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A s a multi-ethnic country that is comprised of diverse cultural systems, there has been little research on the subcultural
differences in emotional preferences in China. Also, little attention has been paid to examine how explicit and

implicit attitudes towards emotions influence emotional preferences interactively. In this study, we manipulated explicit
attitudes towards emotions among Han (N = 62) and Mongolian Chinese individuals (N = 70). We assessed participants’
implicit attitudes towards emotions to explore their contributions to emotional preferences. (a) Han Chinese had lower
preferences for pleasant emotions than Mongolian Chinese after inducing contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions,
and (b) after priming contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions, the more Han Chinese participants evaluated pleasant
emotions as negative implicitly, the less they preferred to engage in pleasant emotional activities. These findings contribute
to the growing literature of subcultural differences and demonstrate that explicit and implicit attitudes towards emotions
interactively influence individuals’ emotional preferences between different subculture groups.

Keywords: Emotional preferences; Attitudes towards emotions; Subcultural differences; Chinese culture; Implicit
attitudes.

There are many occasions when people wish to, or
intend to feel specific emotions, even unpleasant emo-
tions (Tamir & Ford, 2012). For example, individuals
are likely to put themselves into an angry mood during
a competitive task for utilitarian purpose (Tamir, Chiu,
& Gross, 2007). Through this proactive process, indi-
viduals’ cultural model is reflected in divergent attitudes
towards emotions (Riediger, Wrzus, & Wagner, 2014).
Unlike Western cultures which value the importance of
pleasant experiences, people in East Asia view it poten-
tially dangerous and obstructive (Deng, Ding, Cheng, &
Chou, 2016). For example, Chinese people believe that
happiness rests in misery. This tendency to emphasise the
importance of contradictory consequences of pleasant and
unpleasant emotions is called contra-hedonic attitudes
towards emotions (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). Prior research
also demostrated that Chinese showed contra-hedonic
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attitudes towards happiness implicitly (Deng et al., 2016).
Although studies have shown the existence of culture dif-
ferences in the contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions
(Deng et al., 2016), how these attitudes impact on indi-
viduals’ emotional preferences, especially in a diverse
subcultural context are not well understood. Therefore,
motivated by prior research, the present study aimed to
investigate subcultural differences in individuals’ emo-
tional preferences in China, which may be caused by their
divergent attitudes towards emotions.

Cultural differences in emotional preferences

Emotional preferences refer to the emotional states
which people want to experiences (Tamir & Ford, 2012).
It should be noted that the desirability about emotions are
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not necessarily universal (Chentsova-Dutton, Senft, &
Ryder, 2014). Cultural model determines what emotion
people prefer to experience (Mesquita, De Leersnyder,
& Albert, 2014). As for the differences in cognitive
styles between Chinese and Western cultures, emo-
tional system in China is more dialectical and relational
(Nisbett, 2003). In fact, cross-cultural studies suggest
that the contra-hedonic motivations—the tendencies of
savoring unpleasant emotions and dampening pleasant
emotions—are more prevalent in East Asia than Western
cultures (Miyamoto, Ma, & Petermann, 2014). Instead
of fulfilling personal hedonic needs, contra-hedonic pref-
erences of emotions are considered to serve a utilitarian
purpose in East Asian cultures (Wei, Su, Carrera, Lin, &
Yi, 2013). When East Asians dampen pleasant emotions,
it appear to be socially appropriate or instrumental to
preserve interpersonal harmony, whereas their Western
counterparts may not decrease their emotions for this
goal. In addition, attaining long-term benefits demand
Chinese to sacrifice their short-term hedonic needs (e.g.
suppressing happiness for getting good grade on an exam
and working even harder for the next academic challenge,
Deng, Sang, & Luan, 2013).

