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Abstract 

In this chapter we discuss the ways in which expressions of regret provide ‘lessons’ for 

observers of those expressions, thereby constituting a case of affective social learning. We 

review three lines of research to argue that another person’s regret tells us something about 

the aversive consequences of a decision made by that person and influences our own 

behaviour when we have to make a similar decision. In the first line of research we found that 

participants who had seen another person acting unfairly but then expressing regret -- as 

opposed to pride -- were more likely to anticipate regret if they were to act the same way, and 

this anticipated emotion affected the likelihood of participants themselves acting fairly.  This 

‘lesson’ learned by witnessing another person’s regret can also be extended to relations 

between groups. In the second line of research, observers appeared to ‘learn’ from an 

outgroup’s expression of regret that members of the outgroup were unhappy about the 

decision they took, which encourages the observers to see the outgroup as more trustworthy. 

In the third line of research, we show that similar effects are found when an ingroup member 

expresses regret about the ingroup’s failure to reciprocate the trust shown by an outgroup. 

Thus, expressing regret serves the function of communicating the inappropriateness of the 

ingroup’s decision and thereby encourages trusting behaviour in other ingroup members. Our 

contention is that the effects of emotional expression in the experiments described here are 

due to shifts in the perceived appropriateness of certain behaviours, shifts that result from a 

process of affective social learning.  

 

Keywords: Emotion; Regret; Intergroup trust; Affective social learning; Social appraisal. 
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When people are asked to name emotions, regret is one of the most frequently named (second 

only to love, in Shimanoff’s [1984] study). According to the definition offered by Zeelenberg 

and Pieters (2007, p. 3), “Regret is the emotion that we experience when realizing or 

imagining that our current situation would have been better, if only we had decided 

differently. It is a backward-looking emotion signalling an unfavourable evaluation of a 

decision. It is an unpleasant feeling, coupled with a clear sense of self-blame concerning its 

causes and strong wishes to undo the current situation.” This captures the essential attributes 

of regret: It is a counterfactual emotion, involving feelings of personal responsibility, and 

arising from the thought that we would now be better off if we had chosen differently. As 

such, regret conceptually overlaps with the emotion of guilt: While the latter is experienced 

predominantly in situations of interpersonal harm, regret is observed in the contexts of both 

intrapersonal and interpersonal harm (Zeelenberg and Breugelmans, 2008).  

 

It has been argued that regret is a useless emotion, implying that it serves no function. For 

example, the New Zealand author Katherine Mansfield (1920) wrote that “Regret is an 

appalling waste of energy; you can't build on it; it's only good for wallowing in.” Such 

negative views of regret presumably stem from the fact that we cannot undo what has 

happened in the past, much though we might like to do so. Ruminating about our actions or 

failure to act, and wishing that we had behaved differently, is therefore wasted energy. An 

opposing view of regret is reflected in a quotation attributed to another author, James Ellis (as 

quoted in Douglas, 1917): “Regrets over the past should chasten the future,” the idea being 

that decisions we regret will feed forward to condition the way in which we make future 

decisions. We can learn lessons from our past mistakes, and the discomfort of the regret we 

experience as we reflect on these mistakes is a hedonic marker that we carry forward into our 
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future decision-making. When confronted with a similar set of circumstances, we consciously 

or unconsciously take account of the past mistake, and decide to act differently. 

 

In this chapter, we will adopt a perspective consistent with this second view, arguing that 

regret is not only useful to the individual who experiences regret, but – to the extent that the 

regret is overtly expressed – also useful to human observers. Most research on regret (like 

most research on emotion in general) is focused on the intrapersonal origins or intrapersonal 

consequences of this emotion. The present chapter, by contrast, focuses on the interpersonal 

and intergroup consequences of seeing someone else regret the decision they have made. 

Such expressions of regret tell us something about the aversive consequences of a decision 

made by another person and influence our own behaviour when confronted with a similar 

situation. This ‘lesson’ that we learn by witnessing another person’s regret can also be 

extended to relations between groups. If we see that members of an outgroup regret the way 

in which they have acted in favour of their own group and at the expense of our group, does 

this help to reduce tension or to restore trust between the two groups?  

