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Using the Evaluative Space Grid to better capture manifest ambivalence
in customer satisfaction surveys

Abstract
Considering that midpoints on linear scales wrongly aggregates indifferent, uncertain and
ambivalent responses, this research investigates the ability of the Evaluative Space Grid
(ESG) to disentangle uncertainty from manifest ambivalence. Uncovering situations in which
respondents hold simultaneous and conflicting but certain evaluations, manifest ambivalence
reveals of utmost significance for market researchers. Using a mixed approach, both
qualitative and quantitative, this research confirms that the ESG isolates manifest
ambivalence in its upper-right zone, and provides implications for practitioners involved in
service quality and consumer satisfaction measurement.
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1. Introduction
Consumer satisfaction measurement is an important issue in market research. In the long run,
it serves as a barometer of business performance that predicts other key marketing variables,
such as future sales, profit and loyalty (Chen, 2012; Kasiri et al., 2017; Ruiz Diaz, 2017). In
the short run, it provides a useful customer feedback to manage service quality and improve
marketing plans (Engler et al., 2015; Fonseca, 2009). Hence, service providers and retailers
almost systematically measure customer satisfaction shortly after any online purchase (e.g.,
Amazon.com, Booking.com) or offline services consumption (e.g., TripAdvisor.com). They
usually do so in a global way using linear five-point rating scales. In line with most service
researchers, who consider customer satisfaction as a unidimensional overall reflective
construct (e.g., Evanschitzky and Wunderlich, 2006; Fonseca, 2009), such scales are effective
in capturing polarized evaluations, either strongly positive or negative, but display serious
problems related to their midpoint (Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al., 1995).
Concretely, this midpoint inappropriately aggregates indifferent responses (low positivity and
low negativity) with uncertain (“I don’t know” answer) and ambivalent (the simultaneous
experience of positivity and negativity) responses. As an illustration, does a rating of three
stars out of five stars on Hotels.com mean that the customer did not care about the hotel and
only evaluated it to get a 10% discount voucher on the next booking on Hotels.com? That the
customer was uncertain because he or she did not experience all its amenities (e.g., breakfast,
spa)? Or that he or she was satisfied with its design but dissatisfied with its equipment?
Reflecting different evaluations (Baka et al., 2012; Nadler et al., 2015), indifferent, uncertain
and ambivalent responses bear different information, and should be treated in different ways
by market researchers. Specifically, indifferent responses tell that respondents are not
involved toward the object under evaluation (Baka et al., 2012; Nadler et al., 2015) when
uncertain responses are shown to be poor behavioral predictors (Bizer et al., 2006; Fazio,

1987; Tormala and Rucker, 2007). As such, these responses should be excluded from the
survey, making their identification of utmost importance.
Ambivalent responses are more promising, especially “manifest ambivalent” responses that
uncover situations in which respondents are clearly aware of conflicting positive and negative
information (Heuvinck, 2012). Those responses should be distinguished from “anticipated
ambivalent” responses, where individuals only anticipate that there may exist conflicting
information of which they are unaware (Heuvinck, 2012; Priester et al., 1996, 2007).
Compared with anticipated ambivalent responses, manifest ambivalent responses are therefore
more significant, being able to alert on the need to identify effective levers for improvement
to retain consumers that are more likely to be loyal than clearly unsatisfied ones (Olsen et al.,
2009). Still, to isolate manifest ambivalence, a separate evaluation of the object attributes
using a multi-item scale is not satisfying as customers can still clearly experience ambivalence
toward each attribute. For example, when measuring satisfaction after a stay at a hotel, one
can assess the specific satisfaction toward the room, but the customer may still experience
both positive and negative reactions toward this specific attribute, being satisfied with the
comfort of the room, but dissatisfied with the wifi connection in the room. Besides, overall
ratings remain the evaluative standard to date, which calls for further exploration on how to
capture manifest ambivalence in overall customer satisfaction surveys.
Conceptually derived from the Evaluative Space Model (Cacioppo et al., 1997, 2011), and
subsequently applied in psychology (Cacioppo et al., 2009; Hunter et al., 2008; Larsen and
McGraw, 2011; van Reekum et al., 2011), nutrition (Kwak and Lee, 2016) and business
research (Andrade and Cohen, 2007; Audrezet et al., 2016; Kerns, 2011; Kim et al., 2017), the
Evaluative Space Grid (ESG) proposed by Larsen et al. (2009) could help solve this
methodological issue. From a practical perspective, the ESG comprises a 5 × 5 grid that
measures the degree of both positivity and negativity of an evaluation within a bi-dimensional

matrix. Contrary to other ambivalence measures, this innovative tool has drawn the attention
of researchers from various domains because its specific matrix form allows a simultaneous
assessment of positivity and negativity, thus providing the first measurement solution
perfectly echoing ambivalence definition. Indeed, selecting a single cell, respondents must
assess their positive and negative reactions at the same time. As such, Larsen et al. (2009)
showed that the ESG disentangles ambivalent from indifferent responses along the grid’s
diagonal, with indifferent responses isolated at the bottom left of the grid and ambivalent ones
at the center (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Mean of indifferent and ambivalent ratings (adapted from Larsen et al., 2009)

However, Larsen et al. (2009) did not distinguish between manifest and anticipated
ambivalence, nor anticipate that the center of the grid could still attract uncertainty. To fill the
gap, this research explores whether the ESG can isolate manifest ambivalence in the context
of customer satisfaction surveys. To do so, testable hypotheses are derived from the
methodological literature and a preliminary exploratory qualitative study based on 12 semi-

directed interviews suggesting that the different types of evaluations can be located on the
ESG depending on respondents’ levels of uncertainty and involvement with the object under
evaluation. A quantitative study then locates manifest ambivalence in the upper-right zone. As
such, this research provides important implications for practitioners involved in market
research, such as helping them understand what lies behind the average performances they get
from linear rating scales, or better target marketing plans depending on customers’ attitudes.

