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Emotions have multiple dimensions beyond valence.  One such dimension, emotional certainty, has been shown to influence risk

taking.  The present study tested two competing explanatory theories, motivation vs. perception, finding that neither is sufficient.

Instead, certainty interacts with valence in an unexpected manner.
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Emotion in Isolation: Crossing Valence with Certainty Leads to Unexpected Results
Julian Saint Clair, University of Washington, USA

Extended Abstract
Emotions have multiple dimensions (Smith & Ellsworth, 1985; see Han et al., 2007 for a review).  One such dimension receiving 

more recent attention is that of certainty.  A positive relationship between emotional certainty and risk taking has been demonstrated 
(e.g. Raghunathan & Pham, 1999; Lerner & Keltner, 2001).  Specifically, the experience of emotional certainty reverses the pervasive 
risk-aversion tendency for gains while uncertainty reverses the risk-seeking tendency for losses.

Two theories have been proffered to explain these results: one states that certainty influences motivation via mood regulation goals 
(Raghunathan & Pham, 1999), the other states that certainty influences risk perceptions (i.e. optimism; Lerner & Keltner, 2001).   The 
present study tests these two theories by isolating and manipulating the dimensions of interest rather than priming specific emotions.  
Results show that neither theory is sufficient.  Instead, certainty is interacting with valence in an unpredicted fashion.  

Specifically, it appears that while certainty is indeed impacting perceptions of risk, valence is determining which outcome is 
receiving the subjects’ certain/uncertain attention.  This theoretical explanation put forward to explain this interaction is that negative 
(positive) valence leads to increased (decreased) depth of processing, causing subjects to focus attention on less (more) salient aspects 
of the decision task – the more salient possibilities of gains and losses vs. the less salient possibilities of non-gains and non-losses.

 In the remainder of this document, I describe the above statements in more detail.  I summarize the two previous theories and the 
results they are based on, I describe the present study and outline the theoretical predictions, and I report the unexpected results and 
describe the new explanatory theory.

Certainty and Mood Regulation Goals
Raghunathan & Pham, 1999.  Across three studies, Negative/Uncertainty (Anxiety) primed subjects selected risk-averse choices 

for gains (i.e. prefer a 6/10 chance to win $5 vs. 3/10 chance to win $10).  The choice was theorized to be motivated by the underlying 
mood regulation goal of Uncertainty Reduction.  

Comparatively, the authors also demonstrated that Negative/Certainty (Sadness) primed subjects selected risk-seeking choices for 
gains (i.e. the 3/10 chance to win $10).  It is contended that sadness, associated with loss or absence of reward (Lazarus, 1991), results 
in reward seeking behavior motivated by the mood regulation goal of Mood Repair.

Certainty and Risk Perception
Lerner & Keltner, 2001.  Using the classic Asian Disease Problem, subjects primed with Negative/Uncertainty (Fear; Negative/

Certainty: Anger) were risk-averse (risk-seeking) across choices framed as gains as well as choices framed as losses, preferring the sure 
(risky) gain and the sure (risky) loss.  The explanation was that the sense of uncertainty (certainty) associated with fear (anger) leads to 
perceptions of high (low) risk (i.e. pessimism/optimism).  This in turn causes subjects to focus on worst (best) case scenarios and prefer the 
riskless (risky) options.  To support their theory, the authors showed in a separate study that increased certainty led to increased optimism

The Present Study and Predictions
Is the certainty dimension impacting perceptions of risk or is it impacting mood regulation goals?
In our study, we simply crossed valence by certainty in a 2 (positive/negative) by 2 (certain/uncertain) between subjects design.  

Rather than cloud the results by using specific emotions with varying underlying dimensional properties, we isolated the dimensions of 
interest by directly manipulated emotional certainty and valence themselves.  For example, we asked subjects to describe in detail an 
emotional event in which they felt extremely negative and uncertain.  We then administered the ‘Financial Decision Making’ task as an 
onstensible filler task before a manipulation check, suspicion probe, and demographics questions completed the study.  The decision 
task was similar to Raghunathan and Pham (1999), e.g. 60% chance to win (lose) $5 vs. 30% chance to win (lose) $10.

