Reisenzein postulates the systematiza-
tion and integration of emotion theories that share

common elements by examining to what extent
they are functionally equivalent. These appeals do
not ask for a unification or integration at all cost,
but rather for a detailed analysis of where common
elements or functional equivalence may allow some
degree of convergence of different theories.

Similarly, in the domain of personality psychology,
including emotional disorders, Matthews (2020)
warns against striving for a consensual paradigm for
all personality trait research so long as major theories
utilise constructs at different levels of explanation. He
argues that the prospects for an integrated personal-
ity trait theory depend on the scope for integrating
constructs across and within levels. In the meantime,
in the spirit of explanatory pluralism, a position that
accepts disunity in personality theory, he suggests a
Cognitive-Adaptive Theory of Traits (CATT) that pro-
vides a conceptual framework inter-relating theories
at different levels.

In the same spirit – accepting the existence of
explanatory pluralism but striving, as much as poss-
ible, for theoretical integration – Reisenzein (in
press) enumerates a series of major tasks for
emotion theorists: (1) Analysis, rational reconstruction
and critique of existing emotion theories. (2) Compari-
son of different theories. (3) Systematization and inte-
gration of theories. (4) Reconstruction of the
development of theories over time. (5) Analysis,
reconstruction and critique of theory-data and data-
theory inferences. (6) Analysis, reconstruction and cri-
tique of the complete set of arguments for and
against specific emotion-theoretic assumption and
whole theories. (7) Analysis, reconstruction and cri-
tique of measurement theories for emotions. (8)
Development of new emotion theories and theories
of emotion measurement. (9) Increased exchange
about theories and methods with other fields.

Bringing about a certain degree of convergence of
different emotion theories implies to first identify
these theories and their claims. This in itself is a daunt-
ing task, given the large number such theories in the
different disciplines studying emotion (see Izard,
2009; Scarantino & de Sousa, 2021; Scherer, 2000b;
Scherer & Peper, 2001). Here, three types or classes
of psychological theories that are arguably most fre-
quently discussed in the current literature will be
briefly discussed: basic/discrete emotion theories,
appraisal theories, and constructionist theories. This
is not the place to provide a detailed review – rather
the purpose of the current proposal is to investigate
the potential points of convergence between these,
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supposedly incompatible, classes of theories. In other
words, using Mischel’s metaphor cited at the outset,
to examine the respective toothbrushes to decide
on the degree of unpalatability.

In the emotion literature, these theories are often
described in a simplified, rather stereotypical
fashion, as the following examples show:

. Basic emotion theory: Focusing on the specificity of
a small group of emotions (6-10), considered as
evolutionarily continuous and culturally compar-
able, elicited by innate affect programmes that
produce characteristic patterns of facial
expressions.

. Appraisal theories: A cognitivist approach defining
discrete emotions as the result of certain configur-
ations of evaluative judgments of events.

. Constructivist theories: Presuming that each indi-
vidual constructs a subjective label to conceptual-
ise a core affect defined by a position in a two-
dimensional valence x arousal space.

Needless to say, these are caricatures of the current
state of these theories. Here we already encounter
one serious obstacle for theory convergence in
emotion science: Theories are rarely discussed in
their current, most advanced versions, rather they
are often greatly simplified, the enormous complexity
of both explicit and implicit assumptions is rarely con-
sidered, and important differences between theorists
classified under one of these labels neglected. To take
but one obvious example, the major protagonists of
the “basic emotion” theories have not intended to
use the notion of “affect programs” to refer to
simple push-button mechanisms or rigid stimulus-
response (S-R) links, but rather as a metaphor for uni-
versal elicitors and supporting patterns of neurophy-
siology and expression. In addition, they have
considerably developed the theoretical complexity
of their position over many years (see Scherer & Ellgr-
ing, 2007, p. 114).

Thus, as suggested by Gigerenzer (2017), Matthews
(2020) and Reisenzein (in press), the theories to be
compared for achieving convergence or at least con-
structive (temporary) co-existence, first need to be
thoroughly analysed and disambiguated. One
approach to start this process is to examine on
which essential points theorists really disagree. One
way of doing this is to take a model of the emotion
process that corresponds best to majority view of
how the emotion process unfolds. Take the model

in Figure 1, which contains many of the assumptions
in theories of widely different origins. It can be
argued that many theorists may not be fundamentally
opposed to this general model but may differ in terms
of what they consider the most essential elements in this
process. Some of the particular preoccupations of
different theories are shown in Table 2 (adapted
from Table 6.2 in Scherer, 2000b; see also Moors,
2017). Given this important qualification, one way to
advance the theoretical debate, is to ask which theor-
ists would categorically deny the operation of any of
the elements in the process model shown in the
figure.

