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Abstract 

Past research examining the temperament of affect intensity, the 

degree to which a person characteristically experiences emotions 

strongly, has been limited to the ratings of subjective descriptions of 

daily life events and evaluations of hypothetical experiences. Thus, it 

is unclear whether high intense individuals are more intense because of 

more exciting life events or because of a propensity to react more 

strongly to emotional stimuli. In the present study, standardized 

emotional stimuli were used to induce mood in three experimental 

conditions: one with two successive positive emotional stimuli (+1+), 

another with a negative mood induction followed by a positive mood 

induction (-1+), and a condition with a positive emotional stimulus 

following a neutral task (01+). High intense subjects responded to the 

emotional stimuli with stronger emotional reactions, whether the 

stimulus was positive, negative, or immediately following another 

emotional stimulus. The neutral task produced no differences in 

emotional reactions between high and low intense individuals. The 

findings indicate that high affect intensity subjects do not simply lead 

more exciting lives, but that they react more strongly even to the same 

external stimuli. 
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In 1966, Wessman & Ricks, in a study on daily mood, reported two 

independent dimensions of affect: (a) hedonic level, and (b) variability 

in affect. Diener, Larsen, Levine, & Emmons (1984) regard this study as 

"the first serious attempt to empirically examine the structure of 

affect over time" (p. 1253). Hedonic level and variability have 

appeared in later factor analytic work on the structure of long-term 

mood. Underwood and Froming (1980) identified these factors as "level" 

and "reactivity," and Diener, Larsen, LeVine, and Emmons (1985) labelled 

these dimensions "frequency" and "intensity." In each case, the former 

(hedonic level, level, or frequency) can be broadly conceptualized as 

the amount of positive versus negative emotions in one's life, whereas 

the latter is an individual difference characteristic referring to the 

variability or intensity with which one experiences emotion. Although 

the concepts of variability and intensity are not logically synonymous 

(Larsen & Diener, 1986), Diener and Larsen (1985) describe affect 

intensity as a superordinate construct which encompasses the notions of 

intensity, variability, and reactivity. Affect intenSity is a stable 

characteristic illustrated at one extreme by someone who reacts strongly 

to both positive and negative emotional stimuli, and at the other by 

someone who experiences mild emotions with little fluctuation. 

Individual differences on this intenSity dimension have been well 

documented. For example, Larson, Czikszentmihalyi, and Graef (1980) 

have studied emotional variability in relation to the life-styles of 
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adolescents. Gorman and Wessman (1974) found mood variability to be 

related to field dependence, and Linville (1982) has proposed a 

cognitive model to account for individual differences on this trait. 

(See Diener & Larsen, 1985, for a listing of studies on mood 

variability • ) 

One important question is whether affectively intense individuals 

are more intense simply because their current life events are more 

exciting (Larsen & Diener, 1986), or whether such individuals react more 

strongly even to the same emotional stimuli. To empirically examine the 

differences in emotional reactions between individuals who are high 

versus low in affect intensity, Larsen, Diener, and Emmons (in press) 

gathered descriptions of over 5000 daily life events from subjects who 

also recorded their reactions to the events. These events were then 

judged for their level of "goodness" or "badness" by a team of trained 

raters. It was found that when the severity of the event was 

controlled, those higher in affect intensity reacted more strongly to 

the events than did low intensity individuals, regardless of whether 

these events were positive or negative. This finding was consistent 

across all levels of severity of events. In a second study, subjects 

were asked to judge how they would react emotionally to each of a series 

of hypothetical events. As predicted, the high intense individuals 

responded more extremely to both the positive and negative events than 

did the low intense subjects. 

The above studies suggest that emotionally intense individuals are 

more reactive even to the same emotional stimuli. Nevertheless, 
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although the above studies represent a first step in comparing emotional 

reactions of high and low intensity individuals, a number of 

deficiencies in these studies can be noted. First, with the daily 

descriptions of events, it remains unclear whether or not the ratings 

could have been contaminated by the writing style of the subjects' 

descriptions of the events. In addition, although a high and a low 

intense individual may give identical descriptions of an event, they may 

actually be qualitatively different. For example, "fought with my 

roommate" might have been a slight disagreement concerning the relative 

merits of a particular toothpaste, or it might have been a bar-room 

brawl. Differences in the events could easily have been lost in the 

objective ratings, and this leaves open the possibility that high 

intense individuals may merely lead more exciting lives and describe 

them in common terms. By the same token, low intense individuals may 

exaggerate their dull, uneventful lives. Thus, a comparison of low and 

high affect intensity individuals for their emotional reactions to 

supposedly similar levels of events cannot provide a rigorous test of 

the idea that high intensity individuals react more strongly even to the 

same emotional stimulus. 

