


Yes, emotions are often generated predictively from prior beliefs and schemas, not just
immediate stimuli.

1. Introduction

Current emotion research supports the view that emotions are often constructed through predictive, appraisal-based, and
schema-shaped processes rather than arising as simple reflexes to present stimuli. Foundational predictive-processing accounts
argue that the brain uses prior information to interpret ambiguous sensory inputs and generate meaning, including affective
meaning (Teufel & Fletcher, 2020;  Seth & Friston, 2016; Hoemann & Barrett, 2018). Appraisal theories converge on a similar
point: emotions arise from how situations are interpreted, and a 2024 meta-analysis of 2,634 effect sizes found that 75% of
hypothesized appraisal-emotion links were significant, with a mean effect size of r = .33 (  Yeo & Ong, 2024).

Schema research adds a clinical and developmental layer. Emotional schemas are defined as core beliefs about emotions and
emotional processes that shape how people interpret and respond to affective experience (Edwards & Wupperman, 2019).
Meta-analytic and review evidence links maladaptive schemas and metacognitive beliefs to emotion dysregulation across
multiple disorders and nonclinical samples (  Pilkington et al., 2023; Mansueto et al., 2024). At the same time, the literature
does not support a total replacement of reflexive models: some rapid emotional responses appear to precede conceptual
processing, and basic-emotion theorists argue that evolved or subcortical systems can trigger fast affective reactions (Izard,
2007).

The strongest consensus is therefore not that emotions are only predictive, but that human emotional experience usually reflects
an interaction between present cues, prior beliefs, learned schemas, appraisals, memory, and bodily inference (Izard, 2007; 
Seth & Friston, 2016; Izard, 2008).

Are emotions generated through predictive processing based on prior beliefs and schemas rather than simple
reflexive reactions to present stimuli?

N = 16

14 1 1

Yes 88% · Possibly 6% · Mixed 6% · No 0%

FIGURE 1  Consensus on predictive and schema-based emotion generation

2. Methods

This deep search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, including Semantic Scholar, PubMed,
and related scholarly sources. The workflow began with broad searches on predictive processing, emotion construction,
appraisal, schemas, belief updating, and contrasts with reflexive emotion models. Citation expansion from seed papers identified
a larger surrounding literature, after which machine-learned relevance filtering screened 240 papers, retained 155 as eligible, and
selected the 50 most relevant for synthesis.

The final corpus combines reviews, meta-analyses, computational papers, observational studies, laboratory experiments, and
clinical studies spanning foundational theory, mechanisms, and applied domains.
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Search Strategy

47.7M

Retrieved

22 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 22 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search identification and screening workflow

Six search groups targeted theory, terminology, mechanisms, competing models, interdisciplinary perspectives, and adjacent
constructs such as regulation and belief updating.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor this literature because they define the main explanatory families: predictive/interoceptive inference,
appraisal-based generation, and conceptual construction. Seth and Friston provide the clearest predictive account of emotion as
interoceptive inference (  Seth & Friston, 2016). Yeo and Ong quantify the appraisal tradition at scale (  Yeo & Ong, 2024).
Hoemann and Barrett state the strongest constructionist claim that cognition and emotion are jointly built by a predictive brain
(Hoemann & Barrett, 2018).

Paper Summary

(Disner et al., 2011) Interoceptive predictions help constitute emotion (  Seth & Friston, 2016)

(Mansueto et al., 2024) Meta-analysis supports appraisal-emotion links (  Yeo & Ong, 2024)

(Feldmann et al., 2022) Predictive construction unifies cognition and emotion (Hoemann & Barrett, 2018)

FIGURE 3  Key foundational papers in the included corpus

3.2 Predictive and Appraisal Mechanisms

Predictive-processing frameworks hold that the brain does not passively read out emotion from stimuli; it uses prior information
to infer the causes of sensory and bodily signals (Teufel & Fletcher, 2020;  Seth & Friston, 2016). Interoceptive models extend
this claim by proposing that descending predictions about bodily states help drive autonomic reflexes, while incoming
interoceptive signals update those predictions in a circular process rather than a one-way stimulus-to-feeling chain (  Seth &
Friston, 2016).

