
http://crx.sagepub.com

Communication Research 

DOI: 10.1177/0093650209356441 
 2010; 37; 167 originally published online Feb 10, 2010; Communication Research

Anne Bartsch, Markus Appel and Dennis Storch 
 Need for Affect in Audiences’ Experience of Horror and Drama

Predicting Emotions and Meta-Emotions at the Movies: The Role of the

http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/37/2/167
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Communication Research Additional services and information for 

 http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://crx.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/37/2/167 Citations

 at ESPM on May 11, 2010 http://crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://crx.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://crx.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/37/2/167
http://crx.sagepub.com


Communication Research
37(2) 167 –190

© The Author(s) 2010
Reprints and permission: http://www. 
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

DOI: 10.1177/009365020356441
http://crx.sagepub.com
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Meta-Emotions at the 
Movies:  The Role of the 
Need for Affect in Audiences’ 
Experience of Horror  
and Drama

Anne Bartsch,1 Markus Appel,2 and Dennis Storch3

Abstract

Audiences are attracted to dramas and horror movies even though negative and 
ambivalent emotions are likely to be experienced. Research into the seemingly paradoxical 
enjoyment of this kind of media entertainment has typically focused on gender- and 
genre-specific needs and viewing motivations. Extending this line of research, the authors 
focus the role of the need for affect as a more general, gender- and genre-independent 
predictor of individual differences in the experience of emotions and meta-emotions (i.e., 
evaluative thoughts and feelings about one’s emotions). The article discusses a field study 
of moviegoers who attended the regular screening of a drama or a horror film. Results 
support the assumption that individuals high in need for affect experience higher levels 
of negative and ambivalent emotions and evaluate their emotions more positively on the 
level of meta-emotions. Controlling for the Big Five personality factors does not alter 
these effects. The results are discussed within an extended meta-emotion framework.
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More than 2,000 years ago, Aristippus of Cyrene speculated that the ultimate aim of human 
striving and behavior is to maximize pleasure and to minimize pain. Although the ethical 
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implications have been a matter of controversy since its inception, the hedonistic principle 
has a long and distinguished history in the psychology of emotion (see Arnold, 1960; 
 Lazarus, 1991; LeDoux, 2002). Most theories of emotion assume that individuals are motivated 
to seek and intensify pleasurable moods and emotions and to avoid or modify unpleasant 
ones. This view of human emotion regulation has been highly influential in the field of 
media psychology as well, specifically in terms of mood management theory (Zillmann, 
1988). The notion that individuals’ media choices are based on hedonistic needs and moti-
vations has been tested successfully in a number of studies (for a recent overview see 
Knobloch-Westerwick, 2006).

However, despite its undoubted success, the hedonistic principle has also faced nontriv-
ial challenges (see Oliver, 2007; Oliver & Bartsch, in press). Considering audiences’ taste 
for tales of tragedy and horror, the line dividing positive from negative affect is notoriously 
blurred. Research has repeatedly found that for certain members of the audience higher 
levels of negative affect are associated with higher levels of media enjoyment (David, 
 Horton, & German, 2008; Oliver, 1993; Oliver, Weaver & Sargent, 2000; Sparks, 1991; 
Zillmann, Weaver, Mundorf, & Aust, 1986). Thus, counter to the hedonistic default assump-
tion, it seems that at times individuals are motivated to seek, indulge, and enjoy the experi-
ence of negative emotions such as fear or sadness (Mayer & Gaschke, 1988; Oliver, 1993).

The purpose of our research is to further elucidate the experience of emotions and meta-
emotions (i.e., evaluative thoughts and feelings about emotions) in horror and drama audi-
ences. Both genres have been at the focus of research into the seemingly paradoxical 
enjoyment of negative emotions; however, little commonality has been found between 
them in terms of related needs and viewing motivations. To advance the development of a 
common explanatory framework, we considered the role of the need for affect (NFA; Maio 
& Esses, 2001) as a more general predictor of individuals’ engagement with emotional 
media experiences. Following an overview of theoretical concepts that deal with the enjoy-
ment of negative emotions, the NFA is introduced and related to this topic.

We conducted a field study of moviegoers who attended the regular screening of a 
drama or a horror film to examine the influence of the NFA on the experience of emotions 
and meta-emotions in these audiences. The influence of the Big Five personality factors 
(Costa & McCrae, 1992) is also considered to explore whether variance explained by the 
NFA could be reduced to more basic personality factors. The results of this study are dis-
cussed within an extended meta-emotion framework.

Theoretical Background
Several authors have dealt with the seemingly paradoxical enjoyment of negative emotions 
in media use (e.g., Appel, 2008; Maio & Esses, 2001; Oliver, 1993; Sparks, 1991; Tambo-
rini & Stiff, 1987; Zillmann et al., 1986). This line of research suggests that for certain 
individuals the experience of intense emotions such as fear or sadness is part of the grati-
fications associated with dramas and horror films. Sparks found that when males viewed a 
horror film, their levels of reported distress and skin conductance reactions were correlated 
with levels of enjoyment or delight. For females, distress and delight were unrelated (see 
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Zillmann et al., 1986). In a similar vein, Oliver found that among individuals who scored 
high on sad film preference, the greater the reported sadness while watching dramatic film 
scenes the greater the reported enjoyment. Low scorers experienced the opposite. For 
them, sadness was inversely related to enjoyment (see Oliver et al., 2000). This pattern of 
results seems to suggest that for those who feel the most attracted to dramas and horror 
movies, the experience of negative affect is not just a byproduct or a necessary evil but 
rather an active ingredient of genre-related gratifications.

Research into personality factors that account for individuals’ enjoyment of dramas and 
horror films has provided important insights into the role of personality in shaping emo-
tional media preferences. For example, empathy and female gender role identification have 
been linked to sad film preference (Oliver, 1993), whereas male viewers and individuals 
who are high in sensation seeking, trait aggressiveness, and low in empathy typically 
reported more enjoyment of frightening and violent movies (for a recent meta-analysis see 
Hoffner & Levine, 2005). Thus, existing research seems to imply that contrasting patterns 
of personality account for individuals’ enjoyment of negative emotions depending on the 
genre and type of emotion. Broadly speaking, the taste for sad and tragic entertainment 
experience has been traced to “feminine” traits, and the enjoyment of fear and violence to 
“masculine” traits. This pattern of results is intuitively plausible as it conforms to familiar 
stereotypes of gendered media use. However, its explanatory power is limited in terms of 
common underlying mechanisms that might account for emotional viewing motivations 
across gender and genre boundaries.

Emotions, Meta-Emotions, and Media Use
The concept of meta-emotion discussed by Oliver (1993) has the potential to integrate this 
research and to provide a framework for studying the enjoyment of negative emotions in 
media use beyond the role of gender- and genre-specific patterns. Meta-mood (which is 
used largely synonymous with meta-emotion) is defined by Mayer and Gaschke (1988) as 
“the possible outcome of a regulatory process that monitors, evaluates, and changes mood” 
(p. 109). These authors distinguish between the experience and meta-experience of moods 
and emotions and argue that individuals are able to direct pleasant thoughts and feelings at 
unpleasant moods, or vice versa. Based on this line of reasoning, Oliver proposed to solve 
“the paradox of the enjoyment of sad films” (p. 315) by considering individuals’ taste for 
tragic entertainment a meta-emotion. She argued that other-directed forms of sadness such 
as empathy and pity are valued in our culture, especially as part of the female gender role, 
and are, therefore, associated with self-enhancing thoughts and feelings for individuals 
who identify with this ideal.