 

We believe that the experiments described below provide good evidence for the operation of 

affective social learning. As Dukes and Clément explain in the introductory chapter of this 

volume, affective social learning is an umbrella term that includes processes that range from 

emotional contagion to natural pedagogy. The phenomena examined in the studies described 

in the present chapter fall in the mid-range of these processes, and can be seen as examples of 

affective observation or social referencing, depending on the extent to which the exemplar 

(or ‘knower’, in Dukes and Clément’s terms) engages in deliberate emotion signalling. This 

is an issue we will return to at the end of the chapter.  
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Regret in decision making 

In everyday life we make hundreds of decisions, ranging from relatively routine decisions 

like how early to get out of bed, what to eat for breakfast, how to travel to our place of work 

or study, and how to spend our leisure time, to more consequential decisions like where to 

live, whether to buy consumer good A or B, whether to go out on a date with someone, and 

which career to pursue. Post-decisional regret is common, because it is rarely the case that the 

chosen alternative is all good and the rejected one all bad. Indeed, this insight forms one of 

the cornerstones of cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957). The discomfort we 

experience when we are aware of the fact that the rejected alternative might have been better 

than the chosen one is known as a state of ‘cognitive dissonance.’ According to cognitive 

dissonance theory people are motivated to reduce this negative state, for example, by seeking 

additional justifications for our initial choice. But this is not always possible, and the 

remaining discomfort is what we might more colloquially call regret, because it precisely 

conforms to Zeelenberg and Pieters’ (2007) definition: it is an emotional state we experience 

when we believe that we would be better off now if we had decided differently. Given the 

ubiquity of decision making, there is plenty of scope for experiencing regret and indeed, this 

emotion is very common (Shimanoff, 1984).   

 

The fact that regret is felt so frequently raises interesting questions about its influence on 

behaviour. A line of research on anticipated regret, stimulated by theorizing in economics 

(Bell, 1982; Loomes & Sugden, 1982) as well as by Janis and Mann’s (1977) influential book 

on the psychology of decision-making, has advocated that the anticipation of how much 

regret you would experience if you were to act in a certain way has an influence on the 

decisions you take. People may not spontaneously anticipate this regret, however; in one of 

the earliest psychological studies of anticipated regret, Richard, van der Pligt and de Vries 
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(1996) showed that instructing participants to focus on their anticipated feelings made future 

regret salient and influenced subsequent behaviour.  When undergraduate students were 

asked to predict how much regret they would experience if they were to engage in 

unprotected sex, and were then asked five months later to report on their condom use, they 

reported greater use than their control condition counterparts, who had not been asked to 

anticipate regret. 

 

This and similar studies led researchers to examine whether anticipated feelings of regret 

could explain additional variance in intentions and behaviour, over and above other known 

factors that predict behaviour according to the theory of planned behaviour (TPB; Ajzen, 

1985). Sandberg and Conner (2008) reported a meta-analysis of this work and concluded that 

anticipated regret added significantly to the prediction of both intentions and behaviour, 

beyond the variance that can be explained by TPB factors. This illustrates the function that 

regret has as an anticipated emotion that influences future behaviour. 

 

The more general idea that anticipated emotion is influential in shaping behaviour has been 

proposed by Baumeister, Vohs, DeWall, and Zhang (2007). On their account, a decision 

taken at a particular time leads to an outcome that (for example) you regret. This emotional 

experience implies that you reflect on your decision and how you could have decided 

differently. The next time you make a similar decision, an automatically activated ‘affective 

residue’ of regret alerts you to the possibility of a negative outcome. This increases the 

likelihood of you making a different decision at a later time.  

 

In sum, a substantial body of research links intrapersonal regret to decision making. 

However, observed regret also matters. A neuroimaging study by Canessa, Motterlini, 
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Alemanno, Perani, and Cappa (2011) provided support for this claim by examining economic 

decisions and patterns of brain activity during a gambling task. When participants were 

exposed to regret-inducing outcomes - i.e., losing money as a result of a risky decision, or not 

gaining money as a result of a non-risky decision for which they were personally responsible 

- they tended to change their decisions in the subsequent rounds of the task. Specifically, less 

desirable outcomes associated with non-risky decisions increased risk-seeking and negative 

outcomes resulting from risky decisions decreased risk-seeking. More interestingly, however, 

these effects were observed not only when participants themselves experienced the regret-

inducing outcomes, but also when such outcomes applied to another individual playing in the 

nearby room. These behavioural changes in reaction to both first- and third-person experience 

were accompanied by overlapping activations in the brain regions associated with risk 

processing. This experiment suggests that observing another individual confronting the 

undesirable effects of his/her actions can exert a powerful social influence, comparable to the 

personal experience of regret, and can be seen as an example of affective observation.  In the 

current chapter, we take this argument a step further by proposing that people who observe 

others’ expressions of regret infer why this feeling is experienced, which then influences their 

own actions.  

