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ABSTRACT. Emotional appeals have always been an important instrument in the mobilization of political support
in modern societies. As found in several experimental studies from the United States, the emotions displayed by
leading politicians in their televised public appearances have an impact on the political attitudes and behaviors of
the public. Positive emotions such as joy or happiness, pride, and amusement elicit a more positive assessment of
politicians, whereas showing negative emotions such as anger or outrage often diminishes the public’s support.
This transfer of emotions from sender to recipient has been described as “emotional contagion.” However,
under specific circumstances, emotions expressed by politicians can result in counter-empathic reactions among
recipients. To examine the role of emotions between political leaders and the public in an institutional and cultural
setting outside the United States, this article presents experimental findings on the impact of emotions expressed
by two leading German politicians on the German public. The study used emotional displays by Chancellor
Angela Merkel and former parliamentary leader of the Left Party, Gregor Gysi, observing how their assessments
by the German public changed in response to these displays. Consistent with existing research, we discovered
positive effects on the evaluation of both politicians when they displayed positive emotions. However, the impact
of negative emotions is different for Merkel and Gysi and can be described as contagion in the former and
counter-contagion in the latter case. Furthermore, we found that individual recognition of the expressed emotions
modified the effect they had on the evaluation of some leadership characteristics.
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experiments

motions play an important role in shaping

human behavior in all domains of social life.

They are expressed and felt daily in families,
in friendships and social settings, in the workplace, in
negotiations, in producer-customer exchanges, when
attending sports or cultural events, or simply when
reading books or watching movies.!

Emotions are one of several key components of
politics,? particularly in the interactions between po-
litical leaders and the public. In view of the thousands
of refugees from the Syrian civil war immigrating to
Germany since September 2015, Chancellor Angela
Merkel showed empathy, optimism, and self-reliance in
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her public appearances. She appealed to these feelings
in her fellow citizens and encouraged them to make
their own contributions to the solution of the problem.
However, Merkel’s emotional appeals left the German
public deeply divided in its reactions to her message.
While many citizens supported Merkel’s handling of the
refugee crisis and rated her leadership more positively
than before, a sizeable minority of Germans rejected
Merkel’s appeals, took a hostile stance toward her,
and engaged in manifold protest activities against the
government.

The conduct of U.S. President Donald Trump during
the 2016 presidential campaign, the tone and content
of his inaugural speech, and his subsequent behavior in
office can serve as a master example of making use of
negative emotions such as hostility, anger, and disgust.
As in the German case, the reactions of the American
public to Trump’s emotional messages were divided.
While strengthening the enthusiastic feelings among his

FALL 2017 e VOL. 36, NO. 2

@ CrossMark


mailto:oscar.gabriel@sowi.uni-stuttgart.de
mailto:oscar.gabriel@sowi.uni-stuttgart.de
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/pls.2017.15&domain=pdf

Leader emotion and citizen support

supporters, he simultaneously fostered aversion to him
among his opponents.

As in these two specific cases, political leaders reg-
ularly use emotions in their interactions with the pub-
lic. Their messages receive attention by media outlets
and then are broadcast or published for the public,
and thus they can shape the peoples’ political attitudes
and behaviors. Since almost every household in modern
society has access to electronic mass media, political
information of all kinds — including the expression of
emotions by leading political figures — is easily and
quickly available to a broad audience.’*>¢ Political
leaders can try to influence their image and the support
given to them by the public by expressing emotions.
However, the success of these efforts cannot be taken
for granted.

The question of how successful political leaders are
in using emotions as instruments in the mobilization of
political support has not been thoroughly investigated
compared with other aspects of the political process,
particularly in settings outside the United States. In line
with a larger number of experimental studies conducted
in the United States during the past several decades, this
article examines whether and in what respects the emo-
tions expressed by political leaders in television broad-
casts change the support they receive by the German
public. We analyze the impact that emotional displays
can have on citizens’ assessments of politicians’ leader-
ship qualities.

To do so, we focus on two leading political figures,
Chancellor Angela Merkel and the former leader of the
largest opposition party in the 18th German Bundestag,
Gregor Gysi. Because of their formal positions as well as
the influence they have in their parties and the broader
public, Merkel and Gysi have acted as the main par-
liamentary adversaries in the German political system.
Similar to Merkel, Gysi has been a highly relevant figure
in political life for more than two decades. He shaped
the course of the German socialist party, the Left (Die
Linke), as parliamentary party leader from 1990 to
2000. After a short time in the state parliament and
government of Berlin, he held the position of party whip
again in 2005 until 2016, when he resigned, remained
a member of the German Bundestag, and was elected as
President of the European Left.

Merkel and Gysi are highly present on German tele-
vision. This is reflected in a survey indicating that 100%
of respondents knew of Merkel, while the respective fig-
ure for Gysi was 95%.” However, while they are both
well known, their popularity levels vary greatly. Prior
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to the refugee crisis, Merkel’s reputation had gradually
increased over the years, and she was considered the
most popular German politician at the time of our study.
Gysi is a much more polarizing political figure whose
ratings are among the lowest of the 10 most influential
politicians in Germany.®

In the following section, we first review the exist-
ing theories and empirical research on the impact of
emotions displayed by political leaders on the public’s
attitudes toward them. Beginning with existing theories
and findings of empirical research, we advance sev-
eral hypotheses on the effect of exposure to emotions
on the leader’s overall ratings and the attribution of
warmth and competence to them.” To test these as-
sumptions, we draw on data from an online survey
experiment conducted in the spring of 2015. The ex-
perimental treatment consists of broadcast video mate-
rial showing positive and negative emotional displays
of Merkel and Gysi, such as joy, pride, outrage, and
anger. By comparing the rates of attitude changes in the
experimental groups (exposure to neutral or emotional
stimuli) and the control groups (no exposure), we show
whether and how emotional stimuli affect the ratings
of the politicians. Finally, we put our findings and their
implications into the context of existing research.

Theoretical background: Leader emotion and
political attitudes

Although philosophy and psychology have dealt
with the role of emotions in human life over the cen-
turies, systematic empirical research on this topic did
not develop before the second half of the twentieth
century.!%1112 So far, studies in political psychology
have focused primarily on exploring the intrapersonal
function of emotions,!31*15 but they have given less
attention to the role of emotions in the interpersonal
exchanges between individuals.!® The theories of affec-
tive intelligence!”>1%1® and motivated reasoning?’->1-22
serve as the main starting points for empirical research
examining the role of emotions and their ability to shape
various kinds of political attitudes and behaviors. Over
the years, broad and impressive findings have accumu-
lated on how emotions shape the acquisition and pro-
cessing of political information, political reasoning, and
decision-making. In contrast, the impact of exposure to
the emotions of other people, including political leaders,
on the recipients’ attitudes and behavior has not been
studied so thoroughly.?> Compared with other research
areas on political emotions** and psychological studies
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of emotional contagion in other areas of social life,%
little is known about how the emotions displayed
by political leaders in their appearances affect their
general popularity and the assessment of their specific
leadership qualities.”®

Experimental studies

The first experimental studies on this subject, con-
ducted by a research group headed by Masters and
Sullivan at Dartmouth,327:28:29,30,31,32,33,34,35  ere
strongly influenced by Ekman’s assumptions on the
signaling function of a sender’s facial expressions of
emotional states on the recipients’ reactions.’®3” Ac-
cordingly, most people react positively when exposed to
positive emotions of others but negatively when facing
expressions of others’ negative emotions:

[O]bserver subjects were empathic in their psy-
chophysiological reaction to a model subject whose
smile signalled reward and whose frown signalled
punishment, but observers developed counter-
empathic reactions under conditions where the
model’s smile signalled punishment and his frown
signalled reward.3$

When specifying this general psychological assump-
tion to analyze the interactions between political lead-
ers and the public, exposure to emotions such as hap-
piness/reassurance, anger/threat, and fear/evasion was
assumed to shape the public’s attitudes toward the ac-
tors expressing these emotions. Positive and negative
emotions were regarded as powerful instruments of po-
litical leaders when building public support, even if
strongly held predispositions toward these leaders are
taken into account. Televised images of leaders, particu-
larly their facial expressions, were considered important
information-processing cues.>® However, scholars did
not postulate a straightforward transfer from political
leaders’ emotions to citizens’ attitudes. The relationship
between the political leader and the recipient of the
message, the nature of the emotional display, and the
context in which the interaction between the leader and
citizens occurred were assumed to be relevant factors
intervening between the stimuli and the responses, thus
leaving open somewhat the question of how people
react to the leader emotions they are exposed to.*°

