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Group researchers have long acknowledged the importance of a group’s emotional life to 

its performance, development, and health. Until recently, however, relatively little research has 

directly examined the role of affect in group performance. During this same time, individual 

level researchers investigating social phenomena have acknowledged that moods and emotions 

have profound influences on many areas of cognitive functioning. For example, mood has been 

found to affect judgments, persuasion, and person perception, and it appears to do so through 

influencing the processes of memory, attention, and type of information processing (see, for 

example, Forgas, 1992; 2002). Recent group level models suggest that group affect might also 

have similarly important influences on group performance through its impact on emotion and 

information sharing processes of groups (Kelly, 2001; Kelly & Barsade, 2001). 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the current literature on affective influences in 

small, interacting, task-oriented groups.  Although recent research and theory has addressed the 

role of affect in understanding collective action of large social groups and intergroup relations 

more generally (e.g., Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002; Smith & Mackie, in press), these areas 

are outside the scope of this chapter.  We have broadly organized the chapter around an input-

process-outcome model with group performance as a primary focus (see Figure 1). This 

functional perspective is commonly applied to group research in social psychology (see Poole & 

Hollingshead, in press) and is useful, not simply as a tool for integration, but also for hypothesis 

generation.   

Using our model as a framework, we examine various types of affective experiences as 

potential inputs affecting group process. We argue that, just as individuals experience a variety 

of affective states, so might groups.  We provide initial evidence for these group level affective 
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experiences and also examine various theoretical and empirical issues concerning the definitions 

of group level affect, and the measurement and manipulation of these states. We next examine 

affective influences involved in group process. Specifically, we discuss research and theory 

regarding how affective states are shared among group members, how groups engage in affect 

regulation in order to maintain or change an existing affective state, how affect impacts the 

sharing of information, and how affect exerts an influence on other aspects of group process, 

such as coordination of group member efforts and leadership. Finally, we review the existing 

literature on group outcomes, focusing in particular on affective and performance outcomes.  

Throughout our discussion, we also highlight several unresolved issues for future research and 

theory development.  

Types of Affective Experiences 

Although affective factors have been central to many theories of group life, there has as 

yet been no agreed on definition, nor agreed on measure, of group mood or emotion. Researchers 

have defined a variety of types of emotional experiences that may occur primarily in group 

settings. For example, the concept of “group cohesiveness” refers to the affective ties that bind a 

group together, or to a sense of solidarity or esprit de corp that may develop over the course of 

group interaction (Hogg, 1992). The concept of “emotion contagion” refers to the spread of 

affect from one group member to another (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994). The concept of 

the “mob mind” also includes a type of group level affective experience (McDougall, 1923). 

However, none of these emotional concepts have explicitly been identified as a group level mood 

or emotion. We suggest that just as individuals experience a variety of affective states, it is likely 

that groups can also be characterized by a variety of affective experiences that may serve as input 

factors affecting group performance. We briefly define three such experiences at the group level: 
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dispositional group affect, group moods, and group emotions and then discuss unresolved issues 

for future research. 

Individual and Group Affective Dispositions 

At the individual level, dispositional affect can be defined as a person’s characteristic 

level of affect (Lazarus, 1991). Similarly, George (1990, 1996) suggested that some groups may 

be characterized by a dispositional level of affect.  She suggests that “group affective tone” can 

be used to describe the group’s characteristic level of positive or negative affect. More 

specifically, group affective tone is defined as a homogeneous or internally consistent level of 

dispositional affect that develops in some groups. Although not all groups develop a group 

affective tone, George (1996) argues that several processes facilitate and encourage its 

development. For example, drawing on Schneider’s (1987) attraction-selection-attrition 

framework, George suggests that individuals with similar levels of dispositional affect may be 

attracted to certain groups, while those with a dissimilar dispositional affect are likely to leave 

the same group.  The resulting group composition is one in which group members share similar 

affect levels. Additionally, group members share a common history in terms of experiencing 

common tasks and group outcomes, which may influence the group level of affect. Finally, 

socialization pressures may ensure that the group’s affective tone remains consistent over time.   