Cultural differences in attitudes towards
emotions

Attitudes towards emotions are kind of evaluations and
mental representations of different emotions (Riediger
et al., 2014). Culture also plays a critical role in indi-
vidual’s attitudes towards emotions, for implications
and meanings of certain emotional event may vary
across cultural contexts (Chentsova-Dutton et al., 2014)
Although some situations are considered to be positive
or negative, the related emotions are depend on specific
cultural background, which can give rise to differences
in attribution processes (An, Marks, & Trafimow, 2016).
For example, happiness is related to pleasant event and
situation in Western cultures, which is dominated by
hedonism. However, maintaining a balanced state of
pleasant and unpleasant emotions (Luo, Gilmour, & Kao,
2001) and the wholeness of experience are important
elements in attitudes towards emotions in Chinese culture
(Sundararajan, 2015). When indulging in pleasant emo-
tions, Chinese expect the potential negative consequences
(Wei et al., 2013). Contradicoty propositions (i.e. dialec-
tical and changing logic) are also salient factors when
individual involve in emotional situation in Chinese
culture (Peng & Nisbett, 1999). The key characteristic
of dialectical thinking by Chinese is the tolerance of
contradiction or seek the “middle way” (Choi & Choi,
2002). For example, Chinese people believe that pleas-
ant emotions have dialectical relations with unpleasant
emotions (misery follows or co-occurs with happiness;
Deng et al., 2016; Spencer-Rodgers, Peng, & Wang,

2010). Indeed, some empirical evidences supported
these notions. Spencer-Rodgers et al. (2010) found that
Chinese reported the mixed emotions of pleasant and
unpleasant more frequently than European Americans.
Also, the relations between down-regulated pleasant emo-
tions and positive emotional experiences were wearker
among Chinese (Deng et al., 2013). In fact, some findings
suggests that a given emotion contains both negativity
and positivity. Further, Easterners, including Chinese,
felt stronger ambivalence of each emotion compared with
Westerners (An, Ji, Marks, & Zhang, 2017).

Subcultural differences in china

To our knowledge, most of the prior findings in China
were derived from Han Chinese sample. Less is known
about subcultural differences in China, in which is a
multi-ethnic and -cultural context (Li, Wu, Li, & Zhuang,
2012). The national cultural majority is marked by the
Han Chinese culture while there are other 55 national
minority cultures (Luo, Gilmour, & Kao, 2001). In China,
each of the minorities has their own unique culture and
characteristic. As an important minority in China, Mon-
golian Chinese share similarities and differences in the
cultural values and emotional characteristics with Han
Chinese (Oyunbileg, Sumberzul, Udval, Wang, & Janes,
2009).

According to the Eco-cultural theory, ecological
and sociodemographic differences within countries can
give rise to diverse subcultural values and characteris-
tics (Esteban-Guitart, Borke, & Monreal-Bosch, 2015;
Greenfield, 2014). Each subcultures are shaped dur-
ing their own sociocultural practices in local ecology
(Esteban-Guitart et al., 2015). From this perpective,
subcultural differences need to be considered as the eco-
logical conditions where socialisation practices taking
place (Greenfield, 2014). Also, psychological processes
differ between cultures and subcultures could be the result
of fundamental differences in the structure of the environ-
ment (Nisbett, 2003). Geography may presumably create
the environment that people shared biology which have
great impact on individuals. Similar to the Han culture,
Mongolian culture place a high emphasis on interde-
pendence and collectivism. Collectivistic living style
promotes psychological and physical closeness among
family members (Oyunbileg et al., 2009). However,
most Mongolian Chinese live in the Inner Mongolian
autonomous region of China. The territorial autonomy
of Inner Mongolia made them relatively less influenced
by the mainstream of Chinese culture—Han culture (Li
et al., 2012). The geographical “autonomy” and different
language make Mongolian Chinese a different ethnic
group from the Han Chinese in the multiculral “Chinese
Nation” (Bulag, 2003). For example, rather than living in
the urban cities, there are still many Mongolian Chinese
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living in the traditional Mongolian tent in the pastoral
areas in Inner Mongolia. Herding and pastoralism remain
the spirit of Mongolian cultural (Bulag, 2003) and many
of these Mongolian Chinese keep their pure traditional
Mongolian rituals (Li et al., 2012).

