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Chapter 3
Conflict awareness as a 

cause of ambivalence 
induced negative feelings 





Doubts are more cruel than the worst of truths.
Moliere
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To simultaneously hold both negative and positive evalu-
ations about an object or behavior is referred to as attitu-
dinal ambivalence (Kaplan, 1972; Thompson, et al., 1995). 
For instance, one may enjoy eating fast food because it is 

easy and cheap while at the same time detest its fattening nature. 
Because in general, people strive to be consistent (Heider, 1946) 
ambivalence is presumed to be aversive, and a source of psychologi-
cal discomfort and negative feelings (for an overview see van Har-
reveld, van der Pligt, et al., 2009). 

Most people hold several ambivalent attitudes. This could be 
the case for things like fast food, exercise, donating blood, smoking, 
work, marriage and perhaps even themselves (for an overview see 
van Harreveld et al., 2013). Most likely though, people do not feel 
bad about their ambivalent attitudes all the time. Thus, even though 
people generally have a desire to be consistent (Heider, 1946), the 
evaluative inconsistency that constitutes ambivalence does not 
always make people feel bad.

When ambivalence does feel bad, however, it has important 
consequences. Because ambivalence is aversive, for instance, people 
will try to reduce it through systematic or biased information search 
and/or processing (Nordgren et al., 2006, Jonas, Diehl, & Brömer, 
1997). Given the impact of ambivalence on information processing, 
it is important to assess when ambivalence gives rise to negative 
feelings. The current research addresses this question. We expect 
that attitudinal ambivalence induces negative feelings only when 
people become aware of the conflict between their positive and 
negative evaluations. 

Ambivalence and negative feelings
Ambivalence is caused by evaluative inconsistencies. Given 

that people prefer consistency (e.g. Heider, 1946) ambivalence has 
been theorized to be a cause of negative affect. Indeed, early work on 
ambivalence and negative feelings by Hass and his colleagues (1992) 
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showed a positive relationship between ambivalence and negative 
feelings. Participants who had ambivalent racial attitudes had a 
more negative mood than those who did not. Similarly, Nordgren 
and colleagues (2006) showed that when people could attribute their 
ambivalence-induced discomfort to a (placebo) pill, supposedly 
inducing arousal, they reported less negative feelings, indicating a 
positive relation between ambivalence and arousal. Their study also 
associated ambivalence to specific negative emotions such as tension, 
fear, anxiety and anger. Other work, however, showed a negative 
correlation between ambivalence and negative arousal. Participants 
who experienced higher intergroup ambivalence, showed lower 
levels of arousal than those low in ambivalence, suggesting a negative 
relationship between ambivalence and negative feelings (Maio et al., 
2001), 

As such, it seems that ambivalence can be a cause of negative 
feelings, but not necessarily so. Instead, negative feelings as a 
consequence of ambivalence may rely on specific circumstances. 
One of these circumstances is choice. Van Harreveld, Rutjens and 
colleagues (2009) found that ambivalence is particularly unpleasant 
when ambivalent attitude holders have to make a choice regarding 
the source of their ambivalence. As long as they can “sit on the fence” 
(van Harreveld, Rutjens et al., 2009, p. 168) their ambivalence is no 
source of discomfort. When they are forced to commit to one side of 
an issue, however, this evaluative conflict becomes uncomfortable. 

In interpreting this effect, Van Harreveld, van der Pligt, 
and colleagues (2009) suggested that ambivalence would become 
uncomfortable when people are “aware of their conflicting 
cognitions” (p. 48) and that choice is likely to induce this awareness. 
Thus, van Harreveld, Rutjens and colleagues (2009) make a strong 
case for the pivotal role of conflict awareness as the underlying factor 
in ambivalence induced negative feelings. Unfortunately, they did 
not manipulate or measure conflict awareness. 

The current research aims to show role of conflict awareness 
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as a cause of ambivalence-induced negative feelings in a direct way. 
We suggest that conflict awareness, defined as the degree to which 
positive and negative evaluations of an object are experienced to be 
in conflict by the attitude holder (cf. Priester & Petty, 1996; de Liver, 
2007), plays a pivotal role in ambivalence induced negative feelings. 

Overview of current studies
In two studies we show that making ambivalent attitude 

holders aware of their evaluative conflict leads to negative feelings. 
Previous research has shown that awareness can simply be established 
by merely asking participants questions about the target construct. 
Kuhnen (2010) notes that participants become aware of their ease 
of retrieval by asking them how easy they find it to retrieve certain 
cognitions from memory. Similarly, Strack, Schwarz, Bless, Kübler 
and Wänke (1993) made participants aware of a previous priming 
experience by having them answer questions about this procedure. 
In accordance with this, Van Harreveld, van der Pligt and de Liver 
(2009, p. 48) suggested that “by engaging in introspection one may 
already become aware of ones own conflicting cognitions”. 

