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When advertising elicits more than one negative emotion, suppression of the more dominant one leads to its rebound thereby

dampening the effect of the less-dominant emotion. However, the expression of this dominant emotion allows the less dominant one to

raise its ugly head impacting judgments of unrelated targets later on.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
An ad from an award-winning campaign for the World Wildlife 

Fund shows penguins rummaging through trash with the tagline 
“The future is man-made.” It suggests how, in the absence of human 
stewardship, greed and overconsumption are ruining the planet. 
Advertising like this is commonplace and typically elicits different 
emotions. For example, thinking about the plight of various species 
that are disappearing may elicit sadness. However, thinking about 
the actions that lead to this decline in biodiversity may elicit anger 
too. How do attempts to regulate these different feelings affect the 
downstream effects they can have? 

Although past research on affect has emphasized the need to 
examine different emotions (Raghunathan & Pham, 1999), much 
of this work does not address how exposure to stimuli that elicits 
more than one emotion (Lau-Gesk 2005; Williams & Aaker, 2002) 
has an impact on judgments of unrelated targets. For instance, 
in the example above, does sadness have an effect on subsequent 
unrelated judgments? Or are we more influenced by anger? Or, do 
both emotions exert an influence? And, under which conditions is the 
effect of each more dominant? 

Several possibilities exist. First, the emotion elicited most 
intensely might be the only one to have an impact on current and 
subsequent judgments. Second, other emotions elicited to a lesser 
degree ad might also have an effect if considered applicable to the 
judgment situation. Third, the downstream effects of the different 
feelings experienced might depend both on whether the dominant 
feelings are expressed or suppressed, and on the passage of time. 
For instance, imagine that a single stimulus (e.g., a print ad) elicits 
two different negative emotions. One of these (e.g., sadness) might 
dominate the other (e.g., anger). Suppressing the dominant emotion 
might lead to a post-suppression rebound similar to that observed in 
thought suppression research (Wegner, 1994). This rebound effect 
might temporarily overpower the weaker emotion, lessening its 
impact. Expressing the dominant emotion, on the other hand, might 
have a cathartic effect, thereby allowing other less intense emotions 
to manifest. Although the effects of catharsis are unclear, with some 
prior studies showing that the effects of emotions are accentuated 
with catharsis and others showing that they are attenuated, work by 
Watkins (2004) suggests that an experiential mode of expressing 
emotions might be adaptive whereas an evaluative mode of analyzing 
emotions might be maladaptive. Following this work, we suggest that 
expressing the dominant emotion might have cathartic effects (i.e., a 
reduction of that emotion). However, if other less dominant emotions 
are being experienced (e.g., anger), catharsis of the dominant emotion 
might allow less dominant ones to be more evident.

How might these effects change if some time passes after 
suppression or expression of the dominant emotion? If the dominant 
emotion is expressed during ad processing and catharsis takes place, 
the less intense emotion would be allowed to surface, leading to 
catharsis as well. In this case, with the passage of time we would 
likely see further reductions in both emotions. 

If the dominant emotion is suppressed, however, the passage 
of time might lead to a reversal of the initial effects observed: The 
rebound effect that initially overpowered the less intense emotion 
would likely subside after a while, allowing the less intense emotion 

to finally surface (perhaps even with renewed force!), impacting 
behavior. 

We examined this in three experiments. In experiment 1 (N = 
72), participants saw an ad that elicited sadness (more dominant) and 
anger (less dominant). Participants were either instructed to suppress 
sadness, or not given any specific instruction. A lexical decision task 
followed, to assess the relative accessibility of sadness and anger 
emotion concepts. As expected participants were faster in responding 
to sadness- than to anger-related words (F(1, 58) = 75.77, p < .001). 
However, there was also a significant interaction (F(2, 58) = 3.15, p 
= .05): The difference in reaction times to sadness vs. anger-related 
words was greater when participants were instructed to suppress 
sadness (492 vs. 576 ms) than when they were not (499 vs. 553 ms; 
t(58) = 1.99, p = .055). Thus, suppressing the dominant emotion not 
only increased its salience but also diminished the extent to which 
the less dominant emotion was accessible. 

Experiment 2 (N = 104) varied whether participants expressed 
or suppressed the dominant emotion, as well as the time at which 
emotions were measured. In the immediate conditions the dependent 
measure came right after viewing the ad. Participants in the delay 
condition were told that questions about the ad would be asked 
after a while and completed two filler tasks first. Even though all 
participants felt equally sad (all Fs < 1), levels of anger depended 
jointly on instruction and time of measurement (F(1, 99) = 5.74, p = 
.02). When instructed to express sadness, anger did not vary with time 
(M immediate = 4.73; M delay = 4.23; t(99) = .61, p = .5). However, when 
instructed to suppress sadness, time had a big effect: Participants felt 
less angry initially than after a while (M immediate = 3.88; M delay = 6.16; 
t(99) = 2.77, p = .01). Interestingly, also, instruction and time jointly 
influenced the extent to which participants blamed corporations for 
the environmental problems seen in the campaign (F(1, 100) = 5.45, p 
= .02). Immediately, expressing sadness led to blaming corporations 
more than suppressing sadness (7.23 vs. 6.15; t(100) = 1.97, p = .05). 
After a delay this pattern was reversed (though not significantly so, 
6.85 vs. 7.58, t(100) = 1.32, p = .18).

The results of Experiment 3, not discussed in detail here 
because of space constraints, converged with those of experiment 
2. They showed that the less dominant emotion was more likely to 
manifest when participants expressed the dominant emotion. As a 
consequence, actions of companies in unrelated situations were 
seen as more blameworthy when these lower-level (less dominant) 
feelings were allowed to manifest.

Our experiments showed how the suppression and expression 
of different emotions that are elicited by the same ad could impact 
evaluations in both related and unrelated situations. Our results not 
only contribute to the literature on emotion regulation, but also our 
paper is one of the first to examine how this emotion regulation 
works in a context when more than one emotion is elicited.
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