Individual and Group Moods 

At the individual level, moods are generally defined as low intensity, diffuse feeling 

states that, as opposed to more intense emotions, are generally not directed toward specific 

targets (Forgas, 1992; Isen, 1984). Individual level researchers have been particularly interested 

in moods states since, given their lack of target specificity, they have the potential to affect many 

kinds of judgments and evaluations. We suggest that groups also experience similar kinds of low 
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intensity affective states. For example, Barsade (2002) and Totterdell, Kellet, Teuchmann, and 

Briner (1988) traced the migration of mood states across individuals in a group through the 

process of emotional contagion. In addition, Bartel and Saavedra (2000) provide evidence that 

both members of a group and outside observers are able to accurately judge group mood.   

Individual and Group Emotions 

Emotions can be distinguished from both dispositional affect and moods in that they tend 

to have a readily apparent source, tend to be relatively short in duration, and are more focused 

and intense (Frijda, 1994).  Emotions are more likely to change beliefs (Schwarz, Bless, Bohner, 

Harlacher, & Kellerbenz, 1991), disrupt activity (Lazarus, 1991), and motivate specific actions 

and behaviors (Gross, 1998).  While these features may have interesting implications for group 

processes and outcomes, almost no empirical research has examined the effects of intense 

emotions on group processes, which may reflect the difficulty in measuring such brief affective 

states.  However, the limited available research suggests that strong emotions can influence 

group cohesion, commitment, and performance. In one recent study, Duffy and Shaw (2000) 

found that group envy resulted in reduced group performance as a consequence of social loafing, 

less cohesiveness, and diminished group potency.  

Unresolved Issues 

Group level affect. 

Although a number of researchers have described and investigated group affect, there 

seems to be little agreement as to what exactly a group level mood or emotion is. Is group mood 

simply a summary of the variety of individual level moods present in the group, or is it 

something more than the sum of these parts? George (1996), for example, posits that group 

affective tone only exists when it is shared across group members (that is, when there is high 
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intra-group agreement in individual level dispositional affect). Are similar conditions (shared 

levels) necessary to define group moods and group emotions as well? And importantly, are there 

group level affective constructs that predict unique outcomes apart from individual level 

predictions (see, for example, Grawitch, Munz, & Kramer, 2003)? 

Homogeneity and heterogeneity of group affect. 

Integrally related to the issue of group level affect are issues of homogeneity and 

heterogeneity of group member mood. Can affectively heterogenous groups still be considered to 

have a group mood? And as above, are unique effects predicted by homogeneous vs. 

heterogeneous group moods and emotions? There seems at least to be some agreement that a 

variety of forces tend to push group members toward similar affective states.  Kelly and Barsade 

(2001) and Barsade and Gibson (1998) have recently suggested that a variety of both “top-down” 

and “bottom-up” processes may create a group level affective experience -- a group mood or 

emotion. Norms for emotion displays may also encourage the expression of particular affective 

experiences and inhibit the expression of others, thus pushing members toward expressing 

common affect (Rafaeli & Sutton, 1989). In addition, group members may enter the situation 

with individual level affective experiences that combine with or influence other members’ 

feelings. In fact, Kelly and Barsade (2001) define group emotion as the result of these two forces 

working together.   

Measurement and manipulation of group affect. 

Methods for assessing group mood have also been recently developed. As discussed 

above, George (1990, 1996) argues that group affective tone only exists when a group 

demonstrates high levels of inter-member consistency with respect to reported affect levels. If 

such consistency exists, then individual level reports of affect may be combined into a group 
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average that reflects the group’s affective tone. If inter-member consistency does not exist, then 

an affective tone does not exist for that particular group. 

 Alternatively, Bartel and Saavedra (2000) have shown evidence that group mood can be 

reliably recognized by those outside of the group, and thus can be measured through observation. 