To summarize previous research, positive emotions
displayed by political leaders (happiness/reassurance)
elicited positive and decreased negative and neutral re-
actions among the respondents in most instances. By
contrast, being exposed to messages showing anger/
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threat often reinforced support among partisans, while
fear/evasion was rarely tested or encountered and the
effects of neutral stimuli differed. Moreover, the effects
varied for different political leaders, types of displays,
the relationship between the political leaders and the
public, and the cultural context. In many of these stud-
ies, party identification played a key role by eliciting
opposite reactions to the emotional signals of a political
leader among their supporters and opponents.31+41

The Dartmouth studies generated some important
findings on the role of emotions in the mobilization
of political support. At the same time, they left sev-
eral questions unanswered, including why leaders’ emo-
tions elicited sometimes empathic, sometimes counter-
empathic, and sometimes no reactions at all.*?> The most
innovative follow-up studies turned to some of these
problems and dealt with the mediating function of the
perceived appropriateness of the leaders’ emotions on
citizens’ evaluations,*>43:4445 with the role of different
forms of emotional expression (facial, verbal, vocal, and
gestural),>2%-46:47:48,49,50 4 d with the impact of expo-
sure to emotions on different aspects of the candidate
image.5 152,53

Compared with an increasing body of knowledge on
whether, how, and under what conditions exposure to
emotions displayed by political leaders may affect the
citizens’ attitudes toward them in the United States,
not even a handful of studies examined the respective
processes areas outside the United States. Only a few
studies focusing on German politics have investigated
the impact of leader emotions reported by media out-
lets and the televised display behavior of politicians on

attitudes towards politics in general,’* political issues,®
and political leaders.>3»5:56:57

Psychological theory and its applications

In early experimental studies, Sullivan, Masters, and
their coauthors distinguished between two types of
emotional exchanges between leaders and the public.
The first was characterized as prompting innate, condi-
tioned, and mimetic reactions of a recipient to the emo-
tional expressions of a sender. The other type of reac-
tions were thought to rest on socialization, experience,
existing political predispositions, cognitive processing,
and characteristics of the given situations.38-78:9%,60
Admittedly, these assumptions failed to specify clearly
the conditions under which emotional expressions did
or did not affect the recipients’ political attitudes and
what type of reaction would occur as a result of which
processes. Nevertheless, they can easily be related to
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social psychological theories, which deal explicitly
with the role of a sender’s emotions in interpersonal
exchanges. The relevant processes were described as
transfer of affect,®! affect infusion,’%%® and mood
contagion®* or emotional contagion.®> This means that
an actor may influence the attitudes and behaviors of
other actors by exposing them to emotional displays
(facial, vocal, gestural, or/and verbal).®® The broadest
contributions in this area were published by Hatfield,
Cacioppo, and Rapson® and by Van Kleef.! Elfenbein
elaborated on the theoretical processes of emotional
contagion,®” while Almohammad discussed in detail
the relevance of this problem in politics.®®

In view of the existing experimental findings, the
main challenge facing the theory of emotional conta-
gion consist of explaining under what conditions the
emotions expressed by a sender elicit either contagion
(empathic reactions) or counter-contagion (counter-
empathic reactions) among the recipients.®%®? Con-
tagion means that the recipients share or mimic the
emotions displayed by the sender and, moreover, de-
velop positive or negative attitudes toward the sender,
depending on the valence of the emotion they were
exposed to. Counter-contagion, by contrast, describes
the opposite reaction — that is, positive emotions
eliciting negative reactions and vice versa.®%7%71,72

According to these approaches, a transfer of emo-
tions from a sender to a recipient can be conceptu-
alized as a kind of dual-mode process. In the tradi-
tion of the primacy of affect hypothesis,”? Hatfield,
Cacioppo, and Rapson characterize one of these two
processes as “primitive emotional contagion.””* In this
case, emotional signals affect the recipients’ reactions
automatically and unconsciously and induce multiple
processes of mimicry and stimulus-congruent evalua-
tions of a sender.”%”> This view corresponds largely
to the concept of automatic affective contagion devel-
oped by Lodge, Taber, and others.?%-?1:2%:7¢ However,
the notion of primitive emotional contagion can hardly
explain why people differ in their reactions and why
counter-contagion occurs.

In raising a critique of the assumption of automatic
affective priming,””’87% scholars doubted whether
emotional contagion always occurs in the same way.
Primitive emotional contagion was seen as a specific
case, coexisting with more complex processes and
sometimes overlapping with them. As shown by, among
others, Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson, when people
are exposed to emotions, they often need to recognize
and decode these stimuli and make inferences about
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their meaning.®® The recognition and processing of
emotional stimuli may vary among the recipients and
thus elicit different reactions among them.®! Several
factors account for the interpersonal variation of effects
and explain why emotions lead sometimes to contagion
and sometimes to counter-contagion. The most impor-
tant factors are the capability of people to “infect”
others with emotions, the recipients’ susceptibility to
emotional appeals, the specific modes of displaying
emotions, and the types of the emotions expressed
by the sender.’>83 According to Elfenbein, a shared
vantage point of the sender and the recipient is the
decisive factor, eventually explaining whether contagion
or counter-contagion occurs.%*

Hypotheses

Based on the theory of emotional contagion and the
findings of previous research, we state and examine
several hypotheses. To start with, it cannot be taken for
granted that the emotions displayed by political leaders
in their public appearances affect the attitudes of the
public at all. The resulting null hypothesis rests on the
strong role of given predispositions in the evaluation
of political objects.®> In many instances, people may
use shortcuts in assessing political figures, particularly
party identification®®8” or partisan schemata.®® Once
formed, these attitudes cannot easily be changed by
providing new stimuli. Accordingly, political actors who
are well known to the public have become objects of
stable political evaluations over time. By stating that
the affective tags linked to their mental representations
are stored in long-term memory and activated if stimuli
of the targets are encountered, the theory of motivated
reasoning further supports the assumption that atti-
tudes toward political leaders might not be susceptible
to change.8? It should be added that the kinds of treat-
ments used in most experiments on affective contagion
do not normally provide strong incentives to attitude
change, since they give a very short impression of the
leader in a more or less artificial experimental situation.

Research on emotional contagion in politics has
yielded empirical evidence that exposure to political
emotions may affect the attitudes of the audience in
different ways. In many instances, positive emotions
have proved to elicit positive reactions and negative
emotions to prompt negative consequences for the
sender.”” The main argument of the theory refers to the
spillover of emotions from the sender to the recipient
that may occur either unconsciously or by inferential
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processes. If American and French political leaders can
successfully exploit emotional appeals in their search
for public support,®3° the same should apply to other
democracies such as Germany.

Emotional contagion can also be expected because a
large share of the public in contemporary democratic
regimes is neither deeply involved in politics nor firmly
leaning toward a specific political party, especially not
in a multiparty system like Germany. Thus, citizens
might be susceptible to emotional appeals.”’-*? Last but
not least, the evidence of the impact of party cues as
determinants of attitudes toward political leaders is less
clear than stated in some contributions.”> Thus, the
most general hypotheses — those that can be discon-
firmed most easily and thus the most informative ones
— state an unconditional main effect of exposure to
negative and positive emotional stimuli on the public.

Hla: 1If participants are exposed to positive emo-
tional displays of a political leader, their sup-

port for her or him will increase.

H1b: 1If participants are exposed to negative emo-
tional displays of a political leader, their sup-

port for her or him will decline.

All subsequent hypotheses can be regarded as spec-
ifying some conditions leading to emotional contagion
and thus modifying the information content of the origi-
nal hypotheses. Some of these modifications refer to cir-
cumstances that lead to emotional contagion or to dif-
ferent processes of emotional contagion (for example,
party identification, decoding of the emotions), while
others pertain to the kinds of attitudes that are affected
by exposure to a leader’s emotions, such as warmth as
opposed to competence. Moreover, these hypotheses are
in part compatible with each other, but in part, they
postulate contradictory effects of exposure to emotions.
In the latter case, it is a matter of investigation which
one of these competing assumptions can be validated
empirically.

