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Emotions at work: experimental findings every organisation should be aware 

of 

 

1. Introduction 

Human beings spend a substantial amount of time in their workplace, thus there is no 

surprise they exhibit different emotions in organisational settings: we feel happy if our 

project is successful; we are angry or frustrated if our co-workers have let us down or we 

feel anxious due to the upcoming deadline. These emotions can have either a positive or a 

negative effect on the later interactions with our colleagues or clients (Ashkanasy, Hartel 

and Daus, 2002). Such anecdotal examples are an important step to acknowledge that 

emotions play a substantial role while humans are at work. However, one of the most 

interesting questions here is: in what ways do emotions affect organisations? According to 

Forgas and George (2001) such an inquiry was largely ignored due to the fact that for 

decades psychology was dominated by behaviourist paradigm and cognitive approach which 

did not pay sufficient amount of attention to affect - it was believed that emotions and 

cognition were not interdependent. Moreover, at that time a widely accepted Expectancy 

Theory (Vroom, 1964) presented a view of employees as being calculative, logical 

information processors. Such statements completely opposed to the idea that affect can 

have an effect in organisations.  

It is surprising and yet worrying for how long both science and organisations neglected the 

importance of emotions to human behaviour. Fortunately, some psychologists opposed to 

such neglect. Bower’s (1981) model of human thinking takes into account emotions; 

researcher showed that affect plays a major role in cognition. Also, Bechara, Damasio and 

Damasio (2000) provided empirical evidence arguing that emotions are essential for normal 

and effective decision-making processes. Similar studies have concluded that affect is 

extremely important to be taken into account while managing complex organisational 

situations. Experimental findings influenced the change in perception on the significance 

that emotions play in everyday life; it prompted organisational psychologists to take a closer 

look at affect in work environment. For example, Weiss (2002) concluded that affective 
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experiences at work are the best predictors of job satisfaction and this in turn leads to 

better productivity. There are numerous studies now showing various effects of emotions in 

organisational environment. Without any doubt, this calls organisations to take serious 

actions in order to increase the bottom line of organisational efficiency.  

The aim of the present essay is to present some empirical evidence which suggest that 

affect plays a crucial role in shaping employees’ behaviours. Two main arguments will be 

presented to support the notion. Firstly, the essay will analyze mood effects in 

organisations. It will present a theoretical model which analyzes the extent to which our 

judgements can be influenced by different moods. Moreover, it will present some empirical 

evidence supporting the proposed theoretical framework. Lastly, the present essay will 

move from the effects of mood to a specific emotion of joy and its relation to motivation. It 

will invite organisations to pay more attention to emotion-based intrinsic motivation in 

order to improve the bottom line performance.  

 

2. Mood-congruent effects to cognition 

2.1. Effect of mood on decision-making and memory 

The notion that moods have a profound effect on human beings is not a new one. 

Psychological literature covered a wide range of phenomenon showing the influence of 

affect to cognition. For example, Raghunathan’s and Pham’s (1999) study showed that 

negative mood (sadness) increases risky preferences. Participants had to choose between 

two gambling options (or between two jobs). The task was designed in a way that it had a 

trade-off between risk and reward. Risk preferences were highest for participants induced 

to feel sad, followed by controls and anxious individuals were risk averse. Also, Insen, 

Daubman and Nowicki (1987) showed that positive mood leads to being more risk averse in 

increased risk situations. Furthermore, Bower (1984) used a hypnotic suggestion technique 

in participants who were required to learn lists of unrelated words and their recall was 

tested whilst in the same or opposite mood; it was found that participants who learned a list 

of words whilst in a happy mood, showed higher levels of retention when recalling whilst in 

a happy mood compared to a sad mood - the opposite was demonstrated for those who 
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learnt a list of words whilst in a sad mood. Following such observed effects, Bower (1991) 

suggested that the possible mechanism behind the phenomenon was a network model. He 

argued that mood states might be linked to different mental representations within a single 

associative network. If this assumption was correct, Bower and Forgas (2001) postulated 

that affect could influence the usage of mood-congruent memories or associations that 

people rely on when making judgements or decisions. This has important practical 

implications for organisational behaviour. For example, whenever we make decisions we 

usually consider past experiences (memories) as references in order to have more 

information when evaluating possible outcomes. In this case, difficult decisions might be 

highly influenced by the type of memories we recall which, as shown above, depend on 

mood congruency. If we are happy at the time we make a decision, we are more likely to 

recall happy memories associated with similar situations and use them as reference points.  

