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Abstract
Emotion norms shape the pursuit, regulation, and experience of emotions, yet much about their nature remains unknown. 
Like other types of social norms, emotion norms reflect intersubjective consensus, vary in both content and strength, and 
benefit the well-being of people who adhere to them. However, we propose that emotion norms may also be a unique type of 
social norm. First, whereas social norms typically target behaviors, emotion norms can target both expressive behavior and 
subjective states. Second, whereas it may be possible to identify universally held social norms, norms for emotions may lack 
any universality. Finally, whereas social norms are typically stronger in more collectivist cultures, emotion norms appear to 
be stronger in more individualist cultures. For each of the potentially distinct features of emotion norms suggested above, 
we highlight new directions for future research.
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Much like a fish does not know it is wet, people can fail to 
recognize their emotions are shaped by the social context. 
Yet social context is the ether in which emotional experi-
ences unfold (Mesquita et al., 2017; Parkinson et al., 2005). 
In many social contexts, an inter-subjective consensus devel-
ops regarding which emotions are or are not experienced 
or expressed, and which emotions should or should not be 
experienced or expressed. Such inter-subjective consensus 
comprises emotion norms. In this article, we first introduce 
emotion norms as a type of social norm. Next, we propose 
features that may render emotion norms unique. Finally, we 
highlight open questions for future research.

Emotion Norms as a Type of Social Norm

Emotion norms are a type of social norm. First, social 
norms contain an intersubjective consensus regarding which 
behaviors are or are not common or appropriate (Gelfand & 
Jackson, 2016). Likewise, emotion norms reflect an inter-
subjective consensus regarding which emotions are or are 
not experienced or expressed in one’s society (descriptive 
norms), and which emotions should or should not be experi-
enced or expressed in one’s society (normative or injunctive 
norms; Cialdini et al., 1990). These norms are a cognitive 
representation of what is common or appropriate in a social 
group. Such norms can inform motivation but are distinct 
from it. For instance, emotion norms can spawn congruent 
emotion goals, such as wanting to not feel angry if one per-
ceives a norm against anger (Briggs, 1970), but they can also 
spawn incongruent emotion goals, such as wanting to feel 
guilty if one perceives a norm of not feeling guilty among 
one’s group for a past transgression it committed (Golden-
berg et al., 2014).

Second, social norms vary independently in content and 
strength (Vishkin & Kitayama, 2023a). Content refers to 
behavior that the norm encourages or discourages (e.g., 
whether or not people recycle, or are expected to recycle), 
and strength refers to the relative importance and injunc-
tive power of the norm (e.g., how important is it for people 
to adhere to the recycling norm). With respect to emotion 
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norms, research has focused primarily on their content, 
by comparing mean levels of different emotions between 
cultural groups. Such research has found, for instance, that 
socially-engaging emotions are more valued in collectivist 
cultures, whereas socially-disengaging emotions are more 
valued in individualist cultures (Kitayama et al., 2006). As 
another example, compared to East Asians, European Amer-
icans are more likely to value excitement and less likely 
to value calmness (Tsai, 2007). However, similar to social 
norms, there is more to emotion norms than their mean lev-
els. The same norm can be weaker or stronger in different 
social groups, independent of its mean level. For instance, 
Americans value calmness at more moderate levels than East 
Asians, but they might have a stronger norm for valuing 
calmness at that particular level.

Finally, adherence to social norms predicts higher well-
being and deviation from them predicts lower well-being 
(Stavrova & Luhmann, 2016; Stavrova et al., 2013). Simi-
larly, adherence to emotion norms and deviation from them 
carry implications for well-being (Bastian et al., 2014; Tsai 
et al., 2006). For example, perceiving an inter-subjective 
consensus against feeling negative emotions leads people to 
feel more negative emotion due to the negative self-evalu-
ations people have when experiencing undesired emotions 
(Bastian et al., 2012). In summary, like other social norms, 
emotion norms are complex social phenomena that carry 
important implications for healthy functioning.