More generally speaking, the paradox of the enjoyment of negative emotions is resolved 
within the meta-emotion framework by considering not only the valence of primary emo-
tions that evaluate the media content but also the valence of meta-emotions that evaluate 
the emotions experienced in the process of media use. Just as primary emotions motivate 
individuals to maintain or change the emotion eliciting situation, meta-emotions motivate 
individuals to maintain or change their primary emotions. In light of this concept, the 

 at ESPM on May 11, 2010 http://crx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crx.sagepub.com


170  Communication Research 37(2)

seeking, maintenance, and intensification of negative emotions are not in contrast with 
hedonistic assumptions if they are motivated by the positive valence of meta-emotions (see 
Bartsch, Vorderer, Mangold, & Viehoff, 2008).1 The present research is based on this 
extended meta-emotion framework that generalizes from Oliver’s (1993) explanation of 
the sad film paradox to individuals’ enjoyment of other kinds of affectively negative media 
experiences, including different kinds of emotions and media genres.

The Need for Affect (NFA)
A recent concept that addresses meta-emotion in a wide sense, independent of the type of 
emotion and context, is the NFA (Maio & Esses, 2001). The NFA is defined as the “general 
motivation of people to approach or avoid situations and activities that are emotion induc-
ing for themselves and others” (Maio & Esses, 2001, p. 585). The authors’ conceptualiza-
tion of affect is broad and includes moods, emotions, preferences, and related evaluations. 
It is assumed that individuals with a strong NFA are motivated to approach affect-laden 
situations, and appreciate the experience of emotions, whereas individuals who are low in 
NFA tend to avoid and dismiss emotional experiences. Thus, the NFA recommends itself 
as a predictor of individuals’ motivation to engage in emotional media experiences, includ-
ing those that are negative or ambivalent.

Its operationalization, the Need for Affect Questionnaire, is composed of two subscales 
assessing individual’s tendency to approach and avoid emotions, respectively. Two exam-
ples of items are, “I feel that I need to experience strong emotions regularly,” and “Emo-
tions are dangerous—they tend to get me into situations that I would rather avoid.” Of 
note, media use, or the preference for specific media genres, are neither part of the defini-
tion nor part of the operationalization of the NFA. This secures that this construct as 
explanans is conceptually distinct from its explanandum, that is, emotional experiences at 
the movies.

The NFA and Selective Exposure to Media Content
In recent research, the NFA has been applied to predict selective exposure to emotional 
media experiences. In a study of Maio and Esses (2001) participants read descriptions of 
films that included information about how interesting, happy, and sad each film was sup-
posed to be and rated their willingness to see the film. These authors found that the willing-
ness to watch emotional films (willingness to see happy and sad films minus willingness to 
see films that were neither happy nor sad) was higher for individuals with a strong NFA. In 
a similar study, Appel (2008) specifically addressed the intended exposure to media stimuli 
with affectively negative content. Film synopses included either positive or negative emo-
tional adjectives from the positive and negative affect schedule (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 
1988) or no emotional adjectives. For females NFA approach scores predicted the willing-
ness to watch movies with affectively negative content, but not the willingness to watch 
movies with positive or neutral content. However, no significant effect was found for males 
in this study.
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Overall, there is partial support for the notion that the NFA influences intended expo-
sure to emotional media experiences, including (but not limited to) the experience of nega-
tive emotions. However, existing results are somewhat limited, considering the absence of 
a significant relationship in Maio and Esses’ (2001) study between NFA and the willing-
ness to watch sad films (if analyzed independently of the willingness to watch other kinds 
of films) and the gender specificity of the effect for negative affect in Appel’s (2008) study. 
Besides, these studies are limited by their reliance on hypothetic film descriptions rather 
than on actual movie experiences. Another more general limitation is the focus of these 
studies on intended exposure.

The NFA and Emotional Experience
Research on individuals’ intended exposure to media content provides a useful indicator of 
their willingness to use media offerings that they expect will have emotion-eliciting effects. 
However, it leaves open important questions about audiences’ actual experience of emo-
tions within the process of media use. In line with the general notion that needs account not 
only for individuals’ seeking of situations where need satisfaction is expected but also for 
their experience and behavior within such situations, Maio and Esses (2001) predicted that, 
in addition to approaching emotion eliciting situations, individuals with a strong NFA are 
also more responsive to such situations as they occur. They analyzed self-reported affec-
tive, cognitive, and behavioral reactions to the death of Princess Diana in a British sample 
and found that the NFA was related to the number of reported emotions, behaviors, and 
beliefs concerning this sad event. Individuals high in NFA also reported higher levels of 
negative valence when rating their responses. These results point to differences in indi-
viduals’ engagement with and experience of emotion eliciting situations. Individuals with 
a strong NFA seemed to indulge and even actively dwell on negative emotions related to 
Diana’s death, whereas individuals low in this trait tended to behave in such ways as to 
minimize their emotional reactions (e.g., by engaging in less thoughts and behaviors 
related to the event).

The dual role of the NFA as (a) a motivation to approach emotion eliciting situations, 
and (b) a motivation to get emotionally involved with such situations as they occur, can be 
explained more in-depth within the framework of emotion regulation theory. Gross and 
coworkers (Gross & Thompson, 2007; John & Gross, 2007) identified five emotion regula-
tion strategies that can be employed at different stages of the emotion process to either 
amplify or reduce the affective outcomes of that process. In the case of the first two strate-
gies, situation selection and situation modification, the person changes his or her exposure 
to emotion eliciting stimuli and events, whereas in the case of the remaining three strate-
gies, attention deployment, cognitive reappraisal, and response modulation, the person 
adjusts his or her way of processing emotion-eliciting stimuli and events in an ongoing 
exposure situation. Given that the NFA is conceptualized as a general motivation to seek 
the experience of intense emotions, individuals with a strong NFA can be assumed to use 
the full range of available regulation strategies to satisfy their emotional needs, including 
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strategies to both enhance exposure to, and intensify their experience of, emotion-eliciting 
situations.

Thus far, research on the regulation of moods and emotions via media use has predomi-
nantly focused on selective exposure to media content. It is equally important, however, to 
consider individual differences in the experience of emotions during exposure in order to more 
fully understand how audiences’ needs and attitudes toward emotions interact with the media 
stimulus to shape emotional outcomes. The NFA provides a useful concept for studying audi-
ences’ active role in emotional media experience because it allows to make predictions about 
differences in both individuals’ level of emotional responsiveness and their meta-emotions, 
that is, the extent to which emotions are perceived to be desired and gratifying.

Ambivalent Affect
Besides individuals’ motivation to seek the experience of negative emotions, we also con-
sidered the influence of the NFA on ambivalent feelings. This facet of emotional experi-
ence which is characterized by a co-occurrence of positive and negative affective valence 
(Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994) is not frequently addressed in communication research (but 
see, Edell & Burke, 1987; Oliver, Limparos, Tamul, & Woolley, 2009). However, recent 
research using an extended version of the Differential Emotion Scale (DES; Renaud & 
Unz, 2006) indicates that, besides unambiguously positive and negative emotions, ambiva-
lent feelings such as fascination, surprise, interest, and being moved form a distinct factor 
in film viewers’ self-report of emotions. Likewise, Oliver et al. found that the experience 
of mixed affect (i.e., experiencing high levels of both positive and negative affect) was key 
in individuals’ appreciation of serious dramas. Thus, we were interested to explore whether 
the experience of ambivalent emotions is predicted by the NFA as well.

