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 “The surest way to lose truth is to pretend that one already wholly possesses it.” 
Gordon Allport (1960, p.17) 

Conflict is an intricate part of life. Often, this conflict is not with other people, 
but within ourselves: we are ambivalent about whether or not to go 
backpacking for a year, whether or not to change the first sentence of the 
paper we are writing, or whether or not to go running today. Using 
behavioral, self-report, and physiological (facial EMG, fMRI) measures, the 
research in this dissertation aimed to investigate how individuals are affected 
by, and deal with, ambivalence. We focused on three questions: First, what are 
the circumstances under which ambivalence results in negative affect as 
reflected by physiological and self-report measures? Second, how does 
contextual information help to reduce evaluative conflict in a forced choice 
situation? And third, is delaying a choice about an ambivalent topic a 
naturally occurring phenomenon, and what are its effects on negative affect 
and experienced ambivalence when the choice finally has to be made?  

Ambivalence and affect 

For many years it was thought that ambivalence elicits negative affect because 
it violates fundamental consistency motives (e.g., Briñol & Petty, 2005; 
McGregor, Newby-Clark, & Zanna, 1999). This idea is based on cognitive 
dissonance theory, which states that perceiving a mismatch between personal 
beliefs is experienced as aversive (Festinger, 1957), because “inconsistency 
serves as an epistemic cue for errors in one’s system of beliefs” (Gawronski, 
2012, p. 652). Ambivalence represents such an inconsistency on a general 
attitude level (“I like and dislike Bob”) and was therefore suggested to be 
experienced negatively. However, this claim was not consistently supported 
by research findings. Some studies have shown a positive relation between 
ambivalence and negative affect (e.g., Hass, Katz, Rizzo, Bailey, & Moore, 
1992), whereas others have revealed no relation, or even a reverse one with 
physiological arousal (Maio, Greenland, Bernard, & Esses, 2001). In Chapter 2 
and 3 of this dissertation, we aimed to contribute to the clarification of this 
seemingly fuzzy relation between ambivalence and negative affect.  

Some research has shown that conflicts are inherently aversive (Dreisbach & 
Fischer, 2012; Phaf & Rotteveel, 2012). Presenting conflicting Stroop stimuli 
(mismatch between ink color and word meaning) before neutral target 
stimuli, for example, leads to more negative judgments of the neutral targets 
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than presenting Stroop stimuli for which ink color and word meaning match 
(Fritz & Dreisbach, 2013). To investigate whether processing ambivalent 
stimuli has a similar effect due to the inherent conflict between opposingly 
valenced information, we assessed activity in two facial muscles (m. 
zygomaticus major, m. corrugator supercilii) continuously during the 
presentation of positive, negative, or positive and negative information about 
fictitious target persons (Chapter 3, task 1). The m. zygomaticus major pulls 
the corners of the mouth up into a smile and the m. corrugator supercilii 
lowers the eyebrows into a frown (van Boxtel, 2010). Zygomaticus major and 
corrugator supercilii have been reliably associated with positive and negative 
affect, respectively (Larsen, Norris, & Cacioppo, 2003). Results revealed that 
the affective response to ambivalent information was similar to the response 
to positive information: We found increased zygomaticus major and 
decreased corrugator supercilii activation for processing of ambivalent 
compared to negative information, suggesting that processing ambivalent 
information does not spontaneously elicit negative affect. 

In order to identify factors that could determine when ambivalence results in 
negative affect, others have suggested that ambivalence-induced negative 
affect only occurs if individuals have to make a choice and therefore commit 
to one side of their attitude (van Harreveld, Rutjens, Rotteveel, Nordgren, & 
van der Pligt, 2009). In this case, negative affect was thought to be the result of 
anticipating negative consequences of one’s choice. Van Harreveld and 
colleagues indeed found that when participants were forced to make a 
dichotomous, consequential choice about an ambivalent topic, participants 
experienced more physiological arousal after having made the choice than 
participants who did not have to make a choice. Additionally, they found 
physiological arousal to be mediated by self-reported uncertainty about the 
outcomes of the choice, suggesting that physiological arousal was indeed 
negatively valenced in this study. However, in their study participants were 
asked to make a choice and this choice had relatively severe consequences 
(participants had to write an essay on their chosen opinion, which could be 
published in a student newspaper with their name attached to it), so that 
possible negative choice consequences may have inflated the negative 
affective response to ambivalence in the choice situation.  