They argue that mood convergence among group members occurs through the synchronization of 

behavioral mood information. Their “Guide to Work Group Mood” therefore consists of a set of 

behavioral indicators of the eight mood categories of the mood circumplex. They reported 

significant correlations between self-report and observer ratings of mood, validating their group 

mood assessment instrument, as well as significant within-group agreement in mood, 

demonstrating the affective homogeneity that constitutes a group mood.  

 There appears to be growing consensus in how to measure pre-existing mood states.  

However, experimental manipulations of group mood are relatively sparse.  Most researchers 

have relied on traditional, and individual-level, methods of inducing mood (e.g., Forgas, 1992; 

Grawitch, Munz, Elliot, & Mathis, 2003; Grawitch, Munz, & Kramer, 2003; Hertel, Neuhof, 

Theuer, & Kerr, 2000).  Traditional mood induction techniques include exposing participants to 

films or music with sad or uplifting content or having participants recall sad or uplifting 

memories.  Although these manipulations generally produce relatively large changes in 

individuals’ reported mood, they are potentially problematic in that they are inherently 

individualistic.  Kelly (2003) proposed a group level manipulation in which participants 

discussed neutral or uplifting topics before engaging in the primary task.  These manipulations 

produced smaller but reliable differences in participants’ perceptions of the group’s affective 

state. 



 8

 We believe that there is great potential for the development of group-level manipulations 

of affect.  For example, cohesiveness is one of the most widely studied group level affective 

constructs (Kelly, 2001; Kelly & Barsade, 2001), and cohesiveness can be easily manipulated 

(e.g., Craig & Kelly, 1999).  Alternatively, groups could be asked engage in fun or boring tasks, 

while groups with a history might be asked to discuss recent or negative events that have affected 

the group as a whole. Group discussion manipulations of negative mood may be complicated by 

the fact that group interaction often leads to increases in positive mood (Hinsz, Park, & 

Sjomeling, 2004).  Laboratory manipulations of emotions may also be somewhat difficult, but 

might include providing the group with a success or failure experience, or introducing some kind 

of intergroup conflict.  

Internal Group Processes 

As described above, there are a variety of affective states that may serve as input to the 

group interaction process. Group interaction process refers to the exchange of information -- 

cognitive, affective, and behavioral -- that occurs as groups interact face-to-face. We next discuss 

emotional exchange/sharing, affect regulation, information exchange, and other aspects of group 

dynamics that may be impacted by or involve affective inputs.  

Sharing of Affect among Group Members 

As described above, processes exist that appear to homogenize moods and emotions 

within groups of interacting members through the transference of emotional states. These 

processes include both implicit and explicit processes of affect sharing (Kelly & Barsade, 2001).  

The nonconscious process that has received the most empirical attention is emotional contagion, 

which refers to the processes in which an individual’s affective state spreads to nearby 

individuals.  Although stereotypes of emotional contagion revolve around the spread of powerful 
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emotional experiences (e.g., panic or the “mob mind), the spread of less intense emotions in the 

form of “primitive emotional contagion” is far more common (Hatfield et al., 1994).  Primitive 

emotional contagion is defined as “the tendency to automatically mimic and synchronize facial 

expressions, vocalizations, postures, and movements with those of another person and, 

consequently, to converge emotionally” (Hatfield et al., 1994, pp. 153-154).  Thus, emotional 

contagion processes encourage a homogenous level of affect within the group.   

Several processes may facilitate emotional contagion. For example, several empirical 

studies suggest that we mimic others’ emotionally expressive behavior.  Mimicry may be either 

direct and conscious (Bavelas, Black, Lemery, & Mullett, 1987) or relatively nonconscious and 

automatic (Bernieri, Reznick, & Rosenthal, 1988; Cappella, 1981).  From our perspective, the 

most intriguing aspect of this process is that this mimicry provides physiological feedback, 

which in turn influences our own emotional states. For example, research examining the facial 

feedback hypothesis demonstrates that both conscious and nonconscious mimicry may impact 

our actual experiences of various emotions.  These effects occur even when participants are 

unaware that their facial expressions are related to specific emotions (Larsen, Kasimatis, & Frey, 

1992; Strack, Martin, & Stepper, 1988) and when facial expressions are perceived below 

conscious awareness (Dimberg, Thunberg, & Elmehed, 2000).  Thus, emotional contagion is an 

automatic process that produces a homogenous affective state within the group. 

