Chapter 5

The Relational Aboutness of Emotions
in Interpersonal Contexts
Jennifer M. Knothe and Eric A. Walle

Emotions are relational. As such, their communication functions to signal relational
significance to social partners. Appreciating emotion entails more than perceiving
their signals; it requires understanding the relational significance of relevant aspects
of the emotional context (see Barrett and Campos 1987; Walle, Reschke, Camras, &
Campos, 2017; Walle, Reschke, & Knothe, 2017). Yet, to the detriment of the field,
considerable theory and research has examined emotions detached from such relational elements. This chapter highlights the importance for individuals (researchers
included) to appreciate relational elements of significance that correspond with
emotion communication. As a point of entry, we highlight how 5 widely studied
discrete emotions (anger, sadness, fear, disgust, and joy) differ in their communication about such relational elements. In doing so, we specifically focus on how these
discrete emotions vary in their corresponding relational elements and regulatory
functioning in interpersonal transactions, and how this perspective can expand our
understanding of emotion communication and responding.

What Is Communicated by Emotional Communication?
Emotions are not merely internal phenomenological states contained within an individual; emotions are about and in relation to something (Deonna and Teroni 2012;
Gordon 1974). Thus, to fully appreciate emotional communication, it is not enough
to simply identify that an individual is angry. Rather, one must understand the intentional object of the emotion, specifically at what is the individual is angry (Deonna
and Teroni 2012), as well as why and how the individual is angry. This aboutness
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(see Gordon 1974; Hobson 1998) between a person and their environment is the
crux of the emotion.
This notion of a relational aboutness of emotion is not new. Darwin (1872) and
Dewey (1885) each viewed emotion as inherently about something of importance
with regards to the goals of the organism. Thus, the relation of the individual and
their perceived environment are constitutive elements that shape the quality of emotional experience (see Campos et al. 1989). When observing a child who is sad
about their broken toy, it is not the child’s tearful expression that constitutes the
sadness context. Rather, what constitutes the context as one of sadness is the relation between the crying child and the broken toy; the relational significance is the
emotion.
Importantly, emotions do more than help an individual to coordinate an adaptive
response to the environment (Cosmides and Tooby 2000); they communicate to
available conspecifics the need for adaptive responding to environment. Furthermore,
the particular emotion communicates specific information to an observer. This
includes both indirect information (e.g., underlying evaluations/appraisals) and
direct information (e.g., facial and postural expression of emotion) about an individual embedded within a particular context.
Thus, appreciating others’ emotions necessitates identifying the “emotionally
meaningful objects, events, or states” (Frijda 2009, p. 266) in relation to the emoter.
For example, observing an individual displaying fear is about more than realizing
that the person is afraid. The observer must appreciate that the individual is relating
with their environment in such a way that there is uncertainty and/or a threat in relation to the emoter (Barrett and Campos 1987). Furthermore, such a person-
environment relation does not only communicate that the fearful individual is afraid
of, for example, the edge of a cliff; it also communicates to an observer (e.g., an
infant watching the scene unfold), be it ostensively or indirectly, that the drop-off is
dangerous and must be avoided, and thereby functions to regulate the observer’s
behavior (Klinnert et al. 1983). Thus, affective displays are a powerful indicator of
an individual’s appraisal (e.g., their evaluations of the context: motive inconsistent,
uncertain cause, low coping potential) and likely behavior (e.g., avoiding the dangerous cliff), and can serve to regulate the observers’ subsequent behavior (e.g.,
observer should also avoid the cliff) (e.g., Fischer and Manstead 2008; Hareli and
Hess 2012; Walle, Reschke, Camras, & Campos, 2017; Walle, Reschke, &
Knothe, 2017).
Importantly, emotions communicate qualitatively different information as a
function of the particular discrete emotional context (e.g., sadness, fear, joy). As
such, we argue that the communication of discrete emotions differentially highlight
particular elements of the significant individual-environment relation and the pattern with which these aspects are accentuated varies across emotions.
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Aspects of Aboutness
The communicative value of a particular emotion differs as a function of the emotion and the context in which it is appearing (Parkinson et al. 2005; Walle and
Campos 2012). As such, discrete emotions highlight for the observer specific aspects
of significance in the emotional context. However, the features most meaningful in
an emotional context vary by the specific emotion being displayed (see Brosch et al.
2010). Two essential elements that constitute an emotions’ aboutness are the emoter
(e.g., the person displaying the emotion) and the referent (e.g., the object or situation at which the emotion is directed).
Barrett and Campos (1987) theorized that some emotions are more relevant for
social communication with a relational partner (i.e., anger, sadness), whereas other
emotions focus on survival in relation to a threat (i.e., fear, disgust). This is not to
say that specific emotions are about only the referent or the emoter, but rather that
specific emotional communication emphasizes aspects of the relational significance
between these elements. In other words, the communicative value of the emotion
may place more emphasis on the emoter or referent as a function of the relational
context.
Consider witnessing an individual displaying fear in response to a dog. Although
understanding the emotion of fear by an observer entails appreciating the emoter’s
significant relation with the dog, the immediate value of the communication for the
observer is that the dog (i.e., the referent) is a threat deserving of attention and
avoidance. Conversely, consider observing an individual expressing anger toward
that same dog. As before, the observer needs to understand the significant relation
between the person and their environment (anger). However, this emotional context
is more likely to communicate relevant information regarding the angry individual
(i.e., the emoter is someone who abuses animals) than the anger-eliciting referent
(i.e., the dog) to the observer. In both of the above examples the observer perceives
the emotional context. However, the signal value, and thus aboutness, of the emotional communication differentially concerns the referent in the former and the
emoter in the latter.
This differential relevance of the emotional element is not dependent upon the
concreteness of the referent but the emotion itself. One may be angered by computer
crashing or saddened by a broken vase (tangible referents) just as one can be disgusted by injustice or fearful of an impending test result (less tangible referents). In
each case, the task for an observer it to identify the significant relational elements
(emoter and referent) as a function of the emotion and to use this information to
appropriately respond to the context. Below, we incorporate theoretical and empirical evidence to illustrate how emotions highlight specific aspects of relational significance, and how this communication is perceived and utilized by social partners.
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 he Aboutness and Regulatory Functions of Discrete
T
Emotions
We would argue that the above theoretical perspective is applicable to all emotions,
albeit the degree of differential emphasis of the communication likely varies depending on the particular emotion of interest. Below we highlight research that provides
evidence for differentiated attention and responding to 5 discrete emotions commonly studied in the literature: anger, sadness, fear, disgust, and joy. For each emotion, we first detail the relational significance communicated by the emotion, and
then describe potential relational responses by an observer. By no means does this
mean that our perspective is limited to only these emotions; rather, space constraints
prohibit the inclusion of additional emotions in such detail. The importance of considering other emotions (e.g., pride, shame, awe) is described in a subsequent section of this chapter.