This study was used as a starting point for investigating the role of choice in 
ambivalence-induced negative affect. We started off by disentangling the 



General Discussion |125 
 

effect of having to make a choice from the effect of choice consequences. In the 
fMRI study reported in Chapter 2, we differentiated between choices that 
either had relatively minor or more severe consequences by manipulating the 
number of times participants were allowed to make an ‘incorrect’ choice 
before losing money. Participants made general “for/against” choices about 
ambivalent and univalent topics (e.g., “Are you for or against organ 
donation?”). Interestingly, the severity of choice consequences (i.e. how 
relevant each choice was in terms of gains and punishment) did not matter for 
the experience of ambivalence and did not alter neural processes underlying 
the decision process, suggesting that the severity of negative consequences is 
not necessarily the driving factor of negative affect when processing 
ambivalence. Next to finding activation in a broad network of regions 
including ACC, PCC, and TPJ, we found that having to make a choice about 
ambivalent stimuli engages brain regions related to the experience of negative 
emotional states and processing emotional salience, such as the insula (Menon 
& Uddin, 2010; Phan, Wager, Taylor, & Liberzon, 2002). Choice conflict on the 
basis of inconsistent (positive vs. negative) evaluations was thus sufficient to 
result in greater activation in emotion-related brain regions.  

Ambivalence is negative when it turns into choice conflict 

The previous findings suggested that ambivalence does not spontaneously 
elicit negative affect outside of a forced choice context and that if a choice has 
to be made about an ambivalent issue, it is associated with physiological 
arousal and greater activation in brain regions associated with emotion-
processing. This raises the question what it is about having to make a choice 
that makes ambivalence more negative. According to Festinger (1957), 
inconsistencies are aversive and as suggested above, ambivalence represents 
such an inconsistency in that a person (or object, or issue) is simultaneously 
liked and disliked (e.g., “I like and dislike Bob”). However, liking and at the 
same time disliking Bob is based on more specific associations with Bob (“Bob 
is intelligent = I like Bob”, “Bob is dominant = I dislike Bob”). Yet, Bob being 
intelligent does not logically preclude Bob from being dominant, meaning that 
(on a more specific level) ambivalent evaluations do not have to be 
inconsistent. Looking at ambivalence this way suggests when it should result 
in negative affect and when it should not. A negative affective response to 
ambivalence is dependent on whether the ambivalent evaluations are 
inconsistent in the current choice situation, and thus create choice conflict.  
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Such a choice conflict can occur, for example, when someone asks you 
whether you are for or against organ donation (e.g., Chapter 2). Here, the 
inconsistency becomes clear, the question refers to your overall evaluation of 
organ donation, which is positive and negative and thus implies two different 
choices (e.g., “for and against”). However, when asked whether Bob (see 
above) is intelligent, the inconsistency of ambivalence (like and dislike) is 
present but irrelevant, because whether you think he is dominant has nothing 
to do with whether you find him intelligent or not. This suggests that it is not 
the choice itself that elicits negative affect, but that choice can serve as a catalyzer 
that stresses the inconsistency that ambivalence can represent. If the choice 
highlights an inconsistency among evaluations and thereby leaves the 
individual in suspense, ambivalence elicits negative affect. In short, 
ambivalence becomes negative when it turns into choice conflict.  

