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The impact of discrete emotions such as anger, anxiety or happiness is an important and emerging
field of research in political science. For priming happiness, several different techniques (emo-
tional recall, visual stimuli, imaginary) have so far shown consistent effects in western countries.
In this paper, we examine whether these methods for experimentally inducing happiness can
also be used to induce happiness in an extremely unfavorable context: Ukraine during the Rus-
so-Ukrainian War. Our results from four studies conducted in three panel waves in 2022/23 (N =
1980), 2023 (N = 1542) and 2024 (N = 1639) show that a) none of these techniques significantly
increased happiness and that b) some of these techniques actually can have the opposite effect
on Ukrainians and reduce happiness in respondents. We discuss possible reasons for this finding
and conclude with recommendations for future research.
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1 Introduction

The impact of discrete emotions such as anger, anxiety,
or happiness is an important and emerging field of re-
search in political science (Marcus, 2000; Webster et al.,
2022; Yu et al.,, 2021). As emotions structure cognition
and thereby affect evaluations and decision-making, they
can help explain individual differences, such as in politi-
cal attitudes and voting behavior, or moderate relationships
between variables like personality traits and behavioral out-
comes (e.g., Mayer & Nguyen, 2021; Webster & Albertson,
2022). Emotions conceptualized as states are highly dy-
namic, yet the degree of emotional stability differs system-
atically across individuals (e.g., by personality traits; Web-
ster & Albertson, 2022). Accordingly, survey research has
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made emotion priming and the measurement of its conse-
quences a common practice, with established best-practice
standards (Albertson & Gadarian, 2016). While it may be
more difficult to reliably elicit some feelings, such as sur-
prise, previous research on happiness has revealed that four
main strategies are effective (Siedlecka & Denson, 2019):
Most studies have indicated higher levels of happiness in the
treatment group, regardless of whether visual stimuli were
shown, music was played, joyful autobiographical memo-
ries in which pleasure was felt were recalled, or situations
in which happiness should be felt were recalled. The com-
bination of several approaches also led to a rise in happiness
among respondents (Zhang et al., 2014).

However, almost all studies that induced happiness were
conducted within stable political contexts and do not in-
clude extreme cases (for a review, see Siedlecka & Denson,
2019). In this regard, extreme cases include contexts where
the induced emotion, in our case, happiness, is particularly
low due to contextual factors, such as war or very unfavor-
able economic conditions.

In this paper, we aim to put three methods for experi-
mentally inducing happiness to the test and analyze whether
they are also able to induce happiness in an extremely unfa-
vorable context: Ukraine during the Russo-Ukrainian war.
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We test whether the emotional recall of happy situations
in the past, displaying happy images, or triggering happy
imagined situations by using questions on joyful aspects
of life are able to increase the feeling of happiness com-
pared to a control group. However, our results show that
these three techniques actually have the opposite effect on
Ukrainians and reduce happiness in respondents. Our find-
ings indicate that established affect-induction techniques
validated in stable Western contexts may not transfer to
more extreme settings, in which primes might lose their
valence or backfire, e.g. when recalling happiness activates
associations tied to loss, such as memories of earlier times
or of people and places that are no longer present.

Building on these insights, our study speaks to a broader
methodological issue in survey experimentation: the limited
transferability of established affect-induction techniques
across contexts. By analyzing a failed happiness manipula-
tion, we identify scope conditions under which widely used
experimental treatments may lose their intended meaning
or even reverse in effect. This underscores that the va-
lidity of emotional primes is not inherent to the stimulus
itself but contingent on respondents’ lived environments,
cognitive associations, and situational constraints. More
generally, our findings highlight the need to systematically
interrogate the contextual dependencies of experimental
manipulations, rather than assuming their portability across
populations and settings, thereby contributing to ongoing
debates on external validity and the generalizability of
survey experiments.