Basic emotion theorists have highlighted a small
number of discrete, frequently occurring emotions
that are considered as basic because of an evolution-
ary prefiguration of prototypical elicitation conditions
and response profiles. As shown in Table 2, research-
ers working in this research tradition have been
mostly concerned with the identification of response
profiles, in particular facial and vocal expressions
and to some extent, physiological reaction patterns.
As to the elicitation of emotions, Ekman (1984,
2004) has proposed that basic emotions can be
evoked by both rapid “automatic appraisals” of proto-
typical situations, and by more cognitively complex
“extended appraisals” of non-prototypical events.
Most theorists in the basic emotion tradition also
agree on that one component of emotions is a charac-
teristic feeling that has motivational and informa-
tional functions, and that may or may not be
conscious or verbally labelled (e.g. Izard, 2010). They
also agree that there are many more emotions
beyond the basic emotions (as mentioned above,
Ekman, 1992, also postulates emotion families); and
they allow for individual and cultural differences. In
any case, the role of cross-species and cross-culture
similarities and differences can be empirically ascer-
tained and should not be considered a defining
feature of basic emotion theory. In consequence, it
is unlikely that basic emotion theorists would strongly
oppose the proposed feature analysis for a consensual
emotion definition and should thus be open to
attempts at theory convergence along these lines.

Appraisal theorists have focused on the evaluation
of the significance of events for the person’s goals and
preferences as well as taking into account appraisal
dispositions (or biases) and cognitive abilities. They
suggest that the nature of the respective emotional
experience depends on the outcomes of multidimen-
sional appraisal processes, which involve, in a

COGNITION AND EMOTION 161



recursive fashion, several central checks or criteria. As
pointed out early on by Ellsworth and Scherer (2003),
the different appraisal theories, based on pioneering
proposals by Arnold (1960) and Lazarus (1996, 2006)
are quite comparable. As shown in Table 2, all apprai-
sal theorists consider the evaluation component to
represent the core of the emotion process that deter-
mines changes in all other components and their
interactions. The theoretical predictions of appraisal
theory have been tested in a large number of empiri-
cal studies over the past three decades, comprising a
large number of studies on verbal reports of
emotional experiences (e.g. Reisenzein & Hofmann,
1993, Roseman & Evdokas, 2004; Scherer,
1997a,1997b; Scherer & Meuleman, 2013; Smith & Ells-
worth, 1985), physiological reactions (e.g. Gentsch
et al., 2020; Kreibig, 2010; Smith, 1989), and facial
and vocal expression (e.g. Scherer et al., 2018). More
recently, the neural mechanisms underlying the
appraisal process have become the object of empiri-
cal research (Brosch & Sander, 2013; Gentsch et al.,
2015, 2020; Grandjean & Scherer, 2008; Guex et al.,
2020; Leitão et al., 2020; Mohammadi et al., 2019;
Sander et al., 2018; Scherer, 2012).

Theorists in the appraisal tradition so far have not
dealt very intensively with the process of categoris-
ation and verbal labelling of emotional experience.
Following a suggestion concerning the use of
design feature analysis of emotion words (Scherer,
2005a), there have been a number of studies on the
meaning structure of emotion words in different
languages (Fontaine et al., 2007, 2013). Appraisal the-
orists would argue that if categorisation of the
emotional experience occurs (which need not be
the case), it will usually be in terms of an emotion
label, given that the whole process with all its com-
ponents is an instance of an emotion episode. The
self-ascription of emotion labels is based on a
process of feature profile matching that uses the

appraisal pattern and associated action tendency as
well as the nonverbal feeling.

Recently, Moors (2014, 2017) has distinguished
between several “flavors” of appraisal theory based
in particular on the role different theorists ascribe to
discrete emotions vs. more open, cumulative
emotion processes. However, because this issue is
not prejudged by the component model shown in
Figure 1, most appraisal theorists should have little
difficulty of joining a theory convergence attempt
based on this model.