 

Social appraisal 

People’s emotions are not simply the direct result of events that happen to them, or the result 

of their own choices and actions. Instead, emotions depend on the way individuals evaluate 

or appraise events, their choices or actions. What is a daunting obstacle in the eyes of one 

person may strike another as an exciting challenge. However, how we appraise an event 

depends not only on our own evaluations of what is at stake and how well we can cope: The 

way we appraise and respond emotionally to events is also influenced by the feelings of other 
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people who are exposed to the same situation. We call this ‘social appraisal’ (Bruder, Fischer, 

& Manstead, 2014; Manstead & Fischer, 2001). To the extent that the event in question is 

ambiguous, and to the extent that we interpret the emotional reactions of others as genuine, 

we are likely to be influenced by their emotional expressions.  

 

There is no shortage of evidence that we make use of others’ emotional expressions to help 

us to disambiguate situations and events. In their classic research on bystander intervention in 

emergencies, Latané and Darley (1968) showed that when naïve participants were exposed to 

a potentially dangerous situation (i.e., smoke entering the room they were in) while in the 

company of two confederates who were instructed to act as if nothing out of the ordinary was 

happening, the participants were slower to take action. Despite the possible risk to their own 

safety, the participants’ interpretation of the situation was influenced by the apparent 

calmness of the two confederates. In equally classic research on social referencing, Sorce, 

Emde, Campos and Klinnert (1985) showed that 12-month-olds who had to decide whether 

or not to cross a ‘visual cliff’ (i.e., a solid table-top surface that changed to a transparent one, 

thereby creating an apparent drop at the edge of the ‘cliff’) were strongly influenced by the 

facial expression of their mother, who was standing beyond the ‘deep’ side of the cliff. These 

infants were making use of their caregivers’ emotion expressions to help them to decide 

whether or not it was safe to proceed. In a diary study of naturalistic decisions, Parkinson and 

Simons (2009) found that the amount of excitement and anxiety that participants reported in 

reaction to everyday decisions impacting their own and other people’s lives was affected by 

the perceived anxiety and excitement of another person who was present during decision 

making. As a final example, Mumenthaler and Sander (2012; this volume) have shown that 

the way we interpret ambiguous facial expressions in a target face can be influenced by the 

presence of another, contextual face. For example, a fear-surprise blend is more likely to be 
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interpreted as fear in the presence of a contextual face that is expressing anger – but only if 

the contextual face is looking at the target face. 

 

Some of the studies just mentioned also provide evidence about the process mediating these 

social appraisal effects. According to social appraisal theory, perceivers infer the evaluations 

(or appraisals) underlying the observed expression and these inferred appraisals are integrated 

with perceivers’ own assessment of the event in question. Consistent with this reasoning, 

Parkinson and Simons (2009) found that, in the process of joint decision making, the effect of 

another person's anxiety on someone’s own anxiety was partially mediated by the appraisals 

of the importance of the decision and of the perceived risk involved in each option. There is 

also good evidence for the notion that perceivers can deduce appraisals from other people’s 

facial expressions, a process that has been labelled ‘reverse appraisal.’ For example, Hareli 

and Hess (2010) showed that people were able to make inferences about a person’s character 

from his/her emotional expressions. Someone who reacted to blame by becoming angry was 

judged to be more aggressive and self-confident but also less warm and gentle than someone 

who reacted by expressing sadness. Importantly, such inferences were mediated by 

participants’ ratings of how the target person appraised the situation (for example, in terms of 

unpleasantness and goal conduciveness). More directly relevant to the research described 

below, de Melo, Carnevale, Read, and Gratch (2013) showed that, in the context of a 

Prisoner’s Dilemma game, emotion displays affected participants’ beliefs about others’ 

appraisals. These beliefs, in turn, influenced participants’ expectations of other people’s 

intentions in the game, and thereby shaped how participants played the game. For example, 

they were more likely to cooperate with a counterpart who expressed joy after mutual 

cooperation and regret after exploiting the participant than with a counterpart who expressed 

regret following mutual cooperation and joy after exploiting the participant. These effects 
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were mediated by appraisals that were also systematically influenced by facial expressions.  

