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How can the hedonistic assumption (i.e., people’s willingness to pursue pleasure and avoid pain) be reconciled with people choosing

to expose themselves to experiences known to elicit negative feelings? We assess how (1) the intensity of the negative feelings, (2)

positive feelings in the aftermath, and (3) the coactivation of positive and negative feelings contribute to our understanding of such

behavior. In a series of 4 studies, consumers with either approach or avoidance tendencies (toward horror movies) were asked to report

their positive and/or negative feelings either after (experiment 1) or while (experiments 2, 3A, and 3B) they were exposed to a horror

movie. We demonstrate how a model incorporating coactivation principles and enriched with a protective frame moderator (via

detachment) can provide a more parsimonious and viable description of the affective reactions that result from counter-hedonic

behavior.
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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

The Flavors of Emotions: Interplay of Affect and Decision Making
Monica Wadhwa, Stanford University, USA

“Let’s not forget that the little emotions are the great captains
of our lives and we obey them without realizing it.”…Vincent
Van Gogh

SESSION OVERVIEW
Emotions have been traditionally been considered at war

against reason. Ancient wisdom suggests, “rule you feelings lest
your feelings rule you.” Similarly, Greek Philosophers such as
Plato and Tertullian considered human soul to be the seat of reason.
On the other hand, sentimentalists such as David Hume emphasized
the critical role of affect in moral judgments and choices and
considered reason “the slave of the passions”. In the domain of
consumer research not much attention was paid to the role of
emotions and feelings in consumer decision making. However,
consumer researchers freed themselves from the worship of reason
in the early 90’s, and turned their attention to the role of affect in
decision making (see, e.g., Hoch and Loewenstein 1991, Kahn and
Isen 1993; Luce 1998, Luce, Bettman, and Payne 1997, Shiv and
Fedorikhin 2000). The importance of the role of affect in decision
making is further supported by the neuroscientific evidence (Bechara,
Damasio, Tranel, & Damasio 1997). The broad purpose of this
session is to present work that adds to the growing body of research
on the interplay of affect and consumer decision making.

The more specific objective of the proposed session is to
examine the prevalence of affective processes in a variety of
consumer choice contexts. The three papers in this session explore
the role of affect in consumer choice, yet they represent a diversity
of topics relevant for consumers, ranging from consumption of
negative feelings (Andrade and Cohen), to the role of emotional and
cognitive systems in preference consistency (Lee, Ariely and Amir),
to reward-seeking behaviors (Nowlis, Shiv and Wadhwa)

The session will begin with a focus on consumption of nega-
tive emotions. Eduardo Andrade will present his work with Joel
Cohen that focuses on why people choose to consume negative
feelings such as watching a horror movie. Andrade and Cohen
provide evidence for the coactivation of negative and positive
feelings when seemingly aversive events (e.g., watching horror
movies) are experienced. Furthermore, they show that such
coactivation of negative and positive feelings is particularly likely
when people are in a “protective frame” and can detach themselves
from “harm” resulting from the experience.

The focus of the session will then shift to the role of the
emotional and cognitive systems in preference consistency (transi-
tivity). Leonard Lee will present his work with Dan Ariely and On
Amir that examines the conditions under which violations of
transitivity are more and less pronounced. Lee, Ariely and Amir
demonstrate that the emotional system, and not the cognitive
system, is associated with a higher degree of transitivity.

Finally, Monica Wadhwa will present her work with Baba
Shiv and Steve Nowlis that focuses on the impact of sampling on
reward-seeking behaviors. Nowlis, Shiv and Wadhwa demonstrate
that sampling a beverage high in incentive value prompts the
activation of a general motivational system leading to an increase
in subsequent consumption of not only the sampled drink but also
food items. Furthermore, they show that the impact of sampling on
reward-seeking behaviors is modulated by the state of deprivation.

This session will have the services of Antoine Bechara as a
discussant. Bechara is a leading neuroscientist whose research
focuses on the neurobiology of emotion and decision making. As a
discussant, he will contribute insights about the three papers and the
general session theme from the outside field of neuroscience, which
is of great interest and appeal to many consumer behavior research-
ers.