In addition, unlike Han Chinese, Mongolian Chinese
are considered to be unconstrained, extroverted and
outgoing (Yang & Zhang, 2010). The spacious living
space and vigorous traditional activities may have a great
impact on shaping their unconstrained characteristics,
thereby leading to the higher hedonism among Mongo-
lian Chinese than Han Chinese (Deng et al., 2016; Yang
& Zhang, 2010). Also, living far from big cities might
make them less endorsed in the mainstream Chinese
cultural values. These geographical “autonomy” makes
Mongolican Chinese a different socio-background with
Han Chinese. Endorsed by their own daily practice (e.g.
horse riding, wrestling) in this unconstrained cultural
atmosphere, they are encouraged to express self-emotions
freely (Cai, 2011). Prior research found that Han college
students reported higher levels of emotion regulation
than Mongolian Chinese. Compared with Mongolian
Chinese, Han Chinese showed stronger associations
between implicit contra-hedonic attitudes towards hap-
piness and mixed emotions during pleasant emotional
events (Deng et al., 2016). Thus, different geographical
surrounding and socialisation practices in daily lives
between Mongolian and Han Chinese may produce dif-
ferent cultural values and psychological orientations (e.g.
attitudes towards emotions). As mentioned, compared
with Monglian Chinese, Han Chinsese tend to believe
that events are constanly changing and emphasise con-
tradictions (Ji, 2005). The lay theories of changing of
Han Chinese may lead to differences in the emotional
preferences. Accordingly, comparing Mongolian Chinese
and Han Chinese may be an appropriate way to explore
how subcultural differences in attitudes towards emotions
are embedded in individual’s emotional preferences when
engaging in emotional events.

Explicit and implicit measures of attitudes
towards emotions

In addition to the explicit domain of attitudes towards
emotions, prior research indicated that implicit as well
as the explicit evaluations of emotions affect individuals’
affective experience in their daily lives (Riediger et al.,
2014). How individuals evaluate different emotions might
be reflected in their attitudes towards emotions and how
they respond to emotional experiences. Also, when exam-
ining individuals’ attitudes towards emotion, most of the
prior studies used a retrospective self-reported measure-
ment (Miyamoto et al., 2014; Miyamoto & Ma, 2011).
However, individuals’ explicit evaluations about emo-
tions might be confounded by their semantic memory

biases and social desirabilities (Greenwald, Poehlman,
Uhlmann, & Banaji, 2009). Thus, examining implicit
domain of attitudes towards emotions could be a more
promising way to reduce the potential influence of the
social desirability (Mauss, Cook, & Gross, 2007).

Implicit Association Test (IAT) is considered to be
a valid and reliable method to assess implicit attitudes
(Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji, 2003). It assesses the
strengths of associations by observing response reaction
times in computer-administered categorisation tasks
(Greenwald et al., 2009). The sensitivity of IAT mea-
sures to automatically activated associations is credited
with making IAT scores resistant to faking and social
desirability (Greenwald et al., 2009). It has been used to
examine evaluative associations with different attitudes
in many social cognition domains (Greenwald et al.,
2009). Specifically, its implications in assessing implicit
attitudes towards emotions are drawing more attention in
recent years (e.g. approach or avoidance attitudes towards
fearful emotion, Hammer & Marsh, 2015; positive and
negative attitudes towards pleasant emotions, Riediger
et al., 2014). With this, theoretically and methodolog-
ically, measuring implicit attitudes towards emotions
will contribute to understand explicit attitudes towards
emotions.

The present study

Proceeding from these findings, cultural variations in
preferences of emotion might reflect the differences of
contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions. However, lit-
tle attention has been paid to examine how implicit
and explicit contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions
influence cultural differences of emotional preferences
interactively.

There is accumulating evidence that attitudes towards
emotions can be induced in experimentally controlled
situations (Tamir et al., 2007). Previous research used
correlational measurements and simple categorisation of
culture groups (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). In the present
study, we manipulated hedonic and contra-hedonic atti-
tudes towards emotions experimentally to examine the
influences of explicit attitudes towards emotions in sub-
cultural differences. IAT was used to examine the implicit
attitudes towards emotions.