Moreover, it is argued that mood can influence behaviour in a different fashion. Depending 

on an employee’s mood, different situations might be interpreted in a mood-congruent 

way. Forgas (1995) proposed a theoretical approach which accounts for the affective 

influences over mood-related information processing strategies that employees might use – 

the Affect Infusion Model. 

 

2.2. Affect Infusion model (AIM) 

According to Forgas et al. (2001), the model refers to “the process whereby affectively 

loaded information exerts and influence on, and becomes incorporated into, a person’s 

cognitive and behavioural processes, entering into their constructive deliberations and 

eventually coloring the outcome in a mood-congruent direction” (p. 9). This model analyzes 

the degree to which mood can influence our judgement and subsequent behaviour. For 

example, the reaction of getting a negative feedback from your boss (and behaviour 

afterwards) is substantially influenced by one’s mood prior to the event. Forgas (1995) 

argued that mood infusion varies depending on the complexity of the situation. If an 

encountered situation is complex or ambiguous it is more likely that a subject will be 

influenced by their mood compared to “simple” encounters. Researchers argue that affect 

infusion takes place due to the fact that planning and performing complicated 
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organisational behaviours makes subjects to search for pre-existing knowledge base and 

associations to make sense of a situation and produce a response (Forgas et al., 2001). It 

was proposed that there are four processing strategies - each of them representing a 

different mood infusion potential: 1) the direct access of a pre-existing evaluation; 2) 

motivated processing of a pre-existing goal 3) heuristic constructive processing and 4) a 

substantive generative processing strategy.  One of the biggest advantages of Affect 

Infusion model is its capability to explain instances when mood does affect judgement and 

behaviour and when it does not. The first two strategies explain when infusion does not 

occur; the third – when infusion sometimes occurs and the fourth strategy, one of most 

important one in organisational settings, explains when mood infusion does occur (Forgas, 

1996).  

Direct access strategy involves using already pre-computed responses therefore extensive 

processing is not required. Also, it does not rely on open memory search so mood does not 

affect such processing. According to Quellette and Wood (1988) employees rely on direct 

access strategy in organisational routines and well-rehearsed processes. Another example 

when mood infusion does not usually occur is motivated processing. The usage of this 

strategy is defined to take presence when subject takes on a highly targeted and selective 

thinking style which does not rely on primed affective information. For example, if employee 

wants to impress his boss he might be more helpful and such motivational goal will not 

allow mood to influence his behaviour. Moreover, Forgas et al. (2001) argued that 

employees sometimes use heuristic processing, which is adopted when the task is simple 

and of a low relevance to the subject. In this case of thinking individuals are aiming to 

produce a response without putting much effort – they use simplifications available at hand, 

such as their own mood. They might produce a response according to how they feel at that 

particular moment. This type of thinking is one of the ways when affect is infused.  

The most interesting and, I would argue, relevant to organisations is a processing strategy 

referred to as substantive processing. In this case, researchers define substantive as “those 

cognitive tasks which involves active elaboration and transformation of the available 

stimulus information, require the activation and use of previous knowledge structures, and 

result in the creation of a new knowledge from the combination of stored information and 

new stimulus details “ (Forgas et al., 2001, p.9). This type of processing is highly affected by 
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mood infusions as people rely on previously stored associative ideas and memories. The 

next paragraph is devoted to show that AIM is not based only on assumptions, but in fact is 

highly supported by empirical evidence.   

 

 

2.3. Experimental evidence supporting AIM 

As mentioned above, AIM predicts that different kinds of processing strategies people use 

affect levels of mood infusion. Substantive processing is thought to produce the biggest 

effects on processing. To test this, Forgas, Bower and Krantz (1984) asked happy and sad 

participants to judge social interactions depicted in a video. As social interactions usually 

can be ambiguous, this would require participants to employ a substantive processing. 

Researchers found out that participants interpreted interactions differently depending on 

their mood: participants viewed encounters as being skilled and poised whilst being in a 

happy mood while the same participants judged the exact interactions to be awkward and 

unskilled while being in a negative mood. Such mood-based biases have profound 

implications in organisational settings, especially when interviewing a potential employee 

for a position. A happy interviewer would evaluate the interaction in a more positive way 

compared to a sad interviewer. Usually organisations do not have a capacity to interview all 

the candidates at the same day and as moods are very sensitive to change at a short period 

of time this can lead to a profound decision-making bias when selecting employees. Strictly 

speaking, even though a person has the correct credentials to be successful at the job, 

he/she might not get employed due to his interviewer’s mood. Mood-congruent bias is also 

present when recruitment managers read CVs. Forgas (1994) showed that happy individuals 

make more positive inferences when reading personal information compared to sad people. 

