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Appraisal Theory

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Cognitive Psychology, Emotion Research, Social Psychology

Proponents: Richard Lazarus, Klaus Scherer, Bernard Weiner, Magda Arnold

1. Core Principles

Appraisal Theory serves as an overarching framework encompassing several models that assert

that an individual's cognitive evaluation or interpretation of a situation is the fundamental

determinant of the emotion they experience in response to that situation. It posits that emotions do

not arise directly from external stimuli but are mediated by the personal significance the stimulus

holds for the individual. This theoretical perspective moves beyond purely physiological or

stimulus-response explanations of emotion, emphasizing that thought processes precede and

structure the emotional response.

The central tenet of Appraisal Theory is the concept of appraisal itself, defined as the evaluative

process through which an event is judged concerning its relevance to an individual's well-being,

goals, and available resources. Because different individuals assign different meanings or

interpretations to the identical event, Appraisal Theory effectively accounts for the vast variability

and uniqueness of human emotional responses. For instance, receiving an unexpected promotion

might be appraised by one person as a positive challenge (leading to joy and excitement), while

another might appraise it as an overwhelming threat to work-life balance (leading to anxiety).

This group of theories establishes a critical sequence: first, an event occurs; second, the individual

performs an appraisal (consciously or unconsciously) of the event; third, the specific emotion

arises based on the outcome of that appraisal; and finally, an action tendency or coping response

is initiated. Importantly, appraisals are often rapid, automatic, and highly contextual. They are

frequently rooted in deeply held beliefs, values, and cultural norms, demonstrating that emotion is

not merely a reaction but a highly personalized transactional process between the person and

the environment.

2. Historical Development

The intellectual roots of Appraisal Theory can be traced back to the early and mid-20th century,

notably diverging from the dominant theories that prioritized physiological arousal (like the James-

Lange theory) or simple drive states. A foundational figure was Magda Arnold, who, in her 1960

work, was instrumental in introducing the term 'appraisal' into psychological lexicon. Arnold argued

explicitly that the sequence leading to emotion involved perception, followed by immediate, intuitive

apprehension (appraisal) of the object as good or bad, which then elicited an emotion and

subsequent action tendency.
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The theory gained significant scientific prominence and structure largely through the work of

Richard Lazarus in the 1980s. Lazarus and his colleagues developed the highly influential

Transactional Model of Stress and Coping, which centered the appraisal process. Lazarus's

work provided a robust framework for distinguishing between different stages of evaluation--

specifically primary and secondary appraisal--solidifying the concept that coping mechanisms are

directly linked to how a threat is cognitively evaluated rather than the magnitude of the stressor

itself. His research moved Appraisal Theory from a general concept to a testable empirical model.

Following Lazarus, the theory diversified into highly complex and differentiated models. Most

notable among these is the Component Process Model (CPM) developed by Klaus Scherer.

Scherer proposed that emotion is not a single reaction but a synchronization of several

subsystems (including cognitive appraisal, physiological changes, expressive motor behavior, and

motivational readiness) and that appraisal occurs through a continuous sequence of detailed

Stimulus Evaluation Checks (SECs). This development allowed researchers to predict far more

subtle emotional differentiation than simpler models permitted, advancing the precision and

applicability of the theoretical framework.

3. Key Concepts and Components

Primary Appraisal: The initial judgment of whether an event is relevant to one's goals and whether

it is congruent or incongruent with those goals.

Secondary Appraisal: The assessment of one's resources and options for coping with the event

(coping potential).

Stimulus Evaluation Checks (SECs): Scherer's detailed sequential appraisal dimensions (e.g.,

novelty, pleasantness, certainty, goal significance, causality).

In Lazarus's framework, Primary Appraisal addresses the core question: "What is at stake?" This

stage determines the personal relevance of the event. It involves three key elements: goal

relevance (does this event affect my personal goals?), goal congruence (is the event consistent or

inconsistent with my goals?), and the type of ego-involvement. If the event is deemed irrelevant or

goal-congruent, positive or mild emotions typically follow. If the event is deemed goal-incongruent

and highly relevant, negative emotions are triggered, leading to the next stage of evaluation.