Appraisal evidence fits this architecture well. Emotions are produced from interpretation, not raw input alone, and the large
meta-analysis shows moderate-to-large support for many specific appraisal-emotion mappings (  Yeo & Ong, 2024).
Neurocognitive reviews likewise place appraisal at the center of emotion generation in the prefrontal cortex and large-scale
brain networks (Dixon et al., 2017; Morawetz et al., 2020).
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3.3 Evidence That Beliefs and Schemas Shape Emotion

Dimension Evidence

Emotion beliefs Beliefs about whether emotions are good or controllable shape regulation choices and success (Ford &
Gross, 2018; Petrova et al., 2023)

Emotional schemas Core beliefs about emotions guide how experiences are interpreted and managed (Edwards &
Wupperman, 2019;  Leahy, 2002)

Maladaptive
schemas

All 18 early maladaptive schemas correlated positively with emotion regulation difficulties in meta-analysis
(  Pilkington et al., 2023)

Perception effects Schema domains altered recognition of negative facial emotions and neutral faces (Panić et al., 2022)

Rapid processing Fundamental emotion beliefs affected early attention and later meaning evaluation in ERP data (  Huang
et al., 2023)

FIGURE 4  How beliefs and schemas shape emotional processing

These findings extend beyond self-report. Belief-congruent reappraisals were more believable and more effective than less
congruent ones (Mehta & Gross, 2026). Momentary beliefs about whether emotions are helpful, controllable, or justified
predicted whether people regulated emotions and which strategies they used in daily life (Petrova et al., 2023).

3.4 Limits of the Predictive View

The predictive account is influential, but the literature does not justify an exclusive claim that emotions are never reflexive. Basic-
emotion and neuroscience arguments indicate that some emotional processing can occur before conceptual processing,
including very rapid automatic responses and evidence for evolved fear systems (Izard, 2007). Izard’s framework treats emotion
schemas as common in daily life but still preserves basic emotions as rapid, virtually automatic, though malleable responses to
immediate challenges (Izard, 2008).

The field’s better-supported position is hybrid. Emotional episodes often reflect dynamic reciprocal interactions among
perception, appraisal, memory, anticipation, bodily state, and higher cognition, with the relative contribution of each varying by
context and individual differences (Izard, 2007).

Results Timeline

Emotion research has shifted from reflexive models toward predictive, schema-based, and belief-sensitive accounts.
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FIGURE 5  Timeline of emotion theory and evidence, larger markers indicate more citations

The arc runs from early emotional-schema models and appraisal effects (  Leahy, 2002; Tiedens & Linton, 2001), through
predictive and interoceptive frameworks (  Seth & Friston, 2016), to newer work showing that beliefs shape perception,
updating, and regulation in real time (  Brooks & Freeman, 2018; Petrova et al., 2023; Karnick et al., 2023).

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author C. Izard [9bd69b5e08db5848ac1be34993ac96ef][8d680533ea7b549299f6a3550279fe57]

Author James J. Gross [ad729a767f765539ac64204ab4b86a9c][2c52f3e1206150438ea4eec768d26c5e]
[1b0f3e6d085d5509a1e113a045ae134b]

Author Lisa Feldman Barrett [2708603aab1455beb0d1d5bcb21f6735]

Journal Emotion [18cc93c75f635e7893c41aecb9d7898f][ad729a767f765539ac64204ab4b86a9c]
[2c52f3e1206150438ea4eec768d26c5e]

Journal Psychological Bulletin [c913525ddaef539d803bdcd96bf97af8][987bb2474dd456ef8034cdf65875291f]

Journal Clinical Psychology &
Psychotherapy

[b1dbb343b730518f99ab28d7105fe8d2][927033bf03095fad9ccbabd56c8481e4]
[2eecb5f47c6b501f92f140397ae09df3]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals most frequent in included papers

