
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The dynamics of ambivalence: Cognitive, affective, and physical consequences
of evaluative conflict

Schneider, I.K.

Publication date
2013

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Schneider, I. K. (2013). The dynamics of ambivalence: Cognitive, affective, and physical
consequences of evaluative conflict. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:27 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-dynamics-of-ambivalence-cognitive-affective-and-physical-consequences-of-evaluative-conflict(af8e1503-ba09-489c-b369-ee08a072f93d).html


Chapter 5  

Summary and General 
discussion





People will always prefer black-and-white over shades of grey, and so 
there will always be the temptation to hold overly simplified beliefs 
and to hold them with excessive confidence. 
Thomas Gilovich

The whole problem with the world is that fools and fanatics are al-
ways so certain of themselves, but wiser people so full of doubts.
Bertrand Russell
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Life is not always conveniently arranged in good and bad, 
in likes and dislikes. Often we are confronted with situ-
ations, people and things that elicit in us both posi-
tive and negative feelings and thoughts, at the same 

time. This is when we experience ambivalence. Consider for in-
stance eating a hamburger, drinking alcohol, signing up as an or-
gan donor, or thinking about euthanasia. These things are likely 
to evoke conflict. In the above examples these conflicts concern 
immediate gratification versus gaining weight, having an even 
more enjoyable evening versus a hangover the next morning, car-
ing for other people versus fear, and self-integrity versus death.  
Living life inherently involves experiencing ambivalence.  

Conceptually we define ambivalence as simultaneously 
holding negative and positive evaluations about an object or behavior 
(cf. Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al., 1995). But what does ambivalence 
do? Definitions of ambivalence generally do not focus on what it is 
people go through when they encounter ambivalence in their lives. 
What kind of consequences does the experience of ambivalence 
have for cognitive processing? Does it have more affective, emotional 
consequences, and if so, when? Is ambivalence also reflected at a 
more physical level? If so what type of physical reactions would that 
be? These are the questions I aimed to answer in my dissertation.

Main findings
This dissertation revolved around three questions. The 

first question concerned the basics of ambivalence and addressed 
the conflicted nature of ambivalence by focusing on the cognitive 
competition between opposing evaluations. The second question 
revolved around awareness as a factor in the extent to which 
ambivalence elicits negative feelings. Finally, the third question 
turned to the experience of ambivalence and sought to explore the 
relationship between ambivalence and our body. 

Chapter 2 investigated the mental processing that 
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accompanies ambivalence. Quite often in life, we encounter 
situations in which we are asked to take an evaluatively unequivocal 
stance toward an ambivalent topic. For instance, when we encounter 
a situation in which we are feel we have to decide whether we are 
for or against something, whether we like or dislike something. 
Usually, this is not an easy task. Reflecting this difficulty, research 
on the automatic activation effect has consistently found that for 
ambivalent attitude objects such evaluations take longer to be 
generated than evaluations on one-sided (or, univalent) attitude 
objects. These findings were then interpreted as tapping into one of 
the most fundamental aspects of ambivalence; the idea of conflicting 
evaluations (Bargh et al., 1992; van Harreveld et al., 2004). 

There is general consensus that a crucial characteristic 
of ambivalence is the simultaneously accessibility of conflicting 
evaluations. The activation of two (or more) associated evaluations 
inherently poses a problem when only one response can be given. 
Researchers have suggested that in this case, opposing evaluations 
will compete (Bargh et al., 1992). Even so, this theoretical notion 
of competition has never been tested empirically. Thus, albeit 
increased response times accompanying evaluations of ambivalent 
attitude objects have been interpreted post-hoc as supporting this 
idea (Bargh et al., 1992; van Harreveld et al., 2004), we cannot be 
sure what is happening above and beyond the fact that it takes more 
time. 