Anger
Communicated Relational Significance of Anger
According to Lazarus (1991) the core-relational theme of anger is blaming a transgressor for an offense to oneself or a vulnerable individual. Indeed, anger is theorized to prepare an individual to strike or attack another individual (Darwin 1872),
and typically involves elevated heart rate and blood pressure (Levenson 1992). This
aligns nicely with Fessler’s (2010) view that the evolutionary function of anger is to
lessen or prevent a transgression against oneself or a significant social other (e.g.,
family, friends). Thus, the function and physiology associated with anger indicates
that angry individuals are in a heightened state of readiness to overcome an obstacle. Such anger displays provide important information to the observer that guides
how they attend and respond to the situation.
Research has examined how individuals attend to and detect angry faces. Such
work commonly examines the efficiency and accuracy of detecting an emotional
face within the context of many other distractors. The accuracy and efficiency for
detecting angry faces is heightened compared with other emotions and has been
termed the Anger Superiority Effect (e.g., Ceccarini and Caudek 2013; Juth et al.
2005; Savage et al. 2016). Additionally, angry faces moving toward, rather than
away, from a participant are more likely to be recognized as anger (Nelson et al.
2013). The increased accuracy of detecting an angry face when it moves toward an
individual fits well with the notion that anger functions to ready the emoter for
attack. Thus, increased attention toward the angry person could help an observer
avoid harm. Observers rate anger expressions as more dominant and less affiliative
than other emotion displays (Knutson 1996). Indeed, personal experience with
angry individuals facilitates attention to and detection of anger expressions. For
example, children from abusive homes can more quickly identify expressions of
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anger than their non-abused peers, indicating that their prior experience heightens
detection of angry individuals (Pollak et al. 2009). Thus, the increased attention to
and detection of anger is important for an observer in this emotional context.
Relational Responding to Anger
The above aspects of emotion perception and processing of anger expressions
impacts on how an observer responds in such contexts. Specifically, when observing
expressions of anger toward a referent, it is likely adaptive to increase attention to
the emoter (angry person), who may be a potential threat to the observer, rather than
to the referent. Empirical research supports this supposition. When anger is communicated towards a referent, observers are less likely to directly engage with the
angry person rather than the object (e.g., Strayer 1980; Walle, Reschke, Camras, &
Campos, 2017; Walle, Reschke, & Knothe, 2017). Consequently, infant responses
to observing angry individuals are associated with heightened attention to and
avoidance of the emoter, but not necessarily avoidance of the object (e.g., Camras
1977; Walle, Reschke, Camras, & Campos, 2017; Walle, Reschke, & Knothe, 2017).
For example, Repacholi and colleagues (Repacholi et al. 2008) found that 18-month-
old are sensitive to the distinction between an anger-tagged object and an anger-
eliciting action. In this study, infants witnessed one adult react angrily to another
adult performing an action on a toy. The infant was then given the toy and allowed
to respond for 20 sec. In conditions in which the previously angry adult was not
paying attention to the child (reading a magazine or having their eyes closed) or
with the second adult present, the infant was more likely to repeat the action previously displayed. However, when the previous emoter was attending to the infant,
they were less likely to repeat the action but did not necessarily spend less time
touching or playing with the object. Thus, social avoidance is a common response
to angry individuals though alternative responses directed toward the angry emoter
include joining or asserting dominance over the angry individual (Walle and Campos
2012). Regardless of whether the observer avoids, confronts, or joins an angry individual, the emoter is clearly the focus in such emotional contexts.

