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Introduction to Emotion Theory 

As summarized in Lopatovska and Arapakis (2010), emotion research generally follows 

two main approaches: cognitive and somatic.  Cognitive approaches to emotion study focus on 

how a person’s conscious or unconscious appraisal of stimuli result in emotion. Or as Roseman 

and Smith phrase it, “the central assumption of all appraisal theories is that evaluation of events, 

not the events themselves are the cause of emotional experience” (as cited in Silvia, 2005, p. 

345).  Cognitive theories of emotion are therefore inherently subjective since, as Silvia points 

out, “in any situation different people will respond with different emotions.  And in similar 

situations, the same person will have different emotions” (Silvia, 2005, p. 345).   

On the other hand, somatic studies of emotion focus not on judgments, but on 

participants’ physiological responses to stimuli. The research conducted by Tschacher, et al. 

(2011) is an example of a study employing this approach.  Study participants wore gloves which 

monitored their movements, heart rate, and skin conductance as they viewed works of art. (Skin 

conductance is a measure of the skin’s electrical conductivity which immediately increases in 

response to arousal.) These responses were monitored and compared to participants’ appraisals 

of their emotional reactions via questionnaire. The study did find that participants’ physiological 

responses related “significantly” to the “aesthetic-emotional experiencing” they reported on their 

questionnaires.  However, researchers at the same time concluded that they “have no empirical 

grounds to claim that aesthetic experiencing could or should be reduced to its physiological 

embodiment” (p.102).      

In describing the structure of emotions, there also two dominant schools of thought: 

discrete and continuous (Lopatovska and Arapakis, 2010).  With a continuous approach, 

emotions are described in terms of the interplay between two or more dimensions.  For example, 

Russell (1994, as cited in Lopatovska & Arapakis, 2010) proposed that emotions can be 

described as a quantification of pleasure versus displeasure, arousal versus non-arousal, and 

dominance versus submissiveness, while Scherer (2002, as cited in Lopatovska & Arapakis, 

2010), proposed that people perceive emotional meaning in dimensions of positive versus 

negative and active versus passive. The research conducted by Hager, Hagemann, Danner & 

Schankin (2012) is an example of a study utilizing a continuous model to structure emotion. In 

this study,  researchers created questionnaires (i.e., an appraisal method), in which participants 

rated their responses to art works on a numerical scale in terms of  cognitive stimulation (e.g., 

“This painting is thought provoking.”), negative emotionality (e.g., “This painting makes me feel 

sad.”), expertise (e.g., “I can relate this painting to a particular artist.”), self-reference (e.g., “This 

painting makes me think about my own life history”), artistic quality (e.g., “This painting is very 

innovative.”), and positive attraction (e.g., “This painting is beautiful.”).  This method resulted in 

numerical data that allowed researchers to quantify participant’s emotional responses.    



 

While emotions in the framework of a continuous approach are described in terms of 

where they fall on a continuum of a specified dimension, a discrete approach follows the theory 

that there six or more discrete, basic emotions that are universally recognized and employed 

(Lopatovska & Arapakis, 2010).  In this view, all emotions are combinations or variations on 

these basic emotions.  Though there is no agreement on what constitute the basic emotions, the 

list generally includes: fear, anger, disgust, happiness, sadness, and surprise (Lopatovska and 

Arapakis, 2010).  

Application 

As our client (Dallas Museum of Art) does not wish to invest in special equipment and 

since the use of said equipment would limit where and how patrons contribute emotion tags, it 

seems clear that a cognitive/appraisals approach rather than a somatic one will work best for our 

purposes.  This approach should, as pointed out in Tschacher, et al. (2012), yield results 

reflective of patrons’ emotional responses to works in the collection anyway.   Though a 

dimension-measurement tool like a questionnaire may yield useful data, answering even a short 

series of question about each work might prove prohibitively time-consuming and 

discouragingly repetitive for patrons since, on average, a museum visitor spends just 27 seconds 

with a work (Smith & Smith, 2001, as cited in Hager, et al., 2012). With a discreet approach to 

emotion description, patrons would be presented with what should be immediately identifiable 

emotion options.  As these emotions are proposed to be universal, little explanation should be 

necessary and, with the use of emoticons, even patrons with little or no English proficiency 

should be able to participate.  The use of a discrete approach and emoticons should open up 

tagging to patrons of all walks of life. 

