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Suspense as an Experience of Mixed Emotions: Feelings of Hope and Fear While Watching
Suspenseful Commercials

Robert Madrigal, University of Oregon
Colleen Bee, University of Oregon

ABSTRACT
Advertisers frequently use creative appeals in television com-

mercials to elicit consumer attention. One such appeal that is
designed to enhance consumer interest is suspense. We report the
results of two experiments studying the constituent emotions com-
prising the experience of suspense. Consistent with appraisal theory,
Study 1 provides evidence that hope and fear do indeed underpin the
suspense experience. Study 2 also examines the independent con-
tribution of hope and fear to suspense. However, instead of assess-
ing each emotion retrospectively, we investigate in-situ suspense
by measuring respondents’ moment-to-moment hope and fear
reactions. Significant within-subject differences between suspense-
ful and nonsuspenseful commercials are reported for a variety of
aggregate time-series measures.

INTRODUCTION
Advertisers use a variety of creative appeals to elicit consumer

attention. A particularly useful appeal to arouse curiosity and
maintain consumer interest is the use of suspense. Television
commercials are often designed as mini-dramas with a linear plot
marked by a beginning, middle and end. These dramas are typically
characterized by a tightly woven plot that emphasizes the causal
relationship between events occurring over a temporal frame (Stern
1994). A core element of these dramas is suspense.

The events depicted in a suspenseful drama are appraised by
the viewer, reader or listener as having either desirable or undesir-
able consequences for the central character (i.e., protagonist).
Carroll (1984, 1990) argued that suspense in drama may be viewed
as the experience of apprehension about the resolution of conflicts
and crises. The experience of apprehension is based on (a) fear that
a desirable outcome may not occur, (b) fear that an undesirable
outcome may occur, (c) hope that a desirable outcome will occur,
(d) hope that an undesirable outcome will not occur, and (e) any
possible combination of these hopes and fears. According to
Zillmann (1996), “hopes and fears are inseparably intertwined in
the apprehensions that produce suspense” (p. 202). It is therefore
not surprising that appraisal theorists Ortony, Clore and Collins
(1988) view suspense as “involving a Hope emotion and a Fear
emotion coupled with the cognitive state of uncertainty” (capital-
ized in the original, p. 130; see also Kubovy 1999; Roseman,
Antoniou, and Jose 1996).

Yet, in spite of the prevalence of hope and fear in emotion
theories of suspense, no empirical work has been reported examin-
ing whether both are in fact present in the experience of suspense.
Only one published study was found investigating the interplay of
viewers’ hope and fear emotions while watching television com-
mercials (Alwitt 2002). However, this study never explicitly tested
whether or not hope and fear actually constitute the suspense
experience. The current research reports the results of two studies
examining the co-occurrence of hope and fear emotions during
suspenseful drama. More specifically, the nature of suspense is
investigated by exploring the individual contributions made by
each emotion during suspenseful and nonsuspenseful television
commercials.

BACKGROUND
Appraisal theory suggests that the central determinants of

emotions are the evaluation and interpretation of events along
certain criteria. In the case of suspense, the intensity of hope and
fear depend on the desirability of a particular outcome and the
likelihood of its occurrence. Both have been described as prospect
(Ortony et al. 1988) or anticipatory (Lazarus 1991) emotions
because they depend on appraisals of future events. Hope is an
emotion focused on the possibility that a dreaded outcome will not
occur or the possibility that a desirable outcome will occur. It arises
when people fear the worst but yearn for the best (Lazarus 1991).
It is an interesting emotion in that it may be viewed either positively
or negatively. Whereas one person might be hopeful of not losing
something, another can feel hope as the possibility of gaining
something. Fear, on the other hand, arises when the possibility of a
desirable outcome is threatened or the possibility of an undesirable
outcome becomes likely.

The presence of a hope emotion and a fear emotion under
conditions of uncertainty suggests that suspense depends on two
conflicting, yet complementary, emotions. As such, suspense is felt
as a mixture of emotions. Such states have been described in terms
of emotional ambivalence. Emotional ambivalence refers to the
sequential or simultaneous experience of multiple emotions result-
ing from the appraisal of events occurring from one moment to the
next (Ortony et al. 1988; Otnes, Lowrey and Shrum 1997).