Accordingly, we manipulate conflict awareness by asking 
participants to think about the degree to which their positive and 
negative evaluations are in conflict (cf. Priester & Petty, 1996). We 
hypothesize that when participants are made aware of their conflict, 
they will report more negative feelings compared to participants 
who have not been made aware of their attitudinal conflict. 

Study 3.1 

The aim of the first study was to show that conflict awareness 
leads to more negative feelings in ambivalent participants. To 
rule out that our manipulation of conflict awareness in itself 
would induce negative feelings, even in the absence of conflict, we 
included a univalent condition. We manipulated ambivalence (vs. 
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univalence) about a new labor law, after which conflict awareness 
was manipulated. We expected that ambivalent participants who 
had been made aware of their conflict would report more negative 
feelings compared to those who were not.

Method
Participants and Design. Ninety participants (27 males; 

Mage = 22.37, SDage= 5.61) volunteered to the study for course credit 
or a monetary reward. The study was a 2 (ambivalence; ambivalent 
vs. univalent) x 2 (conflict awareness; awareness vs. control) between 
subjects design. Upon entering the lab participants were randomly 
assigned to one of the four conditions. 

Manipulations and Material. To manipulate ambivalence, 
we created a fake newspaper article (cf. van Harreveld, Rutjens et al. 
2009) to induce ambivalence in students. The article concerned a 
proposed new labor law aimed at reducing unemployment among 
young people by making it easier for employers to fire them. Both 
pros and cons of the new law were discussed. In the univalent 
condition, only negative aspects of the law were discussed. To make 
sure our newspaper articles would indeed create an ambivalent (vs. 
univalent) attitude, we ran a pilot study in which 30 students (7 
males; Mage = 20.63, SDage= 2.17) of the Free University Amsterdam 
participated for course credit or monetary reward. Participants were 
randomly assigned to the ambivalent or univalent text. After reading 
the article ambivalence was measured using two items assessing 
participants negative and positive evaluations of the labor law 
independently (Kaplan, 1972) by ignoring their negative (vs. positive) 
evaluations and rate how positive (vs. negative) they thought the new 
labor law was. An example item is “Think about the new labor law. 
When you think about the positive (negative) aspects to this labor 
law, while ignoring the negative (positive) aspects, how positive is 
your evaluation of this labor law?”. Participants gave their ratings on 
a 9- point scale ranging from “not at all positive” (negative) to “very 
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positive” (negative). Four non-student participants were removed 
because our manipulation was aimed specifically at students. We 
then calculated objective ambivalence using the following formula: 
((P + N) / 2) - | P – N |. Using this formula, ambivalence scores 
become stronger when the positive and negative evaluations are 
more extreme and more equal (Thompson et al., 1995). Results show 
that participants in the ambivalent condition reported higher levels 
of ambivalence (M = 3.61, SD = 2.85) compared to participants in the 
univalent condition (M = 1.50, SD = 2.35), t(1, 25) = 2.05, p = .05).

To manipulate conflict awareness we simply asked participants 
three questions about evaluative conflict. In the conflict awareness 
condition, participants were presented with three items which all 
began with: “With regards to the new labor law I experience….”. 
The 9-point answer scales ranged from no conflicting thoughts and 
feelings at all to maximum conflicting thoughts and feelings, not 
indecisive at all to extremely indecisive, and no mixed feelings at all to 
extremely mixed feelings (cf. Priester & Petty, 1996). Participants in 
the control condition did not answer any questions regarding their 
evaluative conflict. 

Dependent Measures. To measure negative feelings we 
created a 12 item-scale from the Differential Emotions Scale (Izard 
et al., 1993) (angry, annoyed, irritated, sad, depressed, downhearted, 
fearful, afraid, worried, repugnant, fed-up and aversive, α = .93, cf. 
Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). For each emotion, 
participants indicated to what extent they experienced that particular 
emotion at that specific moment on a 94-point continuous line 
scale, with endpoints ranging from not at all to very strongly. All 
items were presented alongside positive and neutral words, so as not 
to arouse suspicion in our participants. Additionally, to be able to 
assess the effect of differences in valence between both texts, attitude 
was assessed using two items, asking participants to indicate how 
positive (vs. negative) and good (vs. bad) they thought the new labor 
law was on two 9- point scales (r = .94 for the two items).
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Procedure. The first part of the experiment was presented 
as research into the reading skills of university students. 
Participants were asked to carefully read the newspaper article 
and to write a brief summary (this was done in order to make sure 
participants read the article well). All participants indeed wrote 
this summary. Subsequently their attitude was measured. Then, 
half of the participants were confronted with the conflict awareness 
manipulation. Next, participants were presented with an ostensibly 
unrelated questionnaire addressing the ‘Emotional life of young 
people’, featuring the negative emotions scale. After finishing this 
questionnaire, participants were thanked, debriefed, and rewarded 
for their participation.

