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The general hypothesis of appraisal theorists of emotion is that emotions consist of patterns of interpretations of the environment, and their correlates in the central and peripheral nervous systems.  A further hypothesis is that emotions are an important evolutionary development and fundamentally adaptive. In order to survive, an organism cannot simply understand its situation; it has to be motivated to do something about it.  Many species have solved the problem with a mechanism that triggers fixed action patterns in response to relevant stimuli.  Emotions provide a more flexible alternative.  They imply action tendencies, but without complete rigidity.  Lower organisms respond to stimulus patterns with behavior.  Emotions, although they still motivate behavior, “decouple” it from the perception of the stimulus, so that reconsideration is possible.  Fear involves a tendency to flee, but a person may quickly realize that the threat is directed at someone else (reinterpretation of the event) or that an aggressive stance will intimidate the attacker (reinterpretation of response alternatives).  Emotions allow flexibility both in event interpretation and in response choice.  Emotions, from this point of view, represent an important evolutionary alternative.


The most significant appraisals that constitute emotions are perceptions of change,  valence, goal relevance, certainty, control, agency, and compatibility with personal or group norms.  These are not domain-specific modules, but general evaluations that can be activated in a wide variety of contexts, providing a link between the organism and a whole range of situations that might elicit the emotion and the appropriate action tendency, including many situations that did not exist in the Paleolithic era, or even 50 years ago.  Appraisals of uncertainty and possible negative consequences, for example, might lead a person to fear a dark street, a public speaking engagement, a snake, a supervisor, or an icy road. Appraisal theories allow for rapid adaptation to new circumstances without physical evolution, and flexible rather than fixed behavioral responses.