To investigate the processing of ambivalent attitude objects 
in more detail, people’s mouse trajectories were measured while 
they moved the mousepointer toward one of two response buttons, 
representing positivity or negativity, on a computer screen. This online 
measure exploits the fact that high-level associative information can 
activate pre-motor cortices (Cisek & Kalaska, 2010). This allowed 
measurement of evaluative competition by calculating the degree to 
which the curvature of the trajectory deviated toward the unselected 
response. It was hypothesized that, in line with earlier speculations 
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that cognitive competition between evaluations would be greater for 
ambivalent than for univalent attitude objects. 

Indeed it was found that ambivalent attitude objects gave rise 
to more competition compared to univalent attitude objects. This 
result was obtained for established as well as for relatively novel 
attitude objects and over different modes of presentation. As such, 
the findings in Chapter 2 provide direct support for an important 
assumption underlying the conceptualization of ambivalence. 

In Chapter 3 an equally fundamental aspect of ambivalence 
was explored: the experience of negative feelings as a result of 
ambivalence. Our reasoning here was based on the idea that 
ambivalence is an inherent inconsistency, a notion that has driven 
theorizing about the affective nature of ambivalence. Given the fact 
that people generally prefer consistency in their feelings, thoughts, 
and the world as a whole (Heider, 1946) ambivalence has been 
assumed to be unpleasant in nature. 

Investigating the assumption that unpleasantness 
accompanies ambivalence, researchers have explored the negative 
feelings associated with ambivalence, with differing results. On 
the one hand, racial ambivalence was found to be associated with 
negative mood (relative to no ambivalence, Hass et al., 1992). 
Research into responses to genetically modified foods also showed 
more negative responses to the degree that ambivalent attitude 
holders were more fearful, anxious, tense and angry (Nordgren 
et al., 2006). On the other hand however, research on intergroup 
ambivalence using arousal as a measure of discomfort found an 
inverse relationship between ambivalence and discomfort, such that 
people high in ambivalence had lower levels of arousal compared to 
those who were less ambivalent (Maio et al., 2001). 

These results suggest that sometimes ambivalence is 
unpleasant, but sometimes it is not. This makes intuitive sense. We 
hold a multitude of ambivalent attitudes and (fortunately) we do 
not feel bad about them all the time. Thus, the question arises when 
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ambivalence does cause negative feelings, and when it does not. 
Concerning the underlying aspect of choice that renders ambivalence 
uncomfortable, van Harreveld, van der Pligt and colleagues (2009) 
speculate that people must be “aware of their conflicting cognitions” 
(p. 48) in order for ambivalence to give rise to negative feelings. In 
Chapter 3 we explored this assumption by using a direct manipulation 
of awareness, such that we asked people to think about whether 
they were ambivalent. We found that a very simple manipulation 
of awareness was sufficient to elicit negative ambivalence-induced 
feelings. When ambivalent people think about how ambivalent they 
are, they experience more negative feelings than when they do not.

Chapter 4 focused on how the experience of ambivalence 
and our body movements are related. In this chapter we build on 
Chapter 2 in which we showed that competing evaluations cause 
competing motor movements and illustrated the intimate link 
between evaluations and the body. As such, these findings are in line 
with Darwin’s idea (1872) that attitudes are basically expressed in 
motor behaviors. Research building on this idea has shown this for a 
wide array of evaluations (e.g. Cacioppo et al., 986; Mehrabian, 1968; 
Petty & Wells, 1980) but has not examined conflicting evaluations, 
as is the case with ambivalence. Nevertheless, common language 
suggests that conflicting evaluations are often physically expressed. 
A multitude of examples in language describe ambivalence in terms 
of alternating movement and different sides (i.e. ‘wavering between 
two options). Thus, in Chapter 4 we set out to investigate whether 
these could actually reflect concrete physical experience (cf. Lakoff 
& Johnson, 1999). 

The result of Study 4.1 showed that indeed, people’s bodies 
tend to move more frequently from side to side when they are 
ambivalent than when they are not. To further explore the relation 
between bodily movements and ambivalence, we also explored the 
reverse question; i.e., can body movements influence the experience 
of ambivalence? Indeed, in Study 4.2 we found that when people 
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move from side to side when thinking about an ambivalent topic, 
the experience of ambivalence is enhanced. As such, side-to-side 
movement seems to be intimately linked to ambivalence, as it is 
both cause and consequence of the experience of ambivalence. 