Sadness
Communicated Relational Significance of Sadness
In contrast to anger, sadness signals to others that the emoting individual needs help
or comfort in dealing with an irrevocable loss (see Lazarus 1991). Indeed, the facial
and bodily expressions of sadness commonly have an inward focus toward the
emoter. Recognizable expressions of sadness typically feature downcast eyes,
downward turning of the corners of the mouth, lowering of the head, slumping of
the shoulders, and a diminutive, inward posture (e.g., Darwin 1872; Ekman 1971;
Lopez et al. 2017). Correspondingly, expressions of sadness motivate the sad indi-
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vidual to seek help for themselves and facilitate prosocial responding from other
individuals (Frijda 1986). As such, crying is considered an essential signal to solicit
help from conspecifics and thereby facilitate survival (Bowlby 1983). Empirical
work finds that this social function of sadness can be exploited in particular contexts. For instance, adults are more willing to express and experience sadness when
they expect that sad displays will elicit helpful responses from others (Hackenbracht
and Tamir 2010). The potential for sadness to elicit prosocial responding from others is an important function of the sad expression, making sadness a highly socially-
relevant emotion (Barrett and Campos 1987).
Relational Responding to Sadness
Observing a sad individual is likely to increase attention to the emoter so as to coordinate an adaptive social response (e.g., helping or comforting the emoter), whereas
focusing on the lost referent (e.g., a totaled car, death of a loved one, or broken toy)
is of less concern. Although one might argue that the relational significance of loss
would make a tangible referent less likely in sadness contexts, we would argue that
the physical presence or concreteness of the relational object need not be correlated
with its elicitation of attention. For instance, one can be saddened by a broken vase
(tangible) or the death of a loved one (intangible), yet the direction of attention is
still increased in focus toward the emoter than the referent.
Displays of sadness motivate the observer to respond prosocially toward the
emoter in an attempt to relieve the sad individual’s distress (e.g., Stocks et al. 2009).
When adults display concern for an observed sad experience (e.g., a sad video clip),
they were more likely to behave prosocially toward the sad actor (Eisenberg et al.
1989). This response is observed in young infants who will respond to a sad individual with increased prosocial responding, comforting behaviors, and verbal concern toward the emoter starting around 18-months (e.g., Spinrad and Stifter 2006;
Svetlova et al. 2010; Zahn-Waxler et al. 1992). Alternatively, an observer may divert
attention away from the sad individual so as to not draw attention to their distress,
and thereby “provide space” for the emoter to recover and rejoin the group (see
Walle and Campos 2012). However, even in such instances, the emoter is likely to
be the primary focus of attention. Thus, displays of sadness place the emoter central
within the emotional context.