Only a few previous studies of emotional conta-
gion in politics have devoted attention to different
leadership characteristics.>>°3?4 As found in research
on voter orientations to candidates for public office,
people distinguish between various attributes such as
competence, likeability, trustworthiness, and physical
appearance.”>?® Although these attributes of leadership
were shown to be interrelated, some scholars have
argued that they represent different personality traits
that rest on different processes of attribution. This
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applies particularly to the groups of attributes labeled
“warmth” and “competence.””

While the interrelationship between these leadership
characteristics nourishes the expectation that they are
similarly susceptible to emotional contagion, warmth
and competence can also be assumed to be differently
related to emotional stimuli. General ratings of political
leaders can be seen as an overall evaluation that rests
on general and spontaneous impressions rather than on
deliberate evaluations of personality traits. Warmth is
characterized as an attitude with clear affective under-
pinnings. Emotions and the attribution of warmth have
a common basis in liking and disliking and in empa-
thy and counter-empathy. The dimension of warmth
is less relevant as a normative standard when evalu-
ating the competence of a political leader. Ratings of
competence are mainly rooted in individual perceptions
and evaluations of how political leaders and their gov-
ernment’s actions have performed their tasks and how
this has affected the living conditions of the public so
far.?7:98:99 Regarded from this perspective, two alterna-
tive hypotheses will be tested:

H2a: If participants are exposed to positive (negative)
emotional displays of a political leader, their
overall assessment of her or his leadership qual-
ities will improve (decrease).

H2b: If participants are exposed to positive (negative)

emotional displays of a political leader, their
general rating and their assessment of her or his
warmth will improve (decrease) more than the
assessment of her or his competence.

As several experimental studies have shown, respon-
dents’ identification with the party that a political leader
represents makes a difference for emotional contagion.
In the United States, and even more so in France, par-
tisans of the respective political figures reacted differ-
ently to stimuli than did their opponents. Mostly, the
leaders’ positive emotions improved their assessment by
their partisans but not by their opponents. Moreover,
while negative emotional expressions elicited positive
reactions among partisans, this effect did not occur
among critics.'9%101 These patterns can be explained as
resulting from partisanship as a shared vantage point of
the sender and recipient of an emotional message.* In
addition, the positive impact of negative emotional ex-
pressions on the assessment of leadership quality by the
senders’ partisans may also reflect the target of negative
emotions. Negative emotions addressed to a common
adversary of the sender and recipient may elicit positive
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reactions among the followers of the leader but not
among other people. By contrast, if the followers believe
the leader’s negative emotions are directed at them, their
support for him or her will not increase.'9%103 Since the
latter case will not normally occur in the relationship be-
tween political leaders and their partisans, we can state
the three following hypotheses specifying the conditions
of emotional contagion and counter-contagion:

H3a: 1If partisans are exposed to positive or negative
emotional displays of a political leader, their

attitudes toward her or him will become more

positive.

H3b: 1If opponents are exposed to positive emotional
displays of a political leader, their attitudes to-
ward her or him will remain unchanged.

H3c: If opponents are exposed to negative emotional

displays of a political leader, their attitudes to-
ward her or him will become more negative.

So far, in stating our hypotheses, we have disregarded
whether emotional contagion works automatically or
depends on inferential processes among the recipients.
As elaborated in detail by Elfenbein,!?* recognition
plays a crucial role in more or less conscious forms
of processing emotional stimuli and lays the ground-
work for the subsequent stages of processing. Similarly,
Redlawsk and Pierce emphasize the role of recipients’
cognitive and affective responses to emotional stimuli
as determinants of attitudes toward the sender.'® This
leads us to assume a conditioning or reinforcing effect of
the recognition of emotional expressions; therefore, we
state the following alternative hypotheses on the effect
of recognition on the emotion-response relationship:

H4a:  Only if the valence of a positive (negative) stim-
ulus is recognized by the recipients will the stim-

ulus affect their attitudes toward the politicians.

H4b: 1f the valence of a positive (negative) stimulus
is recognized by the recipient, its impact on the
attitude toward the politicians will be stronger

than in the case of nonrecognition.

Finally, the studies conducted by the Dartmouth
group analyzed whether and how the emotions of
the sender affect the emotions of the recipient, often
with positive results. Although we did not include a
self-report of discrete emotions elicited among the par-
ticipants in our questionnaire, we asked them whether
they felt affected by the emotions they had encountered
in the treatment. This rather crude measure of the
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intrapersonal impact of a recognized stimulus can
nevertheless approximate the salience attributed to the
emotions expressed by the politician. Thus, we offer the
following alternative hypotheses:

HS5a: Only if the valence of a positive (negative) stim-
ulus is recognized and the recipients were af-
fected emotionally will the stimulus affect the
recipients’ attitude toward the politicians.

HS5b: 1If the valence of a positive (negative) stimulus

is recognized and if the recipients were affected
emotionally by it, its impact on the attitude
toward the politicians will be stronger than in
the case of nonrecognition and a lacking affect.

As shown by previous research, further variables
(the respondent’s mood just before receiving the treat-
ment, % attitudes toward the appropriateness of emo-
tions shown by politicians in their public appear-
ances,*197 and gender!%%) shape attitudes toward
politicians. Most of these factors are regarded as mod-
erating the effect of the emotional expressions (indepen-
dent variables) on the attitudes toward the politicians
(dependent variables). Except for party identification,
these variables are not the focus of this article and thus
will not be included in the experimental design.

The experimental design

In this experiment, we examine the impact of expo-
sure to political leaders’ positive and negative emotions
on citizens’ assessment of those political figures. The
dependent variables are the general ratings of Angela
Merkel and Gregor Gysi and their evaluations as warm
and competent political leaders. In this first step, ex-
posure to positive, negative, and neutral expressions by
Merkel and Gysi were used as the independent variable,
as well as a no-stimuli control condition. For statisti-
cal purposes, participants exposed to emotional stim-
uli (positive or negative) were considered the exper-
imental groups, while those exposed to neutral and
no stimuli were the control groups. Psychological re-
search has demonstrated that mere exposure to stimuli
can enhance positive affect.!9? Extensive research into
the effects of candidate appearances has shown that
physical appearance,1%111112 45 well a broad range
of specific physical characteristics,' 13 particularly facial
features,! 115116 influence warmth and competence
assessments of political candidates and even affect vote
choice.
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In our experimental design, the group of participants
exposed to neutral stimuli performed the function of
approximating the control of these personality-related
effects, since they should be included in roughly the
same way in all three stimulus conditions. To a certain
degree, this also applies to the content of the messages
communicated in the different video clips (see Table 1 in
the Appendix). In the subsequent steps, party identifica-
tion and cognitive (recognition) and emotional response
(feeling affected) to the stimuli were included as moder-
ating variables.

The experimental design is a pre-test/post-test com-
parison of the three experimental groups and the con-
trol group. The experimental treatment — administered
at the beginning of the second wave (post-test) — varied
among the four groups. The experimental groups re-
ceived two videos showing Merkel and Gysi displaying
either positive emotions or negative emotions or neutral
stimuli. The control group did not receive any experi-
mental treatment (see Table 1).

Stimulus selection

The treatment was selected based on a media content
analysis of news broadcasts and political talk shows
that aired on German public and private television
channels between May 1, 2013 to April 30, 2014.
Merkel and Gysi appeared differently in our sample
of broadcasts in terms of emotional displays and air-
time. Therefore, it was necessary to choose additional
video sequences from broadcasts not included in our
original representative media sample. These clips were
selected for use as treatments only if all five researchers
contributing to the project agreed on them as showing
positive (joy, pride, amusement) or negative emotions
(anger and outrage) or as containing neutral instead of
emotional stimuli. The coding decisions were validated
empirically by treatment checks (described below).