This idea was tested in Chapter 3. Specifically, to investigate whether 
ambivalence only results in negative affect if ambivalence turns into choice 
conflict due to inconsistent evaluations, we manipulated the possibility to 
temporarily resolve inconsistency between evaluative tendencies in a choice 
context while measuring facial EMG. To do that we presented participants 
with positive and/or negative information about fictitious target persons. 
Subsequently we presented these target persons in different evaluative 
contexts, which either made one of the evaluative aspects more important for 
the choice at hand than the other (thereby decreasing inconsistency) or made 
both aspects similarly important (highlighting the inconsistency). For 
example, asking whether Bob, who is dumb and friendly, may be a good 
bartender may be relatively difficult to answer because both opposing 
characteristics (dumb, friendly) are relevant when judging the ability to be a 
bartender. In this case, the ambivalent characteristics create an inconsistency 
(dumb = not a good bartender, friendly = good bartender) and thus it presents 
participants with a choice conflict: each chosen option is inconsistent with one 
part of their evaluation. However, asking whether Bob would be good at 
providing others with financial advice may not create choice conflict and thus 
be relatively easy to answer as the evaluative context (good financial advisor) 
makes one of the characteristics (i.e. dumb) more relevant than the other. 
Evaluative context can thus help resolve ambivalence toward Bob in this choice 
situation without resolving ambivalence toward Bob in general (see also 
results on ambivalence measures, Chapters 3 and 4). Note that in both cases 
ambivalent information is presented before the evaluative context, so that 
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opposing evaluations are equally accessible before evaluative context is 
presented. Indeed we found that ambivalence was relatively more negative 
(reflected by a decrease in zygomaticus activation) when ambivalence created 
choice conflict, thus when ambivalent evaluations created an inconsistency in 
the current context that could not be resolved. When a choice had to be made, 
but evaluative context could help resolve conflict in the choice situation, 
participants showed less negative affect within 500ms after stimulus 
presentation compared to when ambivalence could not be resolved. Within 
500ms after stimulus presentation, affective responses to situationally 
resolvable ambivalent information could not be distinguished from affective 
responses to univalent information. Notably, relatively more negative affect to 
unresolvable ambivalent stimuli in a choice situation was thus even found 
before participants had made a choice, suggesting that inconsistent evaluations 
can result in negative affect even before one has committed to one of the 
choice options. If, however, ambivalence is present but the conflict among 
opposite evaluations is irrelevant, either because no choice has to be made or 
because one of the evaluations is more important than the other in the current 
choice situation (what we have called ‘situationally resolvable ambivalence’), 
ambivalence does not elicit negative affect. 

This leads us to the conclusion that ambivalence is indeed only negatively 
valenced when ambivalent evaluations are inconsistent and create a choice 
conflict. It is thus not the choice itself which makes ambivalence negative, but 
choice conflict on the basis of logically inconsistent evaluations.  

The inconsistency between evaluative tendencies was manipulated by 
creating choice conflicts, and the role of inconsistency between evaluative 
tendencies outside of a choice context was not investigated in this dissertation 
(see General Discussion, Chapter 3). Finding negative affect due to 
inconsistency between evaluative tendencies is thus interpreted in the context 
of forced choice paradigms. In future studies it may be interesting to 
investigate whether presenting ambivalent, inconsistent information outside 
of a choice context may lead to similar effects. Likewise, it could be examined 
whether a choice context which also allows participants to choose a ‘mixed’ 
option yields these effects. Previous research has shown that expressing an 
opinion that is not your own leads to ‘typical’ cognitive dissonance effects, 
such as attitude change in the direction of the expressed attitude (Shaffer, 
1975). Ambivalent individuals are forced to go against one side of their 
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evaluation in a dichotomous choice context (see Chapter 1), offering a ‘mixed’ 
choice option eliminates that aspect. If it is the unpleasantness of an 
inconsistency itself instead of having to go against one side of the attitude, 
then ambivalence should also result in negative affect without creating a 
choice conflict. However, this remains an empirial question for now. 

 

 

 

 

The complexity of ambivalence resolution is context-dependent  

The findings reported in this dissertation confirm that processing ambivalent 
information is more complex than processing univalent information if 
respondents have to make a choice (Bargh, Chaiken, Govender, & Pratto, 
1992; De Liver, van der Pligt, & Wigboldus, 2006; van Harreveld, van der 
Pligt, de Vries, Wenneker, & Verhue, 2004). In addition to the longer response 
times for ambivalent than univalent choices in Chapters 2 and 4, studies in 
these two chapters also indicate a relatively stronger engagement of several 
brain regions (ACC extending into lPFC, PCC/precuneus, TPJ, insula) when 
processing ambivalent information compared to processing univalent 
information. These findings are in line with the Iterative Reprocessing Model of 
Evaluation (IR Model; Cunningham, Zelazo, Packer, & van Bavel, 2007), which 
suggests that evaluations of a stimulus take place in several cycles during 
which information is interpreted and re-interpreted until a motivationally 
sufficient response has been reached. A motivationally sufficient response 
may be reached quickly if associations are of the same valence and thus not 
conflicting. Yet if associations are conflicting, these evaluations leave residual 
evaluative conflict so that additional evaluative cycles are necessary to reach a 
satisfactory response. This additional reprocessing of information is reflected 
in longer response latencies when evaluating ambivalent stimuli. 