In sum, this dissertation provides insight into the nature 
of ambivalence. First, ambivalence leads to cognitive competition 
between opposing evaluations. Second, ambivalence is particularly 
negative when people are aware of their evaluative conflict. Finally, 
the experience of ambivalence is related to specific patterns 
of movement. The findings of this dissertation also have some 
implications for research on ambivalence; to these we turn next. 

Implications for measuring ambivalence
Traditionally, attitudinal ambivalence is measured with self-

report measures. The measure of objective ambivalence aims to tap 
into the degree to which positive and negative evaluations exist 
regarding an attitude object and the degree to which they are in 
conflict. This is considered an indirect, formula based, measure. 

Measures of subjective ambivalence tap into the experience 
of ambivalence, or the degree to which attitude holders perceive 
their evaluations to be in conflict. As such, measures of subjective 
ambivalence are considered direct measures (Conner & Sparks, 2002; 
Jonas, Broemer, & Diehl, 2000, for a more extended explanation of 
these measures, also see Chapter 1). Both measures of subjective and 
objective ambivalence appear in different form in the literature on 
attitudinal ambivalence, but in general, they rely on self-reports (but 
see Mikulincer, Shaver, Bar-on, and Ein-dor, 2010, for an implicit 
measure of relational ambivalence). 

There are several considerations about the measurement of 
ambivalence that deserve attention. First, self-report measures of 
attitudes are likely to be sensitive to the salience of specific aspect 
of the attitude, and this may vary as a result of context (e.g. Jonas et 
al., 2000; Smith, Schwarz, Roberts, & Ubel, 2006; Strack, Martin, & 
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Schwarz, 1988; van der Pligt, de Vries, Manstead, & van Harreveld, 
2000). Consider for instance your attitude toward beer. You might 
hold both positive and negative evaluations concerning beer. Your 
positive evaluation, however, may be more salient to you when you 
are in a bar with your friends, whereas your negative evaluation may 
be more salient in the morning when you are frantically searching 
for an aspirin. Similarly, framing ambivalence in terms of indecision, 
conflict and mixed feelings, may render the negative aspects 
of evaluative conflict salient (see Chapter 3), whereas framing 
ambivalence in terms of balanced opinions may render more 
positive aspects salient (Maio et al., 2001). As such, these differences 
in salience are likely to influence both measures of objective and 
subjective ambivalence.

Related, both measures inherently rely on the degree of 
knowledge about, or insight in, ones own evaluations, which may 
not be complete or even accurate (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Especially 
the measure of objective ambivalence, in which participants are 
requested to evaluate the positive and negative evaluations separately, 
is quite demanding in this regard. It entails actively ignoring one 
aspect of the topic while assessing the other. It is questionable 
that people are actually able to reflect on their evaluations in this 
manner, for example because suppressing thoughts may even cause 
the suppressed thought to become more salient (Wegner, Schneider, 
Carter III, & White, 1987). 

Finally, assessing ambivalence per se may cause the construct to 
become salient and influence experience (in relation to ambivalence 
see Chapter 3, or for a general overview, see Schwarz, 1999). This 
concern seems to be most relevant in the context of subjective 
ambivalence measures, but also repeatedly asking people to report 
their evaluations may lead people to experience more ambivalence, 
again leading to a different experience. 

These are no trivial matters. Especially measures of subjective 
ambivalence are often used as a manipulation check in ambivalence 
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research (e.g. Newby-Clark et al., 2001; Nordgren et al., 2006; van 
Harreveld, Rutjens, et al., 2009; Roster & Richins, 2009) while the 
focus of the research lies in some other domain, such as affective 
responses or coping. Given the fact that coping responses are 
assumed to be a consequence of the negative affect caused by 
ambivalence, using self-report measures may amplify the results 
from such research (this is also related to the mere measurement 
effect, for a discussion on this topic, see Chapter 3). Additionally, 
measures of objective ambivalence may not really objectively reflect 
the degree to which people have positive and negative evaluations 
about a certain topic. 