Each treatment had a length of approximately 1
minute, 30 seconds and consisted of 9 to 13 shorter
sequences. All respondents in the experimental groups
were exposed to two treatments: one showing clips of
Merkel and one showing clips of Gysi. This amounted
to a total exposure time of around 3 minutes. To present
a realistic picture of the conditions given in televi-
sion consumption, the video clips contained shorter
sequences including sound bites, thereby showing facial,
gestural, vocal, and verbal expressions of the politician’s
emotions. This type of stimulus more closely resem-
bles the images that citizens receive when consuming
television broadcasts than photographs or pictures that
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Table 1. Overview of experimental groups.

Video treatment N N Number of
(second wave) Pre-test Post-test video sequences
2 videos: Merkel/Gysi,

negative emotions 429 359 9/13

2 videos: Merkel/Gysi,

positive emotions 429 346 12/10

2 videos: Merkel/Gysi,

neutral stimuli 429 354 9/12

No video 429 392 —

Note: The video sequences for both politicians were collected from
news broadcasts, political talk shows, and televised party conventions
and parliamentary debates. Hence, some video sequences show other
politicians briefly or in the background.

eliminate sound, which are often used as stimulus ma-
terial in experimental studies.!!”>1'® On the one hand,
the use of video material reproducing citizens’ daily
situation in political mass communication enhances the
external validity of the experimental condition. On the
other one, this type of stimuli makes it largely impos-
sible to disentangle the effects of various modalities
of emotional expression — by voice, gesture, face, or
content. This topic, however, is beyond the scope of
our research.

The treatments presented to the participants differed
in the valence of the emotions (positive, negative, and
neutral stimuli). The shorter video sequences within
each video clip addressed different political issues, for
example, attacks on opponents as well as claims for
social justice and economic progress. The positive video
clips also included pride and happiness in light of elec-
toral victories. The main topic within each video se-
quence was coded for the video stimuli based on cat-
egories developed by Rattinger and colleagues'!” (see
Appendix, Table 1).

The video clips from German news broadcasts and
political talk shows were presented at the beginning of
the second wave of the online survey experiment after
a few initial questions. Participants were informed that
the study included video clips and were asked to switch
on their audio settings. A multiple-choice question en-
sured that all participants had the ability to identify a
test sound correctly. After these precautions, the video
clips were presented only once, and the rest of the ques-
tionnaire continued after the video clips. Each video clip
was followed by a sequence of questions conceptualized
as treatment checks, before the rest of the questionnaire
continued. The order of the video clips was randomized,
as was the order of the video sequences within each
clip. Because of the randomization of the video clips,
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half of the participants in each condition first saw a
video clip of Angela Merkel and shortly afterward a
video clip of Gregor Gysi, or vice versa. By doing so,
possible primacy and recency effects'?? of the stimuli
were neutralized.

Participants

The sample was drawn from an online panel of the
former polling agency LINK (now Forsa), which is rep-
resentative for German internet users aged 18 to 68
years. The data collection for the online survey exper-
iment took place from March 19 to 29, 2015 for the
first wave and from April 16 to 26,2015 for the second
wave, leaving at least two weeks between pre-test and
post-test questionnaires. To reduce selection biases, par-
ticipants could not self-select into the panel. Panelists
were recruited, mostly offline through representative
CATI (computer-assisted telephone interview) surveys.
As a correction for sampling biases and the overrep-
resentation of early responders, a component of quota
sampling by age and gender was applied.

To analyze heterogeneous treatment effects of sub-
groups such as party identifiers, we aimed to sample
about 350 participants per experimental group. In all,
1,716 participants completed the questionnaire in the
first wave; the original response rate was 36.8%. At
this point, the respondents were randomly assigned to
an experimental or control group before participants
began filling out the questionnaire during the first wave.
In all, 1,451 of these participants also took part in the
second wave, which results in a follow-up response rate
of 84.6% across all groups.

In wave 2, 52.6% of the participants were male
(wave 1: 50.8%), while 37.7% had some college and
had gained a general qualification for university en-
trance (“Abitur” or equivalent; wave 1: 37.8%). The
mean age in wave 2 was 44.1 years (wave 1: 44.4
years). Among the respondents, 32.7% stated they
were politically interested (wave 1: 32.2%). In wave
2, 30.8% (wave 1: 30.8%) felt close to the Christian
democratic parties — the Christian Democratic Union
(CDU) and the Christian Social Union (CSU) — and
7.9% in both waves leaned toward the Left Party.
Since the distributions of these characteristics showed
only minor deviations between the two waves, we can
conclude that attrition effects were not relevant as
distorting factors in the overall sample.

Because of panel attrition, sample sizes vary slightly
between the experimental groups. While each experi-
mental group had 429 participants in the first wave,
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the numbers ranged from 346 to 392 in the second
wave. The attrition rates varied moderately und unsys-
tematically between the four groups (see Table 2 in the
Appendix for the composition of each group). Thus,
there is no major concern that nonrandom attrition
could distort the results of the experiment.

Measures

The questionnaire used a set of standard items for the
measurement of attitudes toward the quality of Merkel
and Gysi as political leaders. The dependent variables
were operationalized as gain scores, that is, within-
subject differences between measurements in the post-
test and pre-test condition (see Table 3 in the Appendix
for the level scores in both panel waves).

The general assessments of Merkel and Gysi were
measured by this question: “Please, tell us, what do
you think of some leading politicians. . . . Angela Merkel
[Gregor Gysi]. I have a very low opinion of her [him]
(—5) ...I have a very high opinion of her [him] (+5).”

The measures of the attitudes toward Merkel’s and
Gysi’s warmth and competence were constructed anal-
ogously as gain scores. Each of the two leadership char-
acteristics was measured by two items ranging on a
scale from 0 to 4 and were summarized into two single
indexes ranging from 0 to 8. The index of warmth
encompasses the characteristics of likeability and trust-
worthiness (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82 for Merkel and
Gysi), while the index of competence includes items of
leadership and problem-solving skills (alpha = 0.78 for
Merkel and alpha = 0.71 for Gysi). Warmth and com-
petence were operationalized by the following items:
“To what extent do the following characteristics apply
to Angela Merkel [Gregor Gysi]? She [He] is a strong
political leader (C); she [he] is a likeable person (W);
she [he] can solve political problems (C); she [he] is
trustworthy (W). Doesn’t apply at all (0) ...applies
completely (4).”

Party identification was measured during the first
wave using the standard German item that reflects Ger-
many’s multiparty system:'?! “In Germany, many peo-
ple lean towards a certain political party over a long
period of time, although they occasionally vote for a
different party. What about you: Do you generally lean
towards a political party and if so, which one?” (possi-
ble answers: CDU/CSU, Social Democratic Party [SPD],
The Greens, the Left, other, none).

For the following analysis, we measure party identi-
fication as a categorical variable with three levels: parti-
sans leaning toward the party represented by the polit-
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ical leader (Merkel: CDU/CSU, Gysi: the Left), nonpar-
tisans (no party identification), and opponents feeling
close to a different party (Merkel: SPD, the Greens, the
Left, other; Gysi: CDU/CSU, SPD, the Greens, other).

In contrast to the previous measure of party identifi-
cation, considerable variation exists in political psychol-
ogy for analyzing the processing of emotional stimuli.
The instruments we used in our experiment was built
on the following set of questions: “What impression
did Angela Merkel [Gregor Gysi] leave on you? Do
you agree with the following statements? “She [he] was
emotional” (answers: yes/no). If the answer was “yes,”
a multiple-choice question followed: “She [he] was an-
gry, sad, amused, proud, outraged, amused” (answers:
yes/no).

In our context, the focus is on the valence of emo-
tional displays. Therefore, recognition was coded as
congruent if participants exposed to a positive stimulus
recognized at least one of the following positive emo-
tions — happiness, pride, or amusement — and no neg-
ative emotion — sadness, anger, or outrage. Congruence
between negative exposure and recognition was coded
analogously if participants recognized either anger or
outrage within the negative treatment and no positive
emotion. Congruence of neutral exposure and recogni-
tion was assumed if participants who received the neu-
tral stimuli did not recognize any particular emotional
expressions. The feeling of being emotionally affected
by the stimuli was measured in the following way: “Fi-
nally, we would like to ask you regarding the video
that you saw: Did the video affect you emotionally? It
affected me/it did not affect me.”