Several other primarily nonconscious processes also serve to support the contagion 

process and the development of shared affect within the group (Kelly & Barsade, 2001).  

Specifically, interaction synchrony, or behavioral entrainment, is thought to underlie emotional 

contagion (Condon & Ogston, 1966; Hatfield et al., 1994; Kelly, 1988; McGrath & Kelly, 1986). 

According to the Social Entrainment Model (McGrath & Kelly, 1986), temporal patterns of 
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behavior of interacting individuals often become synchronized or mutually entrained. 

Synchronization of expressive behavior may also serve to reinforce mimicry responses, thus 

reinforcing emotional contagion.  

Affect Regulation in Groups 

Emotional contagion is a relatively automatic and non-conscious process, but more 

explicit mechanisms of affect regulation may also exist.  For example, groups may be motivated 

to maintain particular levels of affect within the group.  Several theorists have proposed that 

emotions correspond to status within a group.  For example, Houser and Lovaglia’s (2002; 

Lovaglia & Houser, 1996) theory of status-emotional compatibility suggests that group members 

expect high status group members to experience positive emotions and low status group 

members to experience negative emotions.  Similarly, Kemper (2000) has proposed links 

between emotional responses and changes in one’s relative status within a group.  He suggests 

that increases in one’s own relative status should be associated with happiness, while decreases 

in one’s relative status should be associated with anger or depression (depending on the reasons 

for the status change).  From these perspectives, status differences within a group may be one 

factor that promotes heterogeneous levels of affect among groups (see also George, 2002). 

 Although not directly examining group interaction, recent research supports the 

contention that affective states do provide information about the group’s status hierarchy 

(Tiedens, 2001; Tiedens, Ellsworth, & Mesquita, 2000).  Tiedens et al. (2000) examined 

expectations regarding the emotions of individuals of varying status.  Both high status and highly 

competent individuals were expected to experience pride in response to positive outcomes and 

anger in response to negative outcomes.  However, low status and less competent individuals 

were expected to experience gratitude in response to positive outcomes and sadness in response 
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to negative outcomes.  In other research, Tiedens (2001) found that participants inferred that 

angry targets had higher status and deserved a job promotion, but both sad and guilty targets 

were believed to be lower in status. 

 Spoor and Kelly (2004) have suggested that groups may also engage in explicit affect 

regulation strategies when specific group outcomes are desired.  Drawing on an evolutionary 

perspective, they suggest that positive affective states within groups promote cooperation while 

negative affective states may promote collective action in response to negative aspects of the 

environment.  Thus, they suggest that explicit affect regulation strategies may communicate 

larger group goals among the group members.  In contrast to affect regulation to maintain status 

differences, this type of affect regulation stresses the importance of homogenous levels of affect 

within groups. 

 In their research on naïve theories of group mood, Kelly and Spoor (2004) recently 

suggested a final impetus for explicit affect.  They suggest that just as individuals possess naïve 

theories regarding other social phenomena, individuals may also possess naïve theories regarding 

how mood affects group interaction.  Their research suggests that there is at least some 

consensus regarding the content of naïve theories and that these theories may subsequently bias 

perceptions of a group interaction.  They further speculate that group members’ naïve theories 

may motivate group members to engage in affect regulation when their theory suggests that the 

current affective state is potentially harmful for the group.   

Affect and Information Processing in Groups 

A large body of individual level research has investigated the information processing 

consequences of affective states. In general, research suggests that happy moods often foster 

heuristic, top-down processing with considerable reliance on pre-existing knowledge structures. 
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In contrast, sad moods often foster systematic, detail-oriented, bottom-up processing (Forgas, 

1992; 1995; Schwarz, Bless, & Bohner, 1991; Sinclair & Mark, 1992; Worth & Mackie, 1987). 