Social norms in general, and emotions norms in particu-
lar, are commonly measured through a variety of methods. 
The content of emotion norms across cultures has been 
measured via mean levels of emotions judged as appropri-
ate (Senft et al., 2023) or personally valued (e.g., Tsai et al., 
2006). The strength of emotion norms has been assessed by 
measures of homogeneity and dispersion, including hetero-
geneity across class membership in latent class analysis (Eid 
& Diener, 2001), standard deviations (Vishkin et al., 2023), 
and concordance with the average emotional profile in one’s 
country (emotion concordances; Vishkin et al., 2023).1 The 
measures of norm strength capture different aspects: meas-
ures of homogeneity capture adherence to a norm for each 
emotion in a given set of emotion terms, whereas meas-
ures of concordance capture the relative prioritization of 
each emotion in a given set of emotion terms (see Fig. 1 in 
Vishkin et al., 2023). Also, some of the measures assess-
ing content and strength are associated with each other and 
therefore should be disentangled. In particular, standard 
deviations (used for assessing strength) are smaller as means 
(used for assessing content) are more extreme, and therefore 

when using one of these measures one should ideally control 
for the other measure.

Unique Features of Emotion Norms

Although they are a type of social norm, we propose that 
emotion norms may be distinct from other social norms in 
their scope, variability, and variation across cultures.

Scope

Emotions involve subjective, physiological, and behavioral 
(or expressive) components (Frijda, 1988; Mauss & Robin-
son, 2009). Norms for emotions can apply to any of these 
components. Emotion norms can apply to expression (e.g., 
you should smile) and to experience (e.g., you should be 
happy). This contrasts with norms for behaviors, such as 
reciprocity and cooperation in social interactions, which 
appear to apply to the external manifestation of a behavior, 
and not necessarily to the intention to commit the behavior 
(Bicchieri, 2006).

The different targets of emotion norms can be, but are not 
always, aligned. For instance, in accordance with gendered 
emotion norms, women are more likely than men to expe-
rience sadness and to express sadness, such as by crying 
(Fischer et al., 2004). Instances where these facets are not 
aligned have been studied in organizational research on emo-
tional labor—the process of publicly displaying emotions 
which are aligned with emotion norms in one’s organization 
(Hochschild, 1983; Rafaeli & Sutton, 1987). Organizational 
norms might apply to the expression of emotions (when 
workers interact with customers) but not to the experience of 
emotions (Grandey, 2003; Hochschild, 1983). Adherence to 
norms for expression without concomitant change in experi-
ence results in surface acting, which is an effortful process 
reliably associated with burnout and lower well-being (Hül-
sheger & Schewe, 2011). However, adherence to norms for 
expression with concomitant change in experience, known 
as deep acting, does not necessarily lead to burnout or lower 
well-being (Hülsheger & Schewe, 2011).

Variability

Some norms for behaviors are culturally variable, but it is 
possible to identify behaviors which are universally con-
sidered norm-violating, such as hoarding shared resources 
(Eriksson et al., 2021). Are there emotions which are univer-
sally considered to be norm-violating? Obvious candidates 
from American culture, such as happiness and sadness, are 
not universal. For instance, there is a strong positive norm 
for happiness in the USA, but other cultures do not necessar-
ily share it (Joshanloo & Weijers, 2014). Meanwhile, there 

