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(M= 0.13) was significantly lower than that of the subjects in Study 2 (M =
1.30), #(102) = 2.74, P < 0.005.

The subjects who read Ship of death reported feeling more anxious than
the subjects who read L, F(1,48) = 8.25, P < 0.01, perhaps because Ship
of death heightened subjects’ awareness of issues related to mortality. The
final questions asked to what extent the emotions induced by thinking
about the sad event were over. Consistent with the literature on distrac-
tion, the distraction subjects tended to believe to a greater extent than
did the comparison subjects that the emotions elicited by the emotion
induction were over, F(1,48) = 3.39, P = 0.07.

As in Study 1, emotional valence was positively correlated with life
satisfaction, r(50) = 0.58, P < 0.01. The magnitude of the relationship
was similar for subjects in the comparison and distraction conditions: r(24)
= 0.56, P < 0.01, and r(24) = 0.61, P < 0.001, respectively. Misattribution
of current emotions to the poems did not seem to affect this relationship:
partialing out the variance in how much subjects attributed their current
emotions to the poems did not noticeably change the magnitude of the
valence-satisfaction correlation for any of the groups. Moreover, an
attribution perspective would predict that if subjects attribute their nega-
tive emotions to circumstances irrelevant to life satisfaction (such as
reading a sad poem), their judgements of life satisfaction will become more
positive. Instead, the results showed that for the subjects who read the sad
poem, the more they believed the poem caused their emotions, the less
positive tended to be their ratings of life satisfaction, r(24) = — 0.38, P <
0.06. Thus, at least in Study 2, the increased satisfaction of subjects who
engaged in downward comparison does not appear to have been mediated
by attributions of current emotions to the congruent art.

Results for Studies 1 and 2 Combined

Because the two studies share the same design and cell sizes, the main
dependent variables of both studies—ratings of satisfaction, emotional
valence, and emotionality—can be analysed by combining the data from
both studies. First, for each study separately, we converted ratings of
satisfaction, valence, and emotionality to z-scores. Then, 2 (comparison
vs. distraction) X 2 (congruent vs. incongruent art) analyses of variance
were performed on the combined data from both studies. The inter-
action of type of response and type of art had significant effects on
ratings of satisfaction, F(1,100) = 13.64, P < 0.001, and emotional
valence, F(1,100) = 4.65, P < 0.05. No other effects were significant.
The ratings of satisfaction and emotional valence across both studies
are shown in Figs 1 and 2 respectively. The incongruent distraction
subjects felt more positive and more satisfied, and the downward com-
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FIG. 1. Mean life satisfaction across both studies as a function of type of response and type
of art.

parison subjects felt more satisfied, than the congruent distraction and
upward comparison subjects (all Ps < 0.05 by protected r-tests).

Ratings of life satisfaction and emotional valence were positively cor-
related, 7(102) = 0.50, P < 0.001. After removing the differences in life
satisfaction attributable to differences in emotional valence, the downward
comparison group remained significantly more satisfied than the upward
comparison group: before adding emotional valence as a covariate, F(1,50)
= 6.84, P = 0.012; after adding covariate, F(1,49) = 5.55, P = 0.022. In
contrast, after removing the differences in satisfaction attributable to
emotional valence, the difference between the incongruent and congruent
distraction subjects was only marginally significant: before adding covariate,
F(1,50) = 6.81, P = 0.012; after adding covariate, F(1,49) = 3.08, P =
0.085. The covariance analyses suggest that changes in emotional valence
are more important mediators of changes in satisfaction for distraction
subjects than for comparison subjects.
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FIG. 2. Mean emotional valence across both studies as a function of type of response and
type of art. i