The present study compared samples of Han Chinese
and Mongolian Chinese on implicit and explicit attitudes
towards emotions and emotional preferences, aiming
to examine: (a) whether subcultural differences in the
implicit evaluations about pleasant and unpleasant emo-
tions exist; (b) how explicit attitudes towards emotions
influence subcultural variations in emotional preferences
under different experimental manipulating conditions;
(c) how individuals’ implicit attitudes towards emotions
relate to their emotional preferences under different
explicit attitudes manipulating conditions.
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TABLE 1
Items used in the IAT (Chinese original/English translation)

Pleasant emotions Unpleasant emotions Positive Negative

Happiness Sadness Luck Poison

Joy Grief Beauty Violence

Bliss Sorrow Gift Sickness

Cheerfulness Gloominess Health Failure

Merriment Melancholia Wisdom Stench

Delight Distress Success Stupidity

Building on the idea that contra-hedonic attitudes
towards emotions are highly related to the dialectical phi-
losophy of emotions, which is prevalent and encouraged
in Han Chinese (Luo et al., 2001; Miyamoto et al., 2014),
we expected that Han Chinese participants would evalu-
ate pleasant emotions as more negative than Mongolian
Chinese participants implicitly (Hypothesis 1).

Because of the promoted cultural meaning system
of emotions among Han Chinese, contra-hedonic atti-
tudes towards emotions would be more predominant
to make people prefer experiencing pleasant emotions.
On the contrary, Mongolian Chinese are more hedo-
nic than Han Chinese due to their subcultural values
(Cai, 2011; Deng et al., 2016; Li et al., 2012). Their
attitudes towards emotions are less influenced by main-
stream Chinese culture. Thus, we expected that Han
Chinese participants would have a lower preference for
pleasant emotions than their Mongolian counterparts
after induced contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions
(Hypothesis 2). Finally, after inducing contra-hedonic
attitudes towards emotions, the more Han Chinese partici-
pants considered pleasant emotions as negative implicitly,
the less they would prefer to experience pleasant emotions
(Hypothesis 3).

METHOD

Participants

Han Chinese undergraduates (N = 62, 45.2% female,
Mage = 20.76 years, SD= 1.42) and Mongolian
Chinese undergraduates (N = 70, 48.6% female,
Mage = 20.84 years, SD= 1.44) from a public Uni-
versity in Shanghai volunteered to participate in the
study. The parents and grandparents of the Han Chi-
nese participants were also Han Chinese. All of the
Mongolian Chinese participants in the present study
self-identified as Mongolian Chinese. The parents and
grandparents of the Mongolian Chinese were Mon-
golian Chinese as well. All of them were lived in the
Inner Mongolian autonomous region of China before
they entered the university. Mongolian Chinese in the

present study have lived in Shanghai for 1–4 years.
All participants gave written consent to participate
in the study.

Materials

Implicit attitudes towards emotions

To assess whether participants evaluated unpleas-
ant/pleasant emotions as positive or negative implicitly,
IAT paradigm (modified from Riediger et al., 2014) was
used to examine the relative association strength between
unpleasant/pleasant emotions and positive/negative con-
cepts. The items from the categories unpleasant emotions
(e.g. sadness), pleasant emotions (e.g. happiness), posi-
tive and negative were presented in Table 1. Participants
categorised items according to these four concepts by
pressing different response keys. In the task, participants
first saw a word at the center of the screen. Then they were
asked to classify the word according to the indication
of the concept to be emotionally pleasant, emotionally
unpleasant, positive or negative as fast as possible by
pressing the left button (key “1”) or right button (key “9”).
Word stimuli of the IAT were selected based on data from
a prestudy in which 30 Chinese university students rated
30 words for the IAT. Rating dimensions included famil-
iarity and intensity. Based on the ratings of familiarity, we
selected six words with the highest scores per category
(e.g. positive and negative). And we identified that the
positive and negative stimuli lists did not differ signifi-
cantly regarding their ratings of intensity. The items from
the categories happiness, positive, and negative were
presented in Table 1. All of the items were presented in
Chinese (Table 2).