2. Literature review
Uncertainty and ambivalence have long been confounded (e.g., Mehling, 1959; Pelham, 1991;
Suchman, 1950). On the one hand, they tend to correlate positively, leading to the rationale
that ambivalence generates uncertainty (Bassili, 1996; Gross et al., 1995; Petrocelli et al.,
2007; Tormala and Rucker, 2007). On the other hand, they manifest similar characteristics,
such as being less predictive of behavior and less resistant to persuasive intent than polarized
evaluations (Armitage and Conner, 2000; Clarkson et al., 2008; Petrocelli et al., 2007; Wu
and Shaffer, 1987). However, recent research argues that a person can be certain that he or she
evaluates some attributes positively and other attributes negatively, hence be certain about
holding ambivalent evaluations (Clarkson et al., 2008; Krosnick and Petty, 1995; Petrocelli et
al., 2007; Priester et al., 2007). For example, if a customer evaluates a recent flight on a lowcost company, he or she can be highly certain of both the positive (e.g., low price) and
negative (e.g., low level of service onboard) features of his or her experience. The next
sections present the conceptual definition of uncertainty and ambivalence, and the solutions
proposed to capture them, including the ESG.

2.1. Uncertain evaluations
Customer satisfaction surveys often assume that respondents can answer any question with
absolute certainty (Converse, 1970; Hanemann, 1984). Still, research has long recognized that
respondents can experience difficulties in providing definite evaluations and underscored the
concept of response certainty (e.g., Dubois and Burns, 1975; Tormala and Rucker, 2007).
Certainty refers to “the sense of conviction with which one holds one’s attitude” (Petrocelli et
al., 2007, p.30), meaning one’s subjective perception that one is certain of one’s evaluation of
an object. As such, response certainty is a metacognitive attribute of people’s evaluations.
Respondents who feel competent or sufficiently informed to take a position are likely to
display response certainty (Converse, 1970; Coombs and Coombs, 1976; Dubois and Burns,
1975), as are those who have already formed their evaluation (Antil, 1983; Converse, 1970).
Response certainty usually increases with age (Helson and Wink, 1992), perceived social
support for one’s evaluation (Visser and Mirabile, 2004) or direct experience with the object
under evaluation (Gross et al., 1995; Wu and Shaffer, 1987). It also increases with
involvement with the issue at stake and is associated with more extreme evaluations, either
positive or negative (Antil, 1983; Suchman, 1950). Besides, it decreases with task utility and
complexity (Regier et al., 2014).
Response certainty is crucial for improving the statistical precision of econometric models
and the conclusions drawn from them (Li and Mattsson, 1995; Regier et al., 2014). Failing to
account for respondents’ uncertainty may bias analyses, results and their interpretations.
Statistical solutions allow accommodating for respondents’ uncertainty in contingent
valuation surveys (Alberini et al., 2003; Li and Mattsson, 1995) and choice experiment
surveys (Lundhede et al., 2009; Regier et al., 2014). Excluding uncertain respondents from
analyses also yields higher correlations between evaluations and behaviors (Antil, 1983;

Bassili, 1996; Clarkson et al., 2008; Sample and Warland, 1973; Tormala and Rucker, 2007)
as uncertain responses are less persistent and powerful (Krosnick and Petty, 1995). Still,
excluding uncertain respondents first requires identifying them, which has proved difficult.
Consumers displaying low confidence in their evaluations tend to select midpoints on linear
rating scales, thus aiding in their identification if these midpoints were not actually selected
for other reasons. The literature has proposed several solutions to cope with this issue.
Referring to the old debate between odd-point and even-point scales (e.g., Converse, 1970;
Garland, 1991; Presser and Schuman, 1980), one solution is to suppress the midpoint,
resulting in the gain of a substantive quantity of informative answers (Schuman and Presser,
1996). The problem with this solution is that when respondents are forced to choose a
polarized rating, they transfer uncertain answers to one side of the scale or the other in a way
that is not normally distributed but biased depending on the topic of the research (Garland,
1991; Worcester and Burns, 1975) or respondents’ attitude (Nowlis et al., 2002). When
respondents are indifferent, the omission of the midpoint leads to a random answer transfer. In
contrast, when respondents are ambivalent, the transfer is guided by the valence of their
evaluation on the most important attribute of the object under evaluation (Nowlis et al., 2002).
In the end, midpoint omission strongly biases data collection and does not offer a satisfying
solution to disentangle uncertainty from ambivalent and indifferent answers.
Research also explores the possibility of measuring uncertainty apart from the rating scale
providing a separate “I don’t know” modality, which also presents limitations. First, this
modality only partially captures situations in which respondents are uncertain (Hawkins and
Coney, 1981; Hawkins et al., 1988). Second, it can also be selected by lazy but certain
respondents, therefore resulting in a loss of informative answers (Bishop et al., 1983;
DeRouvray and Couper, 2002; Schuman and Presser, 1996). Third, it only considers two
degrees of uncertainty (i.e., “I know” versus “I don’t know”), not respecting its continuous

nature. To correct this, research suggests using continuous assessments with a separate item
following each statement of a scale (e.g., Olsen, 1999; Sample and Warland, 1973) or an
overall multi-item rating of the degree of uncertainty at the end of the evaluation (Bizer et al.,
2006; Fazio and Zanna, 1978; Norman, 1975). Still, it also stresses the difficulty to come out
with such a complex metacognition (Bassili, 1996), which also increases filling time (Yan and
Tourangeau, 2008), discouraging researchers to adopt them.