Extending previous findings, in Chapter 3 and 4 we investigated how 
contextual information (i.e. evaluative context) can help resolve evaluative 
conflict. Next to assessing how resolving conflict is reflected in affective 
responses measured by facial EMG, we were also interested in how the 
process of resolving conflict is reflected in neural activity measured by fMRI. 

The first conclusion is thus that ambivalence only results in negative affect (in some

studies represented by a decrease in positive affect) if ambivalence creates a choice

conflict based on inconsistent evaluations. 
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We thus used a similar person perception paradigm in the fMRI study 
reported in Chapter 4 as we did in Chapter 3. In line with the results of 
Chapter 3, showing that the affective response to ambivalence is influenced by 
the ability to resolve inconsistency through context within 500ms after 
stimulus presentation, we observed in Chapter 4 that brain regions were 
differentially activated depending on the possibility to situationally resolve 
ambivalence. We found increasing involvement of ACC, lPFC, and 
PCC/precuneus from univalent to situationally resolvable to situationally 
unresolvable ambivalent information in a choice context as indicated by how 
much ambivalence participants reported to experience about each trial. This 
finding was also mirrored by response times increasing from univalent to 
situationally resolvable to relatively unresolvable ambivalent choices.  

We have interpreted these findings in line with Cunningham and Zelazo’s 
Iterative Reprocessing Model of Evaluations (2007). In line with this model, these 
findings suggests that evaluative information is processed in a dynamic 
fashion in order to reach an appropriate evaluative response, with ACC, PCC 
and prefrontal regions playing a central role in the detection of evaluative 
conflict and its resolution. Because of its suggested role in conflict detection 
and monitoring (e.g., Botvinick et al., 2004; Bush et al., 2000), we believe that 
ACC signals general evaluative conflict in the context of ambivalence. This 
may be accompanied by greater activation in PCC, which has been related to 
signaling the need for a change in behavioral strategies (Leech & Sharp, 2014). 
In line with the IR model, we suggest that evaluative information is then 
reprocessed in lateral prefrontal regions where evaluative context is taken into 
account to weigh evaluative aspects in order to resolve conflict. If this does 
not solve competing evaluative tendencies, ACC and PCC continue to be 
engaged and may signal the necessity for further reprocessing of information. 
Additionally, increased activity in the insula was observed during processing 
of situationally unresolvable ambivalent stimuli. This mirrors results of 
Chapter 3, where decreased m. zygomaticus major activity was found only for 
situationally unresolvable ambivalent stimuli in a choice context. Increased 
activity in the insula may suggest a relatively stronger negative affective 
response to ambivalent stimuli in a choice conflict.  

The second conclusion of this dissertation is that neural regions are engaged based on the

resolvability of evaluative conflict. ACC, PCC, and prefrontal regions seem to play a

major role in the detection and resolution of ambivalence. 
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This line of reasoning is supported by the increased activation in ACC from 
situationally resolvable trials (> univalent trials) to situationally unresolvable 
trials (> resolvable trials). If evaluative context would be taken into account 
before detection of conflict, regions engaged by processing of situationally 
resolvable information should be similar to those engaged by processing of 
univalent information since only one aspect of the attitude representation 
would be relevant for the evaluation. The resolution of evaluative conflict is 
likely to be mediated by medial and lateral prefrontal regions (e.g., lateral 
frontal pole), yet this conclusion is tentative since these regions were found 
subthreshold and their engagement may depend on whether situational 
information is present that can help resolve ambivalence (see argumentation 
above).  