Smiling meant that the counterpart found the outcome goal-conducive, whereas regret meant 

the counterpart found the outcome goal-obstructive and blamed himself for it.  

 

Regret and interpersonal decisions 

An initial step in our own research program was to establish whether exposure to another 

person’s expression of regret about a decision would influence the behaviour of an observer. 

In Studies 1A and 1B reported by van der Schalk, Kuppens, Bruder, and Manstead (2015), 

participants played an online version of the Ultimatum Game (UG; Güth, Schmittberger, & 

Schwarze, 1982). In the 2-person version of this game, the “allocator” decides how to divide 

a sum of money between self and other by making an offer to the “receiver.” The latter can 

either accept the offer, in which case both players receive the division that was proposed, or 

reject it, in which case neither player receives anything. The resource for which the allocator 

and the receiver played was £100, represented by 50 “tokens” of £2 each. The number of 

tokens that allocators were willing to share with receivers served as our measure of fair 

behaviour. It was explained that we would randomly select two pairs of participants who 

would be paid in accordance with how they had played the game.  

 

To examine how others’ emotions affected players’ allocations, we exposed them to either a 

written transcript (Study 1A) or a video recording (Study 1B) in which they read, or saw and 

heard, the thoughts and feelings of someone described as a “previous participant in this 

experiment”. This person (the ‘exemplar’) wrote or said that s/he had considered dividing the 

50 tokens in different ways: 45(self)–5(other), 25–25, or something in between these two 

options. To vary exemplar behaviour, the decision taken was either a 25–25 split (fair 

behaviour) or a 45–5 split (unfair behaviour). It was also stated that this offer was accepted. 
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To manipulate emotion, the exemplar said that he or she felt “good,” “proud,” and “pleased” 

about the decision (pride condition); or “bad,” “sorry,” and “regretful” about the decision 

(regret condition). In the control emotion condition, there was no mention of emotions in the 

thought transcript or video. After being exposed to the exemplar emotion, the participant was 

asked to rate how much pride or regret they would experience if they were to act in the same 

way as the exemplar, before making an offer in their own round of the Ultimatum Game. 

What we expected to find was an interaction between exemplar behaviour and exemplar 

emotion, such that participants would be more likely to make a fair offer if they had been 

exposed to an exemplar who was proud -- rather than regretful -- about being fair, or regretful 

-- rather than proud -- about being unfair. 

 

To increase the reliability of the findings, we pooled the data from the two studies into one 

analysis, controlling for study. The pattern of means is shown in Figure 9.1. There it can be 

seen that participants were indeed more likely to make a fair offer if they had been exposed to 

an exemplar who was proud, rather than regretful, about being fair. Furthermore, mediation 

analysis showed that in the fair behaviour condition, the effect of exemplar regret on 

participants’ offers was fully mediated by an increase in anticipated regret and a reduction in 

anticipated pride. In summary, these findings provide support for our argument that we learn 

about the psychological implications of making allocation decisions from observing the 

regret or pride expressed by another person who has taken the same decision. However, 

exemplar emotion did not have an effect on players’ offers in the unfair condition. Given that 

very few participants (1.5%) in the unfair condition made offers lower than or equal to 45:5, 

it may be the case that this behaviour struck participants as extremely unfair and 

overshadowed the influence of exemplar emotion.  

 



What we learn from others’ regret  12 

 

Figure 9.1. Predicted probabilities of fair offers as a function of exemplar behaviour and 

exemplar emotion. From J. van der Schalk, T. Kuppens, M. Bruder, & A. S. R. Manstead 

(2015), The social power of regret: The effect of social appraisal and anticipated emotions on 

fair and unfair allocations in resource dilemmas. Journal of Experimental Psychology: 

General, 144, 151-157, published by the American Psychological Association. Adapted with 

permission. 