“On the Consumption of Negative Feelings”
Eduardo B.  Andrade, University of California, Berkeley

Joel B. Cohen, University of Florida
Is there a conflict between the basic hedonistic assumption and

people’s willingness to experience negative affect? If not how can
we best explain the latter without discarding the former? Precisely,
when and how is pleasantness experienced as people choose appar-
ently “aversive” events? Traditionally, two groups of accounts have
been provided. One possibility is simply that there is no such
contradiction because people who expose themselves to stimuli
observers perceive to be aversive may not be experiencing any
meaningful level of negative affect and may actually be experienc-
ing pleasant arousal (Zuckerman 1996). Even for negative affective
states, the intensity of arousal has been shown to be individual
specific and susceptible to adaptation. Further, responses to lower
intensity arousal vary considerably, and, because of that, one
person’s discomfort can be another’s pleasure. (e.g., “When I watch
a horror movie I’m not afraid; I enjoy the excitement!”). A second
group of hypotheses proposes that people are focusing on the
aftermath (Berlyne 1960; Solomon and Corbit 1974; Zillmann
1980). Once the aversive stimuli are removed and some level of
arousal remains, subsequent feelings of relief or pleasantness
emerge (e.g., “Bungee jumping is fun, when it is over!”). Thus,
people may be willing to endure the fear and unpleasant experiences
in order to enjoy the positive feelings brought on by relief.

Explanations for exposure to aversive stimuli originating in
these two groups of models adopt the traditional assumption that
individuals can not experience opposite feelings at the same time.
However, there is growing evidence suggesting that mixed feelings
or coactivation is not only possible but quite common (Larsen et al.
2003; Larsen, McGraw, and Cacioppo 2001; Schimmack, 2001;
Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 1988; Williams and Aaker 2002). We
argue that explanations for counter-hedonistic behavior should be
consistent with newer evidence that people can simultaneously
experience conflicting emotions, though that is presently not the
case.

In a series of four studies horror movie watchers and non—
horror movie watchers (hereafter “fear avoiding” [FAV] and “fear
approaching” [FAP] participants) are exposed to horror movies and
asked to report their positive and negative feelings, either after
(experiment 1), or during video exposure (experiments 2, 3A, and
3B). An online affect scale (OAS) and an online affect grid
(OAG)—adapted from Larsen, Norris, and Cacioppo 2005—are
used to continuously capture the intensity and pattern of affective
states while participants watch the scenes.

The results show first that positive and negative feelings can
actually co-occur when people are exposed to apparent aversive
stimuli (e.g., a horror movie). Also, such co-occurrence appears in
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the shape of a positive correlation between feelings of “opposite”
valence (e.g., fear and happiness) during the exposure to the event
(e.g., “It may seem masochist, but the more scared I feel watching
a horror movie, the more I enjoy it!”). Second, and contrary to the
existing intensity model assumption that negative arousal is expe-
rienced instead as pleasurable, we show that those who pursue such
apparently aversive events, actually experience a similar level and
pattern of negative feelings as those who have deliberately avoided
them. This is an important demonstration that positive affect does
not merely replace negative affect because of interactions with
arousal (particularly at relatively low levels). Third, we demon-
strate that two aspects of existing aftermath models are untenable.
If we can establish coactivation of positive and negative emotions
during exposure to aversive stimuli, the assumption that people can
only experience positive affect in response to feelings of relief after
the aversive stimulus has been removed needs to be abandoned. We
also find that feelings of relief can be stronger among those who
have avoided the experience in the past compared to those who have
frequently chosen to expose themselves to such stimuli. The oppo-
site should be true under aftermath model assumptions since
feelings of relief (and consequent positive affect) are held to be
decisive in leading people to approach rather than avoid fearful
experiences. Finally, we propose a moderator that is critical for co-
occurrence to be a stable state and that is likely to affect repeated
pursuit of “aversive pleasures” such as horror movies as well as
truly dangerous activities. To this purpose we adopt the notion of “a
protective frame” (Apter 1982, 1992) and directly manipulate this
perceived frame of mind to show that individuals can learn how to
experience positive feelings while still being absorbed by the
fearfulness of the event.

In short, we believe these studies advance our understanding
of the consumption of negative feelings by providing evidence of
coactivation of negative and positive feelings and the importance of
a protective frame as a critical moderating variable as well as by
further refining the two prevailing theoretical positions in this
domain. The approach and avoidance decisions people make when
confronting contexts that are likely to generate negative affect are
quite significant (and some may be key stepping stones to reaching
important longer-term goals). We need to learn much more about
both the conditions favoring and hindering such behaviors and
about how subsequent emotional responses (and how they might be
modified) affect continuing goal pursuit.

References
Apter, Michael J. (1982), The Experience of Motivation: The

Theory of Psychological Reversals, London and New York:
Academic Press.

Apter, Michael J. (1992), Dangerous Edge: Psychology of
Excitement, New York: The Free Press.

Berlyne, Daniel E. (1960). Conflict, Arousal, and Curiosity, New
York: McGraw-Hill.

Larsen, Jeff T., Scott H. Hemenover, Catherine J. Norris, and
John T. Cacioppo (2003), “Turning Adversity to Advantage:
On the Virtues of the Coactivation of Positive and Negative
Emotions,” In A Psychology of Human Strengths: Perspec-
tives on an Emerging Field, ed. L. G. Aspinwall & U. M.
Staudinger, Washington, DC: American Psychological
Association, 211-226.