We argue here that important insight into the effects of group mood on group performance might 

be gained by applying individual level models of affect and information processing to the group 

level.  

 The information process approach suggested by these researchers has potential for 

predicting and explaining the effects of mood and emotion in group situations. Further, the 

information processing perspective is compatible with the emerging information processing 

perspective in group research in general (Hinsz, Tindale, & Vollrath, 1997). For groups to 

produce high quality outcomes, they must be able to engage in an appropriate information 

search, to generate high quality alternatives, and ultimately to exchange and integrate the 

information and alternatives until agreement is reached. Thus, information processing, especially 

in the form of information exchange through discussion, is an essential aspect of the group’s 

performance.   

 The idea that group level affect can influence group information processing was recently 

suggested by Kelly (2001). She proposes that group moods may alter group level information 

processing in a parallel manner as individual level information processing. At the individual 

level, positive moods often induce more heuristic processing, while negative moods often induce 

more systematic processing.  Similarly, positive group moods may sometimes lead groups to 

process information less systematically (and more heuristically), whereas a negative group mood 

may lead groups to process information more systematically (and less heuristically).  She further 

suggests that information processing in groups may “look” like individual information 

processing except that at the group level, information occurs “out loud”.   For example, at the 
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individual level, systematic processing (or elaboration), is characterized by a fuller consideration 

of issues, greater generation of alternatives, more arguments for and against alternatives, or more 

elaboration in general (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Petty & Wegener, 1999).  These same sorts of 

processes can be directly observed in groups via the patterns of information exchange.  Heuristic 

group information processing may be reflected in group process indices such as relying on 

simple decision rules, (e.g., majority wins), for determining a group solution. On the other hand, 

systematic information processing might be reflected in indices such as more total discussion 

time and less frequent topic changes (indicating more elaboration) during group discussion. 

Evidence for the existence of processing effects in groups is provided by Forgas (1990). 

In that study, Forgas induced positive, negative, or neutral moods in individual or group 

participants (however, all inductions were at the individual level) and asked them to make ratings 

of nine person categories on a number of dimensions. Consistent with previous research, 

individual judgments were biased in a mood-consistent manner, such that happy individuals 

made more positive judgments, and sad individuals made more negative judgments, compared to 

controls. The effect of being in a group was to accentuate the bias of positive moods, with happy 

groups making even more positive judgments, but to attenuate the bias of negative moods, with 

sad groups making less extreme negative judgments. Presumably, group members in negative 

moods engaged in more controlled information processing, and thus were not as influenced by 

mood state.  

Other Aspects of Group Dynamics 

 Coordination and cooperation. 

Affective inputs may affect not only what information is exchanged, but also how that 

information is exchanged. For example, high levels of interpersonal and task cohesion may also 
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have an impact on the group’s ability to coordinate efforts and to contribute equally to a task, 

which may subsequently affect group performance (Karau & Williams, 1997; Zaccaro & 

McCoy, 1988). Similarly, positive affect among group members may also affect the group’s 

ability to coordinate information exchange and to appropriately utilize group resources.  

 Mood states may also affect motivation to persist on a task. For example, Martin, Ward, 

Achee, & Wyer (1993) suggest that bad moods signal that goals have not been satisfied, and thus 

lead to continued behavior toward that goal, whereas positive moods signal that goals have been 

satisfied, and thus lead to the discontinuation of behavior directed toward that goal. Research by 

Sanna, Parks, and Chang (2003) support this mood effect for members working on social 

dilemma tasks.  

 Leadership. 

 Leaders play a crucial role in shaping group process, and one facet of effective leadership 

appears to be the ability to manage group emotions.  For example, the transformational 

leadership styles widely considered to be one of the most effective forms of leadership, and 

several theorists have suggested that transformational leaders are adept at using emotions to 

motivate and communicate their vision to subordinates (Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000; Bass & Avolio, 

1994).  It should be noted, though, that recent research suggests that the effects of this leadership 

style may be mediated by subordinates’ emotional experiences of optimism and frustration 

(McColl-Kennedy & Anderson, 2002). 