2 Data and Methods

The data for this study are part of the Resettlement of
Ukrainians Panel Study (ReUP), a larger online panel
project on the feasibility of using social media ads to recruit
panel participants in countries experiencing armed conflict
(Mayer et al., 2024; Walter et al., 2022; see Supplementary
Information (SI), part A for a detailed discussion of the
project). The first wave was conducted in June 2022, a few
months after the beginning of the Russo-Ukrainian war on
February 24, with the intent to collect contact information
for a panel study (N = 19,001; panel consent = 12,150). As
we provided no incentive and the second wave was only
launched in November, we experienced considerable panel
attrition, mostly between the first and second waves, but
also between the second and third waves.! For this paper,
we draw on data from the second (24 November 2022 to

! The situation in Ukraine obviously did not allow us to use a ran-
dom-sampling approach, and we had to rely on non-random sampling,
stratified by region, gender, and age. Overall, the sample is there-
fore representative in terms of these objective categories but consists
of more highly educated individuals compared to official statistics

31 January 2023, N = 1980), third (11 July to 6 August
2023, N = 1542), and fourth wave of the panel survey,
which was split into two time periods (8—24 February, N =
1059, and 11 April to 6 May 2024, N = 580). We refer to
these panel waves as Studies 14 in this paper, with the two
time periods of wave 4 treated as separate studies (see SI,
part D for participant flow diagrams for all three waves).

For all waves but the fourth, we sent out one invitation
and three reminders, and respondents were never incen-
tivized. For the fourth wave, we sent out one invitation for
Study 3, and 2 reminders for Study 4.

Initially, our aim for Study 1 was to replicate a study
on the null effect of happiness on affective polarization
(Yu et al., 2021) in the context of war-torn Ukraine. The
original survey experiment was preregistered (see SI, part
C3) and the study was approved by the ethics board of
the University of Bamberg. However, after discovering in
Study 1 that the emotional recall technique did not work as
expected, we decided to focus on the methodological aspect
of the project, i.e. the effectiveness of happiness induction
techniques.

2.1 Happiness Induction Techniques

In Study 1, we used the emotional recall technique, ask-
ing respondents in the treatment group to recall a happy
situation in their life, a prompt that has been successfully
used many times in the past (e.g., Webster et al., 2022; Yu
et al., 2021, see SI, part B for all wordings, part C for all
preregistrations, and part D for participant flow charts). The
control group was asked what they had for breakfast that
morning, again a prompt that has been used frequently due
to its emotional neutrality (e.g., Webster et al., 2022; Yu
et al., 2021).

For Study 2, we used visual stimulus material. The con-
trol group received a photo of a paper stack (“Paper 3”)
with neutral valence and low arousal, and the treatment
group received a photo of a Caribbean beach (“Beach 17)
with high valence and neutral arousal, taken from the OA-
SIS database (Kurdi et al., 2017). Each image was validated
by over 100 different trials in the original study. However,
as the validation was mainly done with respondents from
the United States, it might be possible that such a picture

(see Table A2). However, we would argue that this should be less
of a concern for priming emotions than, for instance, when assess-
ing the distribution of socio-political attitudes (see Kam et al., 2007;
Sears, 1986). For further information, see SI, part A. The experi-
ments were pre-registered (see https://osf.io/pg25f/overview ?view_
only=44b52db7e3504c589f3dd0a50408fa31 and https://osf.io/gSemr/
overview ?view_only=d0fc2bfe9bab40658967¢23e9¢312461). Repli-
cation materials are available at https://osf.io/9usw2/overview?view_
only=54c75966555c4851b6eda59tbc720370
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can arouse slightly different affective ratings in other re-
gions. Respondents were asked to describe what they saw
to reinforce the images.

In Study 3, we replicated the emotional recall question
from Study 1 to check whether the paradoxical results from
Study 1 could still be observed after the war had been on-
going for several months. After half of the field time of
wave 4, we decided to add a third induction technique, and
modify the control prompt to inquire about an average day
at age 16. This was done to ensure that the paradoxical
findings were not due to the original control prompt’s focus
on breakfast, which could have been associated with un-
pleasant experiences resulting from the war, such as power
outages. However, we must add a cautionary note that re-
calling an event from a fixed age might be more difficult
for older participants than for younger ones. In addition,
negative experiences from this sensitive phase of life might
affect the results as well. We refer to this as Study 4.