In terms of underlying processes that give rise to ambivalent feelings, Cacioppo and 
Berntson’s (1994) evaluative space model assumes that the affect system has two partially 
distinct components, “one attuned to nurturance and appetition (i.e., positivity), and the 
other attuned to threat and aversion (i.e., negativity)” (Larsen, McGraw, & Cacioppo, 
2001, p. 686). Due to the partial independence of underlying neural processes, both affect 
systems can be coactivated. From within a meta-emotion framework, affective ambiva-
lence can be assumed to occur in two forms: either because positive and negative emotions 
are coactivated on the level of primary emotions or because emotions are accompanied 
with meta-emotions of opposite valence. To advance understanding of the ambivalent 
emotion factor, we aimed to explore its relation with other emotion variables, specifically 
positive and negative primary emotions, and meta-emotions.

Rationale and Hypotheses
Based on the above considerations, the present research had three main objectives: Our 
first aim was to broaden the scope of meta-emotion as an exploratory framework of emo-
tional needs and viewing motivations across gender and media genres. We specifically 
addressed horror and drama, that is, the two film genres traditionally at the heart of research 
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into the enjoyment of negative emotions. Second, we aimed to extend the current focus of 
research on NFA and media use from intended exposure and hypothetic film descriptions 
to audiences’ experience of emotions in actual exposure situations. Third, besides our 
focus on negative emotions we explored whether the experience of ambivalent feelings is 
predicted by the NFA as well and how it is related to other emotion variables.

To address these research objectives we conducted a field study of emotions and meta-
emotions in moviegoers who watched either a drama or a horror film. We expected that the 
NFA predicts individuals’ experience of emotions and meta-emotions in response to these 
movies. Specifically, we assumed that individuals high in NFA would experience higher levels 
of negative and ambivalent feelings and that they evaluate their emotions more positively in 
terms of meta-emotions. The following approach was used to enhance external validity: first, 
we used full-length feature films as stimuli instead of hypothetic film descriptions. Second, we 
conducted a field study in a naturalistic exposure situation: Participants were surveyed before 
and after a regular film screening at the movie theater. Third, we recruited participants who 
had come to see the movie on their own initiative. Though we are aware of methodological 
limitations associated with self-selection, we consider that self-determined exposure is an 
essential characteristic of naturally occurring media use. Conversely, the experience of a ran-
dom sample presented with a drama or horror movie they would not have watched by choice 
may have relatively little in common with the experience of actual movie audiences.

Our hypotheses concerning the influence of the NFA on emotional experience were 
focused on the approach component of the NFA because this aspect of the construct is 
directly related to the seeking of strong emotions. The NFA avoidance component, in con-
trast, is open to interpretations that are more ambiguous: It can be considered either as a 
motive to suppress emotions or as a motive to avoid emotion-eliciting situations in the first 
place because of individuals’ inability to regulate emotions effectively. Because the two 
possible interpretations of the avoidance component of the NFA have contradictory impli-
cations in terms of regulatory outcomes, we had no hypotheses concerning the influence of 
NFA avoidance on emotional experience. Thus, our hypotheses concerning emotional 
experience were focused on the approach component of the NFA.

First, we expected that when watching a drama or a horror film individuals with a 
strong NFA would be more willing to engage emotionally and would, therefore, experience 
more intense emotions:

Hypothesis 1: Higher levels of NFA approach are associated with a higher reported 
intensity of emotions in response to a drama or horror film.

Second, we predicted that individuals with a strong NFA would experience higher lev-
els of negative valence in response to the movies. This hypothesis reflects the finding of 
Maio and Esses (2001) that those who were high in NFA reported more negatively valenced 
reactions to the death of Princess Diana. In the case of the film genres under study, negative 
emotions seem to be the most suitable response as well (i.e., in the sense of a “preferred 
reading,” intended by the filmmakers). Thus, individuals high in NFA approach motivation 
should be expected to experience higher levels of negative valence.
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Hypothesis 2: Higher levels of NFA approach are associated with higher reported 
levels of negative valence in response to a drama or horror film.

Third, for similar reasons as with negative valence, we predicted that individuals with a 
strong NFA would experience higher levels of discrete negative emotions, as they should be 
more willing to engage emotionally with the predominantly negative content of the movies.

Hypothesis 3: Higher levels of NFA approach are associated with higher reported 
levels of discrete negative emotions in response to a drama or horror film.

No hypothesis was formulated concerning positive emotions because the two film genres 
considered in this study are not usually supposed to elicit unambiguously positive emotions; 
thus, a floor effect for this facet of emotional experience was to be expected. However, we 
predicted the NFA would have an influence on the experience of ambivalent emotions. Two 
alternative lines of thought lead to this prediction: First, ambivalent feelings may result from 
the coactivation of positive and negative emotions, and individuals high in NFA should be 
more willing to engage in this complex and challenging type of emotional experience. Sec-
ond, ambivalent emotions may result from the positive meta-experience of negative emo-
tions, which should be more typical of individuals with a strong NFA. To evaluate the 
consistency of these two accounts for Hypothesis 4 with participants’ self-report of emotions 
and meta-emotions, a research question was formulated, see Research Question 3 below.

Hypothesis 4: Higher levels of NFA approach are associated with higher reported 
levels of ambivalent emotions in response to a drama or horror film.

Predictions concerning the experience of meta-emotions were straightforward: 
Individuals high in NFA should be particularly able to enjoy and value the experience 
of emotions elicited by the movies. Two facets of meta-emotion that are frequently 
mentioned in the meta-emotion literature were considered in the hypotheses: enjoy-
ment of emotions and normative appreciation of emotions (see Bartsch et al., 2008; 
Mayer & Gaschke, 1988; Oliver, 1993). In the case of the meta-emotion variables, 
both NFA subscales were considered as likely predictors because the generally posi-
tive or negative attitudes toward emotions reflected by the two subscales should trans-
late into corresponding evaluations of the specific emotions experienced in response to 
the films.

Hypothesis 5: Higher levels of NFA approach and lower levels of NFA avoidance 
are associated with higher reported levels of meta-emotion enjoyment in 
response to a drama or horror film.

Hypothesis 6: Higher levels of NFA approach and lower levels of NFA avoidance 
are associated with higher reported levels of meta-emotion normative apprecia-
tion in response to a drama or horror film.
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In addition to the hypotheses we examined further research questions. First, we expected 
that individual differences in the NFA predict the experience of emotions and meta- 
emotions in both men and women, and regardless of film genre. Thus, we examined 
whether the expected effects differ for female versus male participants (Research Question 1). 
Furthermore, we explored whether these effects differed for the two film stimuli, a drama 
and a horror film (Research Question 2).

A third research question addressed two potential sources of affective ambivalence 
mentioned above: If ambivalent feelings arise from the coactivation of positive and  
negative emotions then they should be related to the experience of both positive and nega-
tive primary emotions. Alternatively, if ambivalent feelings result from the positive meta-
experience of negative emotions, then they should be correlated with negative primary 
emotions and positive meta-emotions (Research Question 3).

Although research that has employed the NFA in studies on attitudes and persuasion 
yielded promising results (e.g., Haddock, Maio, Arnold, & Huskinson, 2008; Huskinson & 
Haddock, 2004) one may doubt its added value compared to well-established constructs and 
measures such as general personality traits. The Big Five personality factors (Costa & 
McCrae, 1992) are the most common taxonomy used to describe personality on a broad 
level, including the factors Extraversion, Neuroticism, Openness to Experience, Agreeable-
ness, and Conscientiousness. Although these factors are rather unspecific, they have been 
successfully employed to predict the experience and regulation of emotions (John & Gross, 
2007; Matsumoto, 2006). Thus, the validity of the NFA as an explanatory variable of indi-
vidual differences in emotional media experience would be strengthened, if it could explain 
variance that is not accounted for by the Big Five (Research Question 4).