A possible solution for such problems may lie in the use of 
measures that do not rely on self-report (or introspection). Some 
researchers used response times as indicators of activation of 
both negative and positive aspects of ambivalent attitudes (Petty, 
Tormala, Briñol, & Jarvis, 2006). As we have seen, however, response 
time measures cannot really capture the dynamic process that the 
experience of ambivalence is. Chapter 2 in this dissertation showed 
that minute arm movements could reliably distinguish between 
ambivalent and univalent stimuli. As a consequence, mouse 
trajectories reveal specific patterns for ambivalence vs. univalence. 
Such a measure, in which people only have to move their mouse 
toward a position on the computer screen, does not impose any 
demands on introspection regarding their ambivalence and may 
instead reflect the degree to which a concept is associated with 
opposing evaluations. In other words, the participant is not aware of 
the construct that is being assessed. 

Mouse trajectories may also be able to tell us more about 
ambivalence than mere activation or competition. Instead, the 
pattern of the trajectory can give us detailed information about the 
manner information processing (Freeman & Dale, 2012). As such, 
different patterns may be helpful in distinguishing different types 
of ambivalence. Intracomponent ambivalence refers to ambivalence 
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that is the result of conflicting cognitions (cognitive/cognitive 
conflict) or affective responses (affective/affective conflict) (van 
Harreveld, van der Pligt, et al., 2009). Intercomponent ambivalence 
or affective-cognitive ambivalence refers to ambivalence that is 
the result of a conflict between cognitions and affective responses 
(Lavine et al., 1998; Maio et al., 2000). In this dissertation we did 
not differentiate between different types of ambivalence (i.e. our 
ambivalence manipulations were not differentiated by whether they 
were cognitive or affective or both). A fine-grained measure like the 
Mousetracker, however, may be able to distinguish different types of 
processing for different types of conflict. As an example, cognitive-
cognitive conflict may yield continuous competition between 
evaluations indicating a single process, whereas affective-cognitive 
competition may result in bi-model distributions of response 
trajectories, indicating a dual-process. 

Thus, mouse trajectories could potentially offer an interesting 
way to unobtrusively measure ambivalence. Before employing such a 
measure, however, it is important to make sure that the trajectories 
are influenced by ambivalence only, to establish divergent validity. 
In this dissertation, the control conditions always consisted of 
manipulations that evoked relative univalence (i.e. one-sided 
evaluations) in our participants. This makes sense, as a univalent 
attitude consists of one-sided (compared to two-sided) evaluations. 
Other controls, such as neutral attitude objects (clothe hangers) or 
conflict between two attitudes (high-heeled shoes and sandals) might 
shed more light on the discriminatory value of mouse trajectories 
in measuring ambivalence. Possibly, neutral attitude objects show 
less complex mouse trajectories compared to ambivalent attitude 
objects, whereas conflict between two attitudes may yield more 
complex mouse trajectories compared to ambivalent attitudes. 

In a similar vain, experienced ambivalence can also be 
reflected in spontaneous body movement. Our work shows that 
thinking about an ambivalent topic results in shifts in body weight 
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from one side to the other. These movements have been shown to be 
reliably correlated with subjective measures of ambivalence. Thus, 
they reflect the degree to which the participant is experiencing 
ambivalence, without assessing the construct directly. As such, body 
movements could be explored as a possible way to assess subjective 
ambivalence.

Ambivalence is not just in your head
Although the idea of evaluative conflict such as ambivalence 

would seem a matter of the mind, we found that ambivalence extends 
its influence to the rest of the body. More specifically, it seems that 
the experience of ambivalence is related to different sides of our 
body. In Chapter 4 we saw that people literally move from side to 
side when they think about an ambivalent topic. As such, it seems 
that movement related to ambivalence takes place on the (mental) 
horizontal plane (i.e. from left to right and vice versa). 

