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Feeling sad or anxious increases the selection of unhealthy and indulgent options. We show that these effects are controlled by

specific emotion regulation strategies. The effect of sadness is most strongly regulated by explicit emotional reappraisal, while the

effect of anxiety is most strongly regulated by nonconsciously operating reappraisal goals.

 
 
[to cite]:

Daniel  Fernandes , Lawrence  Williams , and Christina  Kan  (2011) ,"Only a Diamond Can Cut a Diamond: the Regulation of

Emotions Via System Fit", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 39, eds. Rohini Ahluwalia, Tanya L. Chartrand,

and Rebecca K. Ratner, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 649-650.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010217/volumes/v39/NA-39

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1010217/volumes/v39/NA-39
http://www.copyright.com/


649 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 39, ©2011

Only a Diamond Can Cut a Diamond: The Regulation of Emotions via System Fit 
Daniel Fernandes, Rotterdam School of Management, Erasmus University, The Netherlands

Lawrence Williams, University of Colorado, USA
Christina Kan, University of Colorado at Boulder, USA 

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Negative emotional states can promote a tendency to indulge as 

an emotion regulation strategy (Macht 1999; Macht, Haupt, and Ell-
gring 2005). Emotional eating has been regarded as a way to improve 
negative mood (Thayer 1989, 2001), to mask stress (Polivy and Her-
man 1999), or to escape from aversive self-awareness (Heatherton 
and Baumeister 1991). Food brings comfort in the short-term and, 
therefore, consumers turn to snacks to heal emotional distress (Ka-
plan and Kaplan 1957). 

Two potential mechanisms through which emotions influence in-
dulgent eating have been identified in the literature (see Macht 2008, 
for a review). On one hand, negative emotions may prompt a deliber-
ate attempt to regulate emotions, leading people to both increase the 
amount and decrease the quality of food intake (Booth 1994; Kaplan 
and Kaplan 1957). In this case, the motivational properties of negative 
emotions may elicit the tendency to emotion regulate by eating sweet 
and fatty foods (Macht, Haupt, and Ellgring 2005). This suggests that 
the deliberative effect of negative emotions on behavior occurs via 
system 2. On the other hand, negative (and sometimes also positive) 
emotions may enhance the amount and decrease the quality of food 
intake due to impairment of cognitive control (Boon et al. 2010; Her-
man and Polivy 1984). According to this hypothesis, intense emo-
tional experiences are cognitively taxing (Heatherton, Striepe and 
Wittenberg 1998), and can result in an impairment in one’s capacity 
to make healthy food choices. In these cases, the effect of negative 
emotions on behavior occurs via system 1. 

Specific emotions may influence the consumption of unhealthy 
food by one of these processes. The process behind the effect of sad-
ness on indulgence is posited to be deliberate and conscious (Tice, 
Bratlavsky and Baumeister 2001). In an attempt to regulate emo-
tions, consumers shift priorities from longer-term goals to shorter-
term ones, placing greater value on choices that offer immediate grat-
ification. In contrast to sadness, anxiety may lead to unhealthy food 
choices as the result of a more automatic process. Elevated levels of 
arousal can increase cognitive load, interfering with regulatory pro-
cesses and decreasing resistance to temptation (Fedorikhin and Pat-
rick 2010). Therefore, the elevated level of arousal that typically ac-
companies anxiety may cause an interference effect, decreasing the 
cognitive resources available for self-regulation and, consequently, 
leading people to give in to temptations. This suggestion is consistent 
with previous research showing that cognitive resources are a nec-
essary requirement for the functioning of self-regulatory processes 
and that depletion of these resources can lead to decrements in self-
regulation and decision-making (Baumeister, Bratlavsky, Muraven, 
and Tice 1998; Shiv and Fedorihkin 1999). This is also supported by 
research in emotional eating, which suggests that mental distraction 
and depletion can interfere with a dieter’s resistance to temptation 
(Herman and Polivy 1993).

In summary, while sadness and anxiety may both enhance the 
desirability of high fat and carbohydrate ‘comfort foods’ (Wansink, 
Cheney, and Chan, 2003), they may do so via distinct processes. 
While the effect of sadness is routed by System 2 processing, the ef-
fect of anxiety is routed by System 1 processing. Accordingly, when 
trying to aid people with emotional control and reduce their reliance 
on indulgence as a coping strategy, we predict that the system-level 

fit between the emotional process and the regulatory strategy will 
facilitate effective emotion regulation.

Moreover, given that people develop emotion regulation strat-
egies throughout their lives, we predict that age would moderate 
these effects in the sense that emotional regulation yields an adaptive 
and constructive learning process. The ‘cope by indulgence’ emo-
tion regulation strategy should be most pronounced for individuals 
who do not habitually use reappraisal strategies. One individual dif-
ference that predicts the spontaneous use of reappraisal is age; the 
maturational changes that accompany age are likely to give individu-
als more perspective on emotional experiences, suggesting that older 
individuals are more likely to use reappraisal strategies (John and 
Gross 2004).

Following this reasoning, in the first study, we find that sadness 
and anxiety increase the selection of unhealthy and indulgent options 
only among younger participants. Older participants were able to 
control their reactivity to the sadness and the anxiety manipulations 
and, therefore, did not enhance the consumption of unhealthy options 
relative to the healthy ones. In a follow up study, we confirm that old-
er participants are better at regulating their emotions. In subsequent 
studies, we examine how sadness and anxiety respond to different 
regulatory strategies. We show that emotion regulation strategies are 
more effective when they fit with the route of the effects being regu-
lated. Specifically, the effect of sadness is most strongly regulated by 
explicit emotion regulation goals, while the effect of anxiety is most 
strongly regulated by implicit emotion regulation goals. 

This paper shows that, although sadness and anxiety lead to the 
same behavioral outcome, that is, unhealthy food choices, interven-
tions designed to mitigate these negative effects can capitalize on the 
fact that these emotions affect choice via distinct processes (System 
2 vs. System 1). A conscious reappraisal goal better regulates the 
effects of sadness on choice. Conversely, a nonconsciously operat-
ing reappraisal goal better regulates the effects of anxiety on choice.  
Successful emotional control can be attained through implicit and 
explicit mechanisms that tap into the effects of specific emotions 
on behavior. This research sheds light on the breadth of the human 
repertoire of emotion regulation capacities and the extent to which 
nonconscious processes exert influence on choice.
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