Fear
Communicated Relational Significance of Fear
Fear serves the adaptive function of allowing the individual to identify, respond to,
and communicate the presence of a threat to social partners. The canonical fear
expression consists of widened eyes to increase visual perception, a slight opening
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of the mouth, and postural and physiological responses in preparation for self-
preservative action (Darwin 1872; Ekman 1971; Ekman et al. 1972). These actions
help prepare the individual to take in more visual information and flee perceived
threats. Such increased attention to the threatening referent is vital for adaptive
responding to contexts of fear.
Research indicates that there is a strong attentional bias toward threatening
objects. Children and adults more readily direct attention to and identify threatening
stimuli, such as snakes or spiders, than non-threatening stimuli, such as flowers
(LoBue and DeLoache 2008), and have difficulty shifting attention away from fear-
conditioned stimuli (Schmidt et al. 2015). Individuals also more quickly detect, orient their gaze toward, and react more strongly to threatening stimuli than
nonthreatening-negative, positive, or neutral stimuli (March et al. 2017). For the
observer, the communicated relational significance of a fear display is that a threat
exists in the environment that necessitates attention. Impressively, adults can identify and use the referent to disambiguate the social partner’s fear display even when
the referent is presented with minimal exposure (Mumenthaler and Sander 2012).
Relational Responding to Fear
The value of observing a fearful expression in a social partner is to identify the
source of the threat and prepare oneself to engage in self-preservative behavior.
Infant social referencing research shows that infants can appreciate the emotional
display of fear and use another person’s display of fear to regulate their own behavior in a situation (e.g., Sorce et al.1985). For example, 14-month-old infants explore
a toy significantly less following an adult’s fear display toward the object (Walden
and Ogan 1988). In addition, work on the visual cliff demonstrates that 12-month-
old infants who view their caregiver pose a fear face toward the drop-off modify
their behavior in relation to the situation and do not cross the cliff (e.g., Sorce et al.
1985). Moreover, comparative research with non-human primates indicates that the
presence of a stimulus is necessary for a fear display to condition fear responding in
an observer (Mineka and Cook 1993). Together, this research suggests that observing expressions of fear increases attention toward fear-inducing stimuli in order to
adaptively respond to the threatening referent.

Disgust
Communicated Relational Significance of Disgust
Expressions of disgust signal to social partners a need to attend to and avoid sensory
contact with the disgusting object. Similar to fear, disgust motivates the protection
of oneself from threatening stimuli (e.g., Darwin 1872). Expressions of disgust typically include an avoidant posture but with less emphasis on physically protecting
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the self from bodily harm (see Lopez et al. 2017), and a face in which the nose is
scrunched and the eyes are inadvertently slightly squinted as to shut off sensory
input from noxious stimuli – though slight variations exist (e.g., Reschke et al.
2019; Rozin et al. 1994). As such, disgust-relevant stimuli tend to be biologically
hazardous, such as contaminated food, disease-causing stimuli, or bodily fluids or
discharges (Darwin 1872; Oaten et al. 2009; Rozin and Fallon 1987; Rozin et al.
1986; Sawchuk et al. 2000). Such stimuli make it necessary to shut off one’s sensory
input and/or expel such stimuli from one’s system. Perhaps unsurprisingly then,
viewing of disgusting stimuli has been found to elicit a strong attentional bias
toward the referent (e.g., Rubenking and Lang 2014).
Relational Responding to Disgust
The primary behavioral response associated with observing disgust expressions is
avoidance of the targeted referent. Such avoidant behavior in response to disgust
stimuli has been observed in 2.5-year-olds (Stevenson et al. 2010). However, disgust can also elicit increased visual interest or stimulus exploration of the referent,
which is not necessarily avoidant but aimed at getting more information about the
disgust referent itself (see Stevenson et al. 2010; Vaish and Woodward 2010; Walle,
Reschke, Camras, & Campos, 2017; Walle, Reschke, & Knothe, 2017). Although
these responses are distinct, both indicate increased focus on the referent of the
disgust expression to gain information while also avoiding excessive contact with
one’s senses.