Pilot Study
A pilot study was conducted to test the self-report measures for the emotion and meta-
emotion variables. The stimulus was an experimental hard rock music video that included 
a large spectrum of affective cues we expected to be evocative of negative emotions such 
as anger, fear, disgust, and pity. Fifty-three participants watched the music video and 
reported their emotions and meta-emotions in response to the video. The pilot study ques-
tionnaire included a modified version of the DES (Izard, Dougherty, Bloxom, & Kotsch, 
1974). The Modified Differential Affect Scale (MDAS) was developed by Renaud and 
Unz (2006) in an effort to incorporate a broader range of media-specific emotions, specifi-
cally, amusement, contentment, affection, fascination, being moved, and boredom. Previ-
ous research using the MDAS indicated that variance in MDAS scores is attributable to 
three broad factors that can be interpreted as positive, negative, and ambivalent emotions 
(Personal communication [e-mail] received on April 27, 2006). The results of our pilot 
study were in line with this factor structure. A principal-axes factor analysis with nonor-
thogonal Promax rotation (κ = 4) yielded a 3-factor solution with eigenvalues of 11.9, 8.0, 
3.6, 2.1, 1.5, and 1.5 for the first 6 factors. The 3 factors explained 57.3% of the variance. 
As expected, the MDAS items were related to 3 latent factors representing negative  
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emotions (sadness, anger, fear, disgust, contempt), ambivalent emotions (fascination, sur-
prise, interest, being moved), and positive emotions (amusement, joy, contentment).

In addition, the pilot study questionnaire included an item pool of 36 positive and 
negative statements about emotions designed to assess participants’ meta-emotions 
about the feelings elicited by the music video. Included in the item pool were items refer-
ring to both enjoyment and normative appraisal of emotions. The existing operational-
ization of state meta-mood by Mayer and Gaschke (1988) is not sensitive to the distinction 
between these two facets of meta-emotion; therefore, the pilot study item-pool was 
designed in an effort to tease these two aspects apart. A principal-axes factor analysis 
with oblique rotation (Promax, κ = 4) yielded a 2-factor solution with eigenvalues of 
14.9, 4.3, 2.4, 1.8, 1.4, and 1.2 for the first 6 factors. The 2 factors accounted for 53.2% 
of the variance. As expected, the 2 latent factors represented items that expressed how 
good/bad the emotions elicited by the movie felt (meta-emotion enjoyment), or how the 
normative appropriateness of having such emotions was evaluated (meta-emotion nor-
mative appreciation).

Summarizing the results of the pilot study, the items used to measure emotions and 
meta-emotions yielded the expected factor structure. Hence, the MDAS and the newly 
developed meta-emotion items were considered to provide adequate operationalizations of 
the emotional experience variables addressed in the hypotheses.

Main Study: At the Movies
The main study was conducted in a field setting at a movie theater with a predominantly 
nonstudent sample. Unlike previous studies on NFA and media use that were based on 
individuals’ ratings of hypothetic film descriptions, we used full-length feature films as 
stimuli. One of the movies was a horror/thriller, and the other was a drama/history film 
(genre categorization based on Internet movie database ratings).

Method
Participants

A total of 119 participants (68 women, 51 men) were recruited at a typical multiplex cin-
ema in Germany. Potential participants were approached by a male researcher as they 
entered the building. They were asked which movie they planned to see. People who 
intended to watch one of the targeted movies were offered free tickets in return for their 
participation. The volunteers were in the age group between 17 and 58 years. Their mean 
age was 23 years (SD = 9.6). About half of the sample (59 persons) were in the process of 
completing or had completed secondary school matriculation to the level of university 
entrance qualification; the remaining half (60 persons) had completed a maximum of 10 
years of school education. In terms of occupation, 68 participants were employed or  
self-employed; 50 participants were attending secondary or tertiary education. Among the 
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latter, 6 participants were university students. No further compensation was provided apart 
from the free tickets for the movie they wanted to see.

Procedure
On their way to the auditorium, the moviegoers who volunteered to take part in the study 
received a booklet with the instructions and the questionnaires. The booklet had two parts. 
The first part included the personality measures (NEO-FFI [NEO-Fünf-Faktoren-Inventar 
(five-factor-inventory)] and NFA). Participants were seated in a quiet section of the foyer 
reserved for study participants. They completed the first part of the booklet and then pro-
ceeded to the auditorium and watched the movie.

After the movie, participants returned to the foyer and completed the second part of the 
booklet that consisted of the emotional experience measures (arousal, valence, discrete 
emotions, meta-emotions) and further items unrelated to the present topic. After finishing 
the second part of the booklet, the participants were thanked and debriefed.

Stimuli
We investigated emotional reactions to the movies United 93 (Greengrass, 2006) and The 
Omen (Moore, 2006). United 93 is a semifictional drama about the fourth terrorist attack 
plane that crashed on September 11, 2001, in a field in Pennsylvania. The movie portrays 
the passengers who learn about the background of the hijacking and try to prevent the ter-
rorist attack, as well as military and government activities on the ground. The Omen (2006) 
is a remake of the horror film first released in 1976. The movie is about a boy who turns 
out to be the Anti-Christ aiming for a global Armageddon. The main characters include the 
boy’s parents who struggle to defend the world from their child. We took care to select 
films that we thought would equally appeal to men and women in order to avoid gender 
biases in the sample. Unlike more gender-typed exemplars of their respective genres such 
as “slasher” movies for men or “weepie” movies for predominantly women, both movies 
attracted female and male audiences alike. A total 54 participants watched The Omen (25 
men, 29 women); 65 participants watched United 93 (26 men, 39 women).

Personality Variables
NFA. The German language version of the Need for Affect Questionnaire (Appel, 

2008) consists of 26 items (approach and avoidance subscales with 13 items each, for 
example, “I approach situations in which I expect to experience strong emotions”) 
accompanied by a 7-point scale (from -3 = strongly disagree to + 3 = strongly agree). 
A principal-axes factor analysis with Promax rotation (κ = 4) yielded the expected 
2-factor solution (emotion approach and emotion avoidance). The reliability of the 
NFA scale was satisfactory with Cronbach’s α = .87 for the approach subscale and 
Cronbach’s α = .85 for the avoidance subscale. Affect approach and avoidance moti-
vation were moderately related (r = –.43, p < .001).
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Big Five personality traits. The German language version of the NEO-FFI (Borkenau 
& Ostendorf, 1993) was employed to assess the Big Five personality traits. Assess-
ment of the five personality dimensions was reliable, except for the Agreeableness 
dimension, as indicated by the internal consistencies of the items (Neuroticism, Cron-
bach’s α = .82; Extraversion, α = .71; Openness, α = .71; Agreeableness, α = .57; and 
Conscientiousness, α = .84). The scores on the Big Five dimensions were virtually 
unrelated (r < .10). Extraversion was associated positively with NFA approach (r = .40, 
p < .001) and negatively with NFA avoidance (r = –.36, p <.001); a similar pattern was 
found for openness (approach: r = .30, p < 01; avoidance: r = –.21, p < .05). Neuroti-
cism was positively associated with both NFA approach (r = .23, p <.05) and NFA 
avoidance (r = .35, p <.001). These relationship patterns fall in line with those of ear-
lier studies (Appel, 2008; Maio & Esses, 2001).

Emotion Variables
This part of the questionnaire instructed participants to “recall an event in the movie that 
elicited particularly strong emotions” in them, to briefly describe that event, and to focus 
on their experience of the event when completing the subsequent rating tasks. This instruc-
tion was used to obtain self-reports that reflected peaks of subjective emotional experience, 
taking into account that the most intense emotions may occur at different points of the 
movie for different individuals. Despite potential limitations associated with self-report 
and selective recall (see Discussion section), we considered this procedure as a useful 
proxy for assessing the most salient and intense emotions experienced throughout the 
movie. A second rationale for focusing the self-report of emotions on a specific event in the 
movie was to facilitate the subsequent self-report of meta-emotions because we assumed 
that the assessment of meta-emotions is more reliable if the unit of self-report is a limited 
and emotionally salient episode in the movie rather than the emotional movie experience 
as a whole.

