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This paper deals with children’s understanding of the social-regulatory
aspects of emotion. A total of 108 children between 6 and 12 years old
responded to three vignettes describing social dilemmas. In each story one
child (the expresser) displayed anger, sadness, or fear to their partner (the
recipient), and children were asked about the expresser’s goals as well as the
effects of the emotion on recipients’ actions and emotions. Anger expression
was associated with children thinking that expressers feel dominant in inter-
action. When anger was expressed during interaction children thought that it
elicited more anger and aggression from recipients. Sadness and fear elicited
prosocial responses from recipients, including comfort, proximity, and goal
reinstatement. The differentiation between anger, sadness, and fear was
greater in older than in younger children. Results are discussed in terms of
the differentiation between emotions, the development of individual differ-
ences in emotion expression, and emotion regulation.

INTRODUCTION

Emotion theorists have argued that goals are central to our analysis of
emotions: Emotions arise as a person consciously or unconsciously evalu-

ates an event as relevant to their goals (Frijda, 1986; Oatley & Johnson-

Laird, 1987). Campos, Mumme, Kermoian, and Campos (1994) gave the

following de® nition of emotions `̀ [Emotions] establish, maintain, change

or terminate the relation between the person and the environment on

matters of signi® cance to the person’ ’ (p. 285). And yet, even though
most experiences of emotion occur in interaction, and goals are seen as

central to why emotions are experienced, few people have investigated the
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way in which emotional expressions are interpreted by expressers and

recipients alike as an expression of social goals or intentions. In this study

our interest was to examine two aspects of emotions and social goals: The

social goals that an emotion is seen to express and the linked issue of the

social consequences that the emotion expression elicits. The reason that

these two issues are linked is that recipients of emotion may react differ-
ently to different emotions because they interpret the emotion as the

expression of a social goal or intention. Anger, in contrast to sadness,

may be seen by the recipient of the emotion, as an effort on the part of

the expresser to be dominant in interaction, resulting in behaviour on the

part of the recipient to deal with the perceived social goal of dominance.
We refer to the social consequences of emotion expression and the social

goals that an emotion is seen to express, as the social-regulatory aspects of

emotion.

How Emotions are Differentiated from One Another

The ® rst aim of the study was to determine whether children differentiated

between the emotions of anger, sadness, and fear in terms of the social-

regulatory aspects of emotion. We were interested in seeing whether chil-

dren thought that anger had a different effect on social interaction than

fear or sadness and whether children thought that expressers had goals in
social interaction that are associated with the expression of one emotion

but not another.

Most of the discussion and empirical work about how emotions are

differentiated from one another has involved an analysis of the focal event

that elicited the emotion. When a negative emotion occurs a goal has been
thwarted and the situation can be analysed in terms of the characteristics

of the circumstance that have led to the thwarted goal (Ellsworth & Smith,

1988; Levine, 1995; Stein & Levine, 1989). Findings from this work suggest

that appraisals of the focal event determine why one negative emotion is

experienced rather than another negative emotion. Thus, anger is more
likely to be experienced than sadness when the person believes that the goal

block has been carried out intentionally, when aversive conditions are

present (as opposed to pleasurable conditions being absent), and when

the possibility of goal reinstatement is experienced. These appraisals

involve an analysis of our goals in relation to the focal event. But the

reason that one emotion is expressed rather than another may also involve
another aspect of goals: The person’s social goals towards another person.

Our argument is that these social goals may be as important for under-

standing why one emotion is experienced rather than another, as appraisals

made about the focal aspects of the situation.
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An example is given to clarify our focus of interest. Imagine that a toy is

grabbed from a 7-year-old girl, by a well-known bully. The girl appraises

this event in relation to her goals around the toy: My toy has been

intentionally taken by that bully. Such an evaluation would be hypothe-

sised to lead to anger if we are just considering the focal event: The ball

being taken away. Yet the girl also has social goals that have an impact on
her evaluation of the situation and the emotions that she shows: `̀ She’ ll

beat me up if I get angry. I don’ t want to get on her wrong side. She’s not

going to beat me up if I look sad’ ’ . One could say that other goals about the

ongoing relationship with the other person become more salient than

losing the toy. An evaluation of the focal event that would lead to anger
is modi® ed by an appraisal of the interpersonal components that lead to

sadness. In this example we have implied that knowledge of the effects of

the emotion expression on interaction may lead us to alter our expression.

It may be, however, that our experience of emotion is also affected by our

analysis of our social context. For instance, imagine that being close to
other people and avoiding any kind of unpleasantness is of fundamental

importance to this girl. The emotions that she experiences may be strongly

in¯ uenced by this goal of af® liation, such that the goals about the focal

event recede into the background.

Such an analysis of the social regulatory aspect of emotions has impli-

cations for understanding why some people experience and express one
particular emotion more than they experience others (Jenkins and Oatley,

1997). Although the issue of individual differences is not the focus of this

study, it is worth considering the way in which the issues investigated in this

study have implications for this debate. Much of the literature on indivi-

dual differences in emotional experience and expression re¯ ects the idea
that individuals are biased in the ways that they appraise focal events.

