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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
In this paper we examine how consumers’ choices are affected 

by the interplay between their level of arousal and the valence of their 
current affective state  We are particularly interested in the extent 
to which the arousal dimension of a consumer’s mood affects the 
choices that s/he will make.  We predict that such preferences will be 
consistent with theories of mood regulation (Larsen 2000; Salovey, 
Hsee, & Mayer 2001; Thayer, Newman and McClain 1994) – that 
is, the choices that consumers make will reflect a desire to maintain 
positive moods and mitigate negative moods. Extending the current 
literature, we propose that in addition to regulating the valence of 
their moods – i.e., the extent to which their affective state is positive 
or negative – consumers will also make choices that allow them to 
manage their level of arousal. We define arousal as the subjective 
experience of energy mobilization, which can be conceptualized as 
an affective dimension ranging from sleepy to frantic excitement 
(Mehrabian and Russell 1974).  This is in contrast to objective or 
physiological arousal, which is defined as the release of energy 
collected in the tissues (Duffy 1962; Cacioppo, Bernston and Crites 
1996) and has been measured using pulse rate (Pham 1996) and 
systolic blood pressure (Sanbonmatsu and Kardes 1988).

We predict that consumers in a positive mood will tend to prefer 
products that are congruent with both the level of arousal and the 
valence of their current affective state.  For example, people who 
are feeling relaxed (i.e., a pleasant low-arousal mood) will tend to 
choose relaxing products and experiences (e.g., lying on the beach 
or drinking tea); while those who are feeling excited (i.e., a pleasant 
high-arousal mood) will tend to choose exciting products and 
experiences (e.g., going surfing or consuming an energy drink).  In 
contrast, we predict that consumers in a negative mood will tend to 
prefer products that are incongruent with both the level of arousal 
and the valence of their current affective state.  For example, people 
who are depressed (i.e., an unpleasant low-arousal mood) will tend 
to choose exciting products and experiences (e.g., going surfing or 
consuming an energy drink); while those who are feeling frustrated 
(i.e., an unpleasant high-arousal mood) will tend to choose relaxing 
products and experiences (lying on the beach or drinking tea).

Similar to previous research (Pham 1998; Pham, Cohen, 
Pracejus & Hughes 2001; Schwarz and Clore 1988), we propose that 
consumers use the affect they are experiencing as information about 
their likes and dislikes.  However, we propose that it is not only a 
consumer’s current mood that provides preference information; 
but that affect produced in response to evaluating the congruency 
between one’s current mood and the products or experiences being 
considered for consumption also influences consumer preferences.   
For example, imagine a relaxed consumer standing in front of a 
convenience store cooler, making the decision to purchase either an 
ice tea or an energy drink.  We predict that while considering these 
two products, she will experience positive affect toward the ice tea 
(i.e., a product associated with relaxation), which is congruent with 
her current state of relaxation, but negative affect toward the energy 
drink (i.e., a product associated with excitement) that is incongruent 
with her current mood. We contend that it is this product specific 
affect (PSA) that will inform preferences rather than the consumer’s 
general mood state. More formally, we propose a moderated 
mediation model (see figure 2 in the paper); which predicts that 
the interactive effect of arousal and valence on consumer choice is 
mediated by PSA. 

Overall, this paper contributes to the extant literature by 
demonstrating that consumers make choices that are driven by a 
desire to regulate both the arousal and the valence of their affective 
states. Moreover, we detail the psychological mechanism through 
which the interaction of these two dimensions of mood affect 
consumer choice.  In doing so, this research reveals a systematic link 
between variations in consumers’ moods and preferences that can 
account for dramatic differences in choice shares.

In this paper, we find that consumers’ preferences for products 
and experiences vary with both the level of arousal and the valence of 
their current mood in a manner that is consistent with mood regulation 
(Larsen 2000; Salovey, Hsee, & Mayer 2001; Thayer, Newman and 
McClain 1994).  Although prior research has documented similar 
effects with valence alone, our results demonstrate that arousal 
also plays a critical role.  In addition, as predicted, the choices 
that consumers make are driven by the product-specific affect 
they experience, which varies systematically as a function of both 
the valence and arousal dimensions of their current mood. The 
four experiments reported in this paper provide strong evidence in 
support of the moderated mediation model of the effect of mood on 
consumer choice.

The first study used color to manipulate the level of arousal 
consumers were feeling and examined the impact of arousal on 
consumer choice when mood valence was positive.  The results 
revealed that consumers made decisions that were congruent with 
their level of arousal.  The second study replicated these findings 
with a different choice set, and extended the results of the first study 
by illustrating that PSA mediates the relationship between arousal 
and consumer choice.  To test the full moderated mediation model 
(figure 2), studies 3a and 3b used scent and sound to manipulate both 
arousal and valence. These two studies found strong support for the 
model – that is, the effect of the interaction between level of arousal 
and mood valence on consumer choice was mediated by PSA.

REFERENCES
Baron, R.M. and D.M. Kenny (1986), “The Moderator-Mediator 

Variable Distinction in Social Psychological Research:  
Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical Considerations,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 51(6), 1173 – 82.

Gorn, G., Chattopadhyay, A., Sengupta, J. and S. Tripathi (2004), 
“Waiting for the Web:  How Color Affects Time Perception”, 
Journal of Marketing Research, (May) 215 – 25.

Husain, G., Thompson, W.F. and E.G. Schellenberg (2002).  
“Effects of Music Tempo and Mode on Arousal, Mood, and 
Spatial Abilities,” Music Perception, 20(2), 151 – 171.

Isen, A (1987), Positive Affect, Cognitive Processes and Social 
Behavior.  In:  Berkowitz, L., ed, Advances in Experimental 
Psychology.  Academic Press, NY, 203 – 51.

Larsen, R. (2000), “Toward a Science of Mood Regulation,” 
Psychological Inquiry, 11(3), 129 – 41.

Manucia, G., Baumann, D., and Cialdini, R. (1984), “Mood 
Influence on Helping:  Direct Effects of Side Effects?” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 46, 357 – 64.

Mehrabian A. and J. Russell (1974), An Approach to Environmental 
Psychology, Cambridge, MA:  MIT Press.

Pham (1998), “Representativeness, Relevance, and the Use of 
Feelings in Decision Making,” Journal of Consumer Research, 
25 (September), 144 – 159.



454 / Arousal Congruency and Consumer Choice

Preacher, K. D. Rucker and A. Hayes (2007), “Adressing 
Moderated Mediation Hypotheses,” Mulitvariate Behavioral 
Research 42 (June) 185 – 227.

Russell, J.A. (1980), “A Circumplex Model of Affect,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Pscyhology, 36, 1152 – 1168.

Schwarz, N. and Clore, G.L. (1983), “Mood, Misattribution, and 
Judgments of Well-Being,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 45, 513 – 523.

Thayer, R.E., Newman, J.R., and T. M. McClain (1994), “Self-
regulation fo mood:  Strategies for changing a bad mood, 
raising energy and reducing tension,” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 67, 910 – 925.