Leadership research has recently turned to examining how a leader’s affective state 

influences the group.  This research has taken one of two approaches; the first is concerned with 

the direct impact of leader’s moods on group performance.  In a study of work teams in a 

customer service context, George (1995) found that the leader’s positive mood during the last 
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week predicted supervisors’ perceptions of the groups’ performance, even after controlling for 

the group’s affective tone.  However, group positive affective tone was unrelated to the leaders’ 

positive affect, which George attributed to the relatively hierarchical structure of the work teams, 

such that the leader did not jointly work with the group members. She speculated that groups in 

which leaders and group members worked together closely to complete tasks would show a 

stronger relationship between the group’s affective tone and the leader’s mood. 

 A second approach is concerned with how leader’s emotional reactions to group 

outcomes shape the group interaction.  For example, Pescolido (2002) suggests that one role of 

emergent leaders is to serve as “emotion managers”.  Although emergent leaders lack explicit 

authority, emergent leaders are defined as group members who exert influence over the group 

interaction.  Pescolido suggests that emergent leaders may help to manage the group’s responses 

to uncertain situations (e.g., receiving ambiguous feedback) by modeling an emotional response.  

An interesting aspect of this approach is that any group member may serve as a manager of 

group emotions at various times throughout the group’s history.  In extensive interviews and 

observations of small intact groups (jazz groups and rowing teams), Pescolido observed several 

instances in which a group member displayed a particular emotional response that was adopted 

by the rest of the group.  In most cases, the group member was not a formal group leader, but 

group members identified his or her response as influential in helping them interpret the 

situation.     

Unresolved Issues of Affect and Group Process 

A dual-process approach. 

One potential avenue for research is to explore the extent to which affective influences in 

groups are relatively conscious and deliberate or nonconscious and automatic.  Research on 
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affective processes at the individual level suggest multi-process approaches (Forgas, 2002).  

With regards to affect sharing, there is clear evidence for nonconscious processes (e.g., 

emotional contagion), but as discussed in the section of affect sharing, the evidence for conscious 

processes is sparse (see Kelly and Barsade, 2001, for such potential conscious processes). 

An alternative perspective regarding how dual processes of affect suggests a two-stage 

sequence of affective influences.  Groups may experience different affective states in a relatively 

automatic way.  If the group does not explicitly recognize the affective state, it may infuse the 

group's interaction and information processing.  However, many groups would be expected to 

recognize the affective influences, and these groups may then engage in explicit strategies to 

correct or suppress the mood.  Mood suppression and correction are potentially resource 

intensive (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, & Tice, 1998; Richards & Gross, 1999, 2000), 

thus, correcting for mood effects may have negative consequences in terms of group 

performance.  Preliminary support for these processes at the group level is suggested by Spoor 

and Kelly's (2003) recent research on mood regulation in groups.  In this study, positive or 

negative group moods were manipulated via a group discussion manipulation.  Group members 

were also given norm information suggesting that a particular mood state was most beneficial for 

group performance.  When the norm differed from the manipulated mood, the groups performed 

more poorly on a subsequent decision making task.  Presumably, when the norm was 

inconsistent with their current mood state, groups attempted to regulate the mood, resulting in 

decreased attention to the primary task and reduced performance. 

Affect Influences on Group Performance and Other Outcomes 

Affective Outcomes 
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 Although we have focused on affect as either an input factor or a factor directly affecting 

group interaction processes, affective states may also be an outcome of interaction.  