Appraisal biases (or deviant attributional processes) have been identi® ed

for depression, anxiety, and anger-based problems (Abramson, Seligman,

& Teasdale, 1978; Beck & Emery, 1985; Beck, Rush, Shaw, & Emery, 1979;

Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1991; Quiggle, Garber, Panak, & Dodge,
1992). As well as analysing abnormal emotion processes in terms of

appraisal biases in focal events we might also want to examine the possi-

bility that their social goals are biased. It may be, for instance, that the

social goals of someone who is frequently angry differ from the social goals

of someone who is frequently sad. Thus it is not only that someone who is

frequently sad interprets negative events in the world as their own fault
(internal) and unlikely to change (stable), but also that they want protec-

tion and comfort from other people. With this context as background we

now go on to consider two dimensions of social behaviour that may be

important in differentiating between negative emotions in terms of social

regulation.
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Two Categories of Social Regulation: Dominance
and Prosocial Behaviour

The social-regulatory aspects of emotion are examined within two broad

categories: Dominance in relationship, and prosocial (or af® liative) beha-

viour. These have been described as superordinate categories within social
behaviour and it has been argued that they are crucial to understanding

differences between the basic emotions (Kemper, 1990). The hypothesis is

that children will differentiate between the emotions of anger, sadness, and

fear on these dimensions.

Dominance. In the nonhuman primate (Mason & Mendoza, 1993) and,
to a lesser extent, in the human ethological literature (Strayer & Trudel,

1984), attention has been paid to the way in which different emotion

expressions are associated with position in the dominance hierarchy.

Anger is associated with dominance, and fear and sadness with submis-

sion. When low status individuals interact with higher status individuals,
they rarely direct aggressive displays to their partner, but frequently direct

expressions of fear and submission (e.g. cringing, cry-scream, ¯ inching).

High status individuals do not show fear to their partners, but frequently

direct aggressive displays, although they rarely make physical contact

(Mason & Mendoza, 1993).
A number of investigators have suggested that anger is an emotion that

signals power or dominance, eliciting a response from others that re¯ ects

an attempt to deal with the expresser’s dominance bid. Averill (1982) found

that the most common reason that people gave for their anger was to assert

authority or independence. He also found that the most common emotion

experienced by recipients as a consequence of someone’s anger was irrit-
ability or mild anger. This suggests that as the recipient of anger experi-

ences the other person’s bid for authority or dominance, the recipient may

respond with their own counterbid for dominance. Biglan, Rothlind, Hops

and Sherman (1989) gave written descriptions and videotaped examples of

depressed (sad) and aggressive (anger) behaviours embedded within marital
interactions to married couples and asked them to imagine that their

spouse was engaging in these behaviours. They were then asked to rate

the feelings that these behaviours would evoke in them and the actions that

they would take in consequence. They found that aggressive behaviour was

more likely to be responded to with anger and hostility than depressed
behaviour. Timmers, Fischer, and Manstead (1998) argued that anger func-

tions to display power whereas emotions of sadness and fear display power-

lessness. They found women to be less likely than men to display `̀ powerful’ ’

emotions and for men to be less likely than women to display `̀ powerless’ ’

emotions.
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In this study we were interested in children’s understanding of two

aspects of the relationship between emotion and dominance or power.

First, we hypothesised that expressers of emotion would feel most power-

ful in relation to the recipient when expressing anger and least powerful

when expressing fear and sadness during interaction. Second, because the

expresser conveys their feelings of dominance through anger expression
and consequently a threat to recipient’s status, anger will be more likely to

elicit a response of aggression and anger (when the status of the two

individuals is the same). Sadness and fear, on the other hand, are hypothe-

sised to be threat reducing. They signal appeasement and a lack of threat to

recipient’s status, and will consequently be less likely to elicit aggression in
recipients (Biglan et al., 1989; Hops et al., 1987).

Prosocial Behaviour. This term has been used to designate a positive

inclination towards another person in which one person acts to facilitate or

cooperate with another person’s goals. We hypothesised that children will
think that recipients would respond more prosocially to fear and sadness

than anger, with actions such as going close to the expresser (as opposed to

distancing), offering help or comfort, apologising, and actively problem

solving for the expresser.

Our hypothesis that children will think that fear and sadness would elicit

more prosocial behaviour than anger is based on several ® ndings. We know
from the literature on the development of empathy that even very young

children offer comfort and help when they see another person distressed

(Dunn & Kendrick, 1982; Zahn-Waxler, Radke-Yarrow, Wagner, & Chapman

1992). Although in this work comparisons with other negative emotions

were not the subject of investigation it is clear that prosocial reactions to
distress are in evidence from very early on in development. In an observa-

tional study of 4- and 5-year-old children, Strayer (1980) found that sad

displays were more likely to be met with an attempt to share an activity or a

toy and that angry expressions were most often met with verbal or physical

acknowledgement, such as moving out of the way.
Sadness, and to a lesser extent fear, are associated with attributions of

self-responsibility (Ellsworth & Smith, 1988). Anger is associated with

attributions of other blame. When the recipient of emotion sees the

expresser feeling sad or fearful they are less likely to feel that they have

caused the negative emotion than when the expresser is angry. This is likely

to have consequences for how much recipients want to help the other
person and offer comfort when these different negative emotions are

expressed. Averill (1982) found, for instance, that recipients of anger said

that their ® rst response when someone became angry with them was to

defend themselves. We hypothesised that this attribution of blame would

orient the recipient of the emotion towards defending the self, instead of
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focusing on putting the situation right for the person whose goal has been

thwarted. Consequently, we expected recipients of anger to be more likely

to want to distance themselves, and less likely to problem solve for the

expresser than when sadness or fear are expressed.