2.2. Ambivalent evaluations
From a wide perspective, ambivalence is characterized by the simultaneous presence of
positive and negative evaluations about an attitudinal object (Larsen and McGraw, 2011;
Larsen et al., 2001; Thompson et al., 1995). It is common in overall evaluations that, by
definition, imply processing several attributes. Indeed, offers sophistication, which often
entails packages including a main product, surrounded by numerous options or peripheral
services (Lusch and Vargo, 2012), increases the likelihood of evaluating certain attributes
positively, and others negatively (Fazio, 2007). Interestingly, the positive and negative
components of ambivalent evaluations are only moderately negatively correlated (Cacioppo et
al., 1997; Kwak et al., 2013), meaning that overall evaluations are not reducible to a
unidimensional continuum, and that multiple possible combinations of positive and negative
reactions exist in respondents’ minds.
Conner and Sparks (2002) precise two defining criteria. First, an ambivalent evaluation must
consist of positive and negative reactions of at least moderate intensity. When the reactions
are less than moderate, respondents are said to be indifferent toward the object under
evaluation (Thompson et al., 1995). Second, it must be made of positive and negative
reactions that are similar in intensity; otherwise, the evaluation tends to polarize toward

positivity or negativity. Convincing research has however challenged these criteria, showing
that ambivalent evaluations could also be made of positive and negative reactions that are not
similar in intensity, and even of only positive or only negative (i.e., univalent) reactions (e.g.,
Priester and Petty, 1996; Priester et al., 2007). As a rationale, Priester and colleagues (1996,
2007) explain that individuals sometimes anticipate that there may exist conflicting
information of which they are unaware. This type of ambivalence has been recently qualified
as “anticipated ambivalence” by Heuvinck (2012) to uncover situations in which respondents
are uncertain of their responses, because they anticipate that conflicting positive and/or
negative information could exist. In contrast, “manifest ambivalence” uncovers situations in
which respondents are clearly aware of conflicting positive and negative information
(Heuvinck, 2012). To sum-up, Conner and Sparks’ (2002) defining criteria remain relevant,
but only in the case of manifest ambivalence.
The distinction between “anticipated ambivalence” and “manifest ambivalence” results from
the level of certainty associated with the evaluation. Because it is more certain, manifest
ambivalence is more predictive of behavioral intentions and behaviors compared (Heuvinck,
2012). Following, if ambivalence and uncertainty are conceptually distinct, their inappropriate
aggregation at the midpoint of linear scales prevent marketers to make appropriate decisions,
which is an issue to deal with. Two main approaches have been developed in the literature to
isolate ambivalence: 1) measuring felt ambivalence, i.e. the individual subjective impression
of being torn about an attitudinal object (Lavine et al., 2000; Priester and Petty, 1996), using
self-report scales (e.g., “I have mixed feelings about XX [object under evaluation]”), or 2)
measuring potential ambivalence with two unipolar rating scales assessing separately the
degrees of positivity (ranging from not at all positive to extremely positive) and negativity
(ranging from not at all negative to extremely negative) (Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al,
1995). In the latter case, the positive and negative ratings are then computed as different

ambivalence scores (see Thompson et al., 1995 for exhaustive details on their calculation).
While potential ambivalence measurement solution is more in line with the conceptual
definition of ambivalence, successively rating two intuitively antagonistic items might be
disturbing for respondents, explaining why it has not been widely adopted (Kwak and Lee,
2016). Measures of felt and potential ambivalence appear lowly correlated (Priester and Petty,
1996; Thompson et al., 1995), because individuals are sometimes unaware of holding
conflicting evaluations. Simultaneous access of both positive and negative reactions increases
such awareness and therefore determines the strength of the correlation between felt and
potential ambivalence (Newby-Clark et al., 2002). In this perspective, involvement with the
object under evaluation is likely to facilitate simultaneity (Roese and Olsen, 1994), hence
ambivalence, explaining why ambivalence is especially prevalent in situations of high
involvement (Jewell et al., 2002).
Table I synthesizes the solutions that have been proposed to isolate ambivalence from
uncertainty, their advantages and limitations.

Table I. Synthesis of the proposed solutions to capture uncertainty and ambivalence

To capture AMBIVALENCE

To capture UNCERTAINTY

Solutions

Advantages

Limitations

Midpoint omission with evenpoint scales (Garland, 1991;
Nowlis et al., 2002; Schuman
and Presser, 1996; Worcester
and Burns, 1975)

Prompts respondents
to select polarized
answers, resulting in
clearer results and
recommendations

Is detrimental to data
quality because of
answer transfer on one
side or the other side
of the scale

Addition of a separate “I don’t
know” modality (Bishop et al.,
1983; DeRouvray and Couper,
2002; Hawkins and Coney,
1981; Hawkins et al., 1988;
Schuman and Presser, 1996)

Helps quickly identify
the highly uncertain
respondents

Fails to properly
capture the uncertain
evaluations and
provides only a binary
measure of certainty

Addition of a continuous
assessment of respondents’
degree of certainty (Bizer et al.,
2006; Fazio and Zanna, 1978;
Norman, 1975; Olsen, 1999;
Sample and Warland, 1973)

Provides a valid
measure of certainty

Appears as a
methodological
burden that increases
filling time, resulting
in researchers’ and
practitioners’
reluctance to use it

Self-report subjective feeling of
ambivalence (Conner and
Sparks, 2002; Lavine et al.,
2000; Priester and Petty, 1996)