As to constructivist (or constructionist) theories of
appraisal, there are also several types. Early on,
Averill (1980, 1997) suggested that emotions should
be defined as socially constituted syndromes or tran-
sitory social roles. This approach has been developed
by social functional theories (Keltner & Haidt, 1999).
Mandler’s (1990) constructivist theory emphasises
the role of discrepancies and interruptions as a
major source of autonomic nervous system arousal
and emotional intensity, highlighting the role of cog-
nitive schemata determining the quality of emotional
experience.

A second brand of constructivist theories is based
on the dimensional model of emotions pioneered
by Wundt (1897). Russell’s (2003) constructionist
theory opposes the notion of fixed mechanisms for
a small set of basic emotions, arguing that each
instance of an emotional episode (prototypical or
not) is psychologically constructed on the occasion
of its occurrence and that no mechanism is required
to explain the packaging of the different components
into a whole (p. 166-167). More specifically, Russell
proposed that events produce a change in core
affect, defined as “neurophysiological state con-
sciously accessible as the simplest raw (nonreflective)
feelings evident in moods and emotions” that can be
described as two-dimensional space formed by plea-
sure/displeasure and activation/deactivation (Russell,

Table 2. Differential foci of different psychological theories of emotion.

Theories Major focus Elicitation mechanism Differentiation mechanism

Basic emotion
theories

Motor expression and adaptive
behaviour patterns

Prototypical situations or stimulus
configurations

Phylogenetically continuous neuro-
anatomical circuits or motor programmes

Appraisal
theories

Link between emotion-
antecedent evaluation and
differentiated reaction
patterns

Appraisal mechanism based on a
universally valid set of criteria,
influenced by cultural and individual
differences

Adaptive reactions in motor expression, and
physiological responses in response to
appraisal results and the action tendencies
generated by the latter

Constructivist
theories

Subjective feeling (valence,
arousal) Verbal
conceptualisation of
subjective feeling

Basic approach-avoidance tendencies;
interaction between components,
individual and cultural differences in
interpretation patterns

Spontaneous conceptualizations of perceived
component changes
Socially shared, prototypical mental
representations
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2003, p. 148). Arguably, this corresponds to the
emotional experience/feeling component shown in
the model in Figure 1. However, all other components
shown in Figure 1 are also part of Russell’s proposal.
The difference is that according to Russell, core
affect is directly caused by the perceived “affective
quality” of the antecedent event and is then attribu-
ted to the event and appraised on similar criteria as
those postulated by appraisal theorists. The percep-
tion of affective quality in terms of valence is very
similar to the appraisal of “intrinsic pleasantness” pro-
posed by Scherer (1984, 2009a) as one of the earliest
parts of the typical appraisal sequence (likely to be
processed on a sensorimotor or schematic level of
processing; Leventhal & Scherer, 1987; van Reekum
& Scherer, 1997). The other components of the
emotion episode are, according to Russell, instrumen-
tal action, physiological reactions, and motor
expressions. To this, Russell adds a component of sub-
jective conscious experience that is based on “meta-
cognitive judgments” (which can also be considered
as corresponding to the emotional experience/
feeling component in the model in Figure 1).

Finally, there is the concept of “emotional meta-
experiences”which seems to correspond to the categ-
orisation/verbal labelling component in Figure 1.
Russell proposes that categorization is based on the”
resemblance between a pattern of components and
a cognitive prototype for an emotion”. This mechan-
ism, too, is similar to corresponding proposals by
appraisal theorists. For example, Scherer (1984,
p. 311; 2005a, p. 707) has argued that there are as
many different emotional experiences as there are
possible combinations of appraisal outcomes and
their consequences and that emotion labelling is
determined by the component feature profiles that
correspond to particular emotion labels in different
languages (Scherer, 2005; Fontaine et al., 2013; see
also Moors, 2014). In most languages, some emotion
categories and labels are used much more frequently
than others, suggesting the possibility that they
connote universal basic emotions. However, Scherer
(1994) has proposed to use the more neutral term
“modal emotions” for these emotions, leaving it up
to further research to identify the reasons why
labels for these emotions are used so frequently (see
also Moors, 2017).

As to the dimensions of the feeling component
there is a difference – in addition to valence and
arousal, as proposed by Russell for core affect, Fon-
taine and collaborators report empirical findings

showing that two more dimensions are needed
(power and novelty) to adequately represent the
degree of differentiation of emotional experiences
(Beermann et al., 2021; Fontaine et al., 2007, 2013;).
This work also revealed that, in several studies, the
power dimension is the second most important
factor in terms of variance explained, preceding
arousal. Similarly, Cowen and Keltner (2021) report,
based on large scale, computational work, that what
appears to be primary are distinct emotions and not
valence and arousal in dimensional analyses and
that the latter do not correlate strongly across
cultures.