D values of the IAT were calculated according to
D-Scoring algorithm proposed by Greenwald et al.
(2003). Data from practice as well as test blocks were
all included when calculating the D values of the IAT.
Trials with RT greater than 10,000 ms were omitted.
We excluded participants for whom more than 10% of
trials had a RT of less than 300 ms. Standard devia-
tions across practice and test trials were computed for
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TABLE 2
Basic Information about the IAT

Block N of trials
Left key response
(press key “1”)

Right key response
(press key “9”)

1 Practice 20 Positive Negative
2 Compatible practice 20 Unhappiness–Positive Happiness–Negative
3 Compatible test 40 Unhappiness–Positive Happiness–Negative
4 Incompatible practice 20 Happiness–Positive Unhappiness–Negative
5 Incompatible test 40 Happiness–Positive Unhappiness–Negative

each participant. D values of the IAT were calculated by
measuring the difference in mean RT between compatible
(pleasant emotions-negative) and incompatible blocks
(pleasant emotions-positive) in units of the participants’
standard deviations. Higher IAT D scores indicate more
contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions (positive
implicit evaluation of unpleasant emotions relative to
pleasant emotions, and negative implicit evaluation of
pleasant emotions relative to unpleasant emotions). Pos-
itive IAT D scores indicated that participants implicitly
considered unpleasant emotions positive and pleasant
emotions negative (the contra-hedonic attitudes towards
emotions). Negative D scores indicated that participants
implicitly considered pleasant emotions as positive and
unpleasant emotions negative (the hedonic attitudes
towards emotions).

Emotion experiences

To ensure that the priming manipulation didn’t lead to
differences in emotional experiences, we assessed partic-
ipants’ current emotional experiences. Participants rated
their current emotional experiences by answering 12
items (scores ranged from 1= not at all to 5= extremely)
adapted from the PANAS (Watson, Clark, & Telle-
gen, 1988). We averaged ratings of energetic, excited,
proud and enthusiastic for pleasant emotion experiences
(𝛼 = .82) and ratings of sad, guilty, upset, nervous, fear-
ful, ashamed, frighten and anger for unpleasant emotion
experiences (𝛼 = .83).

Emotional preferences

To assess emotional preferences after inducing dif-
ferent explicit emotional attitudes, we asked participants
to read twelve descriptions of scenes from films (four
pleasant, four unpleasant and four neutral scenes) and to
rate each one the extent they preferred watching (Tamir
et al., 2007). Preferences ratings scaled from 1 (not at all)
to 9 (extremely). Scores of the preferences for different
emotional activities were used as an index of emotional
preferences. These filmclips varied by emotional content
(e.g. pleasant clip: “In the celebration party, everybody
enjoys delicious food, dance and sing for joy. Everybody

looks forward to another big harvest next year”; neutral
clip: “During the winter, polar bears will range along
the southern edge of the ice pack or northern edge of
ice formed off the coasts of the continents”; unpleas-
ant clip: “when she heard the news of his conviction,
she cried. She knew they would never meet again in
the rest of her life”). We averaged ratings of preferences
of four pleasant films for pleasant emotional preference
(𝛼 = .78), ratings of preference of four unpleasant films
for unpleasant emotional preference (𝛼 = .77) and ratings
of preference of four neutral films for neutral emotional
preference (𝛼 = .75).

Procedures

The research protocol was approved by the Institutional
Reviewing Board at Shenzhen University. All participants
completed an informed consent form, provided demo-
graphic information, and then completed the IAT in their
first visit to the laboratory. One week later, they come
to the laboratory again and took part in the recall task
to prime different explicit attitudes towards emotions
(Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010).

To induce different explicit attitudes towards emotions,
participants were randomly assigned to two conditions:
(a) contra-hedonic attitudes prime condition and the
(b) hedonic attitudes prime condition. The numbers of
participants in each experimental condition were (a) 31
Han Chinese and 35 Mongolian Chinese (contra-hedonic
attitudes prime condition); (b) 31 Han Chinese and
35 Mongolian Chinese (hedonic attitudes prime
condition).

Participants in the contra-hedonic attitudes prime con-
dition read the following instructions (in Chinese) and
completed the recall task:

“We would like you to recall experience in which you were
very aware of the negative consequences of the pleasant
emotional event. The pleasant emotional event had nega-
tive outcomes and consequences for you. Think about how
these pleasant emotional events comes out to a negative
outcome. Describe how you thought through all of the pos-
sible processes that pleasant emotions turn into unpleasant
experience and what you did in that situation.”
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Figure 1. Procedure of the study. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com].