To investigate whether individuals experience both hope and
fear in response to suspenseful drama we used commercials previ-
ously determined to be either suspenseful or nonsuspenseful. In the
first study we use strictly unipolar measures of emotion to examine
the co-occurrence of hope and fear. We compare whether respon-
dents are more likely to experience mixed emotions during expo-
sure to suspenseful advertising compared to nonsuspenseful adver-
tising. In the second study we examined in-situ hope and fear
emotions while the suspenseful drama is actually being consumed.

STUDY 1
We first examine respondents’ summary judgments of sus-

penseful drama, specifically their attitude toward the ad and enjoy-
ment of the ad. Regarding the former, Alwitt (2002) reported that
viewers’ attitude toward the ad were more favorable for suspenseful
commercials than nonsuspenseful commercials. We expect to find
a similar effect here. In addition, we consider enjoyment of the ad.
Research has shown that suspenseful drama, as opposed to
nonsuspenseful drama, elicits greater levels of enjoyment (Bryant,
Rockwell, and Owens 1994; Gan et al. 1997).

H1: A more favorable attitude toward the ad will exist for
suspenseful commercials than nonsuspenseful commer-
cials.

H2: Greater ad enjoyment will be reported for suspenseful
commercials than nonsuspenseful commercials.

The next set of hypotheses explicitly considers the co-occur-
rence of hope and fear emotions in the experience of suspense.
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Based on appraisal theory, we posit that both are in fact present and
their joint effect can be differentiated on the basis of suspense level.
More specifically, we examine both the frequency of their occur-
rence and measure their similarity and intensity. We view the co-
occurrence of hope and fear under conditions of high suspense in
terms of emotional ambivalence and hypothesize that suspense-
level differences will be observed in a measure of ambivalence.

H3: Suspenseful commercials will elicit a greater frequency
of hope and fear emotions compared to nonsuspenseful
commercials.

H4: Emotional ambivalence will be greater for suspenseful
commercials than for nonsuspenseful commercials.

METHOD
Sample and procedures. Study 1 was conducted in a computer

laboratory setting. Participants were 36 undergraduates who re-
ceived course credit for their participation. Students participated in
groups of 6 to 14; however, they did not interact during the
experiment. Stimuli were presented via a video projector and data
were collected using Websurveyor data collector software. Upon
entering the lab, participants were positioned at individual com-
puter stations and given instructions regarding the format and
features of the study. They were then directed to read a consent-to-
participate form and written instructions which were presented via
an Internet web site on the computer screen. Four television
commercials were selected based on prior evaluations to accurately
represent suspenseful and nonsuspenseful ads. Respondents were
shown the four television commercials with viewing order counter-
balanced across groups. Respondents were asked to complete a
short web-based survey (see items below) after each commercial.

Measures. For each television commercial, the web-based
survey instrument collected data on respondents’ attitude toward
the ad (very bad/very good; very unfavorable/very favorable; very
negative/very positive) and enjoyment of the ad (not at all entertain-
ing/very entertaining; not at all enjoyable/very enjoyable; not at all
fun to watch/very fun to watch). For each of the three-item scales,
data were collected along seven-point semantic differential scales.
Cronbach alphas for the Aad and Entertainment scales across the
four ads ranged from .86 to .95 with a mean of .90. Respondents
were also asked to indicate their post hoc emotional response
toward the character in the ad. Based on previous research by
Larsen , McGraw, and Cacioppo (2001), the questions were phrased,
“Do you feel hope for the character(s)? If YES, how hopeful did you
feel?” Responses were measured on a 5-point scale ranging from 1–
5 with the following labels: slightly(1), moderately(3), and ex-
tremely(5). The initial dichotomous (i.e., yes/no) question was
intended to discourage participants from treating the unipolar
measures as a bipolar measure. Respondents who reported not
feeling an emotion were assigned a 0. A seven-point scale was also
included at the end of the questionnaire as a manipulation check. It
asked respondents the extent to which they agreed that the appeal
used in the ad they had just seen was of a certain type. They were
asked to respond to seven different appeals, one of which was
suspense.