It could be objected that these empirical studies
are mostly based on the meaning of verbal emotion
labels whereas Russell (2003, p. 148) conceptualises
core affect as “the simplest raw (nonreflective) feel-
ings that enter consciousness”. The problem is that
these raw feelings are unlikely to be accessible to
introspection, and thus to dimensional analysis of
empirical data. Russell’s (1980) claim for two-dimen-
sionality (valence and arousal) is mostly based on
earlier research, much of which also used verbal
labels (and sometimes, facial expressions; Smith & Ells-
worth, 1985, p. 814-5) in factor analyses for emotional
experiences. Russell and Barrett (1999, p. 807)
explained that they consider core affect exclusively
as the non-conceptual component of emotion (to
which they apply the two-dimensional “circumplex”
model based on dimensional analyses of verbal
emotion labels). However, no empirical validation for
a two-factor structure of this primitive, non-concep-
tual feeling state is reported. Given the demonstrated
importance of the power dimension for the concep-
tual mapping of emotion terms in many different
languages, it is difficult to see how it could emerge
from a simpler two-dimensional valence-arousal
space (especially as it frequently explains more var-
iance than arousal).

However, this difference is unlikely to prevent
theory convergence, as the dimensionality of core
affect (or raw non-conceptual feeling or experience)
does not seem to have a major bearing on theoretical
predictions. Furthermore, it might be possible to
agree on a somewhat richer implicit dimensional
structure for this nonverbal component. It could be
argued that if core affect is at the basis of a more elab-
orate construction process, it would be useful to have
a representation of the power or coping potential
dimension and possibly, especially for epistemologi-
cal and aesthetic emotions, of novelty and
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engagement. In any case, this question constitutes an
interesting issue for further empirical research.

Barrett’s (2017) more recent “theory of constructed
emotion” (formerly “conceptual act model of
emotion”) relies principally on a neurocognitive
approach, arguing that “The brain continually con-
structs concepts and creates categories to identify
what the sensory inputs are, infers a causal expla-
nation for what caused them, and drives action
plans for what to do about them. When the internal
model creates an emotion concept, the eventual cat-
egorization results in an instance of emotion.” (p. 13).
Apart from the last sentence, Barrett’s proposal is
close to the assumptions of appraisal theorists (and
most other emotion scientists) who, of course, also
consider the brain as the place where complex evalu-
ation processes and action planning, as well as categ-
orisation and verbal labelling of the emotional
experience unfold (see also Parrott, 2007). However,
it is not obvious whether this constructivist theory
relying somewhat holistically on the brain as an
agent constitutes the stringent theoretical framework
that Gigerenzer (2017) requires to guide the gener-
ation and empirical evaluation of pertinent
hypotheses.

In general, the trouble with the word “construc-
tion” is that it can be interpreted in many different
ways. The most common one these days is of course
the construction of a building according to preexist-
ing architectural concept or blueprint, implying the
existence of an actor, a volitional act and a previously
defined end state. The notion of a “conceptual act
model of emotion”, that is, the categorisation of a
pleasure-arousal patterns by an emotion concept
which creates the emotion, which is evoked by this
interpretation, is not shared by most other emotion
theorists. A different interpretation of the term “con-
struction” is based on the etymology of the original
Latin “con-struere”– “to pile up together, accumulate;
build, make, erect” (https://www.etymonline.com/
word/construction), implying a cumulative process
of building up from components. This is arguably
what Averill, Mandler and Russell meant by a con-
structivist or constructionist model. Notably, this ety-
mological interpretation also corresponds quite
closely to the cumulative, recursive model shown in
Figure 1.

This rapid survey suggests that there are fewer
unsurmountable ideological differences between the
theories compared here than is often claimed. In
most cases, the existing differences seem to be due

to the use of different terminology (e.g. construction,
basic, discrete, affect, experience), on the respective
level of analysis (e.g. brain, behaviour, language),
and, in particular, on unequal emphasis placed on
specific components and stages of the emotion
process (as shown in Table 2).