In contrast, participants in the hedonic attitudes prime
condition read the following instructions and completed
the recall task1:

“We would like you to recall experiences in which you were
very aware of the positive consequences of the pleasant
emotional event. The pleasant emotional event had positive
outcomes and consequences for you. Think about how these
pleasant emotional events comes out to a positive outcome.
Describe how you enjoy your pleasant emotion experience
and what you did in that situation.”

After completing the recall task, participants were
asked to confirm that they followed the manipulation
instructions and were successful in recalling the target.
To assess emotional states and emotional preferences after
the induction section, participants were asked to rate their
current emotion experiences and the emotional prefer-
ences. After finishing the whole experiment, participants
underwent a debriefing procedure (Figure 1).

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlations among the studied
variables were presented in Table 3.

Subcultural differences in emotional
preferences after inducing different explicit
attitudes towards Emotions

A 2 (Explicit Attitudes towards Emotions: contra-hedonic
vs. hedonic)× 2 (Ethnic Group: Han Chinese vs. Mon-
golian Chinese) analysis of variance was conducted

1We coded the responses about how participants evaluated pleasant emotions experiences in the recall task on a 1 (none) to 5 (extremely) Likert scale
to check the experimental manipulation of different priming. We conducted t-test to examine if the priming manipulation worked as intended. Supporting
the effectiveness of our priming manipulation, results showed that participants in the hedonic attitudes priming conditions valued pleasant emotions
experiences more positive than that in the contra-hedonic attitudes priming conditions, t (180) = 4.87, p < .001, Mhedonic = 4.02, Mcontra-hedonic = 3.08.
With this, our priming manipulation was valid to evoke different attitudes towards emotions.

to examine the subcultural differences in pleasant,
unpleasant and neutral emotional preferences in differ-
ent manipulating conditions. Scores of the preferences
for different emotional activities (watching different
films) were used as an index of emotional preferences.
The main effect of attitudes towards emotions was
significant, F(1, 128)= 6.61, p= .011, 𝜂p

2 = .05. As
expected, participants in the contra-hedonic attitudes
prime condition rated their preferences in pleasant activ-
ities lower than that in the hedonic attitudes prime
condition (Mcontra-hedonic attitudes prime condition = 5.84;
Mhedonic attitudes prime condition = 6.53). Also, the main
effect of ethnic group was significant, F(1, 128)= 6.17,
p= .014, 𝜂p

2 = .05. Mongolian Chinese preferred
pleasant emotions than Han Chinese (p= .011,
MMongolian Chinese = 6.52; MHan Chinese = 5.86). Interac-
tion between attitudes prime condition and ethnic group
was not significant, F(1, 128)= 3.53, p= .06, 𝜂p

2 = .03.
Mongolian Chinese preferred pleasant emotions than Han
Chinese in the contra-hedonic attitudes prime condition
(p= .004, MMongolian Chinese = 6.43; MHan Chinese = 5.26).
However, there was no significant subcultural differ-
ence in the hedonic attitudes prime condition (p= .66).
No other effects were significant in the preferences of
unpleasant or neutral emotions (all ps> .10).

How implicit attitudes towards emotion related
to subcultural differences in emotional
preference under different explicit attitudes
prime conditions

We first compared the IAT D scores of participants to
confirm that participants who were assigned to different
explicit attitude primed conditions in both ethnic groups
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TABLE 3
Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix for the studied variables

Studied variables M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Ethnic — — — — — — —
2. D score of the IAT .27 (.50) −.20* — — — — —
3. Current emotion experiences 3.28 (.91) −.03 .03 — — — —
4. Pleasant emotional preferences 6.21 (1.61) .21* −.27* .18* — — —
5. Neutral emotional preferences 5.06 (2.07) .15 −.21 −.01 .23* — —

*p< .05. p21 = .03, p41 = .017, p42 = .002, p43 = .043, p54 = .008, p64 = .015.