Joy
Communicated Relational Significance of Joy
Generally speaking, expressions of joy signal the positive value of a referent to an
observer. However, empirical precedent for whether the focus when observing joy
is increased toward the emoter or an external object is less clear. Displays of happiness can communicate that the emoter is friendly and trustworthy and thereby help
facilitate social interactions (e.g., Cunningham 1988a; Fredrickson 1998; Harker
and Keltner 2001). Indeed, even newborn infants display a preference for happy
faces over negative facial expressions (Farroni et al. 2007). Conversely, joy expressions also signal the positive value of a referential object or experience and increase
the focus of attention to the referent (see Gable and Harmon-Jones 2008). For
instance, young infants demonstrate an attentional bias toward positive, personally-
relevant stimuli, such as food, over other positive stimuli, such as happy faces (see
Pool et al. 2016). Thus, while prior research is less clear on whether the emoter or
the referent is of greater significance in joyful contexts, the commonality is that joy
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communicates positively valenced relational significance that motivates engagement with the environment (see Cunningham 1988b; Frijda and Mesquita 1994).
Relational Responding to Joy
Approach behaviors in response to joy expressions seem to be the common response
regardless of whether one focuses more on the emoter or the referent. Infants demonstrate increased proximity to objects, toys, or food that is labeled with positive or
joyful affect (Carver and Vaccaro 2007; Hertenstein and Campos 2004; Hornik et al.
1987). Likewise, adults tend to affiliate more or are more likely to view happy
people as less threatening (e.g., Keating et al. 1981) and someone they would like to
be friends with (see Knutson 1996; Lyubomirsky et al. 2005). Taken together, prior
research is less clear as to the aboutness of joy placing the emoter or the referent
central for the coordination of a relational response. However, such differential
focus when observing communicated joy may depend more on specific elements of
the relational contexts (e.g., who is the emoter, previous experience, personal relevance of the referent) than is the case for emotions that differentially highlight the
emoter (i.e., anger, sadness) or the referent (i.e., fear, disgust).

Summary
In this section, we highlighted theoretical and empirical work examining how discrete emotions communicate different information about the emoter-environment
relationship to an observer. We included the most commonly researched discrete
emotions (anger, sadness, fear, disgust, and joy) as a starting point for this conceptualization of the communicative functions of emotions. The differences in communicative function is suggested to direct an observer’s attention to and responses
toward particular elements (referent, emoter) of the emotional context depending on
which discrete emotion is being displayed. This differential attention to particular
elements of emotional contexts was instantiated through theoretical and empirical
works. Below we describe the first attempt to investigate the differential highlighting of elements of emotional contexts across these five emotions.