Larsen, Jeff T., A. Peter McGraw, and John T. Cacioppo (2001),
“Can People Feel Happy and Sad at the Same Time?”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 81(October),
684-696.

Larsen, Jeff T., Catherine J. Norris, and John T. Cacioppo
(2005), “The Evaluative Space Grid: A Single-Item Measure
of Positive and Negative Evaluative Reactions,” working
paper, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas.

Solomon, Richard L. and John D. Corbit (1974), “An Opponent-
Process Theory of Motivation: I. Temporal Dynamics of
Affect,” Psychological Review, 81 (March), 119-145.

Watson, David, Lee Anna Clark, and Auke Tellegen (1988),
“Development and Validation of Brief Measures of Positive
and Negative Affect: The PANAS Scale,” Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 54 (June), 1063-1070.

Williams, Patti and Jennifer L. Aaker (2002), “Can Mixed
Emotions Peacefully Coexist?” Journal of Consumer
Research, 28 (March), 2002.

Zillmann, Dolf (1980), “The Anatomy of Suspense,” In The
Entertainment Function of Television, ed. P.H. Tannenbaum,
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 133-163.

Zuckerman, M. (1996), “Sensation Seeking and the Taste of
Vacarious Horror,” In Horror Films: Current Research on
Audience Preferences and Reactions, eds. J.B. Weaver III &
R. Tamborini, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 147-159.

“In Search of Homo Economicus: Transitivity, Emotions,
and Cognition”

Leonard Lee, MIT
Dan  Ariely, MIT

On Amir, University of California, San Diego
In this work, we report a set of experiments where we presented

participants with many pairs of choices and measured their degree
of transitivity. Our objective is not to demonstrate intransitivity
caused by systematic biases in decision making, but rather to
examine intransitivity attributed to inconsistency in decision making
as decision makers encounter these decisions over time. Across all
experiments, we manipulated whether the experimental conditions
caused participants to use their emotional system or the cognitive
system when making these choices, and we examined which of
these two general systems better comply with the transitivity axiom
and hence rationality. We examine the role of these two systems in
transitivity for four reasons: first, because the degree of transitivity
individuals exhibit over a set of choices can serve as a measure for
how consistent they are in “reading” and computing their utility for
the alternatives they face; second, because the distinction between
the functions of these two systems has been evident across a wide
array of research programs; third, because both prior research and
lay beliefs suggest that the cognitive system might be more tightly
linked to rationality, and the emotional system more to irrationality;
and fourth, because despite these commonly held beliefs, there is
some evidence from prior research suggesting that decisions makers
might have more consistent preferences when they rely more on
their emotional system rather than their cognitive system.

In all experiments, we first presented participants with the
names, pictures, and short descriptions of a set of electronic gadgets
(such as a pen with a built-in FM tuner and a voice-recording
keychain). Participants were next given all pair-wise combinations
of these products and instructed to choose a product within each pair
according to a particular criterion. Some participants were asked to
decide in a manner that we expect to rely more heavily on the
cognitive system, and others to decide in a manner that we expect
to rely more heavily on the emotional system. As a measure of
preference consistency, we computed the number of transitivity
violations (e.g. x ≥ y, y ≥ z, and z ≥ x, where ≥ means relative
preference) participants committed during the task.
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In Experiment 1, we manipulated emotional versus cognitive
processing by manipulating the stimuli that respondents saw.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: the
pairs of products were presented either in terms of their names (low
affect condition), their pictures (high affect condition), or both their
names and pictures. The results revealed that participants in the
high affect condition committed significantly fewer transitivity
violations than those in the low affect condition. (Interestingly,
when the product pairs were displayed in terms of both their names
and pictures, the average number of violations was similar to that in
the low affect condition, but greater than that in the high affect
condition, suggesting that the availability of product names was
sufficient to activate the cognitive system and deteriorate choice
consistency.)

We turned our attention from the mode of stimuli representation
to the state of the decision maker in Experiment 2: half the
participants in the experiment were asked to memorize a three-digit
code during the choice task (low-load condition) and the other half
a ten-digit code (high-load condition). The results revealed that the
high-load participants (whose attentional capacities were constrained
by the code memorization and who presumably had to rely more on
their gut reactions and emotional responses during choice) were
significantly more transitive than the low-load participants,
suggesting a close association between preference consistency and
the emotional system.