This analysis of the relationship between emotions, dominance, and

prosocial behaviour is likely to be more complex than implied earlier.
There are contextual factors that will alter the relationship between

speci® c emotions and the social regulatory aspects of behaviour. The

difference in dominance status between the expresser and recipient is likely

to affect the experience and expression of anger. Unusual eliciting circum-

stances will also affect these relationships. For instance, if a recipient
worked to provoke an expresser’s anger and achieved this, the recipient

would be likely to feel dominant and the expresser weakened or humiliated

by their outburst. There will also be contextual circumstances that mitigate

someone’s fear or sadness expression eliciting sympathy. A bully may get

satisfaction from being able to elicit someone else’s distress, escalating their
aggression as a function of the distress displayed. As this study is the ® rst

of its kind to examine children’s understanding of the social regulatory

aspects of emotions we did not set out to identify the contextual effects that

will alter children’s understanding of these relationships. Instead, our aim

was to show that children differentiate between emotions in terms of social

goals and social consequences across three different contexts when the
expresser and the recipient were undifferentiated in their dominance status.

Developmental Changes in Children’s
Understanding of the Social-regulatory Aspects of
Emotion

The second goal of this study was to understand how children’s under-

standing of the social-regulatory aspects of emotion change with age. It is

clear that young children know something about the social consequences of

emotion display. This is evident from the work on display rules and the
masking of emotion. As children get older they get better at making a

distinction between real and apparent emotion (Harris, Donnelly, et al.,

1986). They are better able to mask their feelings (Terwogt, Schene, &

Harris, 1986), and to display more socially acceptable emotions even

when their internal experience is a negative one (Saarni, 1984). These

studies have demonstrated that children from about six years of age, and
with increasing ability as they get older, know enough about the social

consequences of negative emotion expression to substitute a positive dis-

play of emotion or to reduce the intensity of their expression in order to

avoid negative social consequences. It is clear from this work that children

make distinctions between the effects of positive and negative emotions on
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their social interactions. None of these studies has examined whether

children distinguish between different negative emotions such as anger,

sadness, and fear in terms of their social consequences. We were interested

in the age by which such differentiation between emotions is evident. We

expected that children between 9 and 12 years old would differentiate more

strongly between emotions in terms of their social regulatory aspects than
children between 6 and 8 years old evidenced by statistical interactions

between children’s age and emotion condition.

Effects of Elicitors or Effects of Emotion?

There have been some observational studies of the social-regulatory aspects

of children’s emotional expressions (Denham, 1986; Fabes, Eisenberg,

McCormick, & Wilson, 1988). When observational data have been used

to examine the social regulatory function of emotions, it is dif® cult to

know whether responses to different emotions on the part of the recipient
were responses to the eliciting conditions, or whether the emotions per se

were contributing to the recipients’ responses. So, for instance, if the

expresser cries when her toy is taken away by the recipient, the recipi-

ent’s return of her toy may be a result of the fact that the toy was taken

away, or the result of the expresser crying, or a mixture of these two. This

study was designed to examine these different effects by presenting children
with vignettes in which the emotions expressed varied within the eliciting

circumstance.

Summary of Hypotheses

In summary, we hypothesised that fear and sadness will be seen by children

as eliciting more prosocial responses from the other person, including

greater proximity, more comfort, goal reinstatement, and apologies. In

contrast, we hypothesised that anger will be seen by children as resulting

in increased distance between the expresser and the recipient and increased
aggressive displays on the part of the recipient, and as eliciting less

comfort, less goal reinstatement, and fewer apologies. Anger will be asso-

ciated with the expresser feeling more powerful or dominant in interaction.

We also expected that an expresser’s anger would be more likely to elicit the

recipient’s anger than would an expresser’s fear and sadness. We hypothe-

sised that fear and sadness will be understood as a low threat expression
that is consequently unlikely to elicit aggression or retaliatory anger. We

expected older children to differentiate between anger, sadness, and fear on

the social goals associated with these emotions and the social consequences

of their expression more than younger children.
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Three vignettes depicting different eliciting circumstances were read to

each child. All vignettes featured the expresser expressing an emotion in

response to an eliciting circumstance for which the recipient of the emotion

was in part responsible. Questions to children centred around how the

expresser’s emotional response would affect the ongoing interaction

between expresser and recipient, as well as what the expresser’s social
goals were with respect to the recipient. Three vignettes were given to

determine whether social regulatory aspects of emotion were similar

across contexts. It was hypothesised that emotions would have character-

istic effects on recipients’ actions, feelings, etc., irrespective of the eliciting

circumstance.
As we were interested in children’ s understanding of the differentiation

between emotions in terms of the social regulatory aspects of emotion,

children were interviewed about their responses to vignettes describing an

expresser’s goals and the recipient’s emotions and behaviour. The extent to

which this corresponds to how people actually respond to different emo-
tions is an issue raised in the Discussion.

