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 Theories of Emotion
“Great leadership works through the emotions” (Goleman, Boyatzis &McKee, 2002, pg. 3).  It’s difficult to find a recent book or article on leadership that does not echo this sentiment in one way or another. Senge (2006) talks about the importance of distinguishing between emotional tension and creative tension and Short (1998) alludes to and talks around emotional states and emotional intelligence (EI) throughout his book. Private companies and government organizations spend millions on assessing the EI of their leaders and followers in the hope of increasing their bottom lines. In short, we spend a lot of time, energy and capital on the concept of emotions but we have yet to agree, as a society, on what exactly “emotion” is.
There are dozens of well-researched and validated theories of emotion, from the James-Lange and Cannon-Bard Theories through to Cognitive Appraisal Theories, all trying to define emotion. This paper will briefly define and compare two theories of emotion; The James-Lange Theory because it was the first and Cognitive Appraisal Theory because it seems to be one of the newer emerging theories and how each theory could impact leadership style. 
In 1884 William James and Carl Lange, independent of each other, published a theory of emotional consciousness, which came to be known as the James-Lange Theory. James, referring to himself and Lange in the third person, explains their theory thusly:

They affirmed it to be the effect of the organic changes, muscular and visceral, of which the so-called ‘expression’ of the emotion consists. It is thus not a primary feeling, directly aroused by the exciting object or thought, but a secondary feeling indirectly aroused; the primary effect being the organic changes in question, which are immediate reflexes following upon the presence of the object. (James, 1884)
In other words James and Lange believed that emotions are secondary to the primary reflexes of the body. They theorized that humans respond to events with their body as expressed in physiological changes and that an emotion is simply a reaction to the change in the body. 
Like other base theories i.e. Newtonian Physics, the James-Lange Theory may still be embedded in our culture and may inform the mental models of leaders. Senge suggests, “Many insights into new markets or outmoded organizational practices fail to get put into practice because they conflict with powerful, tacit mental models” (2006). Could this first formal and relatively modern theory of emotion be invisibly informing our understanding of how emotions work? Those that implicitly or explicitly ascribe to this theory might have difficulty in believing that emotions can be controlled internally and may even believe that through manipulating external events they can control the emotions of others. These types of behaviors are reminiscent of a top down, hierarchal leadership model and could limit the thinking of leaders and followers.     
In contrast, Richard Lazarus, building on the work of Magna Arnold introduced Cognitive Appraisal Theory stating that it is our appraisal or perception of a situation or event that causes emotion. In a paper titled Towards a Cognitive Theory of Emotion, Lazarus, Averill and Opton (1970) say “… we argue that the pattern of arousal observed in emotion derives from impulses to action which are generated by the individual’s appraised situation, and by the evaluated possibilities available for action.” (pg. 218) 
The locus of control in this theory is internal rather than the external focus in the James-Lange Theory. The Cognitive Appraisal Theory doesn’t discount external triggers but suggests that it is our past experiences (learning) and thoughts about an event that cause the emotion and the physiological response occur simultaneously. 
If this is true then it strongly suggests that we have a high level of control over our emotional states. Leaders that ascribe to this theory might be more likely to accept the idea that EI can be learned and improved upon. This belief informed by theory or not would facilitate the use of leadership styles that embraced learning and accountability.
In summary, the number and variety of theories of emotion may pose a challenge to leaders who must work with their own and others emotions. How a leader defines and thinks about emotion is going to determine how they react to both internal and external events. 
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