Model specification

One-way analyses of variance were conducted in or-
der to examine the influence of the experimental treat-
ment on the assessment of the quality of Merkel and
Gysi as political leaders. The experimental treatment
included four different conditions (no video, neutral,
positive, and negative emotional expressions). The stim-
ulus effect is measured by comparing the mean change
in the ratings of Merkel and Gysi and in the assessment
of their warmth (likeability, trustworthiness) and com-
petence (problem-solving capacity, leadership) in those
four groups from the pretest to the post-test condition
(AY2 — Y1). In the first step, the analyses of variance
included only the assessment of the three leadership
characteristics as dependent and the experimental treat-
ments as independent variables.
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In view of the important role attributed to partisan-
ship in previous experimental studies, this variable was
included in the next step of the analysis. Examining the
effect of this variable is relevant for several reasons.
First, party identification is regarded as a stable political
predisposition that accounts for a substantive degree
of variation in political attitudes, among others, in the
view on political leaders.!?? By taking party identifica-
tion into account, we can examine whether partisans,
opponents, and nonpartisans differ in their reaction to
emotional stimuli and whether the effect of stimulus ex-
posure on the attitudes toward political leaders persists
even if political predisposition is controlled for.

The second set of moderator variables includes indi-
cators of conscious processing of emotions. Although
the recognition of emotional stimuli and the respon-
dents’ affective reactions to them have been character-
ized as potentially important factors in emotional conta-
gion, the respective effects have been rarely analyzed in
experimental studies so far. Therefore, the recognition
of the stimulus and the affective reaction attributed to
it were also included in the experimental design. Both
were conceptualized as necessary conditions and as re-
inforcing the effects of emotional stimuli on political
attitudes. Thus, we test two different enlarged models:
one using exposure to stimuli and party identification
as independent and mediating variables and the other
considering the effects of exposure, recognition, and
perceived impact of the stimuli.

Findings

According to our core hypothesis, positive emotions
displayed by political leaders should improve their rat-
ings, while negative emotional displays should elicit
less favorable attitudes toward them. As a first step of
our analysis, we examine whether positive and negative
emotional stimuli have an impact on participants’ gen-
eral impressions and specific evaluations of Merkel and
Gysi as political leaders.

Main treatment effects

Overall ratings. The overall assessment of Merkel
and Gysi was computed as a gain score between the
pre-test and post-test ratings, ranging from —10 to +10.
Both effects were significant at the p < 0.01 level. The
effect of the experimental treatment on the evaluation of
Angela Merkel yielded an F ratio of F(4, 1446) = 7.02,
p < 0.001, n?> = 0.014 and on the evaluation of Gregor
Gysi an F ratio of F(4, 1446) = 2447, p < 0.001,
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Figure 1. Changes in overall ratings.

n? = 0.048. As shown in Figure 1, positive emotions
displayed by Merkel improved her general assessment,
while negative emotions and neutral stimuli led to less
favorable assessments. By contrast, the attitudes toward
Gysi became more positive irrespective of the type of
exposure.

Post hoc analyses using Dunnett’s modified Tukey-
Kramer multiple comparison tests indicate varying
effects for both politicians. Compared with the con-
trol condition without video treatment (M = —0.03,
SD =1.24), Merkel’s overall assessment decreased sig-
nificantly among the participants who were exposed
to her negative emotional expressions (M =—0.32,
SD =1.52). The same holds true when exposure to
negative stimuli is compared with the effects of the
positive treatment (M =0.14, SD=1.51). The latter
did not induce a significant change in her evaluation
compared with the group that was not exposed to any
kind of stimuli. Compared with the positive condition,
participants who saw her neutral appearance also rated
her less favorably on average (M = —0.21, SD = 1.50).

As far as Gysi’s overall assessment is concerned,
all experimental treatment conditions induced ratings
that were more favorable compared with the control
group without video treatment (M = —0.04, SD =1.27).
Furthermore, his negative emotional displays induced
the highest increase in his ratings (M =1.14, SD =1.93),
and they differed significantly from the treatment groups
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with positive (M =0.52, SD =1.83) as well as neutral
stimuli (M =0.62, SD =1.87).

Warmth. Regarding the attribution of warmth to
both politicians, a gain score between the first and sec-
ond wave ranging from —4 to +4 was measured to
capture the change within subjects. The effects obtained
for Merkel and Gysi were significant at the p < 0.01
level (Merkel F (4, 1445) = 10.54, p < 0.001, %> = 0.021;
Gysi F(4,1443) = 23.76, p < 0.001, n> = 0.047). The
effects of their emotional expressions on their evalua-
tion of warmth were small but slightly higher for Gysi
than for Merkel. As observed in the general ratings,
positive emotions displayed by Merkel yielded positive
reactions among the participants, while negative and
neutral stimuli elicited negative views of her warmth.
The results obtained for the impact of the stimuli on
Gysi’s view as a warm political leader parallel those
reported for his general rating: regardless of the stimuli,
the attitudes of participants toward Gysi increased in
the video conditions, and Gysi was seen as a more
likeable and trustworthy leader (see Figure 2).

The post hoc tests reveal patterns of treatment effects
for both politicians that are largely similar to their over-
all assessments. Merkel’s negative emotional expres-
sions resulted in lower ratings of warmth (M = —0.29,
SD =1.13) compared with the control group without
video treatment (M = 0.05, SD = 1.20) and the exposure
to positive emotional stimuli (M =0.18, SD=1.28).
Her neutral displays (M = —0.14, SD = 1.13) also led to
slightly lower ratings; however, the difference from the
experimental group without video treatment was not
significant. Showing positive emotions had a positive
effect on the attribution of warmth to Merkel when
compared with neutral displays and negative emotional
expressions.

As described for the general rating, Gysi was assessed
more positively by participants of all groups exposed
to a stimulus compared with the control group without
video (M = —0.04, SD = 1.27). However, the effects of
his negative emotional displays were again the largest
by far (M = 0.79, SD = 1.45) and differed significantly
from the effects of positive treatments (M = 0.43, SD =
1.44) and neutral stimuli (M = 0.40, SD = 1.24).

Competence. Unlike in the previously reported find-
ings, exposure to emotional displays had only a sig-
nificant effect on the assessment of Gysi’s compe-
tence (F(4,1445) = 649, p < 0.001, n*> = 0.013)
but not on the evaluation of Merkel’s competence
(F (4, 1446) = 1.55, p = 0.20) (see Figure 3). While the
experimental groups did not significantly differ from
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Figure 2. Changes in the assessment of warmth.
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Figure 3. Changes in the assessment of competence.

each other in their assessments of Merkel’s compe-
tence, positive effects of exposure occurred for Gysi.
Compared with the evaluation of Gysi’s overall as-
sessment and his warmth, emotional expressions af-
fected the evaluation of his competence less strongly.
In this instance, all three experimental groups dif-
fered significantly from the control group without
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video (M = 0.09, SD = 1.39). However, the treatment
groups did not differ significantly from each other
beyond a common exposure effect (positive treatment:
M = 0.46, SD = 1.40; negative treatment: M = 0.51,
SD = 1.52; neutral treatment: M = 0.37, SD = 1.34).

The results of the experiments reported so far allow
for an initial assessment of the first two hypotheses.
Most importantly, the null hypothesis that exposure to
emotional displays of political figures does not matter
for citizens’ attitudes about their quality as political
leaders can be rejected in most instances. With the ex-
ception of the rating of Angela Merkel’s competence,
the attitudes toward Merkel and Gysi among the par-
ticipants who were exposed to an experimental treat-
ment changed slightly but noticeably compared with
the control group. Nevertheless, the pattern of change
was not the same regarding the nature of the stimuli,
the sources of these stimuli, and the types of political
attitudes under observation.

Except for the attitudes toward Merkel’s competence
as a political leader, exposure to positive emotions
elicited more favorable ratings of Merkel and Gysi.
This not only confirms H1a but also is in line with
previous findings on the positive impact of happi-
ness/reassurance displays on the assessment of political
leaders.123:124125,126 - A5 expected, showing positive
emotions publicly can serve as a means of gathering
support for political leaders.