These findings may have interesting implications for complex decision 
making across the lifespan. Research in developmental psychology has shown 
that the way in which humans make complex decisions changes over the 
lifespan, much of which is attributed to developmental changes in brain 
structure and functioning. For instance, ACC and dorsolateral PFC seem to 
develop until after the age of fourteen (Crone, Zanolie, van Leijenhorst, 
Westenberg, & Rombouts, 2008). We have found that these regions are both 
crucial in the detection and resolution of ambivalence (Chapter 2 and 4). 
Immaturity of these regions may have essential implications for the way in 
which ambivalence is processed by the (pre-)adolescent brain. It may be, for 
instance, that (pre-)adolescents are more tolerant to ambivalence, as they may 
need a more prominent evaluative conflict to detect ambivalence. When 
detected, (pre-)adolescents may have a greater difficulty to resolve evaluative 
conflict, and especially have a stronger emotional response due to the for the 
rest relatively mature limbic system (Casey, Jones, & Hare, 2008). Research 
may show whether indeed lesser activation in some and greater activation in 
other brain regions can predict the success with which ambivalence is 
resolved in the developing brain.  

Important to note here is that fMRI has a relatively low temporal resolution as 
a tradeoff to its good spatial resolution, which leaves us speculating about the 
temporal order in which regions are engaged. Future research should use 
methods that allow for temporal tracing of evaluative processes to shed more 
light on the temporal development of evaluative responses and the interplay 
between medial and lateral prefrontal structures in resolving ambivalence. 
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Moreover, even though we suggest that evaluative context is taken into 
account after detection of evaluative conflict, this is based on an experimental 
design in which conflicting stimulus and context are presented 
simultaneously. However, research has unequivocally shown that context can 
shape the way a stimulus is perceived, especially if it is presented beforehand 
(e.g., Prinsen, de Ridder, & de Vet, 2013; Schwarz & Clore, 2003). Thus, 
presenting an evaluative context before the conflicting stimulus (e.g., “Do you 
think the following person may be a good financial advisor?”) may tune the 
individual toward the aspects that are relevant to answer this question, and 
thereby influence the emergence of evaluative conflict.  

When ambivalence cannot be resolved? 

Whereas in the previous paragraphs it was discussed that resolving 
ambivalence may be relatively easy and happen quickly in some contexts, in 
other contexts resolving ambivalence may be more cognitively complex 
(Chapter 4). Given that humans in general seek to minimize effort and 
maximize outcome (Principle of least effort; Zipf, 1949), it has been suggested 
that ambivalent individuals try other ways to cope with ambivalence that 
require less cognitive effort than resolving conflict (van Harreveld, van der 
Pligt et al., 2009). In the last empirical chapter a way of coping with 
ambivalence that does not necessarily require the individual to resolve 
ambivalence was explored: delaying an ambivalent choice. Surprisingly, 
choice delay has not previously been studied in ambivalent decision-making. 
In two field studies it was found that individuals are more likely to delay a 
choice about an ambivalent than a univalent topic. Subsequently, results of a 
lab study indicated that when given the possibility to delay an ambivalent 
choice, individuals more often chose to distract themselves rather than 
deliberate about the choice topic. Note that participants in all of these studies 
were not given any new information that could help them resolve 
ambivalence. It is thus possible that participants chose to distract themselves 
more often than deliberating about the topic because they believed that 
deliberating about the topic would only increase their evaluative conflict 
further. This interpretation is supported by the last study, in which 
deliberation increased and distraction decreased self-reported ambivalence for 
relatively ambivalent participants over the course of the experiment. 
Somewhat surprisingly, negative affect was not differentially affected by 
deliberation or distraction. Quite the contrary, we found that delaying any 
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choice, be it on a univalent or ambivalent topic, results in increasing self-
reported negative affect after over time. So while ambivalence leads to choice 
delay, this appears to be a counterproductive coping strategy. It may, 
however, be that these results would look different if participants were given 
new information that can help reduce evaluative conflict. In most day-to-day 
choice situations, when individuals delay a choice they are able to search for 
new information that may help them to resolve ambivalence (e.g., go online 
and search for information about abortion before voting for or against a new 
abortion legislation). Research has indeed shown that individuals generally 
search information in such a way that helps them resolve ambivalence 
(Nordgren, van Harreveld, & van der Pligt, 2006). New information that can 
help resolve ambivalence could increase the benefits of delaying a choice, and 
might make individuals more willing to deliberate.  

