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Sadness from one situation tends to carry-over to new situations. Its effect typically occurs without awareness, leading individuals to

pay more for new goods and to eat more unhealthy food. Findings from two experiments (with real food and real money) reveal that

enhancing individual control (choice of gift vs. receiving it) attenuates sadness’ effect on consumption.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Research on incidental emotion has discovered the pervasive 

tendency of emotions to carry over from one situation to another, 
coloring behavior in unrelated tasks (for reviews, see Forgas, 
1995; Isen, 1993; Keltner and Lerner, 2009). For some time now, 
researchers have been paying closer attention to the influence of 
emotion on consumption and have hinted at a possible relationship 
between the two. One of the most curious carry-over examples 
involves sadness and consumption. First, its effects depart from 
what one would predict based on emotional valence. The standard 
prediction of a valence-based model would be that any negative 
emotion, including sadness, should trigger generalized negative 
valuation of, say, a new product. The idea is that a negative state 
leads one to perceive the world in negative ways. While disgust, 
another negative emotion, fits that predicted pattern, sadness 
does not. Sadness triggers positive valuation of new products, as 
measured by willingness to pay (Lerner et al., 2004). A second 
curious aspect of sadness and consumption is that the carry-over 
effect drives consumption behavior across diverse domains. In 
the domain of eating, for example, sadness (relative to happiness) 
leads to increased consumption of tasty, fattening food products, 
such as buttered popcorn and M&M candies (Garg et al., 2007). In 
the domain of monetary transactions, sadness (relative to a neutral 
state) leads to increased amount spent to purchase items (Lerner 
et al., 2004). Importantly, these undesirable consumption effects 
of sadness typically occur without awareness by those in the sad 
state; they also typically occur even when the sadness-eliciting 
events have no rationally-justifiable relation to the consumption 
choices at hand (Cryder et al., 2008). Thus, the increased consump-
tion represents more than typical, conscious attempts at “consumer 
therapy.” Rather, it represents unbidden and undesirable behavior. 

Understanding how to attenuate the undesirable effects of sad-
ness on consumption is an important issue. Individuals do not want 
to pay more or over-consume when they are sad; yet they do so. In 
the present research, we seek to examine whether increasing deci-
sion makers’ sense of individual control and decreasing their sense 
of helplessness would moderate the carry-over effects. Although 
a few studies have now documented carry-over effects of sadness 
on consumption (i.e., spending and eating), we do not know of any 
study that has discovered ways to significantly attenuate its effect 
on consumption. More generally, we examine both the robustness 
of the effect of sadness on consumption and its moderating and 
mediating factors.

As discussed earlier, sadness has been associated with con-
scious or unconscious attempts at mood repair (e.g., Raghunathan 
and Pham, 1999; Schwarz and Clore, 1983). Given the underlying 
themes of loss and helplessness associated with sadness (Frijda, 
Kuipers, and ter Schure, 1989; Keltner and Lerner, 2009; Lazarus, 
1991) as well as the pattern of compensatory consumption, could 
sadness’ effect on consumption be attenuated by providing indi-
viduals greater individual control and diminished helplessness?

An opportunity to choose a hedonic (i.e., rewarding) gift, rather 
than merely being given one, may attenuate the otherwise robust 
carry-over effect. A long line of research on perceived control and 
choice suggests that individuals prefer choice (vs. no-choice) because 
of its link to self-determination and sense of control (Averill, 1973; 
Langer, 1975). Thus, because choice might give individuals some 
semblance of control and therefore alleviate the helplessness that 
is typically concomitant with sadness, we expect that choice will 

attenuate sadness’ effect. We test this idea across two studies with 
different dependent variables of interest. Study 1 focuses on the 
more established relationship between sadness and food consump-
tion (e.g., Garg et al., 2007; Tice et al., 2001), and Study 2 examines 
the lesser-known effect of sadness on monetary transactions, such 
as willingness to pay for a new product (e.g., Lerner et al., 2004).

Study 1 established three key points: (1) that sadness elevates 
self-reports of helplessness in response to the emotion-inducing 
situation; (2) that this increased helplessness mediates the sadness-
consumption effect; and (3) that inducing a sense of control (via 
the provision of choice) attenuates sadness’ effect. Study 2 also 
established three key points: (1) that sadness’ effect replicates not 
only in food consumption but also in purchasing consumption; (2) 
that different kinds of sadness inductions (writing versus video 
watching) both produce sadness’ carry-over effect; and (3) that 
the timing of receiving the good (pre- or post- emotion induction) 
is not responsible for the effect of choice (control) on attenuation 
of sadness’ effect.

Overall, the studies provide critical insight into the underlying 
mechanism relating sadness and consumption, and extend prior work 
by discovering a key moderator and a key mediator. Specifically, 
giving sad individuals a choice about what they can receive, rather 
than simply giving them a good, determined whether sadness’ effect 
was attenuated. Our data suggest that this occurs because having a 
choice confers a sense of individual control, which counteracts the 
sense of helplessness associated with sadness. Now that we better 
understand the sadness-consumption relationship, such undesirable 
effects as spending or eating too much when one is sad can hope-
fully be reduced with strategic interventions. As part of the larger 
discussion about emotions and their effects on decision making, 
our research suggests that the underlying ‘appraisal theme’ of an 
emotion might be the key to understanding and managing its effects.
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