Regarding the role of negative emotional expres-
sions, the findings are less consistent, which is also
in line with theory!?”1?% and existing empirical
evidence.'? As indicated by the theory of emotional
contagion and assumed in our hypothesis, exposure to
the negative emotions of Chancellor Merkel lowered
her general assessment and reduced the attribution of
warmth to her as well. By contrast, negative emotional
expressions did not harm Gysi’s image as a warm and
competent political leader — on the contrary, they even
improved his esteem with the public more strongly than
expressions of positive emotions and neutral appear-
ances. This effect pertains to the assessment of his
broader leadership characteristics under observation
here. Contrary to our expectations, negative emotions
shown by Gysi did lead to counter-contagion in the
attitudes toward him.

Although we did not state initial assumptions on
the effects of neutral appearances of political leaders,
it should be noticed that they obviously shaped views
of Merkel and Gysi as political leaders. Regardless of
whether they differed in a statistically significant way
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from positive and negative emotional displays, neutral
stimuli elicited consistently different reactions to the
two political figures. While neutral appearances of Gysi
led to more positive attitudes toward him, the effects
of neutral displays on the assessment of Merkel were
mostly negative.

Moderating effects

Party identification. A prominent explanation why
exposure to emotions of political leaders may produce
different effects on attitudes toward them are politi-
cal predispositions, particularly party identification.!3°
Accordingly, partisans may react positively to negative
emotions expressed by politicians whose party they sup-
port, while opponents may react negatively to expres-
sions of anger or sadness.

Despite previous support for the impact of party
identification, this variable did not provide a statisti-
cally significant explanation for changes in the attitudes
toward Merkel and Gysi in this study. None of the
interactions between partisanship and the experimental
treatment in the six models was statistically significant,
which implies (here, at least) that partisans do not re-
act differently to emotions displayed by political lead-
ers representing opposite parties. Therefore, H3a-H3c¢
about party identification are not supported by the data.
An overview of the tested models can be found in the
Appendix (see Table 4).

Recognition of emotions. As the above analysis has
shown, exposure to positive stimuli improved the evalu-
ations of political leaders by citizens, negative and neu-
tral stimuli elicited different reactions to them, and the
effects of the emotional displays were generally weaker
than one could have expected. These results may have
occurred for different reasons. Most importantly, emo-
tional contagion is understood by most scholars as an
interplay between automatic and deliberate responses to
(political) stimuli. When conscious processing of emo-
tions comes into play, recognition of the emotions and
attaching a meaning or salience to them need to be
considered as variables intervening between a stimulus
and a response.!31:132 Thus, a mismatch between the
precoded stimuli and the perceptions of the participants
could account for the effects described here.

A discrepancy between the presumed valence of the
emotional expressions and their recognition by the par-
ticipants may indeed distort the effect of stimuli, since
none of the emotions were classified in complete accord
by the coders and the respondents. Negative emotions
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of Angela Merkel were recognized by 36% of the par-
ticipants, whereas the share of positive emotions was
66%. The figures for Gysi were 67% (negative emo-
tions) and 53% (positive emotions). As supposed, not
all respondents judged the neutral stimuli as lacking
emotional content. Around 61% of participants rec-
ognized Merkel’s neutral emotions “correctly,” whereas
less than half of the respondents (44 %) perceived Gysi’s
neutral displays as being neutral.

When presenting and interpreting the subsequent
findings on the role of recognition, it needs to be
mentioned that the control group without a video
treatment did not receive any stimuli and thus was
excluded from the subsequent analyses. Since the three
experimental groups differed less from each other than
from the control group, excluding the latter reduces
the variance between the groups and can reduce the
explanatory power of the models. This seems to be
the case. Including either the congruent recognition
of the stimuli as an interaction with the treatment or
the self-reported affective reaction into the analyses
of variance did not yield statistically significant total
models in most cases.

Moreover, the recognition of the expressed emotions
influenced the relationship between the stimulus and
the participants’ reaction in only half of the models.
A significant interaction effect was observed for the
overall ratings of Merkel (F (2, 1053) = 3.96, p < 0.05,
partial »? = 0.007) and Gysi (F(2,1053) = 7.37, p <
0.001, partial n> = 0.013), as well as for the assessment
of Gysi’s warmth (F(2, 1051) = 4.30, p < 0.05, partial
n?> = 0.008). As Figure 4 shows, stimulus-congruent
recognition of emotion by the participants strengthened
the effect of positive emotional displays of Merkel and
Gysi in the cases mentioned earlier. The general ratings
of both leaders turned more to the positive in the condi-
tion of congruent than of incongruent recognition, and
more so for Merkel than for Gysi. Again, the patterns
observed for negative stimuli differed for the two politi-
cal leaders. As with positive stimuli, congruent recog-
nition strengthened the process of counter-contagion
induced by Gysi’s negative emotions, but the opposite
effect occurred when Merkel’s negative emotions were
decoded correctly instead of not having been recog-
nized. Congruent perception of neutral messages sent by
Merkel reduced her ratings (compared with incongruent
ones).

Contrary to the general rating, Merkel’s warmth and
competence ratings as well as Gysi’s competence ratings
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Figure 4. Interaction between experimental treatment and stimulus recognition.

were not significantly moderated by the congruent per-
ception.

Contrary to the assumption in H4a, a stimulus-
congruent recognition of emotional expressions by
viewers is not a necessary condition of an impact of
leaders’ emotions on their esteem among the citizens.
Emotion recognition does not consistently strengthen
the effect of positive or negative emotional stimuli on
the evaluation of political leaders, which disconfirms
H4b. The only exception was the general rating of
Merkel and Gysi and of Gysi’s warmth. In this case,
recognizing positive emotional expressions led to more
favorable attitudes toward both political leaders. By
contrast, the effect of recognition on the relationship be-
tween stimuli and reaction was inconsistent in the case
of negative emotional expression and neutral displays.
Thus, “accurate” perception contributes less to the
explanation of the effect of stimuli on the assessment of
leadership qualities than expected. Even if recognition
of the stimuli is not completely irrelevant for inducing
reactions, emotions seem to play a role in shaping
attitudes toward political leaders.20-133

Emotional reactions. We will now turn to the role of
the participants’ emotional reactions to the (perceived)
stimuli as a moderator variable. Under a different
perspective, this point was highlighted in several ex-
perimental studies using the emotional states of the
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participants as dependent measures.>>!3* As found

in these studies, happiness/reassurance did often elicit
positive emotions in respondents, while expressions of
anger/threat and fear/evasion did not. Our question is
different. We are interested in determining whether a
strong reaction to the emotions observed in the video
clips reinforced the effect of the emotional messages on
the recipients’ attitudes toward the sender. A moderat-
ing effect between the treatment and the self-reported
emotional reaction was not significant in any of the
models.

Discussion

Since the mid-1980s, the personalization of politics
and the spread of electronic mass media have brought
the reactions of the public to the behavior of political
leaders, including reactions to the emotions they dis-
play, into the scope of political psychology. As shown in
several experimental studies conducted over the last few
decades, political leaders can successfully use emotions
as a means of generating public support; conversely,
inappropriate emotional appearances can weaken sup-
port.

In this article, we explored the influence of emo-
tional displays on the evaluation of two leading German
politicians, Chancellor Angela Merkel and the former
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leader of the largest opposition party in the German
Bundestag, Gregor Gysi. We distinguished between an
overall summary score of the two political leaders and
their more specific assessments as warm and competent
political figures. In the hypotheses underlying the empir-
ical analyses, we assumed that positive emotions shown
by leaders would elicit more positive attitudes toward
them, while negative emotions would have a negative
impact on their public esteem. Party identification, “cor-
rect” recognition of the emotional stimuli, and feeling
affected by them were considered moderator variables,
explaining the reinforcement effects of emotions but
also counter-empathic reactions to the stimuli.

Turning to the relationship between emotional stim-
uli and reactions, our findings confirm the position held
by Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson that different po-
litical emotions prompt different reactions. Obviously,
some political leaders are more competent or successful
in eliciting favorable reactions to the emotions they
show, and people are differently susceptible to emo-
tional contagion.!3?