METHOD

A total of 108 children, between 6 and 12 years old, attending one school in

a large North American city took part in this study. The children were from
middle class backgrounds. Eighteen children from each grade level, nine

boys and nine girls, were interviewed.

Children were randomly assigned to one of three emotion conditions:

Sadness, fear, or anger. They were read the same three vignettes in each

condition, with just the emotion words changed. Thus, 36 children were
read three stories in which the expresser expressed sadness, 36 children

were read three stories in which the expresser expressed anger, and 36

children were read three stories in which the expresser expressed fear.

Order of stories, age, and gender were counterbalanced across emotion

conditions. Girls were read stories in which girls were the protagonists and
boys were read stories in which boys were the protagonists.

The three stories concerned interpersonal events. The stories that were

read to boys are shown in the Appendix. Stories for girls were the same but

adapted with appropriate pronouns and names. The names for girls are

given in parentheses. In the following descriptions the expresser refers to

the child who expresses the emotion and the recipient refers to their partner
who is the recipient of the emotional expression. In the story called

`̀ Broken Toy’ ’ , the expresser shows an emotion when his/her borrowed

toy is broken by the recipient. In the story called `̀ Rejection’ ’ , the expres-

ser shows an emotion when the recipient does not let the expresser join in a

game. In the story called `̀ Harm’ ’ , the expresser shows an emotion when
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he/she is pushed too hard on the swing by the recipient (the sibling) and

falls off. In each story the expresser expresses sadness, anger, or fear, as a

result of the incident. These stories were developed so that each emotion

could be a plausible response to the eliciting circumstance. For instance, in

Broken Toy the expresser could feel indirectly responsible for the loss,

angry because of the recipient’s carelessness, or fearful about the conse-
quences. In order to ensure that each of these emotions was plausible

within each story, 18 children from three grade levels (one, three, and

® ve) were read the stories and asked to explain why the child felt anger,

sadness, or fear (depending on the emotion condition to which they were

assigned). Across all ages children understood the stories and offered
plausible explanations for the emotions experienced, in which different

aspects of the story were highlighted. For instance, explanations for fear

involved more frequent emphasis of the anticipated negative reaction of the

brother (in Broken Toy), feared retaliation of the recipient in Rejection,

and further aggression from the recipient in Harm. Explanations of anger
related to goals being unattainable (toy broken, not being allowed to play,

being pushed). Explanations of sadness also involved an emphasis on goals

being unattainable as well as the responsibility of the self for the poor

outcome. These data suggest that the three stories were plausible elicitors

of anger, sadness, and fear.

Following the vignette in which the expresser’s emotional expression was
described, children were asked what the recipient would feel, what action

the recipient would take, how powerful or powerless the expresser felt with

respect to the recipient, and what the expresser’s goals were in expressing

the emotion that he or she expressed.1

The three vignettes were approximately the same length. They were each
accompanied by a cartoon illustration. During piloting it was evident that

a picture made it easier to understand which child displayed the emotion,

and which child was the recipient of the emotional expression. The same

illustration was used for each emotion condition, and no facial, gestural, or

postural cues of emotion were used in the illustrations in relation to either
child, but as the story was read to the child the experimenter pointed to the

child having the emotion and asked about the effects of this on the other

child. The ® rst illustration showed two children by the side of the road

where the child’s toy had fallen. The second showed two children standing
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in front of another child who was holding a ball. The third showed a child

who had fallen off a swing with the other child standing nearby. In all

illustrations children were the same size. There was one set of illustrations

depicting boys and another set depicting girls, and the children were shown

the illustrations that matched their gender.

In order to establish reliability, 33% of transcripts were coded by a
second rater. These were randomly chosen from each age/gender/emotion

grouping. Reliability assessed by kappa’s coef® cient was calculated for each

variable from each story and are listed below in the story order Broken Toy,

Rejection, Harm.

Questions and coding of responses

Recipient’s feelings. Boys were asked `̀ When James is looking angry

and talking in a angry voice, which of these pictures shows how Dave is
feeling?’ ’ The word sad or scared was substituted for angry if the child was

in the sad or fearful condition. Children were shown four photographs of a

child who was sad, fearful, angry, and happy (supplied by Linda Camras).

The happiness picture was very rarely chosen and was dropped in subse-

quent analyses.

Dominance. Children were asked `̀ When James gets really angry/sad/

scared does it make him feel stronger than Dave (like more powerful) or

does it make him feel weaker or just the same?" We used the notions of

stronger and weaker in talking to children, because we thought that this

was the best means of conveying the experience of dominance in a relation-
ship. Kappas were .95, .92, 1.0.

Recipient’s consequent action. Children were asked `̀ When James is

talking in a really angry voice, what does it make Dave feel like he wants

to do?’ ’
In devising the coding categories we were led by three criteria: To re¯ ect

the interpersonal strategies documented in the emotion literature, to

achieve reliability, and to have categories endorsed by a reasonable num-

ber of children. Answers were coded into one of ® ve categories. Children
generally gave one response but where they gave more than one, only the

® rst response was coded. The categories were:

(a) Apology: This involved responses in which the child either said that

the recipient would apologise, or he/she would say something explicit

about having done something to upset the other child.