An interesting question is whether individuals first aim to resolve 
ambivalence using information in the evaluative context, or whether we are 
more likely to delay a choice before trying to resolve conflict. This question 
cannot be answered on the basis of the present data, however, given that 
effects of situational resolvability of ambivalence occur within 500ms after 
stimulus presentation, it seems likely that individuals first turn to evaluative 
context in order to resolve ambivalence. If this is unsuccessful and a choice 
can be delayed, they may try to delay the choice. Additionally, delay of a 
choice about an ambivalent topic may even be seen as situational resolution of 
ambivalence if it temporarily decreases the importance of the inconsistency 
between evaluative tendencies (i.e. “I am ambivalent about buying a house, 
but since I don’t have to think about it now, neither the positive nor the 
negative aspects are very important at the moment.”).  

The third conclusion may have important practical implications. People are 
often ambivalent about societal and political issues (e.g., eating meat, 
increasing taxes to support societal well-being, closing all coal-burning power 

Therefore, the third conclusion is that ambivalent individuals are indeed more likely to delay

a choice about an ambivalent topic. Additionally, if individuals are not given any new

information, they prefer to distract themselves rather than deliberate about the topic in the

time that is created through delaying. In general, delaying a choice about an ambivalent issue

may be less beneficial than making a choice immediately.  
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plants) and a general tendency to delay making up one’s minds on such issues 
can result in a misrepresentation of people’s opinion and involvement with an 
issue. One example may be fracking, in which water and chemicals are 
pumped into the earth at high pressures to gain access to natural gas that 
would otherwise be difficult to extract. This bears environmental risks, when 
at the same time it brings great financial benefits and independence from 
other countries with gas reserves. When people are ambivalent about 
fracking, they may delay resolving their ambivalence which could result in 
opinions being publicly expressed less often (e.g., demonstrations, debates) 
and lead politicians and decision-makers to believe that citizens are 
indifferent instead of ambivalent about the issue. Similarly, delaying in order 
to deliberate and integrate new information may also have negative 
implications despite good intentions to resolve ambivalence and make a well-
grounded choice. Politicians in the US, for example, are still debating the 
environmental risks of fracking, in the meantime letting the process continue 
despite potential risks (Urbina, 2011). Furthermore, the results presented here 
propose that independent of ambivalence and distraction, if you cannot 
gather more information, it may be more beneficial to make a choice right 
away. This may even decrease ambivalence in a cognitive dissonance 
reduction kind-of-way. 

The dynamics of ambivalence and its implications 

Traditionally, attitudes are viewed as relatively stable evaluations expressing 
some kind of favor and disfavor (Eagly & Chaiken, 1998). A considerable 
amount of research has shown though that the expression of these relatively 
stable evaluations can be influenced by context (e.g., Ferguson & Bargh, 2003; 
Schwarz & Clore, 1983; van der Pligt, de Vries, Manstead & van Harreveld, 
2000). On the basis of the research in this dissertation I believe that this is 
especially the case for ambivalent attitudes and that attitudinal ambivalence 
should not be seen as static, but as flexible and context-dependent. Contextual 
information determines how an ambivalent stimulus is processed and how 
affective responses to ambivalence develop over time by allowing individuals 
to weigh some evaluative aspect more than another (Chapters 3 and 4). 
Ambivalent attitudes thus allow for flexibility, in that the same object may be 
evaluated more positively in one, and more negatively in another context. 
Imagine having an overall ambivalent attitude towards cheesecake, in that 
you love the taste, but know it is relatively unhealthy. The situation then 
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determines whether you evaluate cheesecake more positively, more 
negatively, or experience evaluative conflict about it. You are probably less 
ambivalent about cheesecake on your birthday since cake is an essential part 
of birthdays! Similarly, you may also be less ambivalent about cheesecake on a 
Monday morning, because habits might dictate that you have muesli for a 
normal workday breakfast. Yet, on a Wednesday afternoon when you’re 
having coffee and the waiter asks whether you’d also like a cheesecake with 
your coffee, you are in a situation in which you may experience the full-blown 
conflict that ambivalence can create. A similar context-dependency of conflict 
experience has also been suggested by Jonas, Diehl, and Broemer (2000), who 
proposed that individuals experience ambivalence if context makes both sides 
of an ambivalent evaluation salient. Results of Chapter 3 suggest that it may 
not be salience of opposing evaluations that determines conflict experience, 
but conflict experience may depend on whether opposing evaluations are 
both relevant in a current context. If one side is made more relevant than the 
other, the ambivalent attitude structure stays the same, yet the evaluation that 
is expressed is based primarily on one of the evaluative components. The 
context-dependency of processing ambivalence also means that ambivalent 
stimuli should not always generate negative affect, but may also elicit positive 
affect dependent on the situation (cf. Chapter 3). Pillaud and colleagues, for 
example, suggest that  individuals can express ambivalent attitudes to convey 
a positive social image, so that being ambivalent may sometimes even be a 
desirable state (Pillaud, Cavazza, & Butera, 2013). We have suggested that 
ambivalence only results in negative affect if it creates a choice conflict based 
on inconsistent evaluations. 