We next attempted to generalize our findings to explore
whether decisions based on hedonic evaluations are more transitive
compared to decisions with non-hedonic aspects. In Experiment 3,
we manipulated the goal of the choice task: Participants were asked
to choose the product they preferred (hedonic) within each pair, the
product they thought was more expensive (non-hedonic), or the
product they considered more popular (non-hedonic). We found
that participants who had to choose their preferred product made
fewer transitivity errors than those who chose the more expensive
or the more popular product, indicating that evaluations that focus
on hedonic aspects and that more heavily involve the emotional
system are more consistent than evaluations that focus on non-
hedonic aspects.

In sum, these experimental results converged to the same
general conclusion: the emotional system, and not the cognitive
system, is associated with a higher degree of consistency and
transitivity. These results suggest that at least one aspect of Homo
Economicus—transitivity—might reside in the emotional system.

“Tantalizing Effects of Sampling: The Influence of Sampling
on Motivational States”

Steve Nowlis, Arizona State University
Baba Shiv, Stanford University

Monica Wadhwa, Stanford University

“Let the stoics say what they please, we do not eat for the good
of living, but because the meat is savory and the appetite is
keen”
Ralph Woldo Emerson

Consider a situation involving sampling of a food or a bever-
age item—an experience that most people are likely to be familiar
with. Marketers frequently employ such sampling as a mean to
stimulate consumer’s interests. Despite the growing popularity of
such sampling, it poses a dilemma for marketers. On the one hand,
food and beverage sampling is considered an integral part of
promotion mix. On the other hand, common intuition would sug-
gest that such sampling could also make consumers less hungry or

thirsty and, therefore, reduce their subsequent consumption-related
behaviors. The results of a short survey that we conducted with
twenty-one marketing experts are in concordance with the common
intuition.

The above conclusions arising from common intuition and the
opinions of marketing experts, however, go against an emerging
body of work on consumption cues and drive states. Emerging
theories in this domain suggest that a consumption cue high in
incentive value can strengthen drive states and, thereby, stimulate
reward-seeking behaviors (e.g., Berridge 2001, Toates 1986), a
notion we refer to as “reverse alliesthesia.” In other words, reverse
alliesthesia suggests that sampling a tasty bit of food or beverage is
actually likely to intensify rather than satiate hunger or thirst and,
therefore, increase subsequent consumption-related behaviors.

Building on research on consumption cues and drive states,
our first goal in this research was to demonstrate that sampling a
consumption cue high in incentive value prompts the activation of
a general motivational state, thereby, leading individuals to engage
in reward-seeking behaviors. We achieved this goal by randomly
assigning half of the respondents to a beverage-sampling task.
Thereafter, we asked respondents to proceed to a second room,
where we had different food items and the sampled drink served for
them. We then measured the subsequent consumption behaviors
related to food and drink. We also recorded the time taken to the
cover the distance from the first to the second room. Prior studies
conducted in animal laboratories demonstrate that rats when primed
with a food pellet work harder for more food, than when they are not
primed with the food pellet (Grant and Milgram 1973, Terry 1983).
Following the same argument, we had predicted that if sampling
activates a motivational state then respondents should walk faster
for their reward when they have sampled a drink high in incentive
value than when they have not. Regarding the consumption behav-
ior related to food and drink, we had predicted that if our results are
consistent with reverse alliesthesia then sampling a drink high in
incentive value should positively impact subsequent consumption-
related behaviors.

Consistent with our predictions, sampling the drink high in
incentive value led to an increase in consumption of not only the
sampled drink but also the food items. Furthermore, respondents
who had sampled the drink walked faster to the room with food and
drink served than those who had not sampled the drink. Study-1,
therefore, demonstrates that high incentive-value consumption
cues activate a more general motivational state, prompting indi-
viduals to engage in reward-seeking behaviors in general.

The nascent evidence that exists in the literature supporting
reverse alliesthesia, however, suggests that the effects of reverse
alliesthesia operates at three different levels of specificity-specific
to the consumption-cue, specific to a drive state and a more general-
motivation level. Cue specific hypothesis suggests that eating a bit
of food or beverage item is likely to increase the subsequent
consumption of the sampled food or beverage item only (Cornell et
al 1989). Drive-specific hypothesis suggests that sampling a bit of
beverage (say, Hawaiian Punch) should lead to an increase in
subsequent consumption of not only the sampled item (Hawaiian
Punch) but any drink (Pepsi), but not food and vice versa (Toates
1986). Finally, Kambouropoulos and Staiger (2001) provide evi-
dence in support of a general motivational hypothesis. In their
study, they show that presenting individuals with a Beer-can not
only led to an increase in urge to drink but activated a general
motivational state making individuals more engaged in reward-
seeking behaviors related to money in a subsequent task. Thus, the
level of specificity at which reverse-alliesthesia effects operate is
unclear.