Assessment of Emotional Ambivalence. In their examination
of attitude ambivalence, Thompson, Zanna and Griffin (1995)
contend that two necessary and sufficient conditions exist in order
to assess ambivalence. The first is that the two constituent compo-
nents must be of a similar magnitude. Second, each component
must be of at least a moderate intensity. Given a similar magnitude,
ambivalence increases with intensity. They discuss four separate
formulae for measuring ambivalence. They concluded that the
preferred approach was one used by Griffin (see Thompson et al.

1995) because it accounts for both the similarity and intensity of the
two contributing attitudes. It can be calculated by first subtracting
the absolute difference of the positive and negative components
from four (a constant required to allow the “1, 1” case to have an
ambivalence score of 1) and then adding that to the average of the
positive and negative components. The Griffin formula was used in
the current study to assess levels of emotional ambivalence using
the individual emotions of hope and fear.

RESULTS
Manipulation Check. A repeated-measures ANOVA with

respondents’ evaluations of each ad’s level of suspense as the
dependent variable yielded a significant effect, F(3,33)=46.60,
p<.001. Simple contrasts indicated no significant differences be-
tween the two low suspense ads (F(1,35)=1.63, p>.20) or the two
high suspense ads (F(1,35)=0.05, p>.81). Therefore, the data for the
two low suspense ads were collapsed and are subsequently referred
to as nonsuspenseful commercials and the data for the high sus-
pense ads were collapsed and are referred to as suspenseful com-
mercials.

Tests of H1 and H2: Ad type had a significant effect on ad
enjoyment (F(3, 33)=68.10, p<.01) and attitude toward the ad (F(3
,33)=16.38, p<.01). Suspenseful ads were found to be significantly
more entertaining (M=5.89) than nonsuspenseful ads (M=3.01;
t(35)=13.67, p<.01). Furthermore, suspenseful ads (M=5.53) also
resulted in a significantly more favorable attitude toward the ad than
nonsuspenseful ads (M=4.02), paired t(35=6.72, p<.01).

Test of H3: It was expected that suspenseful ads would elicit
a greater frequency of hope and fear emotions compared to
nonsuspenseful ads. This hypothesis was supported. The frequency
of respondents endorsing both hope and fear for the suspenseful and
nonsuspenseful ads is shown in Figures 1 & 2. Bars along the back
walls of the graph indicate respondents who felt only hope, only
fear, or neither emotion; bars in the middle area of the graph indicate
respondents who felt both hope and fear. Further analysis indicates
that 55% of respondents felt both hope and fear for the characters
in the suspenseful condition, whereas there were no respondents
who indicated the presence of both emotions in the nonsuspenseful
condition, χ2(3, N=36)=78.52, p<.01.

Test of H4: As predicted, emotional ambivalence was greater
for suspenseful commercials than for nonsuspenseful commercials.
A significant effect of ad type was found for the Griffin ambiva-
lence measure, F(3, 33)=6.30, p<.01. A comparison of the means
for the suspenseful commercials (M=4.48) and nonsuspenseful
commercials (M=3.47) also yielded a significant difference, paired
t(35)=3.63, p<.01).

STUDY 1 DISCUSSION
The results of Study 1 indicate that people have more favorable

attitudes toward suspenseful commercials and enjoy them more
than nonsuspenseful commercials. More importantly, though, the
results provide evidence that suspense exists as a mixed emotion
state. Hope and fear are not mutually exclusive in the experience of
suspense but, instead, are intertwined. Each emotion makes an
individual contribution to the experience and as the similarity and
intensity of each increases, so too does suspense.

STUDY 2
Study 1 revealed that the experience of suspense is indeed felt

as a mixture of hope and fear emotions. However, a shortcoming of
the first study is that respondents were asked to make post hoc
summary assessments of the felt emotions. Most experiences
unfold over a time duration that may range from seconds to hours.
As such, experiences may be thought of as a series of outcomes
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spaced over time or a temporal sequence (Loewenstein and Prelec
1993) in which a person’s feelings from one moment to the next are
likely to vary in intensity and even in sign. In the case of suspenseful
drama, appraisals regarding the probability of alternative outcomes
actually occurring change continuously across the temporal se-
quence and are the basis for fear and hope emotions. Consequently,
suspense is felt in the moments leading to the resolution of the
drama. Once the outcome becomes known, suspense gives rise to

other emotions (e.g., relief, disappointment) and summary evalua-
tions of the experience. Accordingly, the second study uses a
separate sample to examine the in-situ hope and fear emotions while
the suspenseful drama is actually being consumed.