Beginning with the last point, our data show that
most participants in the experiment were largely unaf-
fected by the emotional stimuli they were exposed to.
Furthermore, those who were affected the most showed
weak reactions and did not react uniformly to the emo-
tions they encountered. The weak impact of emotions
on the attitudes toward Merkel and Gysi does not really
come as a surprise given the fact that both have been
highly prominent figures in German political life for
two and a half decades. It can reasonably be assumed
that German citizens had formed attitudes toward them
a long time ago and that these attitudes are relatively
stable and will change only under specific conditions
— not including a short impression and the artificial
setting of an online survey experiment.

The varying reactions to different leaders and dif-
ferent types of emotions need to be discussed some-
what more in detail. According to our findings, pos-
itive emotional stimuli elicited reactions that differed
from those induced by negative emotions. The impact of
Merkel’s emotions on the attitudes toward her quality
as a political leader were not the same as those ob-
served in the assessment of Gysi. Additionally, emotions
mattered for the general rating of the leaders and the
attribution of warmth to them, but a uniform impact
on competence evaluations was not observed. Finally,
the intervening variables partisanship and processing of
emotional stimuli turned out less important to the as-
sessment of leadership qualities than might be expected.
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In view of these findings, the discussion needs to
focus on the following problems that we conceive as
the most relevant ones in light of theory and existing
empirical evidence:

1. What accounts for the different effects of positive
and negative emotions?

2. Why did viewers react differently to the emotional
expressions of Merkel and Gysi?

3. What explains the differences in the impact of
emotions on the attribution of warmth and com-
petence?

4. What accounts for the irrelevance of partisanship
as a variable intervening between emotional stim-
uli und the assessment of leadership qualities?

5. Why do cognitive and affective processing of the
emotional stimuli not matter more as moderating
variables?

Consistent with previous findings, positive emotions
mostly elicited positive attitudes toward the sender,
while negative emotions sometimes led to negative re-
actions but also to positive responses. While the growth
of support as an effect of having encountered positive
emotions can be explained as emotional contagion,
the question remains open why negative (and neutral)
emotions displayed by Merkel undermined her image
as a good political leader. This finding becomes particu-
larly puzzling since the negative emotional expressions
of Gysi improved his esteem among the citizens even
more strongly than positive emotional messages. To
a lesser extent than negative emotions, Gysi’s neutral
messages had also a positive effect on his image as a
political leader. To summarize, the data on the role of
Merkel’s emotional displays largely underline processes
of emotional contagion, while emotions shown by Gysi
induce contagion as well as counter-contagion and can
also be interpreted — at least in part — as evidence of
mere exXposure.

Several factors may account for this astonishing vari-
ation of the effects of emotions. The most obvious are
linked to the formal positions held by Merkel and Gysi
and the related role expectations of the public. The
assumption seems reasonable that most people expect
the head of government to act as a motivator and bridge
builder instead of fortifying a negative climate of opin-
ion. This role includes spreading positive emotional ap-
peals, fostering optimism, and emphasizing solidarity
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and cohesion. If the incumbent conforms to these ex-
pectations, she is rewarded with increasing support,
but if she does not, she will be negatively sanctioned
and lose support. This does not mean that negative
emotions of an incumbent will always lead to negative
reactions; 02136 however, this negative effect did oc-
cur in our experiment. The institutional setting shaping
Gysi’s behavior was clearly different. As a leader of
the parliamentary opposition, he was expected to take
a critical position on state affairs and particularly on
the role of government. Thus, he benefited from the
reaction that negative emotions may prompt positive
evaluations if they are not directed at the leader’s own
party and its supporters but at political adversaries.!3¢
Two additional factors need to be mentioned in the
explanation of the effect of emotions observed for Gysi.
As the leader of a left-wing party, he frequently talked
about social injustice, minimum wage, education, and
other social policies. Such topics may seem highly re-
latable and have positive connotations. Therefore, any
outburst focusing on them might appeal to voters.!3” In
contrast, Angela Merkel did not mention any of these
topics in the video material. Instead, she mentioned the
bureaucracy of the European Union or the shortcomings
of other political parties. Hence, the anger shown by
Gysi might have been more relatable given the rhetorical
context than Merkel’s negative emotional displays.
Thus, the different reactions to the emotions of
Merkel and Gysi that pertain to all leadership character-
istics may be interpreted as reflecting the citizens’ views
of appropriate behavior of the head of government
and the leader of the opposition. Appropriateness has
been found to be an important moderating variable
of the impact of emotional expressions in previous
studies.**138 Discrepant role expectations could also
partly explain why the effects of Merkel’s neutral
appearances on the attitudes toward her elicited mostly
the same reactions as negative emotions, while Gysi’s
neutral messages affected his image positively.
Moreover, the emotions shown by Gysi had a far
stronger impact on his image as a political leader than
the effects found for Merkel. At first glance, this dif-
ference can be attributed to a varying strength of ex-
isting predispositions toward the two political figures
and to ceiling effects. While the first assumption is not
supported by the results of a comparison between the
stability of the leadership characteristics attributed to
Merkel in Gysi in the control group that was not ex-
posed to emotional appeals, the second one seems more
plausible. In the pre-test condition, Merkel obtained
considerably higher ratings in all respects than Gysi.
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On an overall scale ranging from 0 to 10, Merkel’s
mean score amounted to a high of 6.63 compared
with 4.41 received by Gysi. Regarding Merkel’s and
Gysi’s competence evaluations, the respective figures
were 5.70 (Merkel) and 4.12 (Gysi) on a scale from
0 to 8. Among the supporters of the CDU/CSU who
encompassed almost a third of the respondents, Merkel’s
esteem was even higher. In other words, in view of her
highly positive image among the German citizens, it was
extremely difficult for Merkel to make additional gains.
Gysi found himself in a more comfortable situation in
this respect because the respondents had an ambivalent
or neutral view on his leadership attributes at best and
because the supporters of the Left Party who rated
him almost as positively as observed among Merkel’s
supporters made up less than 10%. Thus, ceiling effects
may have played a role in the assessment of Merkel
among the respondents in general and particularly in
the large group of her partisans, but apart from his
supporters, a ceiling effect was not a relevant factor in
the evaluation of Gysi. Finally, participants perceived
the emotions shown by Gysi as considerably stronger
than Merkel’s.

A different role of exposure to emotions was not only
observed in the comparison between Merkel and Gysi
but also with respect to particular leadership charac-
teristics. Other than the general rating and the attri-
bution of warmth, the assessment of competence was
only weakly related (Gysi) or unrelated (Merkel) to
exposure to emotions. The different impact that emo-
tions had on the assessment of the leadership qualities
under observation here might stem from variations in
warmth and competence ratings, which in turn could
account for their varying susceptibility to the influence
of emotions. Because of the common affective element
entailed in the respective dispositions, warmth as an
affective tag associated with a political leader is acti-
vated and made accessible when an emotional stimulus
is encountered.?® A similar link to affective tags does
not underlie judgments of competence.

The emotional underpinning of warmth does not
explain why emotions do not matter for the attribution
of competence to Merkel but bear on the respec-
tive attitude toward Gysi. Probably, this difference is
due to a ceiling effect in the evaluation of Merkel’s
competence.!3 In the pretest condition, more than
three-fourths of the participants rated Merkel’s quality
as a strong political leader and her competence in
solving important problems positively. Under these
conditions, little room is left for improving her image
by short-term effects such as emotional expressions
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in a television appearance. By contrast, Gysi started
from a less favorable position and therefore had the
opportunity to make greater gains in support through
his public appearances.

While partisanship turned out to be an important
moderator of the impact on exposure to emotions on
viewer reactions in the United States and France,!4?
this was not the case in the German setting. The most
obvious explanation for this surprising finding can be
attributed to the nature of party competition in Ger-
many. Contrary to France and the United States, the
distance between the two main German parties, the
Christian Democrats and the Social Democrats, is rather
moderate. The more extreme positions in party compe-
tition are typically held by small protest parties such as
the Left or the Alternative for Germany. Consequently,
many German political leaders, particularly the chancel-
lor and the minister of foreign affairs, enjoy respect and
sympathy even among many supporters of competing
political parties. Based on this observation, the con-
struct of a chancellor bonus was established in German
electoral research such that the incumbent chancellor is
usually more popular among voters than among party
supporters.!4!