We often use the horizontal plane in thought. Representing 
concepts on the horizontal dimension facilitates mental reasoning 
and provides processing efficiency (Chatterjee, 2011). In fact, 
our mind structures a multitude of opposing evaluations on the 
horizontal plane. Figures that are perceived to be more independent 
and in control, for instance, are placed more to the left in a frame, 
compared to figures who are not, who are placed to the right 
(Chatterjee, Southwood, & Basilico, 1999; Maass, Suitner, Favaretto, 
& Cignacchi, 2009). People tend to put big numbers to the right and 
smaller numbers to the left (Restle, 1970). Furthermore, people who 
are right-handed tend to place positive images in the rightward space 
and negative images in the leftward space (Casasanto, 2009). Time is 
also mapped from left to right, with the past being represented to the 
left and the future to the right side of the dimension (Lakens, Semin, 
& Garrido, 2011). The specific direction of the spatial representation 
is rather arbitrary and can be influenced by experience (e.g. writing 
and reading direction, handedness, Casasanto, 2009; Chatterjee, 
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2011; Maass et al., 2009). 
The mental representations of sides can in turn activate 

accompanying motor patterns. In essence this is consistent with the 
results of Chapter 2 where we provided the spatial representation of 
the opposing sides on the horizontal plane externally by presenting 
response buttons left and right on a computer screen. We observed 
that mouse trajectories revealed minute movements associated with 
the two opposing sides activated in the evaluation task. Horizontal 
mappings of opposing categories (such as positive and negative) 
however, can also occur spontaneously (Lakens, et al., 2011). 

Because ambivalent attitude objects activate opposing 
evaluations (de Liver et al., 2007), it may well be that people 
spontaneously represent these evaluations on the horizontal plane. 
In turn, people’s bodies respond to these opposing evaluations, 
causing the specific side-to-side movement observed in Study 4.1. 
Investigating the functionality of these types of movements could 
provide an interesting avenue for future research. 

If it is true, for instance, that the movement of the body has 
functional properties when considering ambivalence, restraining 
these movements may hinder people in resolving their ambivalence. 
This would be in accordance with research showing that processes 
in which body movement plays a role, can be seriously affected by 
limitations of those movements. When people, for instance, are 
not allowed to gesture while talking to a listener, they have more 
difficulty describing spatial content (Rauscher, Kraus, & Chen, 
1996). When people have to judge whether a sentence describing a 
rotational movement such as “Jane started the car” (clock-wise) is 
sensible, they are relatively slower to do so when their hand makes a 
rotational movement in the opposite direction (in this case; counter-
clockwise) compared to when they make a rotational movement in 
the same direction (in this case; clock-wise) (Zwaan & Taylor, 2006). 
Future research could test whether restraining body movement can 
impair subsequent evaluations or increase the experienced difficulty 
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of the mental process. 
The above speculations, however, seem to be at odds with our 

findings of Study 4.2. Here, it became clear that our body not only 
responds to, but also influences our experience of ambivalence and 
moving side-to-side caused people to experience more ambivalence. 
This suggests that body movement will not help resolve ambivalence 
at all, but in fact, will make things worse. 

This possible paradox may be resolved by considering that 
although the two findings mirror each other, they may operate on the 
basis of different processes. Whereas the experience of ambivalence 
may trigger functional responses such as moving from side to side 
in order to aid mental processing, body movements may influence 
experiences more on the experiential level through a process of 
bodily feedback. When people spontaneously move from side to side 
when they are ambivalent, this movement will become associated 
with the experience of ambivalence. Inducing the movement may 
signal that something is ambivalent on an experiential level, without 
increasing activation of underlying evaluations per se. 