Even though the final evaluation of an ambivalent stimulus is context-
dependent, we found that processing ambivalent information is more 
complex even if context can help decrease evaluative conflict (Chapter 4). It 
seems that we notice a potentially relevant evaluative conflict which alerts us 
that we have to ‘do something’, and subsequently search for cues that help 
reduce conflict. In that sense, the response to ambivalent stimuli is similar to 
other conflicts or unexpected events such as obstacles. Being confronted with 
an obstacle, for example, can foster a broader perceptual scope and a search 
for solutions in the immediate environment (Marguc, Förster, & van Kleef, 
2011; Marguc, van Kleef, & Förster, 2011), something also observed in Chapter 
4, where the data suggest that evaluative context was taken into account after 
ambivalence was detected. Additionally, obstacles have been shown to foster 
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creativity as they disrupt the normal processing flow (Marguc, van Kleef, & 
Förster, 2014). In a similar vein, it has been suggested that consistency 
violations such as ambivalence (cf. Proulx, Inzlicht, & Harmon-Jones, 2012) 
stimulate creativity and that artists use periods of uncertainty as an 
inspiration for their work (Proulx & Inzlicht, 2012). It remains an empirical 
question whether ambivalence indeed fosters creativity and whether a 
disruption in processing flow, uncertainty, or the complexity of inconsistent 
evaluations may be the driving force behind such an effect. What becomes 
clear, though, is that ambivalence and an individual’s response to 
ambivalence are dynamic and context-dependent.  

To conclude 

There are many things we are ambivalent about, and sometimes it may even 
be harder to think of something that we are not (to some degree) ambivalent 
about. We may love going on holidays, but dislike unpacking our suitcase 
once back home; and we may love and at the same time dread adventure. 
Ambivalent attitudes have been interpreted as an inconsistency that 
individuals are inherently motivated to resolve, but research in this 
dissertation suggests that ambivalence is very pliable. We may in general be 
ambivalent about a topic, yet the context in which we encounter the topic may 
determine whether the inconsistency of ambivalence is expressed and 
translates into affective and behavioral changes that motivate us to resolve it. 
Different contexts have a substantial influence on the dynamics of 
ambivalence processing. Being able to simultaneously process positivity and 
negativity and weighing this information in line with contextual information 
is evolutionarily adaptive in that it allows for a flexible behavioral response 
(Larsen, McGraw, & Cacioppo, 2001). Looking at the temporal sequence in 
which ambivalence develops and can be resolved, research in this dissertation 
suggests that ambivalence only elicits negative affect when inconsistency 
between evaluations becomes relevant in a choice context. Subsequently, this 
response can be downregulated by taking evaluative context into account, or 
by delaying the choice.  

The most important take-home message is thus that responses to ambivalence 
are dynamic and majorly influenced by situational variables. Contextual 
information determines how an ambivalent stimulus is processed, responded 
to and how affective responses to ambivalence develop over time by allowing 
individuals to weigh some evaluative aspect more than another. Attitudinal 
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ambivalence is thus not such a bad thing after all - ambivalence does not 
always elicit negative affect and it is often resolvable. However, if it is not, 
ambivalent decision-makers can experience the negative side of ambivalence, 
and coping by delaying a choice about an ambivalent topic seems to even 
increase negative affect. Attitudinal ambivalence thus can, but does not have 
to trigger a host of negative consequences, and I hope that future research will 
support the idea that ambivalence can also have positive effects dependent on 
context. 