Results and Discussion
Because our manipulation was modeled to appeal to Dutch 

students, the data from 5 participants were excluded because they 
were not (Dutch) students. Furthermore, due to a technical error, 
9 participants filled out the wrong emotion scale. This left 75 
participants in our dataset (20 males; Mage = 21.69, SDage= 4.78). We 
investigate the effects of conflict awareness on negative feelings, we 
performed a two-factor ANOVA on the negative feelings scale. We 
found no main effect for ambivalence, nor for conflict awareness. 
However, as expected, there was an interaction between conflict 
awareness and ambivalence, F(1, 69) = 4.28, p = .042, η2

p= .058. 
More specifically, negative feelings were highest in the ambivalence 
conflict awareness condition (M= 26.63, SD = 18.04) compared to the 
univalent conflict awareness condition (M = 15.16, SD = 13.59), the 
ambivalent control condition (M = 14.59, SD = 10.71) and univalent 
control condition (M = 18.90, SD = 17.65). In line with the hypothesis, 
conflict awareness had a significant effect on negative feelings only 
for ambivalent participants, F (1, 29) = 5.26, p = .03, η2

p = .16, and not 
for univalent participants, p =.59. 

Additionally, a two-factor ANOVA on our attitude measure 
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revealed a main effect of ambivalence; participants in the ambivalent 
condition reported a more positive attitude toward the labor law (M 
= 4.82, SD = 1.87) compared to the univalent (negative) condition, 
where participants attitude was significantly more negative (M = 
2.70, SD =1.58), F(3,70) = 27.17, p < .001, η2

p = .28. This means that 
participants in the ambivalent condition thought more negatively 
about the proposed labor law, compared to those in the univalent 
condition. 

Study 3.1 shows that conflict awareness causes negative 
feelings, but only for ambivalent participants. This lack of a main 
effect of conflict awareness means that exposure to three extra items 
concerning evaluative conflict in itself does not induce negative 
feelings, but that this is contingent on the presence of an ambivalent 
attitude. Only if there is a conflict, conflict awareness yields negative 
feelings. 

Furthermore, it is striking that even though participants in the 
univalent conditions were exposed to more threatening information 
(i.e. only negative) than those in the ambivalent condition, this did 
not yield a main effect on negative feelings. In fact, even though 
ambivalent participants had a more positive attitude toward the new 
labor law, they felt worse than those with more negative attitudes 
(when aware of their evaluative conflict). This shows that the effect 
of conflict awareness goes above and beyond mere attitude valence 
when it comes to inducing negative feelings. This is in line with 
work showing that conflict within a stimulus (i.e. the text about the 
labor law exhibiting both positive as well as negative evaluations) is 
a stronger elicitor of affect than the intrinsic stimulus value (i.e. the 
more negatively laden univalent text) (Phaf & Rotteveel, 2009; see 
also Phaf & Rotteveel, 2012)

Even though Study 3.1 offers support for our hypothesis, an 
alternative explanation of these findings could be that the negative 
feelings reported by participants is not due to conflict, but caused by 
reflecting on the attitude object per se. To rule out this alternative 
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explanation we conducted Study 3.2, in which we examined whether 
thinking about the conflicted nature of ones attitude does lead to 
negative feelings but merely thinking about its separate evaluative 
components does not. 

Study 3.2

The aim of Study 3.2 was to show that conflict awareness, 
but not mere reflection on the separate evaluations would induce 
negative feelings in ambivalent participants. To do so, we added 
a mere reflection condition to our design. We hypothesized that 
conflict awareness would give rise to negative feelings compared to 
control, whereas mere reflection on the separate evaluations would 
not. 

Method
Participants and Design. Sixty-four students (13 males, 

2 unreported; Mage = 21.02, SDage= 3.75) of the University of 
Amsterdam participated for course credit or monetary reward. The 
study was a one-factor (ambivalence) design with 3 conditions. In 
the mere evaluation condition participants were asked to report their 
positive evaluation as well as their negative evaluation about the 
attitude object separately (Kaplan, 1972), in the conflict awareness 
condition participants reflected on their evaluative conflict whereas 
in the control condition, participants were not confronted with any 
items.