A potential problem with the second study reported by Larsen, 

Diener, and Emmons (in press) lies in their dependence upon hypothetical 

events. Although it is interesting that high intensity subjects think 

they would react more strongly to a given situation, it is not the same 

as actually experiencing an event. High intense individuals may think 

of themselves as intense and therefore predict that their emotions would 
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be stronger, but is this actually true? Also, it could be argued that 

the claimed "reactions" of high intensity individuals are mere artifacts 

of a response bias by which they choose more extreme numbers. 

An additional question which was not addressed by the studies of 

Larsen, Diener, and Emmons (in press) is that of the volatility of high 

intensity individuals. That is, once an affective state has been evoked 

in a high intensity individual, how resistant is this state to change? 

Although it is hypothesized that intense individuals are characterized 

by emotional lability or changeableness (Diener & Larsen, 1985), it may 

well be that an emotion, once elicited in a high intense individual, is 

so strong that it is resistant to change. 

The present study was designed to address each of the above issues. 

The question of whether or not high intense individuals merely lead more 

exciting lives is examined in this study by adding the element of 

experimental control of real emotional stimuli. By ensuring that each 

subject received the same set of emotional stimuli, results were based 

on controlled events which were constant across low and high intense 

groups. We also addressed the issue of realism. In the second study 

mentioned above, the hypothetical events used greatly limited the 

generalizability of the results. By having subjects actually experience 

emotion in the laboratory in the present study, we reduced the need to 

speculate on the generalizability of the results. To test response 

bias, a control condition was used in which a neutral stimulus was 

presented. This allowed any resonse bias to become evident. Also, 

initial mood ratings were made upon entry into the laboratory, prior to 
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any emotional stimulation in order to examine the question of response 

artifacts. Finally, to examine the question of volatility, each subject 

was presented with two successive emotional stimuli. If the high 

intense individuals are truly more changeable, as hypothesized by Diener 

and Larsen (1986), they should react more strongly to the second 

successive emotion regardless of their previous mood. 

Method 

To best demonstrate changeability in the high intense individual, 

each subject was presented with two successive emotional stimuli: first, 

the Velten Mood Induction cards (Velten, 1967, 1968), either positive, 

negative, or neutral; and second, positive feedback concerning their 

performance on a game with the possibility of winning a monetary prize. 

All subjects received this positive mood induction. Before, after, and 

between these two mood inductions, momentary mood was assessed with mood 

adjective self-ratings. 

Subjects 

Two-hundred and twenty-three male undergraduate college students 


participated in this experiment to partially meet a requirement of an 


introductory psychology course at the University of Illinois. 


Measures 


Measures in this study included the Affect Intensity Measure (AIM) 

which was designed by Larsen (1984) to assess individual differences in 

the trait of affective intensity. In addition, a momentary mood 

assessment was given to subjects at three times during the experiment. 

This mood assessment consisted of fifteen adjectives which participants 
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endorsed as indicative of their present mood on a scale of 0 (not at 

all) to 6 (extremely much). Three different arrangements of the 

adjectives were used to minimize order effects. The sum of the values 

obtained for the eight adjectives indicative of a negative mood 

(distressed, unhappy, irritated, fearful/anxious, angry/hostile, 

frustrated, depressed, and sad) was subtracted from the sum of the 

values obtained for the seven adjectives indicative of a positive mood 

(vigorous, pleased, energetic, elated, lively, happy, and joyful) to 

obtain a score which represents a momentary total hedonic level. Thus, 

a high positive score represents a strong positive mood, whereas a 

negative score indicates a negative mood. 