270 JENKINS AND BALL



(b) Goal reinstatement: This involved responses in which the recipient’s

action addressed the expresser’s thwarted goal (to get the expresser a

new toy, to let the expresser play ball, to let the expresser go on the

swing).

(c) Comfort: This involved responses about recipients offering help or

comfort to expressers or getting help from an adult.
(d) Distance: This involved responses about the recipient walking away

from or ignoring the expresser.

(e) Aggression: This involved responses about the recipient hitting or

pushing the expresser. (Kappas were .91, .91, and .77.)

Goals of expresser. Children were asked `̀ What does James want Dave

to do when James shows Dave that he is angry/sad/scared?’ ’ The same

categories were used for coding `̀ Goals of expresser’ ’ as were used for

coding `̀ Recipient’s consequent action’ ’ . (Kappas were .92, .83, and.83.)
The category of children’s aggression was rarely endorsed (three occasions

overall) and was dropped from further analysis.

Analyses

There were missing data points when children did not answer the question
or the number of endorsements for a category within the particular story

was too few (less than 5% of the sample) to maintain the category in the

analysis. When this occurred `̀ 0’ ’ is shown across all categories in Tables 1±

4 but the category was dropped in analysis in order not to violate assump-

tions for data analysis. (The numbers for each analysis are given in the
tables.)

Preliminary analyses, using log-linear analysis, were carried out to

investigate effects of gender. Gender was not signi® cant in any analyses,

either as a main effect or in interaction with emotion condition, and it was

dropped from further analyses.
Another set of analyses was carried out to examine effects of age. We

collapsed the six grade levels into two groups of children to increase cell

sizes: younger (grades 1,2,3; M 5 7.4, SD 5 .78, range 6± 8 years old) and

older children (grades 4,5,6; M 5 10.3 years, SD 5 1.0. range 9± 11 years

old). Log-linear analysis was carried out with grade and emotion condition

as factors examined within each story separately for each outcome variable.
Only one parameter for the interaction of age by emotion condition was

signi® cant and none were signi® cant for age. As multiple parameter esti-

mates were calculated and at least two would have been signi® cant by

chance the hypotheses concerning age differences amongst children were

not supported. Issues with respect to age differences are discussed in more
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detail below. Because the only signi® cant effects to emerge from the

loglinear analysis were those involving emotion condition, chi-square

analyses are presented in preference to loglinear models for simplicity of

interpretation.

It will be evident from Tables 1, 3, and 4 that for some variables cell

frequencies fell below 5 in more than 20% of cells. Original data are
presented in the tables, but analyses were repeated combining sadness

and fear in order to ensure that results did not alter when cell frequencies

were above 5. All results that were signi® cant for the uncombined data

remained signi® cant for the combined data. Chi-square values for the

original data are reported in Tables 1± 4.

RESULTS

Recipient’s feelings

The hypothesis that the anger condition would elicit more anger from

recipients than either the sadness or fear conditions was only supported

in the Harm story. In the Broken Toy and Rejection stories there were no

differences in recipient’s feelings as a function of emotion condition,

contrary to hypothesis. This can be seen in Table 1. In the Harm story,
however, recipient’s feelings did vary as a function of emotion condition.

The anger condition elicited more anger from the recipient of the emotion

than either sadness or fear did. Twenty-four per cent of children in the

anger condition reported that the recipient of the emotion would feel anger,

compared to 6% in the fear condition and 6% in the sadness condition.

Given that recipient’s feelings only varied as a function of emotion condi-
tion in one out of three stories, coupled with the fact that this effect was

relatively weak, we can not conclude, as hypothesised, that expresser’s

anger is more likely to elicit recipient’s anger than expresser’s fear or

sadness across circumstance. The results do, however, suggest that in

certain circumstances (e.g., when expresser’s anger is elicited by physical
harm that may have been intentional) recipients of anger are more likely to

become angered.

Recipient’s consequent action

It is possible to see from Table 2 that recipient’s consequent action varied

as a function of emotion condition in all three stories. Across stories, fear

and sadness conditions were more likely to elicit goal reinstatement and

comfort. In response to anger the recipient was more likely to respond by

distancing him/herself from the expresser. Results also indicated that anger,
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in contrast to sadness and fear, elicited more aggression, supporting the

suggestion that anger is understood by recipients as a threat to their

dominance status.

Follow-up analyses were carried out to ensure that both sadness and
fear conditions differed signi® cantly from anger. Chi-square analyses were

run comparing each combination of two emotions. For all stories, both

sadness and fear were found to differ signi® cantly from anger, but sadness

and fear were never found to differ signi® cantly from one another.

Differences across stories were also evident. For instance, goal reinstate-

ment and distancing were the categories most often endorsed for recipient’s
consequent action in the Rejection story, and comfort was the least

endorsed category. In contrast, for the Harm story, apology and comfort

were the categories most often endorsed, and goal reinstatement was the
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TABLE 1
Number of children within emotion condition endorsing categories of

response for Recipient’s Feelings in each story separately.