Both the ‘mood regulation goals’ theory and the ‘risk perceptions’ theory would predict that negative/certainty (vs. negative/uncer-
tainty) leads to increased risk taking for losses and gains.  However, they have differing predictions for positive emotions.  Specifically, 
due to ‘mood maintenance’ goals, mood regulation theory would predict that positive/certainty (vs. positive/uncertainty) would lead to 
decreased risk-taking for gains and increased risk-taking for losses.  Risk perception theory would predict no difference between gains 
and losses – that positive/certainty leads to increased risk-taking for both.  

Results and Discussion
Gains.  Subjects in the positive/certain (vs. positive/uncertain) were more risk-seeking, choosing the 30% $10 gain more often 

than the 60% $5 gain.  Subjects in the negative condition were the exact opposite.  Negative/certain (vs. negative/uncertain) were 
less risk seeking.

Losses.  Subjects in the negative/certain (vs. negative/uncertain) were more risk-seeking, choosing the 30% $10 loss over the 
60% $5 loss.  The positive-valence subjects were the opposite: positive/certain (vs. positive/uncertain) subjects were less risk seeking .

These actual results supported neither the Mood Regulation Theory nor the Risk Perceptions Theory as conceptualized by previous 
research.  However, the results are consistent with a new theoretical framework wherein depth of processing interacts with risk percep-
tions.  This interaction is further described below.

I manipulated 2 dimensions that have been shown to impact both content of processing and depth of processing.  The content 
of processing argument is what I sought to test: do these dimensions affect content via Mood Regulation Theory or Risk Perceptions 
Theory?  However, it is possible that I actually influenced depth of processing as well as content, and results show that the two interact.

Results suggest that certainty simply influenced cognition in a manner consistent with risk perceptions theory: subjects who felt 
more certain perceived ‘unlikely’ events as more likely.  However, the events on which subjects directed this certain/uncertain attention 
seemed to be moderated by the depth of processing caused by valence (see Schwarz, Bless, and Bohner, 1991 for a review on valence 
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and processing).  Results suggest that subjects in the positive valence conditions attended more to surface cues (i.e. heuristic process-
ing) while those in negative valence conditions attended to information implied but not overtly highlighted (i.e. systematic processing).

Specifically, subjects in positive valence conditions focused their attention on the highlighted possibilities of gains and losses while 
subjects in the negative valence conditions attended to the implied possibilities of non-gains and non-losses.

Retail Therapy or Rose-Tinted Glasses? The Effect of Mood on Impulse Buying
Debra Trampe, University of Groningen, The Netherlands

Extended Abstract
Opportunities to give in to the sudden impulse to buy have never been more abundant. Marketing developments like 24-hour 

retailing, outlet stores, credit cards, and online shopping make it easier than ever for consumers to purchase products or services 
when they experience the impulse to do so. Paralleling consumers’ often heard claim that they were “overwhelmed by an irresistible 
impulse to buy” (Rook 1987) are estimations that impulsive consumption annually accounts for over $4 billion of sales in the US alone 
(Mogelonsky, 1998). At the same time, household debts are at an unprecedented high and show no sign of diminishing (Vohs & Faber 
2007). Considering its potentially self-destructive nature, increasing our insight into impulse buying is essential. 