Consequently, these affective states may be reinforced in the group, to serve as a new input 

factor. Cohesion is one of the most widely studied group affective states (Kelly & Barsade, 

2001).  Although too broad of a literature to discuss here, recent reviews (e.g., Mullen & Copper, 

1994) suggest that the cohesiveness construct is comprised of positive interpersonal attraction, 

task commitment, and group pride and is both an antecedent and a consequence of group 

interaction (Levine & Moreland, 1990).  Thoits (1996) suggests that intentionally manipulating 

extreme emotions might, at least temporarily, aid therapy groups in developing group solidarity 

and cohesion.  In particular, she suggests that provocation (e.g., confrontation and resentment) 

and being supportive and comforting (e.g., hugging, singing, dancing) may be used to manage 

group emotion.  Consequently, therapy groups might be more successful in dealing with their 

problems.  This research suggests that affect may serve as both an input and output factor for 

group interaction. 

Although behavioral entrainment and interaction synchrony underlie emotional 

contagion, these processes may directly lead to increases in positive affect through creating a 

more efficient interaction (see also, Spoor & Kelly, 2004).  Several studies examining group and 

dyadic interaction demonstrate that both processes are linked to outcomes related to affect in 

groups, including group rapport (Tickle-Degnan & Rosenthal, 1987) and liking for the 

interaction partner (Kelly, 1987).  In a similar fashion, research demonstrates that nonconscious 

mimicry of one’s interaction partner smoothes the interaction, resulting in greater rapport, liking, 

and positive affect (Lakin, Jefferis, Cheng, & Chartrand, 2003) 

Performance Outcomes 
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A large body of literature suggests that different affective experiences can have important 

influences on group performance. For example, cohesion is often implicated in successful 

performance of various types of groups (Mullen & Copper, 1994; Evans & Dion, 1991). More 

generally, a positive emotional character or “internal group harmony” has been cited as the most 

important component in determining the quality of group outcomes (Hackman, 1991; Williams 

& Sternberg, 1988).  However, only a handful of investigators have examined the effects of 

group mood on performance.  

In a study of sales teams, George (1990) found that group affective tone predicted a 

number of important outcomes related to performance.  Positive group affective tone was 

negatively related to absenteeism, while negative group affective tone was negatively related to 

customer-directed prosocial behavior.  Given the nature of these teams, this study provides 

evidence that affect in groups may have important consequences for group performance.   

 A few studies have also examined the effect of mood states on cooperative behavior 

among small group members. For example, Hertel and Fiedler (1994) examined the effects of 

induced positive and negative moods on cooperative and competitive behavior in a four-person 

Prisoner’s Dilemma Game. They found that positive mood states did not directly increase 

cooperative behavior, but rather increased the variability of responses.  More recently, Hertel et 

al. (2000) examined the effects of positive and negative moods in the context of a chicken 

dilemma game. The results of this study suggested that individuals in positive moods tended to 

rely on heuristics, such that they were more likely to adhere to salient norms in the situation and 

imitate their partners’ behavior. Negative moods induced more systematic processing of 

information and led to a more rational decision making strategy, such that individuals defected 
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when others’ cooperation was high, but cooperated when others’ cooperation fell below a critical 

level. 

 Recent experiments by Grawitch and his colleagues (Grawitch, Munz, Elliot et al., 2003; 

Grawitch, Munz, & Kramer, 2003) demonstrate that group members’ mood states may impact 

creative performance.  For example, Grawitch, Munz, and Kramer (2003) induced positive, 

neutral, and negative moods before groups completed a creative problem solving task.  They 

found that positive mood groups outperformed both neutral and negative mood groups in terms 

of both overall creativity and efficiency.  Outside observers also rated the negative mood groups 

as having a more negative affective tone, more negative reactions to the task, and a stronger 

relationship-orientation (and less task orientation) than the other groups.   

In another study, Grawitch, Munz, Elliot et al. (2003) found that, compared to neutral 

mood groups, positive mood groups generated more original and important ideas on a 

brainstorming task.  Interestingly, they also found that positive mood groups reported less overall 

satisfaction when they had more autonomy in choosing the topics to brainstorm.  They suggested 

that neutral mood groups may have capitalized on their autonomy to engage in mood 

management, thus using the task to improve their mood.  Positive mood groups may have been 

primarily interested in maintaining their positive mood state.  Thus, in the low autonomy 

conditions, the extra effort of defining the task may have decreased the group members’ positive 

mood states.  