Plan 

I propose the use of an emotion wheel-based tagging system based on the six basic 

emotions with a seventh “neutral” option.  The basic seven will make up the inner-most ring of 

the wheel with refining terms available in two consecutive rings around that.  Patrons will begin 

with the innermost ring and will have the option to end their tagging experience there or to select 

additional refining terms from the concentric “rings.”  Since these seven basic emotions are 

basic, I had concerns that the resulting tags would be too broad to contribute to meaningful 

searching.  The refining terms provide the ability for patrons to provide more than one general 

tag for each work.  Additionally, showing the refining terms in the wheel, instead of hiding them 

in a drop-down until after patrons have selected the first level, may help patrons explore their 

emotional response more deeply before making an initial selection.   

Each work will have an “emotion pie” (pie chart) on its individual page which displays 

past tagging responses along with a link for patrons to contribute their own emotional “vote” to 

the pie in the form of tagging.  I have chosen to limit the emotion pie to the basic seven to avoid 



over-complicating what should be a quickly and easily-comprehensible graphic.  Each work’s 

individual page will also list the emotion tags applied to the work as clickable links to make 

locating other works with that emotion tag quick and easy.   

Example: 



To prevent unusable tags, I have chosen not to provide open-ended answer capability.  

However, I believe the emotion wheel can be constructed to provide response options that are 

adequately-varied so that situations in which an appropriate tag is not available should be very 

minimal.  The wheel would be based on the emotion wheels often used in counseling or as a 

writer’s aid. See an example below. Note that this wheel is provided only as an example.  Actual 

emotion terms to populate the two outer rings of refining terms should be discussed and finalized 

by the client who knows its collection and patrons best.   

 Example of an emotion wheel: 

 

 

 

 

When a patron clicks on the “Contribute Emotion” link, the wheel will pop up.  Ideally, 

the wheel will not obscure the entire screen so that the patron will be able to continue to see the 

art work and not have to rely on memory.  When the patron’s mouse hovers over the wheel, the 

center circle of seven basic emotions should become larger, indicating that this is where the 

patron should click to tag.   

Retrieved from: 

http://24.media.tumblr.com/eb88c16a7522cdf5820

1a286c986ff0a/tumblr_muj547TMai1sovbevo1_500.

jpg 



Example of full wheel popup: 

 

Example of center wheel enlargement when wheel is hovered over: 



 

I have provided emoticons on this level for easy accessibility along with labels for the 

emoticons to clarify their use.  The emoticons will also tie in with another feature on the site that 

I will discuss later.  

If the patron chose “Neutral,” a pop-up “Thank You!” message will be displayed and the 

tagging process will be considered complete.  When a patron selects one of the other six options, 

the central circle will decrease in size and the section of refining options what correlate to the be 

enlarged.  An “I’m finished!” button will also appear at the bottom right of the screen to allow 

the patron to stop tagging at this level if desired.  If this button is selected, the patron will receive 

the “Thank you!” popup and the tagging will be considered complete.   

Example: 

 

 



Clicking a refining option will present the enlarged next layer of options. Again, the 

patron also has the option to choose the “I’m finished!” button at this point.  If the patron 

chooses to select a third refining term, the selection will be followed by the “Thank you!” popup 

and the tagging process will be considered complete.   

Example: 

 



Thumbnails displayed in the “Related Works” section at the bottom of an individual 

work’s page and as the result of browsing and searching will include the emoticon corresponding 

to the basic emotion which has earned the top percentage of that work’s emotion pie. The 

emoticons allow patrons to see the dominant emotion associate with a particular work at a 

glance. Emotion would also be listed as a filter criterion.  

Example: 

 

 

 



The search page would include an “Emotion” option as well as an “Emotion” browsing option. 

Example: 

 

 

 



An “emotion” option would also be available as an expandable browsing option.   

Example: 

 

 

 

The “staff side” of the site should include the emotion icon displays along with additional 

statistical information about the tags being chosen: the percentage of tags being chosen, how 

many refining options are being chosen, etc.  This information would be part of the non-publicly 

displayed metadata generally available to museum staff. 
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