Broken Toy story Rejection story Harm story

Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear

Anger 0 0 0 5 4 4 8 2 2

Sad 26 26 23 19 28 21 19 26 18

Fear 9 10 13 8 2 8 7 7 13

N 35 36 36 32 34 33 34 35 33

c 2
(2) 5 1.03, p , .60 c 2

(4) 5 6.0, p , .20 c 2
(4) 5 10.4, p , .04

TABLE 2
Number of children within emotion condition endorsing categories of response for

Recipient’s Consequent Action in each story separately

Broken Toy story Rejection story Harm story

Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear

Apology 11 10 6 1 4 3 11 16 15

Goal

reinstatement 10 23 16 13 26 24 0 8 7

Comfort 0 2 9 4 6 10

Distance 13 1 3 17 5 6 9 4 1

Aggression 10 2 1

N 34 36 34 31 35 33 34 34 34

c 2
(6) 5 33.7,

p , .00001

c 2
(4) 5 16.2,

p , .003

c 2
(8) 5 27.9,

p , .0005



least endorsed category. We can conclude that even though the situation

strongly in¯ uences the recipient’s consequent actions, differences between

anger versus fear and sadness remained evident across contexts.

Dominance

Emotion condition was signi® cantly associated with dominance across all

three stories. By looking at Table 3 it is possible to see that about 50% of

the children exposed to the anger condition thought that the expresser

would feel stronger than the recipient whereas 0± 20% of children (depend-

ing on story) endorsed feeling stronger than the recipient after expressing
fear or sadness. Follow-up analyses were carried out to ensure that both

sadness and fear conditions differed signi® cantly from anger. Chi-square

analyses were run comparing each combination of two emotions. For all

stories, both sadness and fear were found to differ signi® cantly from anger,

but sadness and fear were never found to differ signi® cantly from one
another.

Goal of expresser

Goals of expresser differed as a function of emotion condition in two out

of three stories, as can be seen in Table 4. By looking at the Broken Toy and
Harm stories it is possible to see that goals for expresser varied as a

function of emotion condition. This was most marked for comfort and

distance goals. When the expresser showed anger, children were more likely

to think that the expresser’s goal was to get the recipient to go away (26%

and 29% for the Broken Toy and Harm stories, respectively) than when
sadness or fear were expressed (between 0% and 8%, depending on the
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TABLE 3
Number of children within emotion condition endorsing categories of response for

Dominance in each story separately

Broken Toy story Rejection story Harm story

Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear

Weaker than recipient 1 15 12 6 19 18 6 14 25

Same as recipient 14 19 19 12 14 13 13 15 11

More powerful

than recipient

21 2 5 18 3 5 17 7 0

N 36 36 36 36 36 36 36 36 36

c 2
(4) 5 35.0,

p , .00001

c 2
(4) 5 22.8,

p , .0002

c 2
(4) 5 31.0,

p , .00001



story and the emotion). In contrast, when the expresser showed fear or

sadness children were more likely to think that the expresser wanted

comfort (between 22% and 31% for fear, and between 8% and 17% for
sadness, depending on the story) than when anger was expressed (0± 3%,

depending on the story). The other two goals of Apology and Goal

Reinstatement did not vary systematically across stories as a function of

emotion condition, as can be seen from Table 4.

Responses did not vary as a function of emotion condition for the

Rejection story. The reason for this was that goal reinstatement (being
allowed to join in the game) was almost the only category endorsed for

this story. This goal overshadowed all else and did not vary as a function of

emotion condition.

Questions about the recipient’s consequent action were asked before

questions about goals of expresser. Consequently, it was important to
determine whether children were simply repeating their replies to being

asked about the recipient’s consequent action, when asked about the goals

of the expresser. In order to examine this, cross-tabulations were carried

out between recipient’s consequent action and goal of expresser in each

story separately to examine the extent to which children gave the same
reply for both questions. If children were simply reiterating their responses,

there would be high agreement across the two questions. The kappa

coef® cient was determined within each story. For all stories, agreement

across these two sets of responses to the two questions was low (Broken

Toy, k 5 .20, percent agreement 5 46%; Rejection, k 5 .19, percent

agreement 5 54%; Harm, k 5 .37, percent agreement 5 54%). This
® nding suggests that children were generating different responses for the

goal of expresser than they were for the recipient’s consequent action.
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TABLE 4
Number of children within emotion condition endorsing categories of response for

Goals of Expresser in each story separately.

Broken Toy story Rejection story Harm story

Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear Anger Sad Fear

Apology 10 14 15 5 3 4 17 17 14

Goal

reinstatement 16 18 13 28 32 30 6 12 8

Comfort 0 3 8 0 0 0 1 6 11

Distance 9 1 0 0 0 0 10 1 3

N 35 36 36 33 35 34 34 36 36

c 2
(6) 5 25.6,

p , .0003

c 2
(2) 5 .71,

p , .70

c 2
(6) 5 20.62,

p , .002



In summary, the hypothesis that children thought that sadness and fear,

in contrast to anger, signalled the desire for comfort, help, and problem

solving and the attenuation of aggression was partially supported. The goal

of children who were expressing negative emotions was understood, ® rst

and foremost, as the desire for goal reinstatement (seen in Table 4). This

effect was evident irrespective of which negative emotion was expressed.
An emotion condition effect was, however, evident for two less frequently

endorsed social goals. Sadness and fear were seen by children as signalling

the expresser’s desire for comfort, whereas anger was seen as signalling the

expresser’s desire for increased distance from the recipient.