1  This measure has also been used to capture the acquisition of emo-
tion norms among immigrant populations (De Leersnyder, 2017; De 
Leersnyder et al., 2011).
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is a norm against sadness in the USA, while in other cul-
tures sadness is viewed more favorably (Chentsova-Dutton 
et al., 2014). Presently, it is unclear if there is a universally 
held emotion norm— and if such a norm exists, it is yet 
to be identified. Furthermore, emotion norms can prescribe 
not just which emotions are good or bad, but which level 
of intensity is desired for these emotions. For instance, a 
norm might ascribe a moderate level of happiness, where 
both high and low levels of happiness would be considered 
non-normative. Social norms that target behaviors typically 
prescribe which behaviors are good or bad, but not neces-
sarily the intensity with which such behaviors should be 
performed. For instance, there may be norms against eat-
ing insects in some cultures and norms in favor of eating 
insects in other cultures (Jensen & Lieberoth, 2019), but we 
are unaware of norms in favor of eating a moderate amount 
of insects, to the exclusion of eating many and eating no 
insects.2 Thus, relative to other social norms, emotion norms 
may be more variable both in their lack of universality and 
in their level of intensity.

Variation Across Cultures

Adherence to social norms for behaviors is greater in cul-
tures higher in collectivism (Bond & Smith, 1996) and 
tightness (Gelfand et al., 2011). Conversely, there is some 
evidence that adherence to norms for experienced emotions 
may be greater in more individualist cultures (Eid & Diener, 
2001; Vishkin & Kitayama, 2023b; Vishkin et al., 2023) 
and is unrelated to tightness-looseness (Vishkin & Kitay-
ama, 2023b; Vishkin et al., 2023). These findings extend 
to norms for expressed emotions (Matsumoto et al., 2008), 
wherein endorsement of display rules appears to be more 
homogenous in more individualist cultures. One explanation 
for such findings is that people in individualist cultures are 
more attuned to their subjective states (Markus & Kitayama, 
1991), including emotions, and therefore develop stronger 
norms for them.

One consequence of these associations is that deviation 
from emotion norms predicts lower well-being in more 
individualist cultures (Vishkin et  al., 2023). Similarly, 
the demands of emotional labor in the workplace might 
take a greater toll on well-being in more individualist cul-
tures. Indeed, a meta-analysis has linked emotional labor 
to greater emotional exhaustion, and has shown that this 
link is stronger in more individualist cultures (Hülsheger & 
Schewe, 2011). For instance, adherence to expressive emo-
tion norms leads to emotional labor, and emotional labor can 

lead to burnout. However, the latter link has been observed 
among American, but not Chinese, service workers (Allen 
et al., 2014). Together, existing findings demonstrate that, 
contrary to other types of social norms, adherence to expe-
rienced and expressed emotion norms appears to be greater 
in more individualist cultures, and deviation from emotion 
norms may carry more negative implications for well-being 
in such cultures.

Future Directions and Conclusions

Norms can play a crucial role in shaping behaviors and their 
downstream social implications. For instance, how individu-
als treat minority groups hinges heavily on social norms 
regarding how to acknowledge and treat such groups (e.g., 
Pauker et al., 2015). Norms can also play a crucial role in 
shaping emotions and their downstream social implica-
tions. For instance, how individuals react to expressions 
of negative emotions can hinge on social norms regard-
ing such emotions. Yet, we presently know relatively little 
about such norms and their potential effects. The future of 
emotion science can overcome this limitation by assessing 
emotion norms more systematically, identifying factors 
that contribute to their development, and examining their 
social implications. The unique features highlighted above 
point to additional new research directions. First, regard-
ing scope, what is the interplay between norms for emotion 
expression and norms for emotion experience? They might 
vary independently in some social units (e.g., organizations), 
but co-vary in other social units (e.g., cultures). Second, 
regarding variability, is it possible to identify universally 
held emotion norms? Future work can address this ques-
tion by mapping the range of norms for discrete emotions 
across cultures. Third, regarding cultural associations, how 
and why is adherence to emotion norms greater in more 
individualist cultures? This question is intriguing given the 
cultural directive in individualist cultures to be unique (Kim 
& Markus, 1999), which suggests that adherence to norms 
should be universally weaker in more individualist cultures. 
Considering emotion norms as a unique type of social norm 
reveals novel insights into the social processes that shape 
emotions and how emotions, in turn, can shape us.
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