Participants were randomly assigned to conditions us-
ing LimeSurvey’s built-in random number generator which
uses simple random assignment. Study 1 used unequal allo-
cation (control 0.80, treatment 0.20), as we initially feared
that the happiness treatment might lead to higher dropout
due to increased cognitive effort whereas Studies 2—4 used
equal allocation (0.50/0.50). We acknowledge that partici-
pants might remember their answers and the questions from
the previous wave. However, the time gap between waves
was always around six months or more, and the question-
naires contained many additional items, making it unlikely
that participants would recall specific questions. Hence, we
do not believe this poses a problem for our study.

Table 1

Experimental results

293

2.2 Questionnaire and Manipulation Check

The average response time across all studies, which in-
cluded questions from various domains such as political
attitudes, current life circumstances, migration aspirations,
and assessments of the war situation, was roughly 20 to
30minutes. In the middle of each wave, respondents re-
ceived different stimuli intended to induce happiness. Im-
mediately afterward, we included a manipulation check:
a bipolar question asking how they were currently feel-
ing—happy or sad—on a 7-point rating scale with verbal-
ized endpoints, ranging from 1 (very happy) to 7 (very sad).

Of course, this bipolar question has the disadvantage that
our happiness prompts might elicit both happy and sad feel-
ings simultaneously, which would not be adequately cap-
tured by a bipolar format. However, as our original intention
was to replicate the findings of Yu et al. (2021), we chose
the bipolar version they also used.

In addition, a happiness-inducing technique should re-
sult in higher levels of happiness regardless of whether
a unipolar scale (e.g., rating happiness from not happy to
very happy) or a bipolar scale is used. Likewise, respon-
dents in both the control and treatment groups should be
equally affected by the response format, meaning that any
differences in responses should stem from differences in the
treatment stimuli rather than from the type of rating scale
used. For example, Hohne et al. (2021) showed that end-
labeled unipolar and bipolar scales (as in our case) are the
most effective in meeting the equidistance criterion in con-
trast to completely labelled bipolar scales. Finally, we kept
the rating scale constant throughout all studies in order to
assure comparability.

Stimulus description

Happiness manipulation check (1 = very happy; 7 = very sad)

Control Treatment Control Treatment
Study  Question N Question N Mean SD N Mean SD N Diff
1 Breakfast 1582  Happy situation 398 4.44 1.72 1301 4.73 1.73 330 -0.30™
2 Image of paper stack 791 Picture of beach 751 445 1.76 664 4.31 1.81 627 0.14
3 Breakfast 548 Happy situation 511 432 1.82 252 4.75 1.81 202 —0.42™
4 Ordinary day at age 16 283 6 happy questions 297  4.46 1.74 232 4.28 1.84 261 0.18

Note: We include all respondents that finished the survey, similar to an intent-to-treat approach. In our preregistration, we intended to exclude all
participants in Studies 1, 2, and 3 who wrote fewer than 20 characters; we repeated the analyses including this restriction which did not affect
the results (see SI, Table E1). The random split in Study 1 assigned 4/5 of respondents to the control group and 1/5 to the treatment group. In
Study 3, only half of the participants randomly received the manipulation check, as preregistered. “Diff” indicates mean differences based on

two-tailed two-sample #-tests with equal variances.
*p<0.05 " p<0.01," p<0.001
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Before the war, my wife and two children were with me and | was happy then. In March of this year, they were
forced to emigrate. We talk several times a day. But | miss them very much!

Today it is difficult to remember a happy situation. We have been under rocket fire for 9 months.

| am happy that today, on December 5, after the bombing of Ukraine by Russia, | have electricity, water, gas and
internet at home!

| was at home in safety, breathing the air of freedom, working in my vocation, vacationing at the sea, and all this
was with my family. Now everything is destroyed!!!

| was happy before the war. It was hard to survive during the quarantines. Financially, morally. But with the
outbreak of war, it became clear that all the hardships before the war could be survived. As for happiness, | have
already forgotten what it is. Perhaps, happiness is now in elementary things that | have never thought about
before: | am alive, | have a place to live, | am not starving to death. | pray for them. Ukraine's victory is happiness.