To sum up – Arguably all major emotion theorists
assume that emotions 1) consist of an episodic
process in response to a perceived event or situation
of major significance, 2) which is characterised by
recursive causal effects (forward and backwards)
between several components that include the evalu-
ation of the event in terms of its significance for the
goals and values of the individual, 3) creating physio-
logical reactions, motor expressions, and action ten-
dencies and 4) that this process is partially
accessible to consciousness, resulting in feelings
that 5) can be categorised and subsequently labelled
by the individual in terms of its subjective conceptual
structure. If this is indeed the case, it makes little sense
to hamper progress in theoretical development by
fruitless debates between different schools histori-
cally labelled by certain components or parts of the
emotion process that were the focal concerns of the
respective school at its origin. Currently, no “basic
emotion theorist” would deny the existence of many
other emotions in addition to a small number of pro-
totypical emotions, no “appraisal theorist” would
focus only on cognitive event evaluation and ignore
other emotion components, and no “constructivist
theorist” would argue that emotions consist only of
conceptual labelling.

In consequence, it seems that, on the whole, the
emotion process sketched out in Figure 1 might be
a reasonable basis for further theoretical develop-
ment in the field, at least with respect to the com-
ponents – the direction of the arrows will certainly
be subject to further debate. The nature of an
emotion episode can be summarised as follows: Indi-
viduals are exposed to stimuli, events, or situations
generating an “overwhelming idea” of personal sig-
nificance and potentially requiring some kind of reac-
tion. This sets off a parallel, multi-level, and recursive
process to determine, form, or construct the nature
of this reaction. The first stage after elicitation is a sub-
jective analysis and evaluation of the eliciting stimu-
lus/event/situation in terms of its consequences,
implications, and action requirements, involving a
variety of attribution and appraisal mechanisms. The
results of this evaluation process, which generally
runs through several recursive cycles involving
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interactions between criteria, produces a synchronised
effect on action tendencies and autonomic and
somatic responses (including expressions). These in
turn, are also evaluated by the appraisal system in the
context of the results of situation evaluation until
some degree of closure is achieved. The constantly
changing evaluation results are represented in the
form of continuously updated schemata, which consti-
tute the unconscious representation of an integrated
feeling (qualia) of the emotional experience (core
affect). Parts of this feeling representation can enter
conscious ness (Scherer, 2005b) and, especially when
social communication of the felt experience seems
desirable, give rise to categorisation and eventually
verbal labelling.

An important aspect, which is often neglected in
emotion theories, is that this process is shaped by
the social, cultural, and historic context in which the
episode takes place. For example, valence appraisal
is highly dependent on cultural or group preferences,
judgment on norm compatibility of actions depends
on the modal code in a group or society, and categor-
isation and labelling are obviously dependent on the
constructs and verbal labels generated by the seman-
tic structure of the respective language. This impor-
tant issue is addressed in a forthcoming article in
this theory section by Keltner et al. (in press), which
presents a social-functional theory of emotion.

Different theorists will of course continue to focus
more on different parts of the emotion process –
which is indeed desirable, as it seems virtually imposs-
ible to obtain a detailed theoretical model of the
complex process as a whole that can be easily
tested. In addition, the expertise of the respective the-
orists in their area of specialisation is likely to enrich
further theory development. The aim of efforts
towards convergence is thus to encourage an
unbiased discussion of the similarities and differences
between concepts and mechanisms proposed by
different theories, rather than theory integration or
finding consensus at a low level. The similarities
between major theories outlined above, together
with the different foci of attention, suggest that
there is a high degree of complementarity between
several theories, encouraging efforts to jointly work
toward a more integrated framework to guide
future empirical work. The challenge then is, as
pointed out by Gigerenzer and Matthews, to
develop potentially complementary theories in such
a way that research results can be compared and inte-
grated. As mentioned before, this requires the

existence of a relatively consensual working definition
– possibly in the form of a revised version of Table 1(or
some other appropriate format).

Outlook and some concrete suggestions

Calls for systematic theory comparison and conver-
gence have been made repeatedly. 20 years ago, a
previous review on psychological theories of
emotion (Scherer, 2000b, p. 156) came to the follow-
ing conclusion: “… it may well be possible to
achieve convergence between the various psycho-
logical models discussed in this chapter after acknowl-
edgment of their different foci and respective
explanations for various aspects of the emotion
process”, suggesting to use a model focusing on the
components of emotion in this attempt and to aim
at a theoretical framework that can be incorporated
into the conceptual structures of adjoining disciplines
to allow easy transfer of concepts and findings.