 

To establish whether a less extreme degree of exemplar unfairness would elicit different 

effects we conducted a further study with a design very similar to that used in the two 

previous studies, but with unfair exemplar behaviour that was less extreme (35:15, unfair vs 

25:25, fair). In addition, the study used the Dictator Game (DG; Kahneman, Knetsch, & 

Thaler, 1986). In the DG, the responder cannot reject the allocator’s offer, meaning that the 
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allocator does not have to estimate the chances that an offer might be rejected. This makes 

allocations in the DG a purer measure of fairness.  To increase participants’ involvement, we 

also changed the procedure such that they knew that they would be playing two rounds of the 

game, each with a different opponent. In round 1, the opponent was (apparently randomly) 

selected to be the allocator; in round 2, the participant was (again, apparently randomly) 

selected to be the allocator. 

 

 

Figure 9.2. Predicted probabilities of fair offers as a function of exemplar behaviour and 

exemplar emotion (Study 2). From J. van der Schalk, T. Kuppens, M. Bruder, & A. S. R. 

Manstead (2015), The social power of regret: The effect of social appraisal and anticipated 

emotions on fair and unfair allocations in resource dilemmas. Journal of Experimental 
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Psychology: General, 144, 151-157, published by the American Psychological Association. 

Adapted with permission. 

 

The pattern of means is shown in Figure 9.2.  Participants who had received an unfair offer 

were more likely to make a fair offer when the exemplar had expressed regret rather than 

pride. Although the direct effect of exemplar emotion on participants’ offers was not 

significant in the fair condition, mediation analyses showed that in both conditions, there 

were significant indirect effects of exemplar emotions on offers through anticipated regret 

and anticipated pride. In other words, participants who had been exposed to an unfair 

exemplar who expressed regret -- as opposed to pride -- were more likely to anticipate regret 

and less likely to anticipate pride if they were to act the same way, and these anticipated 

emotions affected the likelihood of participants making a fair allocation. There were 

corresponding (but, of course, mirror-image) indirect effects in the fair condition. Again, this 

suggests that we learn from the regret expressed by others. When they are seen to regret a 

decision, we expect to feel the same way if we were to make the same decision and this 

makes us more likely to behave differently when faced with a similar choice.   

 

Recalling the earlier discussion of social appraisal, it is worth pointing out that in the studies 

just described, the exemplar’s appraisal of the decision he or she had just made was relatively 

easy to infer, because in expressing regret or pride the exemplar also made it clear why he or 

she felt that way. For example, in the unfair/regret condition, the exemplar said (or wrote, 

depending on the study concerned) “I feel bad about how I played the game. I feel sorry that I 

chose to make some additional profit and was not fair. I regret my decision.” Thus the 

appraisal underlying the regret was one that focused on selfishness and unfairness. The same 

two appraisals were mentioned in the other four conditions, the only changes being what the 
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exemplar was sorry or pleased about (making or not making a profit; and being or not being 

fair). As a consequence, the participants did not really have to infer the exemplar’s appraisals 

from his or her emotional expressions. In sum, the evidence from the two studies shows that 

expressions of emotion accompanied by verbal messages communicating appraisals have an 

impact on how the perceiver expects to feel in a similar set of circumstances, as well as on 

the perceiver’s behaviour. In the experiments described below, emotions experienced by the 

other person were conveyed simply by facial expressions, without any accompanying verbal 

statements.  

 

Regret and intergroup decisions 

In subsequent studies we examined whether observed emotions could influence decisions in 

the context of intergroup relations. It is well established that groups are more competitive 

with each other than individuals are (e.g., Balliet & Van Lange, 2013; Insko et al., 1990; 

Wildschut, Pinter, Vevea, Insko, & Schopler, 2003), and that intergroup relations are 

characterized by greater mutual suspicion and distrust than are interpersonal or within-group 

relations (e.g., Brewer, 1999). As Brewer (1999, p. 442) puts it, “the very factors that make 

ingroup attachment and allegiance important to individuals also provide a fertile ground for 

antagonism and distrust of those outside the ingroup boundaries.” Nowhere is this more 

apparent than when comparing the effects of intergroup apologies - which are largely 

ineffective (see Wohl, Hornsey, & Philpot, 2011) - with interpersonal apologies, which are 

generally effective (e.g., McCullough, Worthington, & Rachal, 1997). It follows that 

expressions of regret by outgroup members in the wake of behaviour that serves the interest 

of their own group at the expense of the observers’ ingroup might be less influential than are 

similar expressions of regret made by individuals who have behaved in a self-serving 

manner.   
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In a first set of studies, we (Rychlowska, van der Schalk, Gratch, Breitinger, & Manstead, 