Materials and Procedure. Upon entering the lab, 
participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. 
Ambivalence was manipulated in the same manner as in Study 
3.1. The conflict awareness and control condition were the same as 
in Study 3.1. In the mere evaluation condition, participants were 
instructed to respond to two items assessing their negative and 
positive evaluations of the object independently (Kaplan, 1972) 
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by ignoring their negative (vs. positive) evaluations and rate how 
positive (vs. negative) they thought the new labor law was (cf. Newby-
Clark, 2002). An example item is “Think about the new labor law. 
When you think about the positive (negative) aspects to this labor 
law, while ignoring the negative (positive) aspects, how positive is 
your evaluation of this labor law?”. Participants gave their ratings 
on a 9- point scale ranging from not at all positive (negative) to very 
positive (negative). Negative feelings were assessed with the same 12-
item scale (angry, annoyed, irritated, sad, depressed, downhearted, 
fearful, afraid, worried, repugnant, fed-up and aversive) used in Study 
3.1 and a continuous 100-point line scale, with endpoints ranging 
from not at all to very strongly (α = .85,). Attitude was assessed in 
the same manner as in Study 3.1 (r = .90 for the two items). 

Results and Discussion
An ANOVA showed an effect of condition on negative feelings, 

F(2,60) = 3.09, p =.053, η2
p = .10. LSD post-hoc analyses revealed 

that participants in the conflict awareness condition reported more 
negative feelings (M = 14.99, SD = 10.86) compared to those in the 
mere evaluation condition (M = 8.43, SD = 6.08, p = .02) and the 
control condition (M = 9.91, SD = 9.25, p = .08), although the latter 
was only marginally significant. There was no significant difference 
between the control and the mere evaluation condition (p = .61). 

The results of Study 3.2 replicate the findings of Study 3.1 
by showing that conflict awareness induces negative feelings. 
Furthermore, the results show that this effect is not due to the mere 
evaluation of opposing evaluations, but is contingent on the reflective 
quality of our manipulation of conflict awareness. This means that 
only when participants take a metacognitive perspective on their 
evaluations, assessing the degree to which they are in conflict with 
each other, do they experience more negative feelings.
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Chapter Discussion

In two studies we show that making people aware of their 
conflict induces negative feelings. Conflict awareness causes 
negative feelings above and beyond attitude valence (Study 3.1). 
Furthermore, the effect is not caused by mere evaluation of the 
opposing evaluations, but is contingent on the metacognitive quality 
of our manipulation of conflict awareness. It is not enough to think 
about the content of the evaluations, people need to recognize that 
they are incongruent (Study 3.2). Together Study 3.1 and Study 3.2 
provide strong support for the assumption that conflict awareness 
causes negative feelings in ambivalent participants. 

With a relatively simple manipulation we showed that 
being aware of ones conflict plays a pivotal role in the experience 
of negative feelings as a result of ambivalence. These results are in 
accord with classic cognitive dissonance research, which asserts 
that, “[participants] experienced more negative affect when their 
inconsistent cognitions were made salient” (Zanna et al., 1973).

In part, our findings can also be related to the mere 
measurement effect. This effect refers to the finding that the 
measurement of attitudes, beliefs and intentions regarding a 
particular object, activates cognitions that subsequently influence 
judgments and behaviors pertaining to the same object (e.g. Feldman 
& Lynch, 1998). For example, people who filled out a questionnaire 
regarding blood donation, more frequently registered as a blood 
donor than people who did not fill out that questionnaire (Godin, 
Sheeran, Conner, & Germain, 2008). Similarly, asking people 
whether they will vote can increase voting behavior (Greenwald, 
Carnot, Beach, & Young, 1987). 

We predicted, that our manipulation would affect people’s 
feelings. One may argue that these questions also affected their 
judgments about their ambivalence, and this in turn affected 
negative feelings. On the basis of the present findings we cannot 
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be sure which of the two was influenced, and even whether it 
would make a difference. We do know that negative feelings as a 
result of ambivalence are accompanied by negative physiological 
arousal (Nordgren et al., 2006; van Harreveld, Rutjens, et al., 2009). 
Furthermore, contrary to the mere measurement effect, overall 
attitudes did not change as a result of our manipulation (Study 
3.1) and merely assessing the conflicting evaluations separately 
did not lead to more negative feelings (Study 3.2) suggesting that 
in our studies, negative feelings were the result of focusing on the 
inconsistencies that constituted the conflict. Nevertheless, future 
work may investigate the extent to which the mere measurement 
effect may provide an alternative explanation of our findings. 