Unlike previous research which investigated suspense as the
interplay between hope and fear on a single scale (Alwitt 2002), we
consider the independent experience of each of these emotions
during consumption using a within-subjects design. For each emo-

FIGURE 1
High Suspense (Hope & Fear)

FIGURE 2
Low Suspense (Hope & Fear)
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tion, we examine suspense-level differences in the affect trace
across the temporal sequence. Moment-to-moment scores between
and across consecutively ordered data points may be aggregated in
a variety of ways so as to reflect the volatility present in the data.
One way of aggregating the data is to consider the sum of felt
emotion. The total intensity of fear and hope emotions across time
ought to be greater while watching a highly suspenseful ad than for
a nonsuspenseful ad where hope and fear are felt less intensely. The
volatility observed in the pattern of observed moment-to-moment
fear-hope reactions has also been captured in terms of standard
deviation around the mean. Alwitt (2002) found a greater standard
deviation of a continuous measure of fear-hope for suspenseful
commercial than a nonsuspenseful commercial. We expect the
same sort of pattern for both hope and fear when each is measured
individually.

H5: The overall mean level of (a) hope and (b) fear will be
greater for suspenseful commercials than for
nonsuspenseful commercials.

H6: The standard deviation for (a) hope and (b) fear will be
greater for suspenseful commercials than for
nonsuspenseful commercials.

In addition to differences associated with aggregated data,
certain key moments of a temporal sequence have also been found
to differentiate judgments of experiences. One such moment in the
sequence is the peak emotional experience. Research has consis-
tently shown that the peak or highest intensity level influences
evaluations of an experience (Fredrickson and Kahneman 1993;
Varey and Kahneman 1992). In the context of television commer-
cials, Baumgartner, Sujan and Padgett (1997) reported that the peak
positive emotion rating over the course of a temporal sequence
predicted ad liking. Thus, it appears that the peak emotional
experience in a sequence has the ability to differentiate between
different types of judgments about an overall experience. Accord-
ingly, given the likelihood that both emotions will be present at
higher levels of intensity during suspenseful rather than
nonsuspenseful commercials, we predict the following:

H7: The peak level of (a) hope and (b) fear will be greater for
suspenseful commercials than for nonsuspenseful com-
mercials.

Another way to examine the temporal series is to consider the
total number of runs or directional changes recorded over the course
of a consecutive sequence. For example, Alwitt (2002) used a single
10-point moment-to-moment continuum ranging from fear to hope
and reported that suspenseful television commercials generated
more directional changes from fear to hope (and vice versa) than
nonsuspenseful commercials. Volatility observed in the pattern of
observed moment-to-moment fear-hope reactions has also been
captured in terms of overall range and standard deviation. Alwitt
(2002) found that, compared to nonsuspenseful ads, participants
watching suspenseful ads recorded a greater range between maxi-
mum and minimum scores, and also a larger standard deviation.
Thus, we suggest the following hypotheses:

H8: The total number of runs for (a) hope and (b) fear will be
greater for suspenseful commercials than for
nonsuspenseful commercials.

It should be noted that we offer no specific hypotheses con-
cerning relationships between the time parameter measures se-
lected for this study and summary evaluations of the experience.

Alwitt (2002) found that attitude toward the ad was positively
related to total number of runs, and that perceived suspense was
related to the standard deviation of hope-fear intensity, total num-
ber of runs, and the range between the high and low moment values
of a sequence. She noted that it is not the presence or intensity of
either hope or fear that account for these findings but, rather, the
contrast between these emotions over time. Given that we consider
just the independent effects of each emotion and not their interplay,
we do not formally test their relationship to summary outcome
measures. However, we do consider the juxtaposition of momen-
tary hope and fear reactions over the course of consumption. We do
this by comparing the mean value of absolute differences in
respondents’ moment-to-moment ratings of hope and fear. We
expect the difference between the two affect traces to be greater
under conditions of high suspense. The reason for this is that if the
two emotions do in fact contribute to feelings of suspense, then hope
should increase as fear decreases (and vice versa) under conditions
of greater suspense. Thus, the following hypothesis:

H9: Differences in moment-to-moment hope-fear reactions
will greater for suspenseful commercials than
nonsuspenseful commercials.