Procedures 

Subjects were randomly assigned to one of three groups: +/+, in 

which two positive moods were induced successively, -/+, in which a 

positive mood was induced following the induction of a negative mood, or 

0/+, in which a positive mood was induced following the completion of a 

neutral task. All subjects were given an irrelevent "introduction to 

the experiment" concerning the connections between intelligence and 

emotion in order to obscure the true purpose of the experiment and 

thereby minimize the influence of demand characteristics. Following 

this oral introduction, subjects were separated by partitions and asked 

to complete a four-page questionnaire consisting of demographic and 

distractor items, (e.g., sex, age, major in college, grade average in 

college, percentile rank in high school, favorite color), and the Affect 

Intensity Measure (AIM). 
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After subjects completed the questionnaire, they were given a form 

with thirty relatively easy anagrams (no more than six letters, no less 

than three) and were told that their performance on this task would 

dictate their eligibility for entry into a multi-level cash drawing. 

The cash drawing was described as a way to motivate subjects so that 

everyone would do their best. In actuality, the drawing was used to 

induce the second mood (described later). The highest level of 

performance would warrant putting their names into a 125 dollar cash 

drawing, the next highest level, 50 dollars, and the lowest level, 25 

dollars. Those who were not drawn for the 125 dollar prize would then 

be added to the 50 dollar prize entries, and those then not drawn for 

the 50 dollar prize would then be added to the 25 dollar prize entries. 

(In reality, each name was entered into the 125 dollar category, 

regardless of performance on the task, and each prize was drawn randomly 

and awarded from the same group of entries.) 

Subjects were given two minutes to work on the anagrams and then 

completed the first mood assessment (used as a base level). At this 

point, depending upon the experimental condition to which they had been 

assigned, subjects went through the Velten Mood Induction technique 

(VMIj Velten, 1967, 1968), using half of either the elation, depression, 

or neutral cards. A second mood assessment was given, and then subjects 

were led into another room one by one to receive "feedbackll concerning 

their performance on the anagram task. In the room there were three 

boxes, labelled 125, 50, and 25. The box labelled 25 was filled with 

approximately one hundred bogus entries, the box labelled 50 contained 
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approximately twenty bogus entries, while the box labelled 125 contained 

only one bogus entry. The number of apparent entries in each box was 

varied (but not discussed with the subjects), to subtly lead them to 

believe that the top group of entries was very exclusive, and that if 

they were placed into that group, they would have a relatively good 

chance of winning. Subjects were then told, as part of the second mood 

induction, that their performance on the anagrams was superior and that 

they would be entered into the 125 dollar cash drawing. The subjects 

then filled out an entry blank, placed it in the box labelled 125, and 

then went into another room to fill out a final mood assessment. After 

the final mood assessment, the subjects were debriefed, informed of the 

deception, insured of the reality of the drawing, and then dismissed. A 

summary of the procedures can be found in Table 1. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

Results 

Mean scores on the mood assessments are shown in Table 2 for each 

condition and each measurement. Mood scores are separated by the type 

of mood induced: positive, negative, or neutral for the first mood 

induction (Velten cards); and positive only for the second mood 

induction (feedback concerning anagram performance). Time 1, then, is 

the mood prior to any stimulus, whereas Time 2 and Time 3 represent the 

mood assessments following the first and second mood inductions, 

respectively. Note that this is a repeated measures design, with each 

subject in either of the three conditions having three scores (all in a 
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single row). Groups representing high and low levels of intensity were 

created by first removing the middle decile of scores on the AIM (to 

purify the groups by removing borderline cases) and then naming the 

resulting groups high and low intensity. (Scores> 149 were considered 

high, whereas scores ~ 144 were considered low.) 