didn’t differ in the implicit attitudes towards emotions.
Results suggested that there were no significant differ-
ences in the implicit attitudes towards emotions of the
participants between different explicit attitudes prime
conditions (all ps> .05).2 Proceeding from the above
results about the influences of explicit contra-hedonic
attitudes towards emotions in pleasant emotional pref-
erences, we examined how implicit attitudes towards
emotions related to subcultural variation in pleasant
emotional preferences under different explicit attitudes
manipulating conditions. To confirm that the influences
of implicit attitudes towards emotions in emotional
preferences was independent of participants’ current
emotional states, their current emotional experiences
were controlled in the analyses. We ran partial correla-
tions between contra-hedonic implicit attitudes towards
emotions (IAT D scores) and emotional preferences
(scores of the preferences for watching different films).
As shown in Table 4, only Han Chinese participant’s pref-
erences for pleasant emotions were negatively correlated
with IAT D scores in the contra-hedonic explicit atti-
tudes prime condition (r =−.41, p= .024). That implies
that after priming the contra-hedonic explicit attitudes
towards emotions, the more Han Chinese participants
evaluated pleasant emotions as negative implicitly, the
less they preferred to engage in pleasant emotional activ-
ities. The finding remained unchanged after controlling
for current emotional experiences.

DISCUSSION

Prior research indicated that contra-hedonic attitudes
towards emotions are more prevalent in China (Miyamoto
et al., 2014; Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). Do all Chinese hold
the contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions? How
do the explicit and implicit contra-hedonic attitudes
towards emotions interactively influence individuals’
emotional preferences between different subculture

2IAT scores of both Han and Mongolian Chinese were significantly larger than 0, t(61) = 2.97, p = .004, 95% CI (.06, .30), d = .76,
MMongolian Chinese = .18, SDMongolian Chinese = .47; t(57) = 5.53, p = .000, 95% CI (.24, .51), d = 1.46, MHan Chinese = .38, SDHan Chinese = .52. The
results indicated that both of the Han and Mongolian Chinese evaluated pleasant emotions as negative implicitly, which meant they held the
contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions implicitly. To test subcultural differences in the contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions, we compared D
scores of the IAT between Han and Mongolian Chinese. Results showed that Mongolian Chinese held weaker contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotion
than Han Chinese implicitly (t (118) = −2.20, p = .03, 95% CI [−.38, −.02], d = −.41).

groups? Findings from our present study suggested that
when feeling good was expected to be bad, people had
lower preferences in pleasant emotions. In addition, there
were also subcultural differences in the relations between
attitudes towards emotions and emotional preferences.

Subcultural differences in attitudes towards
emotions and emotional preferences

Consistent with our hypothesis, we found that manipu-
lating explicit contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions
might give rise to contra-hedonic emotional preferences,
at least for Han Chinese. As reviewed above, Han Chinese
emphasised the utilitarian purpose when regulating emo-
tions (Wei et al., 2013). If pleasant emotions were con-
sidered to be hindering, contra-hedonic attitudes towards
emotions might let people down-regulate their pleasant
emotions or prefer lower levels of pleasant emotions.
Although Mongolian Chinese had a higher level of pleas-
ant emotional preferences than Han Chinese in different
attitudes prime conditions, we did not find any differences
in emotional preferences in Mongolian Chinese when
manipulating emotional attitudes. This might be because
contra-hedonic attitudes are more dominant in Han Chi-
nese culture (Miyamoto et al., 2014). Contra-hedonic
attitudes towards emotions are not important in Mon-
golians’ emotional preferences. This suggests that
the impact of contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions
might not be the same among all Chinese. It is in line with
the previous cultural studies found that people under the
same cultural background may act and think differently
based on their social and ecological background (Green-
field, 2014; Park et al., 2013). For example, Japanese with
higher social status expressed more anger than Janpaness
with lower social status. In our study, the subcultural
differences between Mongolian and Han Chinese may
stem from the different geographical surrounding and
socialisation practices in daily lives. Mongolian Chinese’
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TABLE 4
Correlations between implicit attitudes towards emotions (D score of the IAT) and preferences for pleasant emotions in different explicit

attitudes prime conditions

Implicit attitudes towards emotions

Mongolian Chinese Han Chinese

Pleasant emotional preferences Zero-order
Controlling for current

emotion experiences Zero-order
Controlling for current

emotion experiences

Hedonic prime condition −.07 −.11 −.19 −.26
Contra-hedonic prime condition −.16 −.14 −.41* −.40*