METHOD
Sample and procedures. As in the first study, data were

collected in a laboratory setting. Forty six undergraduates partici-
pated in exchange for course credit. Group sizes for the data
collections varied from 10 to 14. After reading a consent form on a
dedicated web site, respondents were shown the same four televi-
sion commercials used in the first study. As before, commercial
order was counterbalanced and respondents were asked to complete
a short survey after each commercial. Upon completion of the
fourth commercial and survey, respondents participated in an
unrelated study that took approximately 30 minutes to complete.
After completing this task, they were again shown the same four
commercials.

For every ad in each of the two sets, respondents’ moment-to-
moment emotion reactions were collected every two seconds using
Perception Analyzer® dial-turning instruments. Approximately
half the respondents were instructed to provide moment-to-mo-
ment reactions in reference to felt hope for the protagonist’s
situation while watching the first set of commercials and to then
report their moment-to-moment fear reactions during the second set
of four commercials. This order was reversed for the other half of
the sample. In all cases, respondents were told to turn the dial to the
right from 0 to 100 according to the intensity with which they felt
the specified emotion. They were also told to turn the dial in the
opposite direction (i.e., to the left) when the intensity of the
specified emotion dissipated. They were told to ignore all other
emotions and to focus on just the assigned hope or fear emotion. All
dials were returned to 0 at the beginning of each ad. No differences
were found in mean emotion score according to dial-turning direc-
tion, t(44)=.47, p>.40.

Measures. The same seven-point semantic differential scales
used in the first study to assess Aad and Entertainment were used in
Study 2. All questionnaire items were administered via the web.
Cronbach alphas for the Aad and Entertainment scales across the
four ads ranged from .87 to .97 with a mean of .93. Likewise, the
same single-item suspense measure used in Study 1 was included as
a manipulation check.

In addition to the web-based surveys, a series of summary
measures were constructed based on the affect trace of the moment-
to-moment hope and fear reactions to each ad. Using a dial-turning
instrument with a 0 to 100-point scale, data were collected twice for
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each ad. On one occasion respondents’ were asked to provide their
moment-to-moment hope reactions and on the other they reported
their fear reactions. The first aggregated time series measure was
respondents’ mean level of hope and fear. For each emotion, the
measure was calculated by summing all the moment-to-moment
data points across the commercial and then dividing the sum by the
total number of two-second increments in the sequence. This was
done because the length of each of the four commercials varied.
Next, we considered the standard deviation surrounding hope and
fear, as well as the peak scores for each of these emotions. The
fourth set of measures was the mean number of runs or directional
changes recorded by a respondent over the course of the commer-
cial for hope and fear (Alwitt 2002; Pham, Cohen, Pracejus and
Hughes 2001). A run is defined here as a dial change in either
direction (i.e., from increasing to decreasing or vice versa) of one
or more units in magnitude from one data point to the next. Thus,
a data series of 8, 10, 9 and 15 would reflect two change-of-direction
runs (10 to 9 and 9 to 15). The final measure was the mean of
absolute differences between the moment-to-moment hope and
fear traces. This was calculated by summing the absolute differ-
ences and dividing it by the number of time increments in the
commercial.

RESULTS
Manipulation check. As in Study 1, a repeated-measures

ANOVA was used to determine whether the commercials varied on
the basis of suspense. The analysis yielded a significant difference,
F(3,43)=88.02, p<.001. No difference was found between the two
low suspense ads, F(1,45)=2.02, p>.16. A difference was found
between the two high suspense ads, F(1,45) =5.63, p<.03). How-
ever, a suspense difference at the .001 level was found between the
more highly rated low suspense commercial and the lower rated
high suspense commercial, F(1,45)=171.41. Thus, data for the two
low-suspense ads were collapsed and are subsequently referred to
as nonsuspenseful commercials. Likewise, data for the high-sus-
pense ads were collapsed and are referred to as suspenseful com-
mercials.