Insert Table 2 about here 

These data are also pictured in Figures 1, 2, and 3. The repeated 

measures interactions between mood assessments and affect intensity 

groups were significant in the +/+ condition, ~ (2, 213) = 7.4, £ < 

.001, and in the -/+ condition, ~ (2, 201) = 3.3, £ < .05. These 

comprehensive ANOVAs were followed up by examining the interactions 

between highs and lows for successive mood inductions. This was done by 

analyzing the pretest mood measure and post-Velten measure in one ANOVA 

and the post-measure and the final mood measure in a second ANOVA. The 

interaction term in these analyses reveals the degree to which each mood 

manipulation affected high versus low intense subjects. In the +/+ 

condition, the high intensity group reacted significantly stronger (£ < 

.05) than the low intensity group to each successive positive emotional 

stimulus, ~ (1, 142) = 4.1 and 4.2, respectively. As can be seen in 

Table 2 and Figure 1, the high intensity group by chance started out in 

a worse mood than the low intensity group, but by the end of two 

positive mood inductions, their overall hedonic level far exceeded that 

of the low group. In the -/+ condition, not only did the high intensity 

group experience a significant depression in mood as compared to the low 
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intensity group, ~ (1, 134) = 4.4, (~< .05), following the negative 

emotional stimulus, but they then rebounded from that low to an even 

higher level than the low intensity group, ~ (1, 134) = 5.0, (~< .05), 

following the positive stimulus. These interactions show the volatile 

nature of the high intense individual. 

Insert Figures about here 

The overall repeated measures interaction in the 0/+ condition was not 

significant, ~ (2, 195) = 1.6. The neutral stimulus produced no 

interaction between groups, ~ (1, 130) = 0.05, and the subsequent 

positive stimulus showed the trend of interaction present in the +1+ and 

_1+ conditions ~ (1, 130) = 2.5, but it was not significant at a ~ < .05 

level. 

Discussion 

The data above show a pronounced difference in emotional reactions 

between individuals high versus low in the trait of affect intensity. 

The difference in emotional reactivity exists not only in the presence 

of either positive or negative stimuli alone, but is also apparent in 

successive emotional experiences. Although Larsen, Diener, and Emmons 

(1985) concluded that high intensity individuals evaluate hypothetical 

emotional stimuli more extremely, it remained unknown whether this 

extreme evaluation would be resistant to change when presented with 

additional emotion-provoking stimuli. This study demonstrates the 

affective volatility of the high intensity person, because the emotional 

level attained after a single mood induction was not merely vulnerable 
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to an additional mood induction (illustrated most profoundly in the -/+ 

condition), but was completely reversed in a matter of minutes. The 

findings that show that subjects selected because of their high 

emotional intensity change more when going from one mood to another 

supports the argument of Diener and Larsen (1986) that mood intensity 

and variability exist in the same individual. This finding is important 

because it suggests that those .who are intense in their emotions are 

also more variable in affect. 

It is difficult to argue that the trait of affective intensity is 

an artifact produced by extreme response style given the above results, 

because the neutral mood induction yielded no interaction between high 

and low intensity individuals. This indicates that high intensity 

individuals do not invariably use higher mood numbers, even when no 

emotional stimulus exists. Additional evidence against a response style 

hypothesis to account for differences between high and low intense 

individuals exists in the +/+ condition. If high intensity individuals 

are prone to extreme ratings, one would expect a ceiling to form for 

these individuals following the first positive stimulus, leaving them no 

room on the scale for them to indicate a more positive mood after the 

superimposition of the second stimulus. However, it can be seen that 

they do not show higher positive moods after the first mood induction, 

apparently because this group by chance started out in a bad mood. 

Nevertheless, by the second (and probably more powerful) mood induction 

(the possibility of winning 125 dollars), the high intensity group was 

clearly higher in the intensity of their positive mood. Although the 
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high intensity subjects did not show stronger moods in every single 

cell, they invariably showed the strongest reaction when exposed to the 

strongest emotional stimulus-- good performance feedback coupled with a 

chance of winning a sizeable monetary prize. 

Also, it can be seen that the high intensity individuals showed no 

consistent indication of a more intense mood before the mood inductions. 

This also suggests thath~gh intensity individuals do not simply score 

high by virtue of the response artifact of always using higher numbers. 

Finally, Larsen and Diener (1986) review a number of nonself-report 

measures that indicate that high intense individuals show more intense 

moods even when these are not assessed on self-rating scales. 