4. Discussion

The evidence supports a substantial role for predictive processing, appraisals, and schemas in emotion generation, but different
parts of the question have different evidential strength. The strongest support comes from broad theoretical convergence and
large-scale quantitative appraisal evidence showing that emotional experience tracks interpretive dimensions rather than
stimulus properties alone (  Yeo & Ong, 2024; Dixon et al., 2017). Complementary neuroscience reviews place emotion
generation in distributed appraisal and interoceptive systems, not a simple reflex arc (Dixon et al., 2017; Morawetz et al., 2020).
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Evidence that prior beliefs and schemas specifically shape emotional processing is also fairly consistent, though more
heterogeneous in method. Meta-analytic and systematic-review evidence links maladaptive schemas and metacognitive beliefs
to emotion dysregulation (  Pilkington et al., 2023; Mansueto et al., 2024). Experimental and daily-life studies show that beliefs
influence reappraisal effectiveness, strategy choice, and perceptual processing of emotional cues (Mehta & Gross, 2026;
Petrova et al., 2023;  Huang et al., 2023). Lower-ranked papers reinforce this breadth: prior beliefs shaped anger responses to
misinformation (Lühring et al., 2024), sadness altered belief updating (Karnick et al., 2023), and dynamic irrational beliefs tracked
shifts in appraisals and anxiety before competition (  Chadha et al., 2023).

The main limitation is that much of the corpus is indirect. Many studies test regulation, belief updating, perception, or
psychopathology rather than emotion generation itself. Several schema studies are cross-sectional and clinical, limiting causal
inference (Duncan-Plummer et al., 2023;  Faustino & Vasco, 2021). The literature also contains an unresolved conceptual
dispute: predictive-construction views challenge reflexive models, but basic-emotion accounts still retain evidence for fast,
partly nonconceptual affective responses (Izard, 2007; Hoemann & Barrett, 2018).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Emotions depend strongly on
appraisals and interpretations

Strong

Large meta-analysis and
convergent reviews support this
across many emotions.

(  Yeo & Ong, 2024;
Dixon et al., 2017)

Prior beliefs and schemas shape
emotional experience and regulation

Strong

Supported by reviews, meta-
analysis, experience sampling,
and experiments.

(  Pilkington et al., 2023;
Petrova et al., 2023; Mehta
& Gross, 2026)

Predictive and interoceptive
inference provides a plausible
mechanism for emotion generation

Moderate

Strong theory and neuroscience
synthesis, but less direct causal
testing.

(  Seth & Friston, 2016)

Emotions are not merely reflexive
reactions to present stimuli

Moderate

Perception and meaning are
shaped by concepts, context,
and expectations.

(  Brooks & Freeman,
2018)

All emotions are generated only by
predictive schemas, with no reflexive
component

Weak

Contradicted by evidence for
rapid automatic emotional
responses.

(Izard, 2007)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and supporting evidence in corpus

5. Conclusion

Across this corpus, the best-supported answer is yes: emotions are often generated through predictive, appraisal-based
processing shaped by prior beliefs, schemas, memories, and bodily expectations, rather than by present stimuli alone. But the
evidence supports a hybrid model more strongly than an absolute one. Human emotions appear neither purely reflexive nor
purely belief-driven; they emerge from interactions among current input, prior models, and embodied regulation (Izard, 2007; 
Seth & Friston, 2016;  Chadha et al., 2023).

Research Gaps

The field is broad but uneven. Theory is rich, while direct causal tests of predictive emotion generation in naturalistic settings
remain relatively sparse.
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Topic/Outcome
Experimental
Causality

Longitudinal
Data

Neural
Mechanism

Naturalistic
Generalization

Predictive generation of felt
emotion

3 1 6 2

Emotion beliefs and regulation 7 4 2 6

Maladaptive schemas in
psychopathology

5 3 2 5

Emotion perception and
conceptual knowledge

4 1 4 3

Open Research Questions

Direct tests are now needed to connect predictive theory to moment-by-moment emotional experience in real-world settings.

Question Why

How do prior beliefs, interoceptive predictions, and situational
appraisals jointly determine the moment-to-moment onset of
specific emotions?

This would directly test the core hybrid model instead
of studying beliefs, bodily inference, or appraisals
separately.

Which emotions retain strong reflexive components, and under
what timing or threat conditions do predictive processes dominate?

This would clarify the boundary between basic-
emotion and predictive-construction accounts.

Can changing maladaptive schemas causally alter emotional
generation, not just regulation, in longitudinal or intervention
studies?

This would move schema findings from correlational
clinical evidence toward causal theory.

So, emotions are best understood as usually predictive and schema-shaped, but not reducible to prediction alone.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright
holders’ consent.
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