These studies demonstrate that mood can have important implications for performance in 

a group context. However, each of these studies operates from different theoretical perspectives 

concerning the potential effects of affect on group behavior, each explores vastly different types 

of groups and group tasks, and each defines group affect in a different manner. 
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 Task type as moderator. 

 One clear avenue for future research is to examine how the nature of the group’s 

performance task interacts with affective influences.  It seems fairly straightforward, both from 

individual level research and the available group research, that the actual impact of affective 

states (i.e., facilitate or hinder effective group performance) will vary depending on the type of 

task.  Similarly, the concept of process-performance fit (Hutson-Comeaux & Kelly, 1996; Wood, 

1987; Longley & Pruitt, 1980) suggests that changes in interaction process do not have 

uniformly positive or negative effects on group performance, but rather performance effects 

depend on the fit between interaction process and requirements for successful performance on 

any particular task.  For example, as discussed previously, recent research (e.g., Grawitch, Munz, 

Elliot et al., 2003; Grawitch, Munz, & Kramer, 2003) demonstrates that tasks involving creative 

thinking may be facilitated by positive moods states in groups, which may facilitate broader and 

divergent thinking (Frederickson, 2001).  At the same time, both information processing models 

and mood management models suggest that positive moods may sometimes hinder decision-

making groups from fully elaborating and discussing alternatives, especially if such activities 

would attenuate the group’s positive mood.   

 We might also expect different process-performance fits for intellective or judgmental 

tasks (Laughlin, 1980).  For both types of tasks, the process-performance fit likely depends on a 

variety of factors.  As discussed above, positive moods may increase the group’s reliance on 

heuristics or simple decision rules, which may be helpful on judgmental tasks if it facilitates the 

group’s ability to make their decision quickly.  On the other hand, these same heuristics may be 

harmful if group members hesitate to voice dissenting opinions (e.g., to avoid conflict).  

Negative moods may allow group members to discuss dissenting opinions, but the negative 



 21

affective state may lead to a spiraling of negative interaction and group conflict (see also the 

discussion in the next section on the dynamic nature of affective influences).   

Unresolved Issues 

The dynamic nature of group affect. 

Future research examining the role of affect in groups will also have to consider the 

potentially dynamic and cyclical nature of these effects.  Because of their limited duration, 

studies of ad-hoc lab groups generally only focus on one aspect of the input-process-output 

relationship.  While these studies provide insight into causal relationships, they may not be able 

to capture the ways in which affect is reinforced within a group that interacts over an extended 

period of time.  Positive or negative affect within a group may influence the types of tasks the 

group seeks out, the risks the group is willing to take, and the way that the group responds to 

performance feedback, which may subsequently reinforce the initial mood state.  Similarly, the 

group performance itself may influence the affective state.  Certainly a “job well done” 

reinforces positive affect, while poor performance may increase negative affect.  The resultant 

positive affective state may lead to diminished performance on future tasks if processing 

decreases, or improved efforts designed to maintain the positive affect.  Similarly, negative affect 

may lead to improved performance if the group becomes more vigilant and engages in more 

systematic processing, and the group may also be able to draw on the experience to increase 

cohesiveness and task commitment.  On the other hand negative affect may be debilitating for a 

group, perhaps resulting in increased conflict and a reduction of effort (if there is hopelessness). 

Conclusions 

 Kelly and Barsade (2001) recently commented that affect is alive and well and living in 

groups. Researchers have long acknowledged that many aspects of affective phenomena have 
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interpersonal antecedents and consequences (Wallbott & Scherer, 1986), and that emotional 

expression has an important impact on social interaction. However, an empirical examination of 

affective influence in groups is a relatively recent area of inquiry. There are many potential 

avenues for future research, only some of which we have outlined here.  
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