In this experiment, the partisans of the Social Demo-
crats and the Greens were initially less positive in their
view on Merkel than were the supporters of Christian
Democrats, but nevertheless they rated her positively
rather than negatively with regard to all characteristics
under observation here. A similar pattern occurred for
Gysi’s evaluation. Consequently, the main effects of par-
tisanship were insignificant in the analyses of variance.

Given the emphasis put on the role of emotional
experience and processing of emotions in social
psychology,!3! the impact of the participants’ cogni-
tive and affective reactions to the treatments appears
surprisingly weak. First and foremost, the assumptions
of recognition of emotions and affective reactions by
them as necessary conditions of emotional influence
was clearly disconfirmed. At first glance, this seems
to support the view of emotional contagion as an
automatic process, not necessarily entailing conscious
processing.'*? This view is underlined by findings of
early experimental studies showing that the results of
psychophysiological measures not only differed from
those of the respondents’ self-reports but often yielded
stronger reactions to the stimuli.3°

Alternatively, some evidence exists on the relatively
consistent role of perceptual factors in reinforcing
stimulus effects on participant reactions. When the
effects of cognitive and affective elements of processing
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are weaker than expected from a theoretical point of
view, this could be due to insufficient treatment checks
and the lack of psychophysiological measurements (and
over-reliance on self reports). Apart from these method-
ological considerations, the role of neutral stimuli,
which has been neglected in research on emotional
contagion so far, deserves to be analyzed more in
detail. The main differences in the reactions occurred
between the three groups that were exposed to stimuli
on the one hand and the unexposed control group
on the other, while the group that was exposed to
neutral stimuli often reacted similarly to participants
encountering positive or negative stimuli. Thus, we
can conclude that the processes of emotional contagion
and counter-contagion as observed in the United States
and France are also an element of German politics.
However, the conditions underlying the role of emotions
in the acquisition and loss of support for political
leaders are far from obvious.

Note

The six video files used as our experimental treat-
ment for the article are available as supplementary ma-
terial on Cambridge Core.
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Appendix

Table 1. Topics according to the experimental treatment groups.

Number of
Politician Treatment Topics video
sequences
Gysi Negative
Election campaign 1/13
Social policies 6/13
Labor market policy 3/13
Fiscal policy 3/13
Merkel Negative
EU politics 1/9
Rule of law 1/9
Labor market policy 2/9
Economic policy 2/9
Fiscal policy (Euro crisis) 2/9
Election campaign 1/9
Gysi Positive
Election campaign 2/10
Economic policy 1/10
Inner-party politics 2/10
Not identifiable 5/10
Merkel Positive
Election campaign 5/12
Not identifiable 7/12
Gysi Neutral
Social policy 2/12
Labor market policy 1/12
Economic policy 1/12
Fiscal policy 3/12
Not identifiable 5/12
Merkel Neutral
EU politics 1/9
Foreign policy 1/9
Social policy 2/9
Labor market policy 1/9
Economic policy 1/9
Fiscal policy 1/9
Not identifiable 2/9

Note: The cells indicate topics mentioned within the experimental treatment conditions and the number of video sequences in which these topics

occur.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for experimental groups.

Negative Positive Neutral N(()i

video

Page W1 Mean 44.16 43.45 43.48 44.25
Age W2 Mean 44.93 43.66 43.53 44.42
Gender W1 Male % 48.25 54.31 50.82 49.65
Female % 51.75 45.69 49.18 50.34

Gender W2 Male % 49.58 56.36 53.11 51.28
Female % 50.42 43.64 46.89 48.72

PID CDU W1 Supporter % 31.70 26.64 35.20 29.67
Opponent % 44.52 50.47 48.25 50.23

Independent % 23.78 22.9 16.55 20.09

PID CDU W2 Supporter % 33.43 26.09 33.90 29.67
Opponent % 43.45 50.72 48.87 51.66

Independent % 23.12 23.19 17.23 18.67

PID The Left W1 Supporter % 8.16 7.69 6.29 9.56
Opponent % 68.07 69.23 77.16 70.16

Independent % 23.78 22.84 16.55 20.05

PID The Left W2 Supporter % 8.08 7.23 6.50 9.69
Opponent % 68.80 69.36 76.27 69.43

Independent % 23.12 23.12 17.23 22.64

Education W1 Low % 10.25 14.45 11.89 12.59
Middle % 50.58 47.79 48.72 47.09

High % 38.23 36.36 38.69 38.00

N/A % 0.93 1.40 0.70 2.33

Education W2 Low % 10.03 15.03 11.30 11.99
Middle % 52.37 48.84 47.46 46.68

High % 36.77 34.68 40.40 38.78

N/A % 0.84 1.45 0.85 2.55

Note: Cells display percentages. W1 stands for the first wave and W2 for the second wave. Education levels reflect basic years of schooling
“low,” medium years of schooling “middle,” and a general qualification for University entrance “high.” Participants without formal level of
education and students are considered as missing values.
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of the dependent variables for experimental groups.

Negative Positive Neutral \I;I((i)eo
Merkel
Scalometer W1 Mean (SD) 6.70 6.39 6.75 6.62
(2.87) (3.04) (2.95) (2.86)
Scalometer W2 Mean (SD) 6.40 6.52 6.46 6.66
(2.88) (2.77) (2.87) (2.80)
Warmth W1 Mean (SD) 4.92 4.67 5.04 4.88
(2.08) (2.16) (2.14) (2.08)
Warmth W2 Mean (SD) 4.68 4.87 4.85 4.98
(2.14) (2.08) (2.08) (2.06)
Competence W1 Mean (SD) 5.70 5.66 5.81 5.64
(1.83) (1.90) (1.84) (1.76)
Competence W2 Mean (SD) 5.64 5.69 5.58 5.66
(1.76) (1.81) (1.88) (1.81)
Gysi
Scalometer W1 Mean (SD) 4.63 4.65 4.54 4.57
(2.96) (3.01) (2.85) (2.98)
Scalometer W2 Mean (SD) 5.73 S.16 5.23 5.23
(2.84) (2.86) (2.76) (2.76)
Warmth W1 Mean (SD) 3.61 3.65 3.58 3.67
(2.15) (2.12) (2.09) (2.20)
Warmth W2 Mean (SD) 4.38 4.06 4.09 3.68
(2.11) (2.11) (2.02) (2.19)
Competence W1 Mean (SD) 4.18 4.25 4.12 3.94
(1.82) (1.86) (1.74) (1.85)
Competence W2 Mean (SD) 4.72 4.68 4.52 4.04
(1.71) (1.68) (1.63) (1.78)

Note: Cells display mean values and standard deviations in parentheses.
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Table 4. Overview of moderation effects.

Moderator Overall
in model F-Value of Degrees of freedom Sig.
the Model
Party Merkel
identification Scalometer 2.70 11, 1437 p < 0.01
Warmth 3.34 11, 1437 p < 0.001
Competence 1.05 11, 1437 p =0.40
Gysi
Scalometer 7.72 11, 1437 p < 0.001
Warmth 7.52 11,1535 p < 0.001
Competence 2.19 11, 1435 p < 0.05
Recognition Merkel
Scalometer 5.20 5,1053 p < 0.001
Warmth 6.03 5,1052 p < 0.001
Competence 1.30 5,1053 p =0.26
Gysi
Scalometer 6.13 5,1053 p < 0.001
Warmth 4.05 5,1051 p < 0.01
Competence 0.61 5,1052 p =0.69
Affective
response Merkel
Scalometer 4.68 5,1053 p < 0.001
Warmth 5.69 5,1052 p < 0.001
Competence 1.41 5,1053 p=0.22
Gysi
Scalometer 6.30 5,1053 p < 0.001
Warmth 5.26 5,1051 p < 0.001
Competence 1.56 5, 1052 p=0.17
Recognition*
affective
response
Merkel
Scalometer 2.88 11, 1047 p < 0.001
Warmth 3.03 11, 1046 p < 0.001
Competence 1.30 11, 1047 p=0.22
Gysi
Scalometer 3.77 11, 1047 p < 0.001
Warmth 3.58 11, 1045 p < 0.001
Competence 1.73 11, 1046 p = 0.06

Note: Cells display the overall F-values of the models, while significant interaction terms are reported in the Results section.
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