Age Differences in Emotion Understanding

Although age differences in children’s understanding of the social regula-

tory aspects of emotion were not found in log-linear analysis it is worth

considering this in more detail. When separate chi-square analyses were
run for younger and older children the effects were substantially stronger in

older children than they were in younger children. For older children 10 out

of 12 chi-square analyses were found to be signi® cant at the 5% level. For

younger children, the effects were weaker. Four out of 12 analyses were

found to be signi® cant at the 5% level and a further 3 out of 12 were found

to be signi® cant at the 10% level. Although the pattern of responses was in
the same direction for younger children as that described for the whole

sample, younger children differentiated less between anger and the other

two emotions than did older children. These age effects were not strong

enough to be demonstrated in the loglinear analysis, but given the results of

the follow-up analyses it would be inappropriate to conclude that age has
no effect on children’s understanding of the social regulatory aspects of

emotion amongst 6- to 12-year-old children.

DISCUSSION

Children as young as 6 years think that there are different consequences for

social interaction when anger is expressed, than when fear and sadness are

expressed. They also think that the social goals of someone expressing

anger are different from the social goals of someone expressing sadness or

fear. These results are interpreted with respect to a) the differentiation of

emotions and b) developmental changes in children’s understanding of the
social regulatory aspects of emotion.
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Differentiation of Emotions on Social-regulatory
Aspects of Emotion

Children think that expressers feel strongest when they are expressing

anger and weakest when they are expressing sadness and fear. Thus,

children think that anger is an emotion that communicates a move for
dominance in the interaction, if only momentarily. Perhaps because of this,

anger is more likely to elicit anger and aggression in the recipient than

either fear or sadness, as recipients attempt to defend themselves (Averill,

1982). Anger was also found to be associated with children thinking that

recipients want to distance themselves from expressers, and that recipients

will be less likely to offer goal reinstatement and comfort. When anger is
expressed, children think that expresser’s goals involve wanting to increase

physical distance between expresser and recipient, probably as a means of

decreasing intimacy.

Sadness and fear were seen by children to elicit more prosocial beha-

viours on the part of recipients towards expressers than anger. Thus,
children thought that recipients would respond to expressions of fear

and sadness by offering apologies, comfort and goal reinstatement. Biglan

and colleagues (1989) reported similar ® ndings. Sadness and fear may serve

an important function in signalling that goals have been thwarted, but at

the same time communicating low threat intent and a desire for care or
comfort. They may carry a message such as `̀ I want a change in my

circumstances, but I also need comfort, and protection. I do not offer a

threat to dominance’ ’ . These ® ndings suggest that fear and sadness may

function interpersonally to suppress aggression and to elicit comfort and

help.

Such characteristics of emotions are probably best seen as primitive
attributes that are exacerbated and moderated by contextual factors. It

can be seen from the difference in the magnitude of emotion condition

effects across the different stories, as well as from the percentage of

children endorsing categories in different stories, that context does matter

in how children think about the social regulatory aspects of emotion. In
future studies it will be important to systematically vary contextual ele-

ments that may in¯ uence how the social regulatory aspects of emotion are

understood. For instance, when there is a large status differential between

the expresser and the (recipient), such as that between a child (expresser)

and his/her parents (recipients), or two children of different ages and
physical stature, how does the recipient react when anger versus fear and

sadness are expressed? Although differences in understanding as a function

of gender were not found in the present study, if recipients and expressers

are of different genders we might expect this to affect children’s under-

standing of emotion and social regulation (Timmers et al., 1998). Such an
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examination of context effects is likely to lead to a more complex picture of

the social goals and social consequences that children associate with anger,

sadness, and fear.

We argue that one of the reasons that this focus on the relational goals

of emotion is so important is that it offers a perspective for understanding

individual differences in emotional expression. First, consider how an
analysis of social goals may help us to understand the underlying pro-

cesses involved in some children showing high levels of anger expression

that are stable over time. In the preceding discussion, we have dwelt on the

different goal structures that may occur for single incidents of anger, fear,

or sadness. But it is possible to think about relational goal structures as
long-term, stable structures of personality that in¯ uence the emotions that

we experience in daily encounters. In other research we have found that

children who place a high value on dominance goals and a low value on

af® liation goals at time 1 showed an increase in anger expression over a

one-year period (Jenkins & Greenbaum, 1999). Lochman, Wayland, and
White (1993) also found that aggressive children showed low af® liation and

high dominance goals in interaction with peers when compared with

nonaggressive children. The ® ndings from the present study, when

extended to long-term relational goal structures, suggest that children

who frequently express anger may have a long-term relational goal struc-

ture in which it is important for them to feel powerful or in control in the
relationship, and that the elicitation of protection or comfort is a less

strongly held social goal. With regard to sadness and fear, on the basis

of ® ndings from this study we would hypothesise that individuals who show

high levels of fear or sadness may have relational goal structures involving:

(a) the anticipation of threat from others, (b) the desire for comfort or
caring, and (c) the desire to suppress the expression of other people’s

aggression.