As CVs contain different career achievements and previous job roles, this can substantially 

influence managers’ choices. Companies should be aware of such phenomenon and try to 

reduce the likelihood of mood-congruent bias. Some studies (e.g. Berkowitz, 2000) have 

shown that informing individuals of the effects mood can have on people’s decisions help to 

prevent affect infusions. 
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Furthermore, communication between individuals (both verbal and written) in organisations 

is majorly affected by moods also. As nowadays organisations tend to have quite a complex 

structure, effective communication between employees and departments is crucial. Forgas 

(1999) set out to test whether individuals communicate in different manner while being in 

different mood states. Researcher tested participants under different mood conditions and 

exposed subjects to either a simple and unambiguous or difficult and ambiguous 

interpersonal situation. Results confirmed AIM predictions. The observed effects of mood 

were substantially greater in an ambiguous situation compared to simple one. This 

happened as participants had to involve themselves in a more substantive thinking which 

led to affect infused responses. Also, happy subjects preferred more direct, less polite and 

less elaborate responses while sad individuals produced more indirect, polite and elaborate 

responses. Again, organisations should make sure that their employees are aware of such 

mood effects. While communicating with clients, happy people might be too direct and 

impolite thus damaging the future relationship.  

Moreover, Forgas (1998) demonstrated that affect plays a significant role in negotiations. 

Researchers tested participants in happy, neutral and sad moods who took part in a 

negotiation task. Experimental findings suggested that positive mood leads to choosing 

more ambitious goals, setting higher expectations and choosing more cooperative strategies 

in the task compared to both neutral and sad subjects. George et al. (1996) backed up such 

experimental findings and even showed that happy participants produced better 

negotiation outcomes. These results suggest that when bargaining and forming new 

relationships between companies, sending happy individuals to negotiate can result in 

negotiating better terms.  

To conclude, AIM provides a lot of valuable insight for organisations. Firstly the model 

outlines situations when mood does not affect employees; it also presents cases when 

mood has a significant effect on judgement and behaviour. It proposes that the more 

complex and ambiguous the encounter is, the more likely people will process information in 

a substantive way. In these situations people have a tendency to be influenced by their 

moods. It can be stated that managers and individuals within higher ranks in organisation 
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are affected by affect infusion the most. They often make difficult decisions and encounter 

situations with high complexity and uncertainty every day. Organisations which aim to 

eliminate or decrease the level of mood-congruent biases should inform their employees 

about possible effects of positive and negative mood. Furthermore, besides the importance 

of positive/negative moods to AIM, researchers have shown that positive mood improves 

creativity skills (Insen & Daubman, 1984), increases organisational prosocial behaviour 

(Williams & Shiaw, 1999) and also improves performance (Wright & Staw, 1999). The 

relationship between being happy and being a productive worker is discussed below.  

 

3. Happy-productive hypothesis 

Happy-productive hypothesis simply refers to the positive relationship between positive 

affect and productivity. The idea that satisfied and happy workers are statistically more 

productive than others is quite widely accepted not only to occupational psychologists but 

also to management theorists (e.g. McGregor, 1960). Many empirical findings are consistent 

with such a notion and Weiss and Cropanzano (1996) even named such a relationship as a 

“Holy Grail” of organisational behaviour research. It is believed that the well-being of 

individual leads to higher performance at an individual-level which in turns leads to an 

increase of an overall organisational performance (Taris & Schruers, 2009). Moreover, often 

happiness in work environment is measured by job satisfaction - Judge and colleagues 

(2001) found out that job satisfaction is moderately positively related to individual-level 

performance. Moreover, Zelenski, Murphy and Jenkins (2008) backed up such results and 

showed that positive affect is an especially significant contributor to productivity. On the 

other hand, some experimental findings show scepticism about the relationship between 

positive affect and productivity. Meta-analysis by Vroom (1964, as cited in Taris et al., 2009) 

concluded that the correlation was only .14 while Iaffaldano and Muchinsky (1995, as cited 

in Taris et al., 2009) obtained a correlation of .17. These studies infer that there might be 

other variables involved between positive affect and performance.   

Different researchers have proposed various possible explanations for the happy-productive 

relationship. For example, Fredrickson (2001) argued that positive emotions broaden and 

build skills and social bonds. Researcher believed that because people, who are in positive 
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mood, are more cooperative and helpful therefore they are more likely to improve 

productivity by working together. On the other hand, as positive emotions were linked to 

enhanced problem-solving skills, Madjar (2002) suggested that such a link leads to a better 

performance as employees are more capable of solving complex organisational problems. 