Intensity and valence of emotions. Two single items assessed basic dimensions of 
emotional experience, intensity and valence (see Lang, 1980; Mayer & Gaschke, 
1988). One item assessed the intensity of the emotional reaction (“How strong were 
the feelings this scene evoked in you?”) on a 5-point scale from very weak (1) to very 
strong (5). A second item addressed the valence of emotions (“Were these feelings 
positive or negative?”) on a 5-point scale from very negative (1) to very positive (5).

Discrete emotions. Emotional responses were assessed using the MDAS (Renaud & 
Unz, 2006). The MDAS consists of 14 emotional states represented by 3 items each 
(e.g., “I felt . . . angry,” and “I experienced . . . joy”). The items were rated on a 5-point 
scale ranging from not at all (1) to very much (5). A principal-axes factor analysis with 
nonorthogonal rotation (Promax, κ = 4) yielded a 3-factor solution with eigenvalues of 
8.7, 5.8, 3.6, 2.0, 1.9, and 1.5 for the first 6 factors. The 3 factors explained 44.1% of 
the variance; they were interpreted as negative emotions (substantial loadings for 
items of the subscales sadness, anger, fear, disgust, contempt), ambivalent emotions 
(fascination, surprise, interest, being moved), and positive emotions (amusement, joy, 
contentment). Items of the subscales affection and boredom had low loadings on all 3 
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factors and were excluded from further analyses. This factor solution reflects results 
of Unz (Personal communication [e-mail] received on April 27, 2006) as well as the 
results of our pilot study. The reliabilities of all three emotion scales were good as 
indicated by Cronbach’s α = .90 (negative emotions, 15 items), Cronbach’s α = .86 
(ambivalent emotions, 11 items), and Cronbach’s α = .86 (positive emotions, 9 items).

An inspection of the descriptive data showed a mean score for negative emotions of  
M = 2.40 (SD = 0.81) and a mean score of ambivalent emotions of M = 2.90 (SD = 0.80). 
The participants reported very few positive emotions. Over two thirds scored below M = 
1.50 on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5 with a mean of M = 1.42 (SD = 0.50). Regardless 
of gender or movie seen, positive emotions were almost absent. Thus, as expected, the mov-
ies did not elicit positive emotions of joy, amusement, and contentment in the audience.

Meta-emotions. Like in the pilot study, 36 items were used to assess meta-emotions. 
The items were rated on a 5-point scale, ranging from do not agree (1) to completely 
agree (5). A factor analysis with nonorthogonal rotation was conducted (principal axes 
with Promax rotation, κ = 4). The data analysis and a subsequent inspection of the 
solutions yielded 2 factors (eigenvalues of 14.0, 3.4, 2.0, 1.4, 1.3, and 1.2 for the first 
6 factors) that accounted for 48.5% of the variance. As in the pilot study, the first fac-
tor, meta-emotion enjoyment included items that express how good or bad it had felt 
to have the primary emotions (two highest loading items: “I like this feeling,” and “It 
was a pleasure to experience these feelings”). Items with high loadings on the second 
factor, meta-emotion normative appreciation, expressed normative acceptance of 
emotions (two highest loading items: “There is nothing wrong with feeling the way I 
did,” and “I find these feelings embarrassing”). Items with factor loadings >.40 and no 
substantial loading on the other factor were assigned to each factor. Meta-emotion 
enjoyment was represented by 20 items (Cronbach’s α = .95), meta-emotion norma-
tive appreciation was represented by 11 items (Cronbach’s α = .79). For each aspect of 
meta-emotion, the items’ raw scores were averaged (meta-emotion enjoyment: M = 
2.98, SD = 0.91; normative appreciation: M = 4.09, SD = 0.57). Scores for both meta-
emotional dimensions were moderately related (r = .47, p < .001).

Zero-order correlations between the primary emotion variables and the meta-emotion 
variables are displayed in Table 1. The two meta-emotion scales show distinct relation-
ships with the primary emotion variables which are low to moderate in size.

Results
Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to test the hypotheses. In a first step, the 
main effects of the predictor NFA were examined. The subscales emotion approach and 
emotion avoidance were entered simultaneously as predictors. Subsequently the main 
effects of gender and the movie seen were included, together with all two-way, three-way, 
and four-way interaction terms, to test for potential moderation effects of gender (Research 
Question 1) and of the movie seen (Research Question 2). Regression coefficients in the 
complete equation are reported. Weighted effects codes were used for the categorical vari-
ables gender (1 = male, –0.75 = female) and movie seen (1 = The Omen, –0.83 = United 
93), which followed the calculus of –n1/n2 (see Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). The 
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continuous predictors were z-standardized. For all significance tests reported here, Type I 
error probability was set to .05.

Primary Emotions
Hypothesis 1 assumed that the NFA explains the reported intensity of emotions experi-
enced during the movie. As expected in our first hypothesis, higher scores in NFA approach 
are related to more intense emotions, B = 0.46, SE(B) = 0.10, β = .46, t = 4.5, p < .001. To 
explore Research Questions 1 and 2, a subsequent step in the regression analysis investi-
gated whether or not the results differed for participants’ gender, or for the movie seen. 
Gender or the movie seen had no direct effect on the intensity of emotions nor did interac-
tions influence the results (all |t|s < 1.7, ps > .10).

Next, we analyzed the influence of NFA on the second general dimension of emotional 
experience, the valence of emotions experienced while watching the movies (Hypothesis 2). 
As expected, higher scores in NFA approach were related to higher levels of negative 
valence, B = –0.26, SE(B) = 0.10, β = –.30, t = –2.6, p < .05. Thus, feelings of individuals 
with a strong NFA were more negative than feelings of those with less emotional needs. 
Gender or the movie seen or related interactions did not influence this result (all |t|s < 1.3, 
ps > .10).

Furthermore, the influence of the NFA on the experience of two types of discrete emo-
tions, negative and ambivalent emotions was analyzed. Hypothesis 3 assumed that the 
reported level of discrete negative emotions (sadness, anger, fear, disgust, contempt) 
while watching the movies is predicted by the NFA. The mean score of negative MDAS 
emotions was employed as the criterion. As expected, higher scores in NFA approach 
were related to higher levels of discrete negative emotions, B = 0.28, SE(B) = 0.09, β = 
.35, t = 3.2, p < .01. Again, we looked at differences in the results depending on gender, 
the movie seen, and related interactions. Gender did not influence the experience of dis-
crete negative emotions (t < 1.0, p > .60). There was a main effect for the movie seen, B 
= –0.28, SE(B) = 0.09, β = –.32, t = –3.1, p < .01. United 93 (M = 2.60, SD = 0.79) evoked 

Table 1. Pearson Correlations of the Emotion and Meta-Emotion Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6

Emotional intensity (1) — −.35*** −.45*** .32*** −.22* .16
Emotional valence (2) — −.49*** −.08 .33*** −.12
Negative emotions (3) — .32** −.33** .01
Ambivalent emotions (4) — .23* .32***
Meta-emotion enjoyment (5) — .47***
Meta-emotion appreciation (6) —

Notes: For each variable, high scores represent intense emotions (1), positive valence (2), strong experi-
ence of negative emotions (3), strong experience of ambivalent emotions (4), enjoyment of emotions (5), 
and normative appreciation of emotions (6).
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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higher levels of negative emotions than The Omen (M = 2.16, SD = 0.78). However, the 
movie did not moderate the relationship between NFA approach and the experience of 
negative emotions, and there was not any other significant interaction effect (all |t|s < 1.0, 
ps > .30).