Our findings concerning body movement and ambivalence 
may not be restricted to ambivalence and may have implications for 
research on decision-making. Ambivalence refers to the existence 
of positive and negative evaluations within one attitude object 
(e.g. “The pink pumps are pretty, but also very uncomfortable”) 
(Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al., 1995), however, similar kinds 
of evaluative conflict can occur between attitude objects (e.g. 
“Should I buy the uncomfortable pumps or the more comfortable 
sandals?”). Other types of doubt and conflict may have comparable 
effects as ambivalence. When faced with such situations, side-to-
side movement may be a factor that can either help (by freeing up 
cognitive capacity) or hinder (by inducing feelings of doubt) when 
people have to decide under circumstances of doubt and conflict.
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Ambivalence and context
Experiences of ambivalence are strongly dependent on 

context. For instance, when opposing evaluations are made more 
accessible (Newby-Clark et al., 2002) people feel more ambivalent. 
Similarly, discomfort as a result of ambivalence is strongest in a 
context that demands a choice (van Harreveld, Rutjens, et al., 2009). 
Mode of thought in a particular moment has also been found to 
influence the experience of ambivalence. 

Construal level, for example, broadly refers to the level 
of abstraction of thought. When employing a low level construal, 
people think in a more concrete way, focus is more on the specifics 
of the situation, and information is unstructured. When employing 
a high level construal, people tend to focus more on the situation 
as a whole and the integration of the all the aspects. The act of 
writing, for instance, can be construed on a low level as typing in 
letters, or in a more abstract way as shaping thoughts into text. When 
people think about ambivalent attitudes at a low level of construal, 
the dissimilarities and oppositions become more apparent, and 
experiences of ambivalence are stronger (de Liver, 2007). All of 
these factors are external to the ambivalent attitude (i.e. they do not 
influence the evaluations per se) but do influence experiences of 
ambivalence. 

The findings in this dissertation can also be understood as 
contextual effects. In Chapter 3, for instance, we found that asking 
people about their ambivalence, influences subsequent affective 
responses. Thus, a context in which people become aware of their 
ambivalence increases the experience of negative feelings. In Study 
4.2 body movement increased ratings on the measure of subjective 
ambivalence. Here, the context demanded people to move from 
side to side, as such increasing their experience of ambivalence. 
Furthermore, in Chapter 2, people responded to a dichotomous 
choice (positive vs. negative). Such a choice situation provides a 
context in which both sides of the attitude are activated and salient, 
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leading to experiences of ambivalence. 

It’s the experience, stupid!
The experience of ambivalence plays a pivotal role in this 

dissertation. In most of the cases the experience of ambivalence 
is based on inconsistent underlying evaluations of positivity and 
negativity. But, as we have seen in Chapter 2, this is not always 
necessary. For instance, one could experience feelings of ambivalence 
when looking at a particular picture, while, when explicitly asked, 
the positive and negative thoughts are not in conflict at al.

Indeed, in Study 2.1 we saw that unfamiliar ambivalent 
attitude objects (i.e. images) did not differ from unfamiliar univalent 
attitude objects in terms of objective ambivalence. This means that 
the separate evaluations of positivity and negativity of the unfamiliar 
ambivalent attitude objects were no more in conflict with each other 
than the separate evaluations of positivity and negativity of the 
unfamiliar univalent attitude objects. Nevertheless, these unfamiliar 
ambivalent attitude objects did evoke stronger experiences of 
ambivalence than the unfamiliar univalent attitude objects. Thus, 
participants felt very ambivalent about these objects, but this was only 
reflected by their experience ambivalence, and not by the underlying 
evaluations. Moreover, the patterns of mental processing for these 
attitude objects were the same as those for attitude objects for which 
there were conflicting evaluations of positivity and negativity (i.e. 
abortion), suggesting that for this pattern, it is not necessary to 
have conflict between explicit positive and negative evaluations. 
Furthermore, ambivalent images of food showed different patterns 
in mental processing compared to other types of attitude objects, but 
self-report measures revealed that these images were experienced in 
the same way as other attitude objects (Study 2.2). 