2018) examined whether regret expressed by a representative of one of two groups could 

restore trust after their group had behaved unfairly. To do this, we made use of an intergroup 

version of the trust game (Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995). In this game, one player 

(hereafter the ‘trustor’) decides how much of a resource to send to the other player (hereafter 

the ‘trustee’). Any resource sent to the trustee is tripled. The trustee then has to decide how 

much of his/her resources to send back to the trustor. From the trustor’s perspective, sending 

more resource is risky because the trustee could decide to return little or even none of the 

resource. However, sending more offers a way to increase resources for both parties – 

provided the trust is reciprocated – because of the tripling.  

 

In Study 1 of this series, participants belonged to a four-person group that ostensibly played 

two rounds of the trust game with a remote group, working in a different room. The two 

groups appeared to be connected by audio and video links. In fact, the remote group’s actions 

were pre-recorded. Unknown to participants, their own group included a confederate who had 

been instructed and trained to behave in different ways, depending on the experimental 

condition. The computer program that controlled the experiment selected, apparently at 

random, the confederate to participate in the first round, and the other participants were asked 

to stand behind her computer screen to see how the game would be played. Before leaving 

the room, the experimenter started the video connection with the other group, such that 

participants could see the outgroup, complete with its representative seated in front of a 

computer and the other three members standing behind her. 
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The onscreen instructions explained that the confederate’s task was to send to the other group 

a proportion of the 10-lottery-ticket endowment that each group had been given at the start of 

the round. When the confederate was asked to decide how many tickets she would like to 

pass to the other team, she always sent 7 tickets, a trusting move. This allocation was 

automatically tripled to 21 tickets for the outgroup. Participants were then informed that the 

outgroup representative would discuss with other members of her team how many tickets to 

send back. Participants then saw a video of the representative turning toward her group, 

before learning that the outgroup had decided to return either 14 tickets (fair condition) or no 

tickets (unfair condition). The final video showed the outgroup representative displaying a 

positive (smile) or a negative (regret) facial expression. The latter involved lip pressing and 

downward head movements. Participants were then asked to play the second round of the 

game seated at individual computers, playing with an anonymous member of the outgroup 

and knowing that any tickets they gained would be pooled with those gained by other ingroup 

members. The key dependent variable was the number of tickets that participants in the four 

conditions decided to send to the outgroup. We expected a main effect of outgroup 

behaviour, such that fewer tickets would be sent to outgroups that had been unfair in round 1, 

but also that this effect would be moderated by the outgroup representative’s emotional 

expression, such that more tickets would be sent in the unfair/regret condition than in the 

unfair/happiness condition. Within the unfair condition there was the predicted difference in 

tickets sent as a function of emotion expressed, with more tickets being sent to outgroups that 

had expressed regret rather than happiness. A similar, albeit weaker, effect was found in a 

follow-up study in which the emotion expressed by the outgroup was manipulated not by 

facial expressions, but by means of ratings on a set of pictogram scales that conveyed the 

valence and arousal of the outgroup’s feelings about the decision they had made.  
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In a third study we used a new set of videotaped expressions and included a control condition 

as well as a measure of perceived willingness to change the decision -- an appraisal that 

should be related to expressions of regret. Given that in the two previous studies emotion did 

not affect participants’ decisions in the fair conditions, we focused on the effects of emotion 

following unfair behaviour. In a within-subjects design, participants saw a representative of 

the outgroup displaying happiness, regret, and a neutral facial expression, ostensibly in 

relation to the outcome of the round. After seeing each expression, participants imagined that 

they were playing a second round of the same game with another member of the outgroup 

team and indicated the number of lottery tickets that they would send to this other person. 

Participants who saw the regret expression reported that they would send more tickets than 

participants who saw the neutral expression, who in turn did not differ from those who saw 

the happy expression. This suggests that the differences observed in the two previous studies 

reflect the impact of expressions of regret, rather than an effect of expressions of happiness. 

Furthermore, participants’ perceptions of the extent to which the outgroup representative 

would like to change her decision were also affected by the facial expression she displayed, 

such that the regret expression elicited higher scores than did the neutral and the happy 

expressions.  

 

These studies examining the effects of emotion expressions in the context of intergroup 

relations show that expressions of emotion that are purely nonverbal in nature can influence 

the subsequent behaviour of members of another group. They also show that the emotions of 

one outgroup member influence behaviour towards other members of the same outgroup. 