Hypothesis 4 assumed that the reported level of ambivalent emotions (fascination, sur-
prise, interest, being moved) while watching the movies is predicted by the NFA. In accor-
dance with our hypothesis, higher scores in NFA approach were related to higher levels of 
ambivalent emotions, B = 0.47, SE(B) = 0.08, β = .59, t = 5.8, p < .001. There were no main 
effects for gender and the movie seen (all |t|s < 1.1, ps > .30); however, we found a significant 
NFA approach by gender interaction (B = –0.18, SE(B) = 0.09, β = –.20, t = –1.9, p = .050). 
Simple slope analyses (using dummy coding of the categorical moderator; see Cohen et al., 
2003) indicate that the relationship between NFA approach and the experience of ambivalent 
emotions was prevalent in both genders, that is, among men (B = 0.29, SE(B) = 0.11, β = .37, 
t = 2.7, p < .01) and, to a larger extent, among women (B = 0.61, SE(B) = 0.12, β = .76, t = 
5.2, p < .001). No other interaction effects approached statistical significance (all |t|s < 1.5, 
ps > .10).

Meta-Emotions
Whereas the preceding hypotheses focused on the experience of primary emotions, 
Hypotheses 5 and 6 addressed thoughts and feelings about emotions experienced while 
watching the movie. Hypothesis 5 predicted that these emotions are perceived as being 
more enjoyable among individuals high in NFA. In line with our hypothesis, higher scores 
in NFA avoidance were associated with more negative meta-emotions, B = –0.30, SE(B) = 
0.10, β = –.33, t = -3.0, p < .01. However, there was no relationship between higher scores 
in NFA approach and meta-emotion enjoyment, B = 0.04, SE(B) = 0.10, β = .04, t = 0.4, p 
> .10. Although trait avoidance of emotions leads audiences to experience horror- and 
drama-related emotions as more aversive, the reverse is not true for the NFA approach 
component; that is, trait approach of emotions does not result in more enjoyment of these 
emotions. The relationship between NFA avoidance and less enjoyment of emotions holds 
for both movies and both genders (all additional effects, |t|s < 1.5, ps > .10).

Hypothesis 6 predicted a relationship between NFA and normative appreciation of emo-
tions experienced while watching the movie. Higher scores on NFA approach were associ-
ated with a more positive evaluation of emotions, B = 0.17, SE(B) = 0.06, β = .30, t = 2.8, 
p < .01. Likewise, higher scores on NFA avoidance were associated with a more negative 
evaluation of emotions, B = –0.15, SE(B) = 0.06, β = –.25, t = –2.5, p < .05. The relation-
ship of both NFA subscales with participants’ normative acceptance of emotions did not 
vary depending on gender or on the movie seen (all |t|s < 1.5, ps > .10). Jointly, the results 
for the two hypotheses dealing with meta-emotions support the predictive validity of the 
NFA concerning audiences’ meta-experience of drama- and horror-related emotions. Indi-
viduals who are high in NFA approach tended to experience their emotions as being more 
normatively adequate, and individuals high in NFA avoidance found their emotions to be 
less enjoyable and less normatively adequate.
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Additional Analyses

In addition to the analyses addressing the hypotheses and Research Questions 1 and 2, we 
explored further research questions. Research Question 3 considered two alternative 
assumptions concerning ambivalent emotions: Participants’ self-report of ambivalent emo-
tions could either reflect blends of positive and negative emotions or the positive meta-
experience of negative emotions. In the first case, ambivalent emotions should be correlated 
with both positive and negative emotions; in the second case, they should be correlated 
with negative emotions and positive meta-emotions. Ambivalent emotions were positively 
associated with discrete negative emotions (r = .32, p < .001) as well as with both aspects 
of meta-emotion (r = 32, p < .001; r = .23, p < .05; see Table 1). Ambivalent emotions were 
only marginally related to positive primary emotions (r = .17, p = .06). Thus, our results 
were in support of the second assumption: Participants’ self-report of ambivalent emotions 
seemed to reflect a positive meta-experience of negative emotions.

Our fourth research question (Research Question 4) asked about the added value of the 
NFA compared to such well-established personality measures as the Big Five. To explore 
whether the variance explained by the NFA can be reduced to more basic personality fac-
tors, we conducted hierarchical regression analyses with the emotion and meta-emotion 
variables as the criteria and the following predictors: movie seen and gender (Step 1), the 
Big Five personality traits (Step 2), the NFA scales (Step 3), and all interactions between 
movie, gender, and the NFA scales (Step 4). This analysis yielded results of the predictive 
power of the NFA when gender, the movie seen, and the Big Five are statistically controlled 
for. Moreover, we can see in which ways the Big Five personality dimensions were related 
to the experience of emotions and meta-emotions. Table 2 shows the results for the complete 
equation. All effects of the NFA scales that were reported before remain substantial and 
significant in models that additionally include the Big Five personality traits. These addi-
tional analyses suggest that the influence of the NFA on the experience of emotions and 
meta-emotions goes beyond the information already included in general personality traits.

Looking at the effects of these general personality factors in detail, Extraversion and 
Neuroticism were related to the experience of ambivalent emotions (t = 3.5, p < .01; t = 2.1, 
p < .05). Agreeableness was related to the experience of negatively valence (t = –2.2, p < 
.05) and to less enjoyment of emotions on the level of meta-emotions (t = –2.3, p < .05). 
Conscientious viewers reported more intense emotions (t = 2.9, p < .05) as well as higher 
levels of discrete negative emotions (t = 2.4, p < .05). They were less affirmative with their 
feelings, both with regard to the enjoyment of emotion (t = –2.5, p < .05) and their norma-
tive evaluation (t = –2.2, p < .05).

Finally, we analyzed a potential influence of the NFA on the film scenes selected by the 
participants for the rating task. Remember that participants were requested to recall a scene 
that elicited particularly strong emotions in them and to report on their responses to this 
scene. We did not expect that the NFA would have an influence on which scenes were 
recalled as particularly emotional; however, we conducted additional analyses using par-
ticipants’ open-ended descriptions of the scenes to explore this possibility. In the case of 
United 93 the scenes could be categorized into (a) events related to the hijacking of the 
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plane by the terrorists, (b) cell phone calls of the passengers to their relatives, and (c) other 
scenes. We coded the open-ended answers using these categories (20 participants selected 
a hijacking scene, 15 participants selected a phone call scene, and 18 participants selected 
other scenes) and conducted a multinominal logistic regression analysis with both NFA 
scales as predictors and the scene reported as the criterion. Results suggested that the NFA 
did not influence the selection of film scenes: all Wald χ2(1) < .7, p >.40; Omnibus χ2(4) = 
1.0, p > .90; Nagelkerke R2 = .02. In the case of The Omen, participants reported a number 
of different scenes. However, all scenes described were similar in that they referred to 
suspenseful events. Like most horror movies The Omen includes a chain of suspenseful 
episodes in which the audience is made to expect mischief for one or more of the protago-
nists. Because no more than 10 participants chose the same events we were unable to per-
form a quantitative analysis to predict the scenes selected. Taken together, we found no 
indication that the scenes recalled as having a strong emotional impact differed among 
individuals high versus low in NFA.