It should also be noted that ambivalence is generally 
presumed to be aversive, which is also reflected in the wording of 
our manipulation; we asked people to indicate whether they were 
indecisive, conflicted and experience mixed feelings (cf. Priester & 
Petty, 1996; van Harreveld, van der Pligt, et al., 2009). As such, these 
items may cause people to view ambivalence as a negative state and 
this in itself might cause negative feelings. This is in line with Maio et 
al. (2001), who suggested that ambivalence may be experienced more 
positively when the connotations of the evaluative conflict emphasize 
positivity (e.g. having a balanced view on things). Others (e.g. 
Heider, 1946) would argue that being aware of ones inconsistency is 
intrinsically unpleasant. Considering our theoretical reasoning and 
the fact that our results are in accord with earlier findings, we expect 
that conflict is inherently negative. Nevertheless, future studies 
should investigate the pervasiveness of conflict awareness as a cause 
of negative feelings by examining whether conflict awareness is also 
unpleasant when evaluative conflict is framed in positive terms. 

The results of this research extend existing literature on 
ambivalence and negative feelings by introducing conflict awareness 
as a possible explanation for differing results regarding ambivalence 
and negative feelings. Previous work has integrated these differing 
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results through commitment to either side of an issue by choice 
(van Harreveld, Rutjens et al., 2009), showing that ambivalence 
is uncomfortable when people are forced to “jump of the fence”. 
However, ambivalence induced negative feelings are not confined to 
choice-situations. This research shows that that the mere awareness 
of ones evaluative conflict can be enough to evoke negative feelings. 

It has been suggested that simultaneous accessibility leads 
to ambivalence induced discomfort. Studies by Newby-Clark 
and colleagues (2002) showed that simultaneous accessibility 
can sometimes lead to more conflict awareness (as measured by 
a subjective ambivalence measure). These authors manipulated 
simultaneous accessibility by (repeatedly) asking people to assess 
their opposing evaluations separately. This was similar to our 
procedure in Study 3.2. However, we did not find that this procedure 
induced more negative feelings in our participants. Possibly this 
is because we only asked participants to assess their opposing 
evaluations once, and this was not enough to make them aware of 
the contradiction. 

Most ambivalence research presumes that because 
ambivalence is aversive, people will try to reduce it, for instance 
through systematic or biased thought (Jonas et al., 1997; Nordgren 
et al., 2006). Because conflict awareness leads to negative feelings 
(and thus aversiveness) in ambivalent attitude holders, it may be an 
interesting factor to take into account in future research investigating 
ambivalence reducing strategies. Perhaps only when people are 
aware of their conflict will they attempt to reduce their ambivalence. 

Building on this, it may also be the case that conflict awareness 
instigates different types of coping responses. Van Harreveld, 
van der Pligt and de Liver (2009) have suggested that ambivalent 
attitude holders can engage in two different types of coping behavior 
(cf. Luce, 1998). Problem focused coping is aimed at reducing the 
evaluative conflict content wise, for instance by changing ones 
evaluations regarding the attitude object. Emotion focused coping 
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is aimed at reducing negative feelings caused by the evaluative 
conflict, for instance by avoiding the situation or downplaying its 
relevance. Which strategy is preferred, might depend on whether 
the ambivalent attitude holder is aware of their inner conflict or 
not. When people are experiencing negative feelings due to conflict 
awareness, an emotion-focused coping strategy might prevail over a 
more problem-focused strategy. 

Apart from avenues for future research, this research may also 
offer ambivalence researchers methodological considerations. In 
ambivalence research, subjective self-report (i.e. asking participants 
how conflicted they feel) is often used as a measure (i.e. outcome 
variable or manipulationcheck, e.g. Newby-Clark et al., 2001; 
Nordgren et al., 2006; Roster & Richins, 2009; van Harreveld, Rutjens, 
et al., 2009). Our research shows that asking ambivalent attitude 
holders about their inner conflict can cause them to experience 
negative feelings. This means that when researchers ask people 
to assess their own conflict in a subjective way, they may want to 
consider that they might possibly amplify (or even induce) people’s 
affective responses to their ambivalent attitude. 

Taken together, these studies reveal that even though people 
often have a strong drive to be consistent (Heider, 1946), they can 
remain unhindered by ambivalent attitudes, as long as they are 
not aware of the conflicting nature of their evaluations. When they 
become aware of their evaluative conflict however, the ambivalent 
attitude holder seems firmly caught between a rock and a hard place.