Does this analysis of the social regulatory aspects of emotion help us to

understand the development of individual differences in emotion expres-

sion? There are some data with respect to the development of trait anger
and aggression that suggest that this may be the case, although there are no

equivalent supporting data with regard to individual differences in fear and

sadness. Patterson and colleagues (1982) have found that the parents of

aggressive and angry children are more likely than the parents of nonag-

gressive children to de-escalate their demands on their child when their

child gets angry. Consequently, the child has the experience of their anger
expression functioning to allow them to get their goal reinstated, as well as

giving them a sense of power in the relationship. Thus it may be that a

focus on the social goals and social consequences of emotional expression

will contribute to our understanding of the development and maintenance

of individual differences in emotional expression.
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Age Changes in Children’s Understanding of the
Social-regulatory Aspects of Emotion

We turn now to the second area of theoretical importance: The development

of children’s understanding of the social-regulatory aspects of emotion. We

can conclude from the present data that children between 6 and 9 years
differentiate between anger, sadness, and fear in terms of the social goals

and the social consequences associated with these emotions. A striking

® nding with respect to these data was the absence of signi® cant age effects

in the log-linear analysis. When separate analyses were run on each age

group separately, however, it became evident that emotion condition effects

were invariably stronger for older children than they were for younger
children. Thus there was a suggestion in these data that older children

differentiate more between the emotions of anger, sadness, and fear than

do their younger counterparts. Several methodological factors probably

contributed to our inability to demonstrate such age differences in the

log-linear analyses. Our sample spanned six years, with too few children
in each age group to carry out our analyses by year. Future studies would

bene® t from a narrower age range with more children in each year. In the

present study categorical measurement was used, because we were inter-

ested in eliciting children’s spontaneous categories. Age effects may have

been more evident with more sensitive measurements and thus it would be
useful in future studies to ask children to rate the likelihood of response on

an ordinal scale as well as eliciting their own spontaneous categories.

Reasoning about emotions plays an important part in children’s capa-

city to regulate emotional expression, an aspect of emotional functioning

that has been found to be important in explaining adjustment differences in

children (Cole & Zahn-Waxler, 1992; Oatley & Jenkins, 1996). For
instance, Casey and Schlosser (1994) found that children with emotional

and behavioural disorders showed less understanding of their emotions

than did children without such disorders. Thus it may be that understand-

ing that different emotions have different effects on social interaction is an

important component of modulating the expression of negative emotions
in the service of our goals (Thompson, 1994). The design of the present

study did not allow us to examine the association between children’s ability

to differentiate between the social-regulatory aspects of different negative

emotions and children’s emotion regulation, and this issue would be a

valuable one to investigate in future studies.

Folk Psychology or Actual Behaviour?

In this study we have focused on children’s understanding of the social-

regulatory aspect of emotions, rather than their actual reactions during

interaction. We can conclude that children think that anger, as compared
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with sadness and fear, signals different relational goals and results in

different interpersonal consequences. This does not tell us whether in the

everyday lives of children anger expression has a different effect on their

relationships than does expressing fear or sadness in interaction, because

we examined understanding rather than contingent actions and emotions

during interaction. Evidence from naturalistic studies demonstrates that
recipients react differently to different emotions expressed by children,

both when recipients are children and when they are adults (Denham,

1986; Fabes et al., 1991; Strayer, 1980). These ® ndings suggest that chil-

dren’s understanding of the social regulatory aspects of emotion has at least

some basis in direct experience, although it is also likely that some of this
understanding is based in folk psychological belief.
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APPENDIX

Broken Toy

Max (Jan) took his older brother’s gameboy to school. When he was

walking home from school with his friend Peter (Lisa), Peter (Lisa)

dropped it on the ground and it broke. Max (Jan) was really angry. He

had an angry look on his face and was talking in a really angry tone to
Peter (Lisa). [Think about what that’s like when Max (Jan) showed his

friend that he was really angry and how it made his friend feel.]

Rejection

George (Pat) and his friend walked over to a group of kids in the play-
ground who were playing ball. George (Pat) asked if they could play too.

Jim (Alice) who was holding the ball said that his friend could play but not

George (Pat). George (Pat) felt very angry and said in a very angry voice

`̀ You’re not being fair. It’s not fair’ ’ . [Think about what that’s like when

George (Pat) showed Jim (Alice) that he was really angry and how it made
Jim (Alice) feel.]

Harm

James (Sarah) was playing on the swings with his brother Dave (Jane),
outside in their backyard. Dave (Jane) was getting fed up because James

(Sarah) wouldn’t get off the swing. Dave (Jane) pushed James (Sarah) too

hard and James (Sarah) fell off the swing. James (Sarah) was not hurt badly

but he just felt really angry. He was sitting down with a very angry look on

his face. [Think about what that’s like when James (Sarah) showed Dave

(Jane) that he was really angry and how it made Dave (Jane) feel.]
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