Although the demonstration of the volatility of high intensity 

individuals and the refutation of extreme response style are important, 

perhaps the greatest contribution of this study lies in the controlled 

method and the conclusions it allows. A standardized mood induction 

technique like the Velten Mood Induction insures that each subject is 

presented with the same stimuli, at the same time, under the same 

conditions. The cash drawing as an emotional stimulus is superior even 

to the Velten Mood Induction technique, because it is an actual event 

with real life consequences. Subjects are not simply put into a 

particular mood by asking them to think particular thoughts, but an 

actual emotion-producing event took place. The subjective descriptions 

of daily life events collected by Larsen, Diener, and Emmons (1985) are 

rendered questionable by a barrage of conjecture about story-telling 

style, writing abilities, or that high intensity individuals simply lead 
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more exciting lives. The predicted mood ratings of hypothetical events 

in their second study do not fare much better due to the possible 

emotional detachment from the task, or because subjects may imagine 

qualitatively different situations (based on actual experiences). In 

contrast, the laboratory mood induction provides and combines the 

important elements of actual experience, immediate evaluation, and 

experimental control. Thus we can conclude from the present study that 

it is not simply that high affect intensity individuals lead more 

exciting lives. We have shown that they react more strongly to real, 

but controlled, emotional stimuli. The high intense individual seems to 

react more strongly to events, and Larsen and Diener (1985) have shown 

that they think about events differently from low intense individuals. 

Further research using control in a laboratory setting should 

provide additional information regarding the differences between the 

high and low intense person. For example, will low intense individuals 

continue to accumulate mood until they have "caught up" with the high 

intense subjects if enough emotional stimuli are presented? The nature 

of mood changeability in nigh versus low intense people must also be 

examined more fully. How readily will emotion change valence in the 

high intense individual? It has been shown above that within a span of 

twenty minutes, high intense subjects are able to completely reverse 

their mood. However, suppose the magnitudes of the emotional stimuli 

differ greatly. For example, will a strong positive mood be more 

resistant to change when confronted with a weaker negative mood? It may 

be that a previous mood, regardless of its opposite valence, combines 
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with a present mood to actually intensify a present emotional experience 

(Weed, 1985). This would be consistent with Zillmann's 

excitation-transfer paradigm for sympathetic arousal (Zillmann, 1984). 

By varying the magnitude of the emotional stimulus as well as 

manipulating the time separating superimposed stimuli, we could gain a 

better understanding of the processes involved in mood changeability for 

both high and low intense individuals. 

Finally, Diener, Sandvik, and Larsen (1985) showed strong age and 

sex differences in affect intensity. These effects should be examined 

further using experimental control and successive emotional stimuli. 

The present study was based only on college males and future research 

should also examine the mood responses of females. Another promising 

avenue for research would be to measure the intensity of mood responses 

by coding facial reactions occurring after mood inductions, thus 

avoiding sole reliance on self-report measures. 
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Table 1 

Summary of Procedures 

1. 	 Introduction to experiment 

2. 	Administration of AIM 

3. 	Told of cash drawing 

4. 	Anagram task 

5. 	Mood Assessment I 

6. 	Mood Induction I: positive, negative, 

or neutral Velten cards 

7. 	Mood Assessment II 

8. 	Mood Induction II: positive feedback 

regarding anagram performance 

9. 	Mood Assessment III 

10. 	Debriefing 
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Table 2 

Mean Hedonic Levels for High and Low Intensity Subjects for 

Each Assessment and Condition 

Condition Group Time 1 Mood Time 2 Mood Time 3 
Mood Induced Mood Induced Mood 

Low Intensity 6.9 10.9 13.4 
positivec PositiveC 

High Intensity -2.1 8.9 18.3 

Low Intensity 3.6 -4.0 8.6 
negativec positiveC 

High Intensity 6.9 -9.1 12.3 

Low Intensity 3.6 0.1 10.1 
0/+ neutral positive 

High Intensity 2.8 -0.8 14.1 

"a" denotes that the overall repeated measures interaction was 

significant at E < .001 

"b" denotes that the overall repeated measures interaction was 

significant at E < .05 

tIc" denotes that the interaction between highs and lows for a 

particular mood induction was significant at E < .05 
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Figure Captions 

Figure 1. Mean hedonic level for high versus low intensity 

subjects over time in the +/+ condition. 

Figure 2. Mean hedonic level for high versus low intensity 

subjects over time in the -/+ condition. 

Figure 3. Mean hedonic level for high versus low intensity 

subjects over time in the 0/+ condition. 
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Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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