In Chapter 3 it became clear that increasing the salience of 
ambivalence, or forcing people to look their internal conflict in the 
eye, is the cause of negative feelings accompanying ambivalence, 



106

again underlining the importance of the subjective experience. 
Similarly, experiences of ambivalence were correlated with side-
to-side movements in Study 4.1 and such movements, in turn, 
influenced experiences of ambivalence in Study 4.2. 

If it is true that the experience of ambivalence is the most 
important variable in predicting effects of conflicting evaluations 
concerning an attitude object, is there still a role for objective 
ambivalence? Does it matter whether there are opposing evaluations 
in memory? Of course, it is easier to experience conflict about 
attitude objects about which people hold both negative and 
positive evaluations, but without the experience it has no effects 
and, moreover, objective ambivalence may not even be a stringent 
prerequisite. As stated above, even attitude objects that do not have 
strong links in memory can elicit experiences of ambivalence (Study 
2.1). Future research could investigate whether measures of objective 
ambivalence will predict effects of ambivalence above and beyond 
measures of subjective ambivalence that tap into the experience of 
ambivalence. 

The importance of the experience of ambivalence presents us 
with a Catch 22. In order to assess the influence of the experience 
of ambivalence, we need to measure experienced ambivalence. But, 
as we have seen, measuring experienced ambivalence influences its 
very nature. This underlines the importance of finding measures of 
the experience of ambivalence that do not rely on introspection and 
can measure it in an unobtrusive way. As discussed before, assessing 
body movement may provide a first step in developing such a 
measure, although other possibilities may also be explored. 

Recent theorizing has suggested that the experience of 
ambivalence is in essence an expectancy violation (Proulx, Inzlicht, 
& Harmon-Jones, 2012). An expectancy violation can be understood 
as an experience that is inconsistent with people’s beliefs or goals. 
Examples of expectancy violations are the experience of acting 
against one’s own beliefs (cognitive dissonance), lack of control over 
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outcomes (control threat) or the notion that we are mortal and shall 
one day die (mortality salience). 

Although these experiences have been investigated in many 
different paradigms, the authors argue that responses to these 
different types of expectancy violations can actually be understood 
in terms of a single motivational account. This motivational account 
states that because these inconsistencies trigger some form of 
negative arousal, they trigger similar coping responses. Ambivalence 
as well, can be understood as a violation of the general expectancy of 
people that their attitudes are either positive or negative. Viewed in 
this manner, ambivalence should not differ from other expectancy 
violations such as cognitive dissonance, control threat and mortality 
salience because all of these types of inconsistencies tend to lead to 
similar kinds of coping (Proulx et al., 2012). 

This parsimonious account explaining coping responses to a 
variety of phenomena is commendable. Nevertheless, even though 
different inconsistency violations cause similar coping strategies, this 
does not mean that all inconsistency violations can be considered 
similar. One solution to many problems does not necessarily mean 
there is only one problem. In fact, this dissertation shows that 
ambivalence causes some relatively specific consequences that do 
not necessarily overlap with other inconsistency violations. 

In Chapter 2, for instance, we found cognitive competition 
between evaluations as a result of ambivalence. This finding was 
predicted on the bases of the notion of cognitive conflict in the 
literature on ambivalence. As such, it is not necessarily so that these 
findings would also pertain to, for instance mortality salience, for 
which such an assumption does not exist. Furthermore, the physical 
responses to ambivalence, as described in Chapter 4 seem to be 
specific to ambivalence (or, other forms of doubt), but are hard to 
imagine as a result of, for instance, control threat. As such, these 
findings seem to set ambivalence apart from other inconsistency 
violations, for which these findings are less likely.
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Concluding remarks
The work in this dissertation adds to the existing literature on 

ambivalence by researching evaluative conflict in an innovative way. 
It assesses consequences and antecedents of ambivalence on three 
fundamental levels: cognition, feeling, and behavior. Ambivalence in 
its basic form is competition between evaluations and the subjective 
experience that accompanies it is expressed in feelings and body 
movements. The degree to which this happens seems to be largely 
dependent on context. By investigating this topic I hope to have 
shed more light on the way we experience evaluative conflict and 
ways in which to research it. 

 