Examining Proposed Differences in Emotional Aboutness
The above review suggests clear differences in how discrete emotions communicate
distinct patterns of aboutness concerning the relational significance of emotional
contexts. However, systematic empirical investigations testing this differential
aboutness of emotions is largely absent in the literature. As a first step in testing the
hypothesized differences in relational aboutness between discrete emotions, we
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examined how aspects of the perceived relational significance varied across emotion
contexts.
Specifically, we conducted a study that compared adult descriptions of 5 discrete
emotion contexts (anger, sadness, fear, disgust, and joy). Seventy-six participants
(39 male, Mage = 19 years, SD = 1.67) described emotion contexts depicted in images
including a single individual expressing an emotion toward a clear referent. This
type of paradigm has been used previously to assess adults’ selective attention
towards objects or individuals in different contexts (see McIntyre and Graziano
2016). Each emotional context image featured a single emoter displaying a target
emotion both facially and posturally (anger, sadness, fear, disgust, and joy; 2 images
for each emotion) toward a single referent (object). All images were previously validated as depicting the emotion of interest (96% overall agreement). Participants’
verbal responses were recorded and transcribed verbatim. For each description, we
coded the frequency of mentioning the emoter and the referent.
As shown in Table 5.1, participants differentially mentioned specific relational
components of the emotional context as a function of the discrete emotion.
Specifically, participants highlighted the emoter more when describing images
depicting sadness than those of fear and disgust. Conversely, the referent was more
frequently mentioned when describing fear and disgust images than those of anger
and sadness. Interestingly, joy contexts elicited significantly more mentioning of the
emoter than all emotions except sadness, and more mentioning of the referent than
anger and sadness.
These findings support our predictions that individuals differentially highlight
specific elements of the relational aboutness of the emotional context as a function
of the discrete emotion. Moreover, the present results mirror previous findings indiTable 5.1 Adult descriptions of discrete emotion contexts
Variable
Total
words
Emoter
Referent

Anger
M (SD)
47.30 D∗ J∗∗
(19.30)
5.63 S∗∗ J∗∗
(2.77)
2.55 S∗∗ D∗∗ F∗∗ J∗∗
(1.47)

Sadness
Fear
M (SD)
M (SD)
46.55 J∗ (17.01) 48.93 D∗∗ J∗∗
(19.77)
6.49 A∗∗ D∗∗ F∗∗
5.40 S∗∗ J∗∗
(2.95)
(2.63)
2.09 A∗∗ D∗∗ F∗∗ J∗∗ 3.30 A∗∗ S∗∗ D∗∗
(1.15)
(1.97)

Disgust
M (SD)
44.60 A∗ F∗∗
(18.84)
5.00 S∗∗ J∗∗
(2.54)
3.92 A∗∗ S∗∗ F∗∗ J∗∗
(2.14)

Joy
M (SD)
43.23 A∗∗ S∗ F∗∗
(19.45)
6.56 A∗∗ D∗∗ F∗∗
(3.27)
2.91 A∗∗ S∗∗ D∗∗
(1.58)

Note: Participant descriptions were analyzed separately for each variable (total words, emoter,
referent) using mixed linear models with a compound symmetry covariance structure and a Poisson
distribution. Analyses of Total Words included the main effect of Emotion, as well as Participant
Gender and Trial Number to control for fatigue. Analyses for particular types of words (i.e.,
Emoter, Referent) included the main effects of Emotion, as well as Participant Gender, Total
Words, and Trial Number to control for gender, verbosity, and fatigue, respectively, as well as the
size of the respective element in the image to control for perceptual differences of the images.
Pairwise comparisons of discrete emotions with Bonferonni adjusted p-values are reported. Letters
next to each mean (A = anger, S = sadness, F = fear, D = disgust, J = joy) designate which pairwise
comparisons were significantly different (∗ = p < .05, ∗∗ = p < .01). For example, participants
labeled the emotion significantly more in Anger contexts than in Sadness contexts
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cating that parents mention the emoter and the referent with varying frequency
across discrete emotion contexts when describing images of emotional context to
their infants (see Knothe and Walle 2018). Taken together, this research supports a
theoretical perspective that emotions are more than expressions found in the face,
voice or body; they function to communicate the value of specific elements of the
significant relational context to the observer.

Avenues for Studying the Aboutness of Emotions
Above, we have provided theoretical and empirical evidence in support of our argument that discrete emotions differentially direct one’s attention toward specific
emotion-related elements as a function of the emotion. However, considerable work
remains to examine the relational aboutness of emotions. Below, we highlight six
distinct programs of research that we believe are readily amenable for empirical
inquiry on this topic.