We begin by replicating the results found earlier for H1 and
H2. Consistent with Study 1, respondents had a more favorable
attitude toward the ad (M=5.16) and derived greater enjoyment
from watching suspenseful commercials (M=5.49) than
nonsuspenseful commercials (M’s=3.94, 2.90, respectively; paired
t’s=5.41, 11.46, p’s<.001; df=45).

Tests of H5 to H7: A graphical summary of the data analyzed
in these tests is shown in Figure 3. The results of paired t-tests
indicated support for each of the hypotheses. The overall mean level
of moment-to-moment hope and fear emotions was greater for the
suspenseful ads (M’s=21.35, 35, respectively) than the
nonsuspenseful ads (M’s=9.22, 21.79; paired t’s=4.17, 3.32;
p’s<.001, .002; df=45). Interestingly, the predominant emotion
reported was fear. Similarly, a wider standard deviation was found
for hope and fear during suspenseful commercials (M’s=18.08,
28.24, respectively) than nonsuspenseful commercials (M’s=9.39,
17.97; paired t’s=4.75, 4.86; p’s<.001; df=45). This suggests that
there was greater variance around the mean during suspenseful
commercials which indicates that respondents were constantly
adjusting their appraisals of the situation, thus influencing their
emotional response. The results also indicate that the peak level of
hope and fear during suspenseful commercials (M’s=51.48, 79.94)
was greater than the peak for nonsuspenseful ads (M’s=22.76,
44.15; paired t’s=6.03, 7.35; p’s<.001, df=35). Again, the reader’s
attention is directed to the dominance of fear as the peak emotion
during the consumption of suspenseful drama.

Test of H8: The eighth hypothesis predicted that the total
number of runs would be greater during suspenseful commercials
than nonsuspenseful commercials. Consistent with the graph shown
in Figure 4, significant effects were found for hope and fear (paired
t’s=5.19, 3.00, p’s<.001, .01; df’s=45). The mean number of runs
for hope and fear was greater during suspenseful commercials
(M’s=.078, .096) than nonsuspenseful commercials (M’s=.024,
.055). These results suggest that respondents constantly adjust their
hope and fear reactions during suspenseful drama.

Test of H9: The final hypothesis posited that the mean value of
absolute differences between moment-to-moment hope and fear
over the course of the commercial would be greater under condi-
tions of suspense. Again, the results support this contention. The
mean absolute difference between hope and fear was greater while
watching suspenseful commercials than nonsuspenseful commer-
cials (M’s=61.53, 46.20; paired t=3.86; p<.001; df=45). The find-
ing suggests that appraisals of the action elicited greater fluctua-
tions between hope and fear during conditions of high suspense.

GLOBAL DISCUSSION
The current research examines the nature of suspense using the

context of television commercials. The results of two studies are
reported detailing the differential effects attributable to suspense, as
well as the constituent emotions comprising the suspense experi-
ence. Both studies found strong support for the advantages of using
suspense as an advertising tactic. Specifically, viewers had more
favorable attitudes and more enjoyable evaluations of suspenseful
commercials than nonsuspenseful commercials.

An even more important contribution of this paper was our
investigation of the emotions constituting the suspense experience.
Our findings indicate that hope and fear do indeed contribute to the
experience of suspense. In Study 1, we reported that the frequency
with which study participants reported each was significantly
greater under conditions of high suspense. In addition, the measure
of emotional ambivalence used here indicated that the similarity
and magnitude of each emotion was significantly greater under
conditions of suspense than nonsuspense. In Study 2, we examined
respondents’ moment-to-moment hope and fear emotions over the
course of the television commercials. In addition to overall mean
and peak differences, the results indicated that respondents’ mo-
mentary hope and fear responses fluctuated more frequently over
the course of suspenseful commercials than nonsuspenseful com-
mercials. Fluctuations of this sort characterize respondents’ con-
stant shift of appraisals regarding the possibility of desirable and
undesirable outcomes.

In closing, our research represents an important first step in
developing a better understanding of the constituent elements
underlying an emotional experience. We focused on the roles of
hope and fear in the experience of suspense. Our paper clearly
demonstrates that suspense represents a mixed emotional state.
Future research would do well to investigate the specific anteced-
ents and consequences of both emotions as they relate to suspense
using a temporal framework.
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