Thus, from the perspective of affective social learning, the inferences that observers of 

outgroup emotional expressions draw from an expression of regret attenuate the impact of 

unfair outgroup behaviour posing a threat to intergroup cooperation. The observers ‘learn’ 
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that the outgroup is not entirely happy with this behaviour and that it might well decide to 

behave differently (and therefore more cooperatively) on a subsequent occasion. 

 

Ingroup expressions of negative emotion 

A final empirical example of how lessons can be learned from others’ emotional expressions 

comes from another line of work in which we (Shore, Rychlowska, van der Schalk, 

Parkinson, & Manstead, 2018) examined the impact of guilt expressed by an ingroup member 

about not reciprocating a trusting move made by the outgroup in a trust game. Before 

describing the study further, it is worth considering the relation between regret and guilt. As 

signalled at the start of this chapter, these two emotions are similar in that they arise from 

events in which the self is appraised as responsible for producing negative outcomes.  

 

Berndsen, Van der Pligt, Doosje, and Manstead (2004) argued that the most important 

difference between these two emotions is whether people are responsible for negative 

outcomes for themselves (in which case they experience regret) or for others (in which case 

they experience guilt). However, a series of three studies by Zeelenberg and Breugelmans 

(2008), revealed that regret is elicited by undesirable outcomes for both the self 

(intrapersonal) and for another person (interpersonal). More recent research by Wagner, 

Handke, Dörfel, and Walter (2012) has provided further evidence of the similarities between 

guilt and interpersonal regret. Comparing conditions in which decisions had intrapersonal or 

interpersonal consequences, these authors concluded: “Obviously, while there can be regret 

without substantial guilt (as shown in the intrapersonal condition), it may be impossible to 

experience guilt without regret in interpersonal conditions, and the high correlation between 

the two emotions suggests that they do not only co-occur in these contexts, but indeed 
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strongly overlap conceptually. In other words, guilt and interpersonal regret may describe 

essentially the same core emotion” (p. 9).  

 

Thinking back to the definition of regret offered by Zeelenberg and Pieters (2007), this claim 

seems entirely logical. According to their analysis, regret is an emotion that we experience 

when we reflect on a decision and believe that things would have been better if we had 

decided differently. If the outcome of the regretted decision is that harm was caused to 

another person, it would also be a basis for guilt. In other words, it seems likely that – to the 

extent that harm caused to another person resulted from a decision that one took more or less 

freely – many episodes of guilt will also be tinged with regret about not having arrived at a 

different decision. I may feel regret about the decision I took and guilty about the harm that 

the decision caused you. 

 

Returning to the study by Shore et al. (2018), an outgroup representative decided to send 7 

lottery tickets out of her group’s endowment of 10 tickets to the ingroup, with the result that 

the ingroup now had 31 tickets (21 new tickets plus its 10-ticket endowment). However, this 

trusting move was rebuffed by the ingroup when an ingroup representative decided to return 

no tickets to the outgroup. We were able to achieve this outcome by ensuring that the ingroup 

member who was apparently randomly chosen to be the group’s representative in this first 

round was always a confederate.  

 

Following this breach of trust, the representative acted in one of three pre-determined ways, 

to create three emotion expression conditions. The program running the experiment asked the 

representative how guilty and happy she felt about the number of tickets returned to the other 

group. She answered this question using a standardized script. In the guilt condition she 
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sighed, looked down, and said “Now I don’t feel so good about it,” before selecting very 

much for the guilt rating and a little for the happiness rating. In the happiness condition, she 

laughed, nodded her head, and said “I feel pretty good about it,” before choosing very much 

for the happiness rating, and a little for the guilt rating. In the control condition, the 

representative was not asked about how she felt and did not express any emotion.  