Similarly, Russell concluded his foundational article
advocating a constructionist stance as follows: “The fra-
mework outlined here is not a new theory of emotion
but the specific combination of prior theories that I
findmostpromising. Perhaps its valuewill be in stimulat-
ing its critics to propose other combinations.” (Russell,
2003, p. 167). While these suggestions had little
success in bringing about convergence in the last 20
years, now might be time to start a concerted effort
towards theory convergence in emotion science. In
fact, recently Moors (2017) has made a valiant effort to
demonstrate the feasibility of integrating “two skeptical
emotion theories: dimensional appraisal theory andRus-
sell’s psychological construction theory”.

More recently, Scarantino and de Sousa (2021), in
their authoritative summary of major emotion the-
ories showing that there is a great diversity of views
on the nature and functions of emotion, come to
the following conclusion: “The exploration of these
insights and the resolution of the disagreements
around them is a thriving interdisciplinary project in
contemporary emotion theory. Philosophers and
affective scientists will continue to engage in it for
years to come, putting their distinctive theoretical
skills at the service of projects of common interest.”

One could envisage the following next steps:

. Agree on a polythetic definition of the phenom-
enon of interest – emotion, including potential
subtypes
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. Identify the up-to-date assumptions of the major
theory families and their variations

. Clarify the central concepts involved: What exactly
is meant by basic, discrete, core affect, construc-
tion, evaluation or appraisal, feeling, emotional
experience, etc.

. Agree on the components involved in a typical
emotion episode (and their interactions)

. Determine to what extent theories address the
same elements of the emotion process and illus-
trate how theories differ on certain elements,
especially with regard for the type of effects pre-
dicted for different determinants

. Identify emotional phenomena (experimentally
established and everyday facts about emotions,
see Reisenzein, in press) clearly recognised by all
theories as relevant and identify the different
hypotheses proposed that can be empirically
tested

. Use explicit process path models in an attempt to
clarify differential claims of competing theories
about the underlying causal structures including
recursive processes

. Provide reviews (or even meta-analytic surveys) of
empirical studies showing the current state of
empirical support for some of the major claims of
different theories (there is an enormous amount
of highly relevant empirical data available in the lit-
erature, e.g. Keltner et al., 2019a, Koole, 2009;
Kreibig, 2010; Mesquita & Frijda, 1992; Scherer &
Moors, 2019)

. Initiate efforts aimed at systematic theory compari-
son by asking emotion theorists to specify their
emotion definition (according to the design-
feature approach proposed above), clearly outline
their central concepts, explain the central mechan-
isms in their model, and, on that basis, suggest
hypotheses and appropriate operationalizations
for a number of central phenomena such as auto-
nomic reactions, facial/vocal expression, and
action tendencies generated in the emotion
process, as well as the labelling of the total
emotional experience.

This all sounds like a tall order and it is. However, as
the brief discussion of similarities between theories
suggests, it is not an unrealistic goal either, especially
if a coherent survey of empirical investigations of the
currently held theoretical predictions by different
theory families were to become available. If this con-
certed effort were to succeed, it would constitute a

major stimulus for in-depth research on central
aspects of the emotion process. Apart from freeing
researchers from having to justify the choice of a par-
ticular theory and to adhere to the respective canon, it
could greatly contribute to an optimisation of comp-
lementary theories. A central element of this process
could be the development of a common coherent
theoretical framework that sets an agenda for empiri-
cal research efforts on a basis of explicit predictions.
This should allow to clearly distinguish between com-
peting hypotheses concerning the mechanisms gener-
ating specific emotional experiences and behaviours
and to evaluate the pertinent empirical evidence.
However, a theory convergence approach should also
encourage richness of description of the complex
emotion processes rather than narrowly focus on the
evaluation of a few conflicting hypotheses.

In the long run, systematic research guided by a
convergent theoretical framework should benefit
the cumulativeness of our knowledge about the
elusive phenomenon investigated by emotion
science. In addition, a convergent theoretical frame-
work generated by emotion psychology will greatly
facilitate the exchange with many other subdisci-
plines in our field, such as developmental, personality,
social, and applied psychology, which study a large
variety of affective phenomena. Last but not least,
an interdisciplinary approach to studying emotion
(e.g. Von Scheve & Von Luede, 2005), would seem
hardly feasible without at least a rudimentary
version of a convergent theoretical framework.
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