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We examine characteristics within a mixed-emotional experience that enable successful coping and identify the specific coping

process involved. Our studies indicate that relatively close temporal arousal of positive relative to negative emotion provides cognitive

resources necessary for reappraisal of the mixed-emotional experience, lowering discomfort and resulting in favorable overall

evaluations.
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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
People often rely on their past experiences as guide for their 

future decisions. Positive experiences are repeated, negative ones 
avoided. However, rarely are our memories purely positive or purely 
negative, but instead they are filled with both ups and downs. Rather 
than feeling pure happiness from a successful negotiation (Thomp-
son, Valley, and Kramer 1995), financial windfall (Levav and Mc-
Graw 2009), or visit to “the happiest place on earth” (e.g., Disney-
land; Sutton 1992), people often endure mixed emotions from such 
experiences presumed so clearly positive. Despite their ubiquity, 
complex experiences comprised of both positive and negative emo-
tions have been studied much less than their single-valenced emotion 
counterparts, with existing mixed emotions research mostly focused 
on demonstrating that positive and negative emotions may arise si-
multaneously or sequentially within the duration of a given experi-
ence (Otnes, Lowrey, and Shrum 1997), identifying how and when 
they may be triggered (Kahneman 1992) and linking them to feelings 
of discomfort (Priester and Petty 1993; Thompson, Zanna, and Grif-
fin 1995). 

More recent research shows that people typically react nega-
tively to mixed emotions unless they acquire the necessary skills 
to cope with or overcome the discomfort associated with them. For 
example, those more prone to accepting duality due to their own 
experiences with conflict accumulated over a lifetime appear better 
equipped to cope with and thereby respond more favorably to mixed 
emotions than those with far fewer experiences with facing conflict. 
The elderly (vs. young), East Asians (vs. westerners) and biculturals 
(vs. monoculturals) represent such individuals likely associated with 
higher duality acceptance and thus lower feelings of discomfort with 
mixed emotions (Kramer, Lau-Gesk, and Chiu 2009; Williams and 
Aaker 2002). 

Beyond examining individual differences, the literature is large-
ly silent about moderators of the relationship between judgment and 
mixed emotions. Moreover, specific coping processes underlying 
more favorable reactions to mixed emotions have yet to be pinpoint-
ed. Thus, the present research aims to achieve three main objectives. 
First, it identifies properties that underlie recalled sequential mixed 
emotional experiences that may bolster or hinder successful coping. 
Specifically, we explore the temporal arousal of positive emotion 
relative to negative emotion, and how this property may facilitate 
coping processes. Varying the temporal arousal of positive, relative 
to negative, emotion leads us to our second objective of examining 
sequential patterns of mixed emotional experiences that range in va-
lence and intensity. Most investigations of sequential mixed emo-
tions have focused on two emotion events (i.e., one negative and one 
positive) and therefore two experiential patterns (negative to posi-
tive; positive to negative). In contrast, we focus on far more complex 
and previously unexamined mixed emotion sequences because of our 
focus on temporal arousal of positive, relative to negative, emotion. 
Third, this research pinpoints the specific coping processes involved 
that lead to more favorable reactions to mixed emotions that arise 
sequentially. 

Specifically, we examine consumers’ overall evaluations of 
mixed emotional experiences varying in temporal arousal of positive 
versus negative emotion. We argue that relatively close (vs. distant) 

temporal arousal of positive emotion relative to negative emotion 
provides cognitive resources necessary to cope with mixed emotions 
and hence lower the discomfort otherwise associated with it. This in 
turn leads them to evaluate mixed emotional experiences favorably. 

Four studies across a variety of contexts test our main thesis 
that greater cognitive resources become available to construe mixed 
experiences in a favorable light with close (vs. distant) temporal 
arousal of positive emotion relative to negative emotion. In particu-
lar, we rely on far more complex sequential mixed emotional experi-
ences than previously investigated, ones that are comprised of mul-
tiple emotional events of either valence that vary in emotion intensity 
levels so that temporal arousal manipulations occur in the middle of 
the entire experience rather than at the beginning, end or both. This 
allows us to isolate any effects that may arise from temporal arousal. 
Indeed, prior studies have used at most three sequential events that 
vary on valence only (e.g., good and bad events: Linville and Fischer 
1991; negative, neutral, and positive events: Lau-Gesk 2005). Spe-
cifically, we examine the effect of temporal arousal of the most in-
tense positive emotion relative to the most intense negative emotion, 
given their robust influence on overall evaluations (Fredrickson and 
Kahneman 1993).

Study 1 relies on arcade patrons who experience sequentially 
close (vs. distant) temporal arousal of positive emotion relative to 
negative emotion, while playing a videogame. Study 2 manipulates 
temporal arousal of positive emotion relative to negative emotion, 
through a movie night experience. Results of these two studies show 
that consumers evaluate sequential mixed emotional experiences 
more favorably when the temporal arousal of positive emotion is 
close (vs. distant) to negative emotion. The next two studies examine 
reappraisal likelihood as the driver of the temporal arousal effect on 
evaluations of mixed emotional experiences. Study 3 manipulates re-
appraisal likelihood by imposing cognitive load on half of the study 
participants and finds differences in evaluations of a mixed romantic 
relationship experience due to close (vs. distant) temporal arousal of 
positive emotion relative to negative emotion, eliminated in these 
conditions. As further support for our theory, we measure reappraisal 
likelihood in study 4 and show that cognitive load will not moder-
ate the effect of temporal arousal of positive, relative to negative, 
emotion on evaluation of a mixed emotional experience in a jelly 
belly sampling context, for those participants high in reappraisal ten-
dencies because of their chronic use of reappraisal as their coping 
strategy. A suppression coping strategy is ruled out as well (Gross 
and John 2003). 