Values respondents’
subjective feelings

Suggests that
respondents are aware
of such complex
feelings

Ambivalence measurement
through two unipolar rating
scales, one for positivity and
one for negativity (Breckler,
1994; Kaplan, 1972; Thompson
et al., 1995)

Is theoretically
consistent with the
conceptual definition
of ambivalence

Supposes to rate two
intuitively
antagonistic items,
which could be
puzzling for
respondents

2.3. The ESG
The ESG is based on the Evaluative Space Model (Cacioppo et al., 1997, 2011), which
suggests that assessing positivity and negativity involves two separable and partially distinct
mechanisms. Indeed, different parts of the brain are activated in reaction to positive and
negative stimuli, which explains why it is possible for people to be both happy and sad at the

same time (Larsen and McGraw, 2011, 2014; Larsen et al., 2001). This bi-dimensional
approach has been validated in several domains, such as marital satisfaction (Mattson et al.,
2007), patient satisfaction (Turner and Krizek, 2006), or services satisfaction (Audrezet et al.,
2016; Tuten and August, 1998).
The ESG comprises a 5 × 5 grid that measures both the degree of positivity and negativity of
an evaluation within a bi-dimensional matrix (see Figure 1). From a practical standpoint, one
dimension of the matrix is dedicated to the measurement of respondents’ degree of negativity
(from not at all negative to extremely negative), and the other to the measurement of
respondents’ degree of positivity (from not at all positive to extremely positive). The
combination of the two dimensions allows respondents to choose which of the grid’s 25 cells
best describes his / her evaluation. Contrary to the traditional “dissatisfaction/satisfaction”
linear rating scale, this tool provides five combinations of equally positive and negative
responses varying only in terms of intensity along the secondary diagonal.
The ESG has been validated with respect to the unipolar measurement of positivity and
negativity, meaning that mean positive and negative ratings obtained with the ESG correlate
almost perfectly with those obtained with unipolar measurements of positivity and negativity
(Hunter et al., 2008; Kwak and Lee, 2016; Larsen et al., 2009). Larsen et al. (2009) showed
that on the ESG, respondents rate ambivalent objects (e.g., Bill Clinton, capital punishment,
exercise) both more positively and more negatively than indifferent objects (e.g., lettuce,
wallpaper). The ESG therefore naturally disentangles ambivalent from indifferent responses,
isolating ambivalent responses close to the center and indifferent ones at the bottom left (see
Figure 1). Still, Larsen et al. (2009) did not identify uncertain responses on the ESG, nor
isolate specifically manifest ambivalence.

To go further, this research explores whether the ESG can precisely locate manifest
ambivalence in a customer satisfaction survey, extending the preliminary work of Audrezet et
al. (2016). To do so, a preliminary qualitative study examines participants’ interpretation of
the ESG, leading to the formulation of hypotheses that are then tested using a quantitative
study.

3. Preliminary qualitative study
3.1. Methodology
In line with Baka et al.’s (2012) qualitative exploration of the meaning of the midpoint on
linear rating scales, we first approached the interpretation of the ESG through semi-directed
interviews. More precisely, following Bolton’s (1993) methodological proposition to pretest
quantitative questionnaires, we used the verbal protocol method, which consists of subjects’
general verbal descriptions of their cognitive processes and experiences (Ericsson and Simon,
1993). This method appears particularly well-suited to our objective since the cognitive
processes at stake when filling the ESG might help understand the meaning attributed to its
various zones. We thus invited a sample of 12 experts (see their profile in Appendix A) to
think out loud while they were rating a satisfaction survey regarding different services (e.g.,
public transportation, insurance) using the ESG. We chose to rely on a sample of experts
because the double effort of filling a survey using a new measurement tool and eliciting
simultaneously the cognitive processes at stake might be very demanding (Payne, 1994). Face
to face interviews were conducted, lasting between 35 and 75 minutes. The resulting data
consisted of around 78,300 words, or 210 transcription pages.

The collected material was analyzed following the verbal protocol analysis guidelines
provided by Ericsson and Simon (1993). Qualitative material was first broken up into short
units of meanings, namely short phrases or segments. As an illustration, the answer “a lot of
satisfaction and a lot of dissatisfaction means, this actually means a very strong opinion”
(Elodie) was broken into two units of meaning, respectively made of the segments before and
after the comma. Units of meanings were then coded based on their meaning and analyzed
following a classical thematic content analysis (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). More precisely, to
explore the meanings associated with the different zones of the ESG, we categorized the units
of meaning according to the part of the tool they refer to. As such, we identified four main
zones associated with clear different meanings: “the polarized zones”, “the central zone”, “the
upper-right zone”, and “the bottom-left zone” on the ESG. These different zones constitute
the four main themes resulting from the analysis. The frequency of units of meaning enabled
to identify sub-themes in order to interpret the meaning associated with the different zones of
the ESG. As an illustration, the theme “the central zone” was divided into two sub-themes:
“uncertainty” and “ambivalence”.

3.2. Results
Results are presented following the four themes identified through the thematic content
analysis.
First, the ESG upper-left and lower-right zones are respectively associated with polarized
negative and positive evaluations. The upper-left zone is associated with situations in which
“individuals tend to have a negative opinion about the service under evaluation” (Elodie). At
the opposite, the lower-right zone appears as “a zone of strong satisfaction” (Elodie), which
captures her evaluation of “something [she] really likes” (Louisa).