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Summary of the Findings

Two studies examined the influence of comparison, distraction, and art on
emotional valence and life satisfaction. In both studies, after imagining
events designed to evoke negative feelings, subjects engaged in emotif)nal
comparison or distraction with emotion congruent or incongruent.mu&_c or
poetry. Then, subjects rated their current emotions and life satisfaction.
The subjects who engaged in distraction with incongruent art reporte.d
feeling more positive and more satisfied, and the subjects who. engaged in
comparison with congruent art reported feeling more satlsﬁ'ed, th'an
subjects who engaged in distraction with congruent art or comparison with
incongruent art. Thus, both distraction and comparison can improve well-
being under certain conditions.
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These results should be interpreted in the context of several important
caveats. First, the differences were relatively small in magnitude. Secondly,
there were no control conditions designed to assess the effects of art
alone or the passage of time alone. Thirdly, behaviour in controlled
laboratory situations may not generalise to everyday life. More naturalistic
approaches are needed to determine whether (and to what effect) people
use art for comparison and distraction in responding to naturally occurring
negative feelings. Finally, if subjects realised the true purpose of the
manipulations, then their responses may have reflected experimental
demand rather than true changes in well-being; this seems unlikely,
however, because during the debriefing most subjects expressed surprise
at the purpose and predictions of the study.

Distraction

The incongruent distraction subjects reported feeling relatively happy and
satisfied. We speculate that the incongruent distractors helped alleviate
subjects’ negative mood (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991), which in turn led to
more optimistic judgements of satisfaction. Supportive of this hypothesis,
the incongruent distraction group reported the most positive emotional
valence of all the groups, and the difference in the satisfaction of the two
distraction groups decreased noticeably when the variance attributable to
emotional valence was removed.

In contrast, the congruent distraction subjects reported feeling relatively
sad and dissatisfied. We speculate that their negative feelings became primed
(Strauman & Higgins, 1987), spread (Bower, 1981), persisted (Weinberger,
1991), and intruded into awareness (Wenzlaff et al., 1988) even though they
were consciously focusing on unemotional features (the musical instruments
or sentence structures) of the melancholy art. Perhaps the effects of
distraction are more robust in laboratory studies than correlational surveys
(Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991) because laboratory manipulations typically force
subjects to attend exclusively to mood incongruent distractors, whereas in
the real world people (due to external constraints or poor judgement) may
sometimes attend to mood congruent distractors as well.

Comparison

In our study, comparing negative emotions with emotion congruent
standards (melancholy music and poetry) improved well-being, whereas
comparing negative moods with emotion incongruent standards did not.
Because our subjects were induced to feel mild dysphoria, our results may
not generalise to people in other affective states. Indeed, prior research
suggests that downward comparisons do not raise (and may even lower)
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the well-being of people who are relatively calm, happy, and secure
(Gibbons, 1986; Gibbons & Gerrard, 1989; Gibbons & McCoy, 19912.
Two findings suggest that changes in emotional valence did not mediate
the increased satisfaction of the downward comparison group. First, the
satisfaction of the downward comparison group was significantly more
positive than that of the upward comparison and congruent dist.raction
groups, but their emotional valence was not. Secondly, removing the
variance in satisfaction attributable to emotional valence had little impact
on the difference between the satisfaction of the two comparison groups.
There was no evidence that causal attributions or aesthetic apprecia-
tion were important mediators either. Instead, comparison probabl‘y
influenced ratings of well-being directly, with subjects’ perceptions of their
circumstances shifting in a direction opposite to the valence of the art.

Art

The current investigation showed that both melancholy and energetic art
(when used as means of comparison and distraction, respectively)' can h.elp
improve well-being. Interestingly, the role of art as a means of dlstractl.on
is supported by philosophical definitions of aesthetic objects as those which
compel attention (Sircello, 1975) and draw attention away from the self
and its desires (Kant, 1951; Shaftesbury, 1741/1963). Art as a means of
comparison has been more neglected, perhaps because art rarely involves
direct contact with a comparison other. Yet, direct contact with distressed
others is unnecessary (Wills, 1981), and may often be upsetting apd
avoided (Taylor & Lobel, 1989). Thus, it may be the lack of contact with
others that allows artistic depictions of adversity and distress to be, for
some dysphoric people, a source of solace.
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