The Relational Aboutness of Other Emotions
While this chapter has primarily focused on the relational aboutness of five commonly studied discrete emotions, other emotions warrant theoretical and empirical
consideration. The emotions of surprise and awe may be more likely to communicate to an observer that a referent of significance, be it an object or experience, warrants attention (see Hareli et al. 2019; Keltner and Haidt 2003). Conversely,
examining how individuals allocate attention when confronted with a social partner
expressing shame, guilt, embarrassment, or pride may be more complex. Such emotions inherently involve the perception, be it real or imagined, of social evaluation
(Tangey et al. 1996) and the need for the emoter to be viewed (see Keltner and Haidt
1999; Keltner et al. 1997). As such, the referent of self-conscious emotion contexts
may include the self, the action preceding the social evaluation of the self, or the
social evaluation by a third-party. Envy and jealousy are similarly interesting for
further consideration. These emotions function to maintain affective bonds with
valued social partners (Gonzaga et al. 2006) but are complex in how they may be
expressed and directed. Whereas envy may result in an observer seeking to identify
a referent that is coveted, the referent in contexts involving jealousy may be more
difficult to pinpoint because it is the relationship between individuals that is of significance (Buss and Haselton 2005; Campos et al. 2010). Gratitude also represents
an interesting emotion for consideration, as the deed for which one is grateful is
important but so too is the emoter’s communication of gratitude being perceived by
the social partner. These are just some of the emotions that warrant additional consideration with regards to their aboutness.
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Development of Emotional Aboutness
Appropriately allocating attention within emotional contexts is critical for emotional development (e.g., Baldwin and Moses 1996) and likely beneficial for adaptive responding. Differential attention to aspects of discrete emotional contexts may
develop through various pathways. One influence may be personal experience
within specific emotion contexts. For example, a fear-eliciting object is likely to
increase one’s attention toward and detection of that object (e.g., LoBue and
DeLoache 2008). Thus, an infant who identifies fear in a social partner may reflect
on their own prior experience of fear, recall focusing on its source, and thus seek out
the referent that elicited fear in the social partner. This attention may facilitate the
observed differences in infant responding to adult’s emotional communication, an
ability that develops markedly during the second year of life (Walle, Reschke,
Camras, & Campos, 2017; Walle, Reschke, & Knothe, 2017). The development of
such responses may in part be related to infants’ ability to appropriately attend to
those relational elements most meaningful in a given emotional context. Socialization
is one mechanism through which children may develop differential attention for
specific aspects of emotional contexts. Our own work has found that parents differentially highlight the emoter and referent when talking about discrete emotion
contexts with their infants (Knothe and Walle 2018) and young children’s own
descriptions of emotional contexts mirror these differences (Knothe and Walle
under review). Future research examining infant attention when encountering various emotional contexts, how their attention corresponds with behavioral responding, and the role of parent scaffolding for such attentional and behavioral responding
is needed.

Cultural Differences in Emotional Aboutness
Understanding cultural differences in emotional expressivity, perception, and
behavioral responding is crucial for identifying cross-cultural differences and similarities in emotion processing. Cross-cultural research has found differences in how
emotions are processed, discussed, and expressed between analytic and holistic cultures (e.g., Markus and Kitayama 1991; Matsumoto et al. 2012; Parkinson et al.
2005). These cultural characteristics likely influence how individuals attend to
aspects of emotional contexts (Masuda et al. 2008). Future research could investigate whether diverse cultures differentially attend to particular aspects of emotional
contexts. Moreover, cross-cultural differences would likely influence socialization
practices underlying the development of emotion understanding. Studies that examine how explicit and implicit socialization experiences, such as parent-child talk
(Hornik and Gunnar 1988; Knothe and Walle 2018), media (Tsai et al. 2007), or
observation of adult behavior (Repacholi et al. 2008), account for cross-cultural dif-
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ferences in children’s emotion understanding represent a fascinating extension for
studying how individuals attend and respond to discrete emotion contexts.