Second, the participants largely commented on the central zone of the ESG, which they all
associated with “I don’t know” answers, suggesting that respondents chose this zone by
uncertainty. Some wanted to “avoid making a choice” (Paul) or “avoid harming anyone”
(Charlotte) because they did not hold a “definite opinion” or “a really clear position” (Nabih).
Participants also mentioned that, in this zone, “there are different positive and negative
aspects in the evaluation” (Lucie). Thus, the central zone of the ESG mixes uncertainty with
ambivalence, with participants unable to come up with a definite and clear answer and,
therefore, unwilling to take any other position.
Third, the participants interpreted the upper-right zone of the ESG as an “ambivalence zone”
(Nabih), “full of ambiguity” (Rachel). Anna illustrated it putting that “On the one hand I find
the university restaurant satisfactory because it’s cheap and practical… but I also feel great
dissatisfaction because it’s not wonderful and lacks variety”. Rachel mentioned “feelings […]
in both directions and so intense that they are completely paradoxical”. Both Anna and Rachel
were clearly able to identify the positive and negative aspects of their evaluations, meaning
that they were certain of having mixed responses. Nathalie went further in this regard: “It
means that the respondent is involved, and that there are criteria, which are judged very
negatively, and other criteria, which are judged very positively”. Marc’s discourse also
referred to the idea of involvement: “The further you move upwards [to the upper-right zone],
the more you are interested in the product or the more you are involved”. Thus, the upperright zone of the ESG seems to display certain and involved ambivalent responses.
Fourth, the participants interpreted the bottom-left zone of the ESG as a zone of disinterest,
“indifference” (Leila), and “total non-implication” (Najate) corresponding to “products for
which [one has] very low expectations, such a light bulb or a battery” (Leila) or “boring
products” (Marc). It is a zone displaying “few arguments, and if you don’t have any

arguments, it’s because you don’t care” (Louisa), which reflects a position “between ‘this
product does not interest me’ and ‘I am not concerned’” (Najate).
This preliminary qualitative exploration helped clarify the meanings of the different zones of
the ESG. Polarized evaluations locate in the upper-left and lower-right zones. Corroborating
Larsen et al.’s (2009) seminal work, the bottom-left zone is associated with respondents’
indifference. Beyond, ambivalence appears in both the central and upper-right zones, with
stronger uncertainty in the central zone, suggesting that manifest ambivalence would locate in
the upper-right zone, while anticipated ambivalence would increase when approaching the
central zone. Interestingly, respondents did not spot anticipated ambivalence in the other
zones, which may suggest that anticipated ambivalence could be more difficult to verbalize
compared with other types of evaluations (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Interpretation of the different zones of the ESG

Interestingly, these findings rule out the simplifying assumption that the ESG could isolate
ambivalent responses from uncertain ones in the context of customer satisfaction surveys.

Uncertainty, as a metacognitive attribute, applies to different types of evaluations, such that
ambivalence can be associated with varied levels of uncertainty. This echoes previous
theoretical work on the distinction between manifest and anticipated ambivalence (i.e.,
Heuvinck, 2012; Priester et al., 1996, 2007). Focusing now on manifest ambivalence, it
appears located in the ESG upper-right zone, and seems even clearer when going from the
ESG midpoint to its upper-right corner, which is line with Conner and Sparks’ (2002)
defining criteria for ambivalence.
To test it further, we now propose a conceptual framework that focuses on the ESG upperright diagonal, letting the exploration of its other zones to future research.

4. Conceptual framework
Manifest ambivalent responses uncover situations in which respondents are clearly aware of
conflicting positive and negative information (Heuvinck, 2012). As such, they are not only
certain, but also involved responses. Indeed, the probability to be both more positive and more
negative increases with involvement (Jewell et al., 2002). Following, to locate manifest
ambivalence along the ESG upper-right diagonal, we explore how respondents’ uncertainty
and involvement evolve along this diagonal. To do so, we use the fact that the ESG is made
up of two unipolar continuums—a positive one and a negative one—combined into a bidimensional matrix, and draw on a methodological equivalency between the ESG and
traditional linear scales (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Methodological equivalency between unipolar rating scales and the ESG

Research shows that respondents displaying uncertainty tend to select the midpoint on linear
rating scales (Antil, 1983; Katz, 1944; Olsen, 1999; Sample and Warland, 1973). Gross et al.
(1995) also note that choosing extremities (i.e., an answer located at an extreme point of a
linear rating scale) imply respondents’ certainty. Following, the central zone of the ESG,
which corresponds to the crossing of the midpoints of the two unipolar rating scales, should
attract the more uncertain responses. Besides, its extreme zones, which correspond to the
crossing of the extreme points of the two unipolar rating scales, should attract more certain
responses.
Following, the upper-right zone of the ESG should attract certain responses while its central
zone should discard them, and the degree of uncertainty in the evaluation should decrease
from the central zone to the upper-right corner along the ESG secondary diagonal. This

reasoning leads to formulate H1, which is consistent with the findings of the preliminary
qualitative study:
H1. The degree of uncertainty in the evaluation has an influence on the position of a
response on the ESG secondary diagonal, such that it decreases from the upperright zone to the center..
Figure 4 illustrates this proposition regarding the location of uncertainty.
Figure 4. Hypothetical location of uncertain responses1

In the literature on methodology, evaluation extremity reflects the intensity of a person’s
reactions, such that on linear scales the intensity of reactions increases as the person moves
toward the extreme points of the continuum (Klopfer and Madden, 1980; Suchman, 1950). It
also reflects the person’s involvement as involved people usually display stronger and more
polarized reactions (Brody et al., 1989; Jamieson and Spotts, 2015; Oliver and Bearden,
1983). Conversely, uninvolved people are less willing to take any strong position and more

1

Figures 4 and 5 do not exhaustively reflect the uncertainty and involvement areas on the ESG, but focus on the
upper-right zone of the ESG, where manifest ambivalence (our specific focus in this research) is likely to locate.