Though a number of factors that may contribute to impulse buying have been investigated, one important but relatively understudied 
factor is mood. Ironically, in recent reviews of the relevant literature, impulse buying has been related to positive as well as negative mood 
states. Consumers are more likely to act on their buying impulses when they are in a positive mood … and when they are in a negative 
mood (Rook and Gardner 1993; Silvera, Lavack, and Kropp 2008). How is that possible? We argue that people may engage in impulse 
buying to repair negative moods, whereas in positive moods impulse buying may occur because happy consumers are more likely to act 
relatively capriciously and carefree. And indeed, shoppers report making impulsive purchases to alter an unpleasant mood (Baumeister 
2002; Silvera, Lavack, and Kropp 2008), reflecting the idea of “retail therapy”. Also, research on self-gifting (Mick and DeMoss 1990) 
has observed that consumers tend to indulge after stress or depression by acquiring self-gifts. Conversely, impulse buying in positive mood 
states seems common as well. For example, when a group of consumers were asked to select the one mood that would be most likely to 
encourage them to make an impulse purchase, “pleasure” was most frequently named, followed by “carefree” and “excitement” (Rook 
and Gardner 1993). On a more general level, research has shown that objects are typically evaluated more positively when individuals 
are in a positive rather than a negative mood (Cohen, Pham, and Andrade 2008; Gardner 1995). Thus, a positive affective state may 
make mood congruent associations more accessible, and the offerings consumers encounter to be evaluated more positively, which in 
turn leads consumers to engage in impulsive purchasing. Stated otherwise, consumers can at times engage in mood-congruent behavior, 
by looking at the (consumption) world through so-called “rose-tinted glasses.”

In three experiments we aim to clarify the role of mood in impulse buying and uncover the mechanisms at work in positive and negative 
moods in promoting impulse buying. As experimental research is still lacking, our first goal is to offer a straightforward demonstration 
that both positive and negative moods compared to a control condition would increase impulse buying tendencies. Our second goal is to 
shed more light on the mechanisms underlying the positive and negative antecedents of impulse buying. We hypothesize that increased 
impulse buying results from a motivation to improve one’s mood, whereas increased impulse buying in a positive mood is driven by 
mood-congruent behavior. This hypothesis should manifest itself in at least two ways: first, the type of products that are bought on 
impulse in positive and negative moods should differ. As hedonic products provide more fun and pleasure and more so than utilitarian 
products trigger an urge for immediate consumption (Dhar and Wertenbroch 2000), consumers in a negative mood (vs. a positive mood) 
should be more likely to impulse buy hedonic products. Utilitarian products are primarily functional and instrumental and hence the 
likelihood that they are bought on impulse should not differ between positive and negative moods. Second, the motivational component 
in impulse buying in response to negative moods should make it more goal-directed in nature than impulse buying in response to positive 
moods. Goal-directed behavior is known to be different from non-goal-directed behavior: it is persistent through obstacles, it increases 
following a delay, and decreases when the goal is fulfilled (Förster, Liberman, and Freedman 2007). Thus, if impulse buying in negative 
moods is a motivational process, impulse buying tendencies should be larger after a delay than immediately after the mood induction. 

In the first two experiments, following Vohs and Faber (2007), impulse buying was conceptualized as willingness to pay (WTP). In 
Study 1, both positive and negative moods, relative to a control condition, were found to increase WTP for a number of diverse products. 
In Study 2, we differentiated between hedonic and utilitarian products. Results showed that the pattern for utilitarian products replicated 
Study 1: both positive and negative moods enhanced WTP, compared with a control condition. For hedonic products, however, the pattern 
was different. For hedonic products, a negative mood produced higher WTP compared to both a positive and a control mood. The latter 
two conditions did not differ in WTP for hedonic products. In Study 3, the impulse buying measurement was modeled after Rook and 
Fisher (1995). Participants were presented with a scenario that described a shopping situation with an opportunity to make an impulse 
purchase. They then indicated their level of impulsive urge and buying behavior. In addition, Study 3 also explored the moderating role 
of trait impulsiveness. Using a 3 (mood: positive vs. negative vs. control) x 2 (delay: yes vs. no) between-subjects design, participants in 
a negative mood experienced stronger urges to buy after a delay and indicated that they were more likely to make an impulse purchase 
than participants in the no-delay condition. For participants in a positive and neutral mood, there was no such difference.

As impulse buying has been suggested to account for up to 80% of all purchases in certain categories (Kacen and Lee 2002), 
insight into this widespread phenomenon is imperative. This research focused on the role of mood in impulse buying and illustrates that 
(1) both positive and negative mood states enhance impulse buying relative to neutral moods, and (2) the mechanisms underlying both 
mood states differ profoundly.
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