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Most research on emotions rests on the assumption that emotions are functional and that

their functionality (or the extent to which they are beneficial for goal attainment) is due

to natural selection. In addition to being shaped by universal threats and rewards, emotions may also be influenced by cultural norms. Cultural contexts differ in their shared beliefs about the self and social relationships, shaping norms of experiencing and expressing emotions and affecting cost-benefit ratios for experiencing and expressing particular emotions within each cultural context. European American culture promotes an imperative to feel and communicate positive emotions, such as pride and happiness (Bellah et al, 1985), whereas Eastern European cultures promote an imperative to feel and communicate negative emotions, such as sadness (Rancour-Laferriere, 2003). Thus, these cultures should differ in perceived value and functions of pride, happiness and sadness. 

In a series of studies, we examined whether individuals in the United States, Russia and Russian-speaking region of Ukraine differed in their beliefs about functions of emotions. Participants completed a structured interview about their recent emotions. They were randomly assigned to describe recent episodes of pride, happiness, and sadness and respond to a series of structured questions about functions of these emotions. Participants were also asked to select emotional films that would help them prepare for the hypothetical cognitive and interpersonal laboratory tasks. We found that participants in the US were more likely to recall experiencing recent episodes of pride. They were also more likely than participants in Russian and Ukraine to report that their pride and happiness were functional and that their sadness was dysfunctional. In particular, participants in the US were more likely than participants in Russia/Ukraine to express beliefs that pride was functional for their sociability (e.g., seeking company, being friendly, kind and open with others). Participants in the US were more likely than participants in Russia/Ukraine to express beliefs that happiness was functional for their: 1) positive biases (e.g., self-esteem, optimism, feeling in control); 2) sociability, and 3) energy levels (e.g., ability to act, increased energy). Finally, participants in the US were more likely than participants in Russia and Ukraine to state that their episodes of sadness had dysfunctional consequences for: 1) attention and concentration (e.g., being unable to focus); 2) positive biases, 3) sociability, and 4) levels of tension. In accordance with these beliefs, participants in the US were more likely to select films eliciting pride and happiness and less likely to select films eliciting sadness and to help them prepare for demanding cognitive tasks than participants in Russia and Ukraine. 

These data are the first to demonstrate that individuals’ beliefs about the functionality of emotions differ across cultures. Future studies need to examine whether or not actual functions of emotions differ in accordance with these beliefs. Because our ability to accurately predict the consequences of our emotions plays a key role in personal and interpersonal functioning, these data will have implications for a wide range of settings (e.g., educational, clinical). 