likely to search for a heuristic (Deighton, 1983), such as choosing an indifference zone.
Studying linear rating scales, Dubois and Burns (1975) actually suggest that ambivalence
could be distinguished from indifference if data on respondents’ level of involvement were
available. Hence, on average, involvement with the object under evaluation should increase
along linear rating scales in the direction of its extreme points.
Reconsidering previous methodological equivalence between linear scales and the ESG, we
contend that the indifference zone of the ESG (i.e., the bottom-left quadrant) should discard
involved responses, while its other extremities should attract them. This should be especially
the case of its upper-right zone, which corresponds to the crossing of the extreme points of
two unipolar rating scales. This proposition is in line with the idea that involved people are
more knowledgeable about the object under evaluation and therefore consider more attributes
before formulating a global evaluation. As such, involvement increases the probability to be
both more positive and more negative (Jewell et al., 2002), and to discard the bottom-left
quadrant.
Following, the degree of involvement with the object under evaluation should increase from
the central zone to the upper-right corner along the ESG secondary diagonal. This reasoning
leads to formulate H2, which is consistent with the findings of the preliminary qualitative
study:
H2. The level of involvement with the object under evaluation has an influence on the
position of a response on the ESG secondary diagonal, such that it increases from
the central point to the upper-right zone.
Figure 5 illustrates this proposition regarding the location of involvement.

Figure 5. Hypothetical localization of involved responses1

Taken together, H1 and H2 suggest locating manifest ambivalence in the upper-right zone of
the ESG. Though it is not the object of the present research, we note that anticipated
ambivalence, which entails uncertainty, should spread in the central zone of the ESG and
beyond if we consider that it can be made of positive and negative reactions that are not
similar in intensity, and even of univalent reactions (Priester and Petty, 1996; Priester et al.,
2007). We now conduct a quantitative study to test H1 and H2.

5. Quantitative survey
5.1. Methodology
To test H1 and H2, we administered a survey to 200 French consumers recruited through a
professional market research institute. This sample varied respondents in terms of age (M =
35.6 years) and gender (50% female). The study took the form of a survey regarding
satisfaction with one’s last visit to the doctor. We chose the context of a physician evaluation

because at an overall level, the assessment of satisfaction with the last doctor’s visit unpacks
various pieces of information such as “the time spent with the physician”, “the thoroughness
of advice”, and “the quality of waiting room” (Mittal and Baldasare, 1996). Such attributes
might result in an ambivalent evaluation, providing a suitable experimental setting. Besides,
patient satisfaction has recently become a vivid field in service research (e.g., Kasiri et al.,
2017; Luther et al., 2016; Meesala and Paul, 2018; Mitropoulos et al., 2018).
After reading instructions about the format of the ESG, respondents were asked to indicate the
length of their relationship with their doctor, which might affect their satisfaction (Cho et al.,
2004), certainty and involvement (Gross et al., 1995; Wu and Shaffer, 1987). Respondents
then rated their overall satisfaction with their doctor on three ESGs built with three different
pairs of antonymous adjectives to characterize the two dimensions. We selected pairs of
adjectives that are often used to measure satisfaction levels (Anderson and Srinivasan, 2003;
Mittal et al., 1998): extremely negative opinions/extremely positive opinions (grid 1), extreme
dissatisfaction/extreme satisfaction (grid 2), and extremely unfavorable opinions/extremely
favorable opinions (grid 3). Each grid was accompanied by a measurement of certainty in the
response given, which we evaluated with the following item, adapted from Petrocelli et al.
(2007): “I am sure that the opinion I have expressed on my last consultation truly reflects my
evaluation”. At the end, respondents assessed their involvement with the object under
evaluation using the five items tapping the object perceived importance dimension of the
Zaichkowsky’s (1985) involvement scale (i.e., “My relationship with my doctor does not
matter”, “…does not count for me”, “…does not concern me”, “… is negligible”, and “… is
useless”. Analyses showed the unidimensionality of this five-item scale, and its reliability
(Cronbach α = .95). All constructs were measured using seven-point Likert scales, anchored
by 1 = "strongly disagree" and 7 = "strongly agree."

6. Results
The responses located at the central point and above the central point along the secondary
diagonal of each of the three ESGs, which particularly interests this research, represented
between 54 and 59 respondents (out of 200) depending on the grid. We coded the central
zone, the one with both x- and y-coordinates at 2 in the grid displayed in Figure 5, as 0. The
answers with a (3,3) and (4,4) location on the diagonal of the above-mentioned grid were
coded ‘+1’ and ‘+2’ respectively.
To test H1 and H2, which respectively postulate that the degree of uncertainty in the
evaluation decreases, while the level of involvement with the object under evaluation
increases from the central zone of the ESG to the upper-right zone, we regressed the zone on
the diagonal by the degree of certainty in the evaluation and the level of involvement with the
object under evaluation. As the three positions along the ESG diagonal (i.e., 0, ‘+1’ and ‘+2’)
are ordered, we ran ordinal regressions using SPSS and controlling for respondents’ gender
and length of relationship with their doctor. Table II reports the results obtained for the three
grids.
For the grid labeled extremely negative opinions/extremely positive opinions (grid 1), the
ordinal regression was significant (-2LL= 57.26, χ²= 35.97, p < .01; McFadden pseudo R² =
.36). It shows that both the degree of certainty in the evaluation (Wald = 10.02, p < .01) and
the level of involvement with the object under evaluation (Wald = 9.97, p < .01) increase
respondents’ probability to choose a response located higher on the upper-right diagonal of
the ESG. These results corroborate both H1 and H2. To be noted, respondents’ length of
relationship with their doctor influences their answer, such that respondents displaying longer
relationship with their doctor more often selected the upper-right zone of the ESG than its

central zone (Wald = 6.22, p < .05). The results of the analyses replicated on grids 2 and 3
were identical, as shown in Table II.
Table II. Results of the ordinal regression for the three grids
DV 1: extremely
negative opinions /
extremely positive
opinions
(McFadden =
.36***)