Discussion
We conducted a field study of emotions and meta-emotions during exposure to a film, 
either drama or horror, in a naturalistic viewing situation at the movies. Results support the 
notion that individuals with a strong NFA are motivated to respond in ways that amplify 
their experience of negative and ambivalent emotions and that they tend to evaluate their 
emotions more positively on the level of meta-emotion compared to individuals low in 
NFA. As expected, the NFA approach scale predicted all of our four emotion variables. 
Individuals high in NFA approach reported higher levels of discrete negative emotions and 
ambivalent emotions and experienced higher levels of emotional intensity and negative 
valence. This pattern of results is in line with the finding of Maio and Esses that individuals 
with a strong NFA reported more negatively valenced reactions to the death of Princess 
Diana. The present study shows that the influence of the NFA on the experience of emo-
tions generalizes from a real event to different kinds of fictional or semifictional media 
content, and from negative valence to a more comprehensive set of emotion variables, thus 
substantiating the assumption that individuals with a strong NFA are more emotionally 
responsive (see Haddock et al., 2008; Maio & Esses, 2001).

Besides heightened levels of emotional reactivity we found evidence that the NFA was 
related to a more positive evaluation of emotions in terms of meta-emotion. Individuals high 
in NFA approach perceived their emotions to be more normatively adequate, and individuals 
high in NFA avoidance perceived their emotions to be less enjoyable and less normatively 
adequate. Thus, our study links the NFA as a trait measure of meta-emotion to the actual 
experience of meta-emotion as a state variable, thereby adding further detail to the construct 
validity of the NFA and substantiating its integration into a meta-emotion framework.

By linking individuals’ motivation to approach emotion-eliciting situations to heightened 
emotional responsiveness, and a positive meta-experience of emotions, the NFA offers a 
promising concept for future research on emotional viewing motivations, in general, and for 
individuals’ appreciation of negative and ambivalent feelings, in particular. Moreover, the 
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NFA may advance our understanding of individual differences in emotional media effects in 
the context of health communication (e.g., Lee, Hwang, Hawkins, & Pingree, 2008; Shen & 
Dillard, 2007) and narrative persuasion (e.g., Appel & Richter, 2007; Green & Brock, 2000).

Table 2. Results of Six Hierarchical Regression Analyses With Personality Scores as Predictors

Criteria

Emotion Intensity  Emotional Valence   Negative Emotions

Predictors B SE(B) β B SE(B) β B SE(B) β

Step 1
  Gender −0.01 0.11 −0.01  0.02 0.11  0.02 0.04 0.10  0.04
  Film −0.05 0.10 −0.05  0.11 0.10  0.12 −0.30 0.09 −0.33*
Step 2
  Extraversion  0.07 0.21 −0.03  0.42 0.22  0.21 −0.04 0.19  −0.02
  Neuroticism −0.00 0.17 −0.00  0.14 0.18  0.10 0.27 0.16    0.20
  Openness  0.30 0.16  0.17 −0.04 0.17 −0.03 0.11 0.15    0.07
  Agreeableness  0.16 0.22  0.06 −0.52 0.23  −0.22* 0.24 0.20    0.11
  Conscientiousness  0.43 0.15     0.26** −0.20 0.16 −0.13 0.33 0.14    0.23*
Step 3
  NFA approach  0.41 0.12    0.44** −0.38 0.12    −0.42** 0.21 0.11    0.26*
  NFA avoidance  0.26 0.11    0.27* −0.13 0.12 −0.15 0.11 0.10    0.13

Ambivalent  
Emotions

Meta-Emotions:  
Enjoyment

Meta-Emotions:  
Normative

Predictors B SE(B) β B SE(B) β B SE(B) β

Step 1
  Gender  0.19 0.09   0.20*  0.12 0.11 0.11  0.00 0.07 0.00
  Film  0.01 0.08  0.01  0.16 0.10 0.16  0.00 0.06 0.00
Step 2
  Extraversion  0.36 0.17   0.21* −0.01 0.21 −0.00 −0.12 0.13 0.10
  Neuroticism  0.51 0.14    0.38**  0.18 0.18 0.12 −0.05 0.11 0.06
  Openness  0.09 0.13   0.06 −0.01 0.16 −0.01  0.12 0.10 0.12
  Agreeableness  0.01 0.18   0.00 −0.54 0.23 −0.22* −0.04 0.14 −0.03
  Conscientiousness  0.20 0.12   0.14 −0.39 0.16 −0.24* −0.21 0.09 −0.21*
Step 3
  NFA approach  0.27 0.10      0.34** −0.02 0.12 −0.02  0.19 0.07 0.33*
  NFA avoidance −0.01 0.09 −0.02 −0.44 0.11 −0.48*** −0.16 0.07 −0.28*

Notes: NFA = need for affect; weighted effects codes were used for the categorical variables movie and gender with 1 = The Omen, –0.83 
= United 93, and 1 = male, –0.75 = female, which followed the calculus of -n1/ n2 (see Cohen et al., 2003). The NFA scale scores were z - 
standardized.
The complete regression equation included Step 1: gender and film viewed, Step 2: Big Five scales, Step 3: NFA, and Step 4: all interaction 
effects between gender, film, and the NFA scales. The table shows selected regression weights for the complete equation.
Increments emotion intensity:
Step 1: R2 = .02, F(2, 115) = 0.9, p > .30; Step 2: ΔR2 = .20, Fchange (5, 110) = 5.7, p < .001; Step 3: ΔR2 = .12, Fchange (2, 108) = 9.4, p < .001; Step 4: 
ΔR2 = .05, Fchange (11, 97) = 0.8, p > .60
Increments emotional valence:
Step 1: R2 = .01, F(2, 115) = 0.6, p > .50; Step 2: ΔR2 = .09, Fchange (5, 110) = 2.1, p = .07; Step 3: ΔR2 = .08, Fchange (2, 108) = 5.3, p < .01; Step 4: 
ΔR2 = .05, Fchange (11, 97) = 0.6, p > .80
Increments negative emotions:
Step 1: R2 = .08, F(2, 115) = 5.3, p < .01; Step 2: ΔR2 = .15, Fchange (5, 110) = 4.2, p < .01; Step 3: ΔR2 = .03, Fchange (2, 108) = 2.2, p = .12; Step 4: 
ΔR2 = .03, Fchange (11, 97) = 0.3, p > .90
Increments ambivalent emotions:
Step 1: R2 = .01, F(2, 115) = 0.5, p > .60; Step 2: ΔR2 = .29, Fchange (5, 110) = 9.0, p < .001; Step 3: ΔR2 = .06, Fchange (2, 108) = 5.1, p < .001; Step 4: 
ΔR2 = .05, Fchange (11, 97) = 0.7, p > .70
Increments meta-emotion enjoyment:
Step 1: R2 = .05, F(2, 115) = 3.0, p = .05; Step 2: ΔR2 = .07, Fchange (5, 110) = 1.8, p = .11; Step 3: ΔR2 = .11, Fchange (2, 108) = 7.9, p < .01; Step 4: 
ΔR2 = .05, Fchange (11, 97) = 0.6, p > .80
Increments meta-emotion normative appreciation:
Step 1: R2 = .01, F(2, 115) = 0.2, p > .70; Step 2: ΔR2 = .11, Fchange (5, 110) = 5.7, p < .05; Step 3: ΔR2 = .16, Fchange (2, 108) = 11.8, p < .001; Step 4: 
ΔR2 = .07, Fchange (11, 97) = 0.9, p > .50
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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The Place of Gender- and Genre-Independent  
Effects Within the Meta-Emotion Framework

None of the reported correlations of the NFA with the experience and meta-experience of 
emotions was dependent on participants’ gender (except for ambivalent emotions, with a 
significant correlation in men, and an even stronger correlation in women) or on the movie 
they had seen. This indicates that the results can be generalized to an encouraging degree. 
High levels of NFA are associated with higher levels of emotional involvement and more 
positive meta-emotions in both men and women and in both drama and horror audiences. 
To our knowledge, the NFA is the first personality trait studied in the research literature 
that seems to qualify as a consistent predictor of individuals’ engagement with negative 
and ambivalent emotion experiences across gender and film genres, thus highlighting com-
monalities in underlying needs and viewing motivations.