Fig. 1

Example responses from open-ended answers in treatment condition (Study 1). Responses were
selected based on their representativeness and being illustrative of respective experiences.

2.3 Panel Attrition and Non-Response

Dropout was slightly but significantly higher in the treat-
ment group in Studies 1 (1% vs. 3%, p < 0.01), 3 2%
vs. 4%, p < 0.01), and 4 (0% vs. 3%, p < 0.01), but not
in Study 2 (1% vs. 2%). Item non-response differed only
in Study 4 (25% control vs. 19% treatment, p < 0.05) (see
also SI, Table A3). These effects are small, and results were
substantively identical for compliers (ITT, Table 1) and the
full sample (CACE, SI, Table E1), suggesting robustness.
Logistic regressions of dropout and item non-response on
treatment, covariates (age, gender, education, region), and
treatment-by-covariate interactions yielded no significant
interactions (Wald tests). Study 4 was the only exception
where low variance prevented estimation. While attrition
rates differ modestly between treatment and control condi-
tions in some waves, we find no evidence that attrition is
systematically related to observed covariates.?

3 Results

Table 1 displays the results of mean differences from
two-tailed t-tests for the different survey experiments. In
Study 1, respondents in the treatment group reported sig-
nificantly lower happiness than those in the control group
(meangy = —0.30, p < 0.01). This result was replicated in

2 Attrition could still be related to unobserved potential outcomes. To
address this concern, we now report Manski extreme value bounds
(Manski & Pepper, 2000) for each wave (see SI, Table E3), which
allow for arbitrary, non-random attrition subject only to the logical
bounds of the outcome variable. Given that our treatment makes re-
spondents more likely to drop out if they are offended or upset and/or
that it increases cognitive burden, we report trimming bounds based on
the Monotone Treatment Selection (MTS). These analyses demonstrate
that our substantive conclusions, including the presence of backlash ef-
fects, are robust to worst-case attrition scenarios.

Study 3 (meangy = —0.42, p < 0.01). Recalling a happy
situation actually reduced self-reported happiness. Since
we used a bipolar manipulation check, we cannot deter-
mine whether this effect stems from increased sadness.
We explore this question further in the qualitative analysis
below. To rule out the breakfast prompt as the cause of
the effect, we used a different control prompt in Study 4,
asking about an ordinary day at age 16. Those respondents
showed similar levels on the happy-sad scale as partici-
pants in the breakfast control conditions of Studies 1 and 3.
Regardless of the control prompt, average happiness levels
remain similar across groups. This suggests that the hap-
piness recall itself may trigger the seemingly paradoxical
effect.

In Study 2, we used a visual stimulus which participants
described. Although those in the treatment group reported
slightly higher happiness (meang; = 0.14), the difference
was not statistically significant. Study 4 used six happi-
ness-related prompts (e.g., favorite song or place). Again,
treatment group respondents reported slightly higher hap-
piness than controls (meangy = 0.18), but the effect did not
reach conventional levels of significance.

Because the findings for the emotional recall question
contradicted our expectations and prior research, we ex-
amined the open-ended responses to better understand why
the treatment might have reduced happiness. Fig. 1 presents
five of the more representative and illustrative example re-
sponses from the treatment group. Open-ended responses
were first machine-translated to English via DeepL and
then checked for validity by a native Ukrainian and Rus-
sian speaker. All analyses were performed using quanteda
(Benoit et al., 2018), tidytext (Silge & Robinson, 2016),
and wordcloud (Fellows, 2011) in R (R Core Team, 2023).
These responses suggest that recalling a positive memory
often triggered associations with wartime events, which
may have evoked sadness.
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Network of collocations for “happy” in treatment condition
(Study 1). Network graph of open-ended responses to the
emotional recall question. Shown are the collocations be-
tween the top 20 tokens (based on highest phi values) and
the keyword “happy” (window = 5, i.e. the next five clos-
est words) in the treatment group. Thicker lines indicate
a higher frequency of bigram occurrences. The highest fre-
quency exists for the combination of “happy” and “war”.

This notion is supported by findings from sentiment anal-
yses of the open-ended responses in all studies (see SI,
part E).> Responses in the treatment group were catego-
rized more often as related