 

In round 2 of the game, each ingroup member played in the role of trustee with an 

anonymous outgroup trustor. Now the trustor sent 4 tickets out of an endowment of 10, 

meaning that the trustee now had 12 new tickets. Our key dependent variable was how many 

of these tickets the trustee decided to return to the trustor. Figure 9.3 shows the mean number 

of tickets returned to the outgroup trustee in each of the three conditions. It is evident that 

participants who had been exposed to a fellow ingroup member who expressed guilt about 

her failure to reciprocate trust returned more tickets to another anonymous outgroup member 

than did counterparts in the no expression control condition. There was no significant 

difference in tickets returned between the guilt and happiness or happiness and control 

conditions.  
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Figure 9.3. Number of tickets returned to trustor in the trust game as a function of emotion 

expression of ingroup representative following breach of trust. Error bars represent standard 

deviations. The asterisk indicates significance at p < .05. From D. Shore, M. Rychlowska, J. 

van der Schalk, B. Parkinson, & A. S. R. Manstead (2018), Intergroup emotional exchange: 

Ingroup guilt and outgroup anger increase resource allocation in trust games. Emotion, 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/emo0000463, published by the American Psychological Association. 

Adapted with permission. 

 

Further analysis showed that the expression of guilt by the ingroup representative had the 

effect of increasing the amount of guilt felt by participants, and that this increased guilt 

mediated the effect of the guilty expression on number of tickets sent. In the way that would 

be predicted by social appraisal theory, seeing another person express guilt about a decision 

led others who were implicitly involved in that decision to experience greater guilt, and this 

greater guilt seems to have led them to be more generous in the number of tickets they 

returned to another outgroup trustor. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/emo0000463
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Conclusions 

We believe that the experiments described above provide evidence for the operation of 

affective social learning. As argued in the introduction to this chapter, the phenomena 

examined in these studies fall in the ‘mid-range’ of the family of processes referred to under 

the umbrella of affective social learning, and can be seen as examples of affective 

observation or social referencing depending on the extent to which the exemplar is seen as 

engaging in deliberate emotion signalling. In the experimental settings used in the present 

studies, where emotional expressions were intentionally varied, there is of course a real sense 

in which the emotional signal was ostensive, or deliberate, and could therefore be regarded as 

closer to social referencing. However, for the expression to be credible, its deliberate nature 

should not have been apparent to naïve participants. Indeed, if participants had been aware 

that the emotions expressed were intentional, rather than spontaneous, it is possible that they 

would have discounted them. A recent study by Shore and Parkinson (2017) supports this 

prediction by showing that perceiving expressions of guilt as strategic undermined the trust-

repairing effects of this emotion. In a more naturalistic setting, however, the emotional 

expressions would typically be made spontaneously and interpreted as honest signals.  As a 

consequence, the process would be closer to affective observation. In describing this process, 

Dukes and Clément argue that “when entering a group, individuals are prone to detect, 

simply by observing others’ affective reactions, what is socially relevant and what is not” 

(this volume p. xxx). This, we suggest, is very close to the process underlying the effects 

found in the experiments reported in the present chapter. 

 

Participants in these and similar studies can frame the game they are playing in cooperative 

or competitive terms. Indeed, this is the very point of mixed-motive games: They pit 
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collective interest against self- (or group-) interest, or concern for the welfare of the other 

against concern for the welfare of the self. It is well established that framing such games in 

terms of cooperation (e.g., “the Community Game”) results in more cooperative behaviour 

than does framing them in terms of competition (e.g., “the Stock Market Game;” Ellingsen, 

Johannesson, Mollerstrom, & Munkhammar, 2012). A theoretical framework that can 

account for such framing effects (and indeed many other phenomena) in experimental games 

is the ‘appropriateness framework’ proposed by Weber, Kopelman, and Messick (2004). 

These authors argue that “The definition of the situation is the heart of the appropriateness 

framework. Is this a cooperative situation or a competitive situation? … The definition of the 

situation informs the person about the norms, expectations, rules, learned behaviours, skills, 

and possible strategies that are relevant. It should be, therefore, the proximal mediator of 

behavioural choice” (p. 285). Our contention is that the effects of emotional expression in the 

experiments described in the present chapter are due to shifts in the perceived appropriateness 

of certain behaviours. By expressing regret or guilt, an individual or group member is in 

effect signalling that a competitive norm is not as applicable to the current context as his or 

her recent decision may have implied, and that a cooperative norm would be more applicable. 

In this way, participants in our studies learn about the appropriateness of behaviour by 

observing others’ emotional expressions. When we see others expressing regret or guilt about 

a decision they took, this does indeed ‘chasten the future,’ in the sense that we draw different 

inferences from their decision making than we would if these people had expressed happiness 

or pride and that these inferences moderate our own decisions as a result.   
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