DV 2: extreme
dissatisfaction /
extreme satisfaction
(McFadden =
.21***)

DV 3: extremely
unfavorable
opinions / extremely
favorable opinions
(McFadden =
.30***)

Certainty

10.02***

11.58***

7.93***

Involvement

9.97***

1.85*

6.92***

.75

.06

.52

6.22***

.59

3.45**

Gender
Length of relationship

Wald (p-value, *** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.10)

7. Discussion
7.1. Theoretical contributions
Based on a mixed design, both qualitative and quantitative, this research shows that responses
located higher on the upper-right diagonal of the ESG are associated with higher certainty and
higher involvement with the object under evaluation, thus tracking manifest ambivalence.
These results extend previous research in several ways.
First, this research extends Larsen et al.’s (2009) seminal work on the potential of the ESG to
disentangle responses that would usually be aggregated at the midpoint on linear rating scales
(Kaplan, 1972; Thompson et al., 1995). Supporting Larsen et al. (2009)’s results, the
qualitative exploration first located indifference in the bottom-left zone of the ESG. In this

zone, evaluations did not display manifest ambivalence, which corroborates Conner and
Sparks’ (2002) defining criteria, according to which ambivalence consists of positive and
negative reactions of at least moderate intensity. Below, respondents are said to be indifferent
(Thompson et al., 1995). Going further, in contrast with Larsen et al. (2009), the qualitative
and quantitative studies do not restrict ambivalence to the central zone but extend it along the
upper-right diagonal of the ESG, from the central zone to the upper-right zone. As such, it
provides an empirical evidence for an idea that had already been suggested by Audrezet et al.
(2016), though not empirically demonstrated. Of course, the results gained from this first
exploration might be considered carefully as they are derived from a sample of experts and
call for a replication on a more representative sample of potential users of the ESG. The fact
that the ambivalent objects considered by Larsen et al. (2009) were actually selected by the
respondents themselves may have lead them to select both manifest ambivalent and
anticipated ambivalent objects, thus preventing the authors to correctly isolate the extent of
the manifest ambivalence zone on the ESG. Regarding anticipated ambivalence, our verbal
protocol was not able to locate it precisely, which may be due to the difficulty for respondents
to verbalize things they are unaware of. However, uncertainty clearly appeared in the central
zone of the ESG, suggesting that anticipated ambivalence could spread around, and beyond.
Second, considering apparently contradictory pieces of literature, it proposes a harmonious
way of looking at ambivalence. More precisely, it posits the theoretical distinction made by
Heuvinck (2012) according to which ambivalence is made of both manifest and anticipated
ambivalence. This distinction echoes the contributions made by Priester and colleagues (1996,
2007), who consider that ambivalence can also be made of positive and negative reactions that
are not similar in intensity, and even of univalent reactions, precisely describing what
Heuvinck (2012) designated later by the explicit concept of “anticipated ambivalence”. These
theoretical developments do not contradict Conner and Sparks’ (2002) ambivalence defining

criteria (i.e., positive and negative reactions of at least moderate and similar intensity), if we
consider that Conner and Sparks’ (2002) only addressed manifest ambivalence. As such, this
research clarifies the literature on ambivalence, which could help researchers involved in its
exploration.
Third, our research calls to a clearer distinction between anticipated and manifest ambivalence
in further research. Ignoring it may potentially explain why Audrezet et al. (2016) failed to
demonstrate that the ESG performs better than linear scales to measure satisfaction. Going
further, we propose to broader Heuvinck’s (2012) view on anticipated ambivalence, i.e.
situations where respondents anticipate that conflicting information could appear in the future.
Following Sipilä et al.’s (2017a) idea that ambivalence could occur at successive consumption
episodes, we contend that this distinction should not be limited to a prospective approach and
that anticipated ambivalence could simply result from respondents’ uncertainty about the
positive and negative components of their evaluations at any stage of the temporal scope. The
present research, which focuses on a post-consumption satisfaction measurement, actually
suggests the presence of anticipated ambivalence in evaluations for which respondents were
not likely to anticipate that conflicting information could appear in the future. Besides, we
advocate that this distinction could be based, not only on respondents’ certainty, but also on
respondents’ involvement with the object under evaluation. On the one hand, involved
respondents may be more knowledgeable and therefore consider more attributes before
formulating global evaluations. As such, they perceive more attributes and thus exhibit more
intense positive and negative reactions to the evaluated object—that is, they express manifest
ambivalence. On the other hand, moderately involved respondents may be uncertain or
unaware of the existence of conflicting information, consider fewer attributes, and express
anticipated ambivalence.