Furthermore, according to Adams (1963, as cited in Taris et al., 2009), satisfied employees 

feel obliged to put their efforts in order to achieve higher results as employers made them 

feel happy at their workplace. He proposed equity theory which argues that when inequity 

between two “actors” occurs, one of the actors tries to reach the equilibrium by investing 

either less or more into the relationship. In this case, employee puts more effort to reach 

the equity between him and his employer. Lastly, Taris et al. 2009 suggested that there 

might be a link between affective phenomena and motivation. It was argued that high levels 

of job satisfaction would lead to high levels of motivation which would influence individuals 

to perform better.  

The notion that positive emotions have an impact on human motivation has been adopted 

by different motivational theories. In particular, Self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 

2001) argues that often people engage in activities with a sole purpose of achieving 

enjoyment. This notion is extremely important and it needs to be taken into account in 

organisational settings. 

 

4. Emotion-based motivation – Self-determination theory 

Before the introduction of the Self-determination theory (SDT), human motivation was 

mostly viewed from a cognitive perspective: it was believed that people behave in particular 

ways in order to reach a desired goal e.g. people go to work (action) because they want to 

get paid (goal). However, Deci and Ryan (1991) proposed a completely different model of 

human motivation. Central to SDT is the clear distinction between two types of motivations: 

autonomous (intrinsic) and controlled (extrinsic). Intrinsic motivation involves acting with a 

sense of volition. It explains that human beings posses an innate drive towards personal 

growth which is affected by emotion-based needs: competence, autonomy and relatedness. 

Moreover, intrinsic motivation is believed to be facilitated by joy. It explains that human 

beings engage in activities not because of instrumental values but because they enjoy doing 
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things which give them satisfaction (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Such conclusions were made by 

Harlow and Meyer (1950) who found out that monkeys performed a task because the task 

itself provided them with an intrinsic value. When researchers gave puzzles to monkeys 

these animals immediately started solving them without any rewards or punishments. It was 

shown that monkeys learned to solve the puzzle purely because of the enjoyment of doing 

the task itself. This has led to a suggestion that emotions are fundamentally related to 

intrinsic motivation (Deci, Koestner & Ryan, 1999). It was suggested that emotions of 

enjoyment and excitement accompanied by the experience of competence, autonomy and 

relatedness represent the rewards for intrinsically motivated behaviour. Understanding the 

importance of intrinsic motivation is crucial if organisations want to improve their 

performance and efficiency. I take autonomy as an example and analyze it in more detail 

providing some suggestions to how organisations could help their employees to boost their 

productivity. 

 

Autonomy can be understood as the need to perform tasks of one’s choice without an 

external interference. I believe that the whole construct of autonomy depends on both 

affect and cognition, in particular cognitive appraisals. Whenever people encounter a 

specific stimulus, which interferes with their freedom of acting with the sense of volition, it 

affects emotional properties resulting in feeling less autonomous. In this case, Rodin (1986) 

has shown that the feeling of having a lack of control over events at work is a source of 

work-related stress. Furthermore, Wharton (1993) concluded that people who reported 

high autonomy had lower emotional exhaustion and also autonomy was positively related 

to job satisfaction. Now these findings support SDT’s view on the importance of such 

feeling. Deci et al. (2000) has also reported that extrinsic rewards (such as financial 

incentives) might reduce employees’ feeling of autonomy which usually results in the 

diminishment of intrinsic rewards that leads to worse performance at work. All these 

findings suggest one important notion: organisations have to ensure that their employees 

feel that they have autonomy at work. By providing people with a feeling of control over 

their actions, companies can expect not only better performance at work, but also will make 

their employees more satisfied and less stressful. 
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5. Conclusion 

For too long the importance of emotions was neglected in organisational environment. The 

present study aimed to draw attention to the influences affect can have on our thinking, 

reasoning, judgements and behaviour while being at work. A theoretical framework was 

presented which gave a clear insight into situations which can lead to mood-congruence 

biases. Moreover, the present essay outlined that in order to overcome such biases - 

organisations should inform employees about them and also suggested that these biases 

can be used as an advantage (f.e. in negotiations). The dissertation then moved to discuss 

the happy-productive hypothesis which outlines that happy employees positively affect the 

overall performance of the organisation. Lastly, an emotion-based motivation theory was 

briefly discussed in order to support the idea that affect plays a crucial role in organisations. 

By giving more attention to the influences emotions have on the employees, organisations 

could significantly improve their performance and efficiency.     
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