Visual Processing of Emotional Contexts
Although emotion research has carefully tested how individuals attend to isolated
emotional expressions or emotion eliciting stimuli, less emphasis has been placed
on attention and processing of emotional elements (emoter, referent) integrated in
relationally significant contexts. Measuring visual attention and scanning patterns
using eye tracking devices would provide more nuanced information about individuals’ attention to specific relational elements (e.g., emoter and referent) of discrete emotion contexts. Importantly, this methodology could be employed with a
variety of age ranges, such as young, preverbal infants for whom socialization factors may be less likely to have shaped attentional processing for discrete emotions.
Such studies could provide support for evolutionary or socialization accounts of
emotional aboutness, as well as how differential attentional patterns may be affected
by specific trauma or changes across the lifespan (e.g., Leitzke and Pollak 2016;
Noh and Isaacowitz 2013; Pollak et al. 2009). Eye tracking paradigms would also
be valuable for examining how facial, postural, and contextual emotional elements
interfere or interact with the identification of discrete emotions (e.g., Aviezer et al.
2008; Reschke et al. 2018). For example, the strength of observed confusability
effects may be affected by how the constructed emotional contexts differentially
emphasize the emoter or the referent, and the relational integration of such elements
by the observer.

Generalizability and Memory of Emotional Aboutness
Individuals’ differential attention to discrete emotional contexts may have lasting
impact on how specific elements generalize across encounters and are remembered.
Generalizability refers to information that can be applied to situations outside the
context in which the information was gathered (e.g., Csibra and Gergely 2006).
Differential emphasis on the emoter or referent across discrete emotion contexts
may signify that some emotions are about “relative” aspects of the environment
specific to the emoter (e.g., a preference; a goal) while others concern universal, and
thus more generalizable, aspects of the environment (e.g., a toxic food; a predator).
For example, research with young children has found that positive emotions (i.e.,
joy) displayed toward a referent did not generalize to a different individual and were
thus person-centered, whereas negative emotions (i.e., a blend of fear and disgust)
were generalizable to others and thus were object-centered (Vaish et al. 2015). In
addition, even young infants demonstrate some generalizability for specific emotions with emoters and referents (see Repacholi et al. 2016). Such findings are
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encouraging but we would argue for a more nuanced view of how emotions may
generalize, with fear and disgust being more “referent-focused” and thus generalizable to other individuals (e.g., object-centered) and sadness and anger being
“emoter-focused” less generalizable to others (e.g., person-centered). Moreover,
differential attention to specific relational elements of discrete emotional contexts
may lead to differences in how the emoter or referent is remembered (e.g., Kensinger
et al. 2007; Hertenstein and Campos 2004). For example, eyewitness testimony
demonstrates that victims typically recall the weapon of the crime (i.e., the referent), but have poorer memory of the perpetrator’s face (Kramer et al. 1990).
Conversely, it may be more adaptive to recall whether a particular person is prone
to anger rather than the object that elicited the person’s anger. Future work could
examine how individuals generalize and remember elements of emotional contexts.

Clinical Applications for Emotional Aboutness
Finally, it is important to note how mis-attending or over-attending to elements of
emotional contexts is often linked to various forms of psychopathology, such as
anxiety, phobia, post-traumatic stress disorder, or severe rumination. Future research
is recommend to examine the attentional biases of specific clinical populations (e.g.,
individuals with depression, social anxiety, general anxiety, specific phobia) within
emotional contexts. Previous linguistic analyses have found differences in how specific clinical populations, such as individuals with schizophrenia and paranoia,
describe events (e.g., Tucker and Rosenberg 1975; Oxman et al. 1982), but whether
such differences are apparent in descriptions of emotional contexts remains to be
examined. Such differences may also be made manifest in talk about and visual
attention in emotional contexts. Early detection of individuals who are predisposed
to excessively attend to specific emotional elements linked to particular psychopathologies may represent an important step in early screening and treatment of such
disorders.

General Conclusion
In this chapter we have presented the theoretical and empirical value for considering
the relational aboutness of discrete emotions. This notion of aboutness represents a
useful foil for emphasizing the relational nature and significance of emotion. Two
relational elements of particular interest are referent and the emoter, though other
elements may also be of importance. Prior research provides evidence supporting
our premise that discrete emotions differentially emphasize the emoter and the referent, and in doing so may impact observers’ attention and responding to such
aspects of the emotional context. Additional work remains to further examine and
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test the aboutness of distinct emotional contexts and opportunities for such research
are numerous and readily accessible for empirical inquiry.
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