REFERENCES
Andrade, E. B. (2005). Behavioral consequences of affect: 

Combining evaluative and regulatory mechanisms. Journal of 
Consumer Research, 32, 355-362.

Baron, Reuben M. and David A. Kenny (1986), “The Moderator-
Mediator Distinction in Social Psychological Research: 
Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical Considerations,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 51 (6), 1173-82.



440 / Coping with Mixed Emotions: Exploring the Temporal Arousal of Positive Emotion Relative to Negative Emotion

Cacioppo, John T., Wendi L.Gardner, and Gary G. Berntson (1997), 
“Beyond Bipolar Conceptualizations and Measures: The Case 
of Attitudes and Evaluative Space,” Personality and Social 
Psychology Review, 1(1), 3-25.

Folkman, Susan and Judith T. Moskowitz (2000), “Positive Affect 
and the Other Side of Coping,” American Psychologist, 55 (6), 
647-54.

Fredrickson, Barbara L. and Daniel Kahneman (1993), “Duration 
Neglect in Retrospective Evaluations of Affective Episodes,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65 (1), 45-55.

Fredrickson, Barbara L. and Robert W. Levenson (1998), “Positive 
Emotions Speed Recovery from the Cardiovascular Sequelae 
of Negative Emotions,” Cognition and Emotion, 12 (2), 191-
220.

Fredrickson, Barbara L. and Marcial F. Losada (2005), “Positive 
Affect and the Complex Dynamics of Human Flourishing,” 
American Psychologist, 60, 678-686.

Grant, Adam M. and Sabine Sonnentag (2010), “Doing Good 
Buffers against Feeling Bad: Prosocial Impact Compensates 
for Negative Task and Self-Evaluations,” Organizational 
Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 111, 13-22.

Gross, James J. and Oliver P. John (2003), “Individual Differences 
in Two Emotion Regulation Processes: Implications for Affect, 
Relationships, and Well-being,” Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 85 (2), 348–62.

Kahneman, Daniel (1992), “Reference Points, Anchors, Norms, 
and Mixed Feelings,” Organizational Behavior and Human 
Decision Processes, 51, 296-312.

Kramer, Thomas, Loraine Lau-Gesk and Chi-yue Chiu (2009), 
“The Interactive Effects of Duality Expertise and Coping 
Frames on Responses to Ambivalent Messages,” Journal of 
Consumer Psychology, 19 (4), 661-72.

Larsen, Jeff T., Peter A. McGraw, and John T. Cacioppo (2001), 
“Can People Feel Happy and Sad at the Same Time,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 81 (October), 684-96.

Lau-Gesk, Loraine (2005), “Understanding Consumer Evaluations 
of Mixed Affective Experiences,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 32 (1), 23-8.

Lau-Gesk, Loraine and Joan Meyers-Levy (2009), “Emotional 
Persuasion: When the Valence versus the Resource Demands 
of Emotions Influence Consumers’ Attitudes,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 36 (December), 585-99.

Linville, Patricia W. and Gregory W. Fischer (1991), “Preferences 
for Separating or Combining Events,” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 60 (January), 5–23.

Luce, Mary F., JohnW. Payne, and James R. Bettman (2000), 
“Coping with Unfavorable Attribute Values in Choice. 
Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 81, 
274-299.

Montgomery, Nicole Votolato and H. Rao Unnava (2009), 
“Temporal Sequence Effects: A Memory Framework,” Journal 
of Consumer Research, 36 (June), 83-92.

Nowlis, Stephen M., Barbara E. Kahn, and Ravi Dhar (2002), 
“Coping with Ambivalence: The Effect of Removing a Neutral 
Option on Consumer Attitude and Preference Judgments,” 
Journal of Consumer Research, 29 (December), 319–34.

Otnes, Cele, Tina Lowrey, and L. J. Shrum (1997), “Toward 
an Understanding of Consumer Ambivalence,” Journal of 
Consumer Research, 24 (June), 80–93.

Priester, Joseph R. and Richard E. Petty (1996), “The Gradual 
Threshold Model of Ambivalence: Relating the Positive and 
Negative Bases of Attitudes to Subjective Ambivalence,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 71 (March), 
431–49. 

Ramanathan, Suresh and Patti Williams (2007), “Immediate 
and Delayed Emotional Consequences of Indulgence: 
The Moderating Influence of Personality Type on Mixed 
Emotions,” Journal of Consumer Research, 34 (August), 212-
23.

Schwarz, Norbert, Daniel Kahneman, and Jin Xu (2009),” Global 
and Episodic Reports of Hedonic Experience. In R. Belli, 
D. Alwin, & F. Stafford (Eds.) Using Calendar and Diary 
Methods in Life Events Research, pp.157-174, Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage.

Thompson, Megan M., Mark P. Zanna, and Dale W. Griffin (1995), 
“Let’s Not Be Indifferent about (Attitudinal) Ambivalence,” in 
Attitude Strength: Antecedents and Consequences, ed. Richard 
E. Petty and Jon A. Krosnick, Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum, 361–86.

Vohs, Kathleen D. and Ronald J. Faber (2007), “Spent Resources: 
Self-Regulatory Resource Availability Affects Impulse 
Buying,” Journal of Consumer Research, 33 (4), 537-547.

Williams, Patti and Jennifer Aaker (2002), “Can Mixed Emotions 
Peacefully Co-exist?” Journal of Consumer Research, 28 
(March), 636-49.