The Secondary Appraisal then addresses the question: "What can I do about it?" This evaluation

focuses on the individual's resources and options for managing or modifying the situation, including

perceived control, coping potential, and future expectations. The outcome of secondary appraisal

determines the specific quality and intensity of the negative emotion. For example, a high threat

coupled with low coping potential leads to fear or anxiety, whereas a high threat coupled with high

coping potential often leads to anger or challenge-related excitement.

Klaus Scherer's Component Process Model introduces a more fine-grained analysis through a
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hierarchical sequence of Stimulus Evaluation Checks (SECs). These checks categorize the

appraisal process into five major groups: Relevance (novelty, intrinsic pleasantness), Implications

(goal relevance, causality, outcome probability), Coping Potential (control, power, adjustment),

Normative Significance (internal standards, external standards), and Action Tendency. The

sequential output of these checks generates the specific pattern of emotional experience. For

instance, the appraisal of an event as novel, goal-incongruent, and caused by oneself (internal

attribution) might lead directly to the emotion of shame or guilt.

4. Applications and Examples

Appraisal Theory has profound implications across clinical, social, and health psychology,

providing a highly effective mechanism for understanding emotional disorders and stress

management. In Clinical Psychology, the principles of Appraisal Theory form the bedrock of

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Therapeutic interventions focus explicitly on identifying and

modifying maladaptive or irrational appraisals (e.g., catastrophizing) that lead to chronic negative

emotions like depression or anxiety. By helping patients restructure their cognitive evaluations of

events, therapists aim to produce more functional emotional and behavioral outcomes.

In Stress and Health Psychology, Lazarus's model is indispensable. It explains why not all

stressful situations lead to disease or dysfunction. Stress is not seen as an inherent property of the

external world but as a perceived imbalance between demands and resources, as determined by

the appraisal process. Research has shown that individuals who appraise demanding situations as

challenges (high resources, high demands) exhibit better physiological profiles (e.g., lower cortisol

response) than those who appraise them as threats (low resources, high demands).

Furthermore, Appraisal Theory has been effectively applied to the study of Social Emotions and

Intercultural Differences. Since appraisals are shaped by cultural norms and personal values, the

theory helps explain why certain events elicit different emotions across cultures. For example, a

violation of personal dignity might be appraised differently in an individualistic society versus a

collectivistic society, leading to different emotional responses such as anger versus shame. The

appraisal of Norm Compatibility (one of Scherer's SECs) explicitly links the individual's emotional

response to the perceived alignment of the event with societal or moral standards.

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Despite its widespread influence, Appraisal Theory faces several significant conceptual and

empirical challenges. One major criticism revolves around the issue of temporal ordering and

causality. Critics, often proponents of basic emotion theories or neuroscientific approaches, argue

that some emotional reactions--particularly immediate, intense reactions like startle or

instantaneous fear--occur too quickly (sometimes within milliseconds) to be preceded by the
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complex sequence of cognitive evaluations described by models like Scherer's SECs or even

Lazarus's dual appraisal. This suggests that certain emotions may rely on subcortical, non-

cognitive pathways.

Another area of debate concerns the complexity and measurement of the appraisal process.

Highly detailed models require researchers to measure multiple, often highly subtle, cognitive

dimensions in real time. Isolating and quantifying these specific appraisal checks (e.g., novelty vs.

certainty vs. goal relevance) presents significant methodological difficulties. Furthermore, research

often relies on self-report measures of appraisal, which introduces the possibility that subjects are

providing post-hoc rationalizations of their emotions rather than reporting the actual evaluative

process that occurred prior to the emotional response.

Finally, there is ongoing debate about the generality of the theory. While Appraisal Theory is

excellent at explaining complex, differentiated, and socially constructed emotions (like pride, envy,

or guilt), its fit with basic, evolutionarily adaptive emotions remains contested. Critics question

whether basic fear triggered by a sudden loud noise requires the same level of cognitive evaluation

as the experience of regret or moral outrage. Some hybrid models have attempted to resolve this

by suggesting dual pathways--one rapid, subcortical pathway for basic threat detection, and one

slower, cortical pathway for complex, differentiated appraisal.
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