The commonalities we found in the influence of the NFA on emotions and meta- 
emotions in drama and horror audiences can be explained and integrated with existing research 
within an extended meta-emotion framework (see Bartsch et al., 2008; Oliver, 1993). This 
framework assumes that all emotions, including those that are negative and ambivalent, 
can be gratifying if they are accompanied with positive thoughts and feelings on the level 
of meta-emotion. The concept of meta-emotion covers different levels of specificity in 
individuals’ appraisal of emotions: (a) attitudes toward emotions in general (e.g., the NFA),  
(b) attitudes toward specific emotions (e.g., sad film preference, see Oliver, 1993), and  
(c) flexible appraisal of emotions depending on the situation (e.g., mood adjustment; see 
Knobloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006). Our study addressed the influence of attitudes 
toward emotions in the most general sense. The results are not in contrast, however, with 
the assumption of gendered attitudes toward specific emotions or situational factors that 
influence the perceived adequacy or gratification potential of emotions. Rather, we assume 
that attitudes and appraisals on all three levels of specificity contribute to the meta-experience 
of emotions and resulting viewing motivations.

The Role of Ambivalent Feelings in Individuals’ Media Experience
The near-complete absence of positive emotions such as joy, amusement, and contentment 
among the moviegoers who participated in our study underscores the need to explore further 
the gratification potential of negative and ambivalent feelings. In particular, it seems worth-
while to extend the focus to include affective ambivalence in audiences’ response to enter-
tainment. Among the three types of emotion words that served as self-report items in our 
study (positive, negative, and ambivalent feelings), ambivalent items received the highest 
rating scores, suggesting that participants perceived them as apt descriptors of their movie 
experiences. Still, the experience of affective ambivalence is largely uncharted territory in 
communication research. To add to this emerging research topic (see Edell & Burke, 1987; 
Larsen et al., 2001; Oliver et al., 2009), we analyzed the relationship of the ambivalent emo-
tion factor with other emotion variables. We found that ambivalent feelings were related to 
the experience of negative primary emotions, and positive meta-emotions, but were only 
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marginally related to positive primary emotions. This seems to suggest that participants’ self-
report of ambivalent feelings reflected the positive meta-experience of negative emotions.

However, alternative explanations of the ambivalent emotion factor are possible. Previous 
research has found that watching heart-warming advertisements, tragicomedies, and dramas 
elicited blends of positive and negative emotions, specifically sadness and joy (Edell & 
Burke, 1987; Larsen et al., 2001; Oliver et al., 2009). Although the relation of the ambivalent 
factor with positive emotions was only marginally significant, this explanation is also com-
patible with our results. Another potential explanation is that the ambivalent emotion factor 
reflects a sense of emotional intensity that can be associated with both positive and negative 
emotions (see Zaleski, 1984). Our finding that the ambivalent factor was related to emotional 
intensity is in line with this alternative account. Finally, the ambivalent emotion factor may 
reflect complex blends of affect and cognition as proposed by Oliver et al. based on their 
finding that the experience of mixed affect was related to the experience of “meaningful 
affective states” (including such items as tender, sentimental, contemplative, and introspec-
tive). The items that formed the ambivalent factor in our study (fascination, interest, surprise, 
and being moved) seem to share this focus on blends of affect and cognition. We hope that 
future research will continue to explore these interesting theoretical options and will further 
elucidate the nature and function of mixed and ambivalent feelings in media use.

How Specific Is the Pattern of Influence of the NFA?
Additional regression analyses including the Big Five personality traits showed that the 
correlation of the NFA with audiences’ experience of emotions and meta-emotions 
remained substantial and significant when the influence of the Big Five was statistically 
controlled for. Thus, the specific pattern of influence of the NFA on individuals’ experience 
of emotions and meta-emotions in media use cannot be explained by these more basic 
personality factors. We hope that future research will also address the potential overlap of 
variance explained by the NFA with more fine-grained personality variables. For example, 
sensation seeking (Zuckerman, 1994), which is defined as “the seeking of varied, novel, 
complex and intense sensations and experiences . . .” (p. 27), is conceptually similar to the 
NFA. However, results of Maio and Esses (2001) indicate that it is empirically distinct. 
They found that sensation seeking was unrelated to NFA approach and had a small nega-
tive correlation with NFA avoidance (see Appel, 2008). However, especially in the case of 
horror films, it would be useful to consider sensation seeking as a more fine-grained con-
trol variable to further substantiate the distinctiveness of the NFA as an explanatory vari-
able of individual differences in emotional media experience.

Limitations and Outlook
Finally, the following limitations of the present research need to be noted: First, the partici-
pants of our study were asked to recall and report on an event in the movie that elicited 
particularly strong emotions in them. We refrained from preselecting a film scene because 
we considered that the most intense emotions may be experienced at different points of the 
movie by individual audience members. We found no systematic covariation between NFA 
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and the scenes recalled as particularly emotional. However, we hope that future research 
will examine dynamic aspects of emotional movie experience more in depth and will elu-
cidate the role of personality in shaping individuals’ responses to specific aspects of movie 
content, aesthetics, and narrative structure.

Second, our study relied on self-report measures that tap into the subjective experience 
of emotions. Subjective feelings are one, but only one, of the key components of emotion 
(Kleinginna & Kleinginna, 1981; Scherer, 2001). Our measures do not allow us to draw 
conclusions about the influence of the NFA on other emotion components. For instance, we 
cannot rule out that participants with a strong NFA had the same level of physiological 
response as other participants and only experienced emotions more intensely due to their 
heightened level of emotional self-awareness. To address this issue, more research using 
physiological and behavioral measures of emotion is needed.

Third, participants reported on their responses to a movie they had planned to see by 
their own choice; consequently, self-selection was an issue. Although we are aware of the 
limitations associated with self-selected samples, we opted for the present approach in the 
interest of ecological validity. A crucial next step is to take things back to the laboratory 
and to verify whether the results can be replicated within the prevailing paradigm of ran-
domly assigned exposure to media stimuli. This is important to be able to evaluate the 
causal direction of effects and because we cannot rule out that the influence of the NFA on 
audiences’ emotions and meta-emotions might interact with other variables that influenced 
individuals’ decision to see the movie in the first place. At the same time, more studies of 
self-determined media use are needed because participants’ active versus passive role in 
creating exposure situations may have nontrivial consequences on their motivation to 
indulge and enjoy emotions or to dismiss and suppress them.
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Note

1. The idea that gratification can be derived from the experience of negative emotions is not 
unique to the concept of meta-emotion. It is also present in other theories of entertainment 
gratification including sensations seeking (Zuckerman, 1994), excitation transfer (Zillmann, 
1996), downward social comparison (Mares & Cantor, 1992), and mood-adjustment (Kno-
bloch-Westerwick & Alter, 2006). Each of these concepts addresses the question why the 
experience of negative emotions can be positively evaluated by media users under certain 
conditions. The concept of meta-emotion is not in contrast with these more specific explanations; 
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rather, it takes one step back and asks whether the experience of emotions is positively or 
negatively evaluated before it poses more detailed questions about the reasons why emotions 
are evaluated that way. As a consequence, the concept is less subject to constraints that limit 
applicability with regard to specific context factors such as media genres (as discussed pre-
viously concerning sensation seeking and empathy), specific genre conventions (e.g., happy 
endings in the case of excitation transfer), or context-dependent concerns (e.g., threatened 
self-esteem in the case of downward social comparison or goals such as retaliation in the 
case of mood adjustment).
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