7.2 Managerial implications
From a managerial perspective, this research offers several implications. First, it provides
practitioners with a tool to help them understand what lies behind the average performances
they get from linear rating scales. The ESG is a relevant and practical way to capture manifest
ambivalence and to isolate it from indifference or anticipated ambivalence, which would be
very difficult using linear rating scales. This distinction is of utmost importance for
practitioners piloting customer satisfaction. Precisely, indifferent customers do not care about
the object under evaluation and are likely to switch from one option to another easily, while
customers displaying anticipated ambivalence have an unclear evaluation that could change
from one moment to the next. As such, indifference and anticipated ambivalence are both
poor predictors of customer behavior (Heuvinck, 2012; Thornton, 2011; Yoo, 2010), and
should not be considered as diagnostic. Manifest ambivalence, in contrast, might offer
interesting levers for improvement, especially after further exploration at the attribute level. In
this perspective, it is worth noting that in this research we focused on global evaluations
because they are the evaluative standard to date. However, the ESG could be applied in the
same way, and with the same relevance for interpretations and predictions, at an attribute
level if marketers want to decompose their global offers into the sum of their different
attributes. To sump-up, using the ESG instead of linear rating scales when surveying customer
global satisfaction should allow making better interpretations and decisions. Further research
could design new specific tools and compare them with the ESG in this perspective.
Second, using the ESG could also help marketers target specific marketing plans to each
group of respondents. To begin, practitioners should try to attract the attention of indifferent
customers by highlighting the differentiation of their services, and the value customers derive
from this differentiation. To do so, they could offer the right kind of customization for the
service experience, and communicate the value of it effectively so that customers would be

aware of those customization options. Beyond concrete attributes differentiation, they could
also emphasize higher-order societal motivations or risks (e.g., preserve the planet, behave in
a responsible way). Then, specific communication plans could address anticipated ambivalent
respondents’ uncertainty by repeating consistently simple allegations about important valueadding service attributes, in order to increase certainty in a relative way, and clarify
respondents’ evaluations. Displaying the positive evaluations made by other customers could
also increase perceived transparency, prevent them from anticipating that there may exist
conflicting information of which they are unaware, and help them gain certainty in their
evaluations. Finally, practitioners should thoroughly explore the positive and negative
elements justifying manifest ambivalent respondents’ evaluations. As modifying certain and
involved evaluations could be challenging, the negative elements should be practically
addressed through long-term operational plans (e.g., employees training, modernization,
innovation). The efforts made should then be piloted internally using non-debatable concrete
indicators, and communicated externally using factual explanations. Still, these respondents
also hold certain and positive evaluations, which represent another asset for persuasion.
Insisting on these positive evaluations and providing additional information could dilute
negative ones and resolve the ambivalence (Hodson et al, 2001; Maio et al., 1996; Sipilä et
al., 2017b). Satisfying them is important as these customers are likely to be loyal to service
providers or retailers (Olsen et al., 2009).

8. Limitations and future research
The ESG has been recently and successfully used in business research (e.g., Andrade and
Cohen, 2007; Audrezet et al., 2016; Kerns, 2011; Kim et al., 2017; Kwak and Lee, 2016), but
questions remain open to accelerate its appropriation by practitioners. We therefore call to

further research on the relevance of the ESG as a marketing tool. To begin, the differences in
the magnitudes of coefficients and the significance of p-values shown in Table 2 could be
explored further to identify the most efficient labels (i.e., “extremely negative
opinions/extremely positive opinions”, “extreme dissatisfaction/extreme satisfaction”,
“extremely unfavorable opinions/extremely favorable opinions”) from a conceptual and
empirical point of view. Then, research could assess the reliability of simplified formats of the
ESG, such as a 3×3 format, or employ verbal labels to clarify the meaning of each cell in the
grid. Research could also test the relevance of using the ESG as a heat map in order to
measure customers’ evaluations as continuous variables and apply more robust and common
econometric analyses. Research could finally also test the ESG using different settings to
increase its external validity.

Acknowledgements
The authors wish to thank the participants of the “Atelier Manger Penser” of the Institut
Supérieur de Gestion of Paris for their valuable comments and suggestions. The authors also
wish to acknowledge the support of the AFNOR Chair “Performance des Organisations” of the
Fondation of Paris-Dauphine, which funded the data collection.

Appendix A. Profile of the interviewed experts
Name

Gender

Age

Occupation

Nathalie

Female

34

Researcher in marketing

Elodie

Female

34

Researcher in management

Lucie

Female

32

Researcher in marketing

Paul

Male

37

Researcher in marketing

Nabih

Male

35

Researcher in human resources

Louisa

Female

26

Researcher in sociology

Najate

Female

35

Researcher in human resources

Leila

Female

38

Researcher in marketing

Charlotte Female

32

Researcher in marketing

Marc

Male

29

Researcher in management

Rachel

Female

25

Researcher in marketing

Anna

Female

24

Researcher in management

Appendix B. Interview guide

Introduction
During this interview, you are going to use an original measurement tool to answer questions
about your level of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with some specific services.
I want to understand how you react when using this tool, what is the mental process resulting
in your rating. To capture this mental process, I would like you to “think out loud”.
Is it clear for you? Can we begin?
Tool presentation
Would you please have a look on this measurement tool? Can you tell me how you understand
it? (the interviewer presents a blank grid to the interviewee)
Thank you for this explanation.
To make things more concrete, could you try to use it to evaluate your last train journey with
the SNCF (France's national state-owned railway company)?
Evaluation tasks
Now, could you please think out loud while rating your home insurance with this tool? (the
interviewer presents a new blank grid to the interviewee)
More precisely, I would like to know:
-

On which part of the tool are you focusing first while rating?
Can you detail all the steps of your mental process from the moment you receive my
question to the moment you select one cell of the tool?

All right. Now, could you please think out loud while rating the university restaurant with this
tool? (the interviewer presents a new blank grid to the interviewee)
More precisely, I would like to know:
-

On which part of the tool are you focusing first while rating?
Can you detail all the steps of your mental process from the moment you receive my
question to the moment you select one cell of the tool?

Conclusion
To conclude the interview, can you give me your opinion on this tool? Is it interesting? In which
situations? Is it respondent-friendly?
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