*p< .05.

lower living density and vigorous traditional activities
(e.g. wrestling, horse riding) may play important roles in
forming their own cultural values. An important impli-
cation of the present study was that, cultural differences
within countries need to take account into the ecological
factors (Esteban-Guitart et al., 2015). Although most of
previous findings from cross-cultural studies have argued
that the relations between attitudes towards emotions and
emotional preference are expected to be based on differ-
ent cultural values, they mainly focused on mainstream
Han Chinese culture (Spencer-Rodgers et al., 2010). Our
findings contributed to a refined understanding of the
subcultural differences in attitudes towards emotions and
their relations with emotional preferences. It also added to
the literature by documenting how ecological differences
within countries can give rise to variant psychological ori-
entations. Further, another implication of this study was
that the emotional processes that arise from culture affect
how people prefer to feel. This may derive from differ-
ences in the evaluations and representations of different
emotions, such as the attitudes towards happiness.

Interactions between the explicit and implicit
contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions

The dominant cultural script of Chinese is grounded in
dialectical thinking. It is characterised by the changing
philosophy of emotions and seeking the “middle way”
(Peng & Nisbett, 1999). In line with evidence from other
studies (e.g. Luo et al., 2001), our findings revealed
the implicit contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions
among Chinese. Although there are subcultural differ-
ences in such implicit contra-hedonic attitudes towards
emotions, Chinese generally evaluate pleasant emotions
as negative implicitly. To some extant, the contra-hedonic
attitudes towards emotions may reflect the dialecti-
cal cultural script of Chinese. Specifically, implicit
contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions are more
prevalent among Han Chinese who are mostly influenced
by the dominated Confusions culture. By extending previ-
ous findings, our study revealed the interactions between
the explicit and implicit contra-hedonic attitudes towards
emotions. Only Han Chinese’ preferences for pleasant

emotions were negatively correlated with implicit
contra-hedonic attitudes towards emotions in the explicit
contra-hedonic attitudes prime condition. Part of the rea-
son could be due to the compatibility between core culture
value and affective motivation in a given situation. That
is, Han Chinese emphasise more of the negative aspects of
pleasant emotions culturally. So if they are induced in the
explicit emotional attitudes which is consistent with their
implicit attitudes towards emotions, their emotional pref-
erences and tendencies of regulation would be influenced
more predominately. Explicit and implicit contra-hedonic
attitudes towards emotions could reinforce each other
when they are compatible (Miyamoto et al., 2014). Thus,
if one’s ongoing explicit attitudes towards emotions are
consistent with his/her implicit attitudes, one might even
sacrifices his/her hedonic needs. Our findings suggested
that not only the implicit attitudes but also the explicit
attudes could influence people’s emotional preferences in
different cultural contexts. It included a more comprehen-
sive explanations for emotional phenomena in general.

Limitations and future direction

The present study focused on the relations between
implicit and explicit attitudes towards emotions and emo-
tional preferences among different subcultural groups.
Whether different ethnic groups in China down-regulate
their pleasant emotions differently in a real emotional
setting with the influence of the contra-hedonic attitudes
towards emotions are unclear. The current literature
about cultural differences in the contra-hedonic regula-
tion suggests that dialectical attitudes towards unpleasant
emotions may lead Han Chinese to engage in less
hedonic emotional regulation than European Ameri-
cans (Miyamoto & Ma, 2011). However, how these
attitudes towards emotions impact different processes
of emotional regulation also need to be examined. This
will be an intriguing direction for further studies. Last
but not the least, ecological and sociodemographic dif-
ferences between Han and Mongolian Chinese might
lead to different subcultural values and characteris-
tics (Esteban-Guitart et al., 2015). Pariticpants’ social
economic status might influence their preferences of
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emotions. However, the measurement of social economic
status was not included in the present study. In the future
study, exploring how social economic status was related
to subcultural differences between Han and Mognlian
Chinese in emotional preferences would be an interesting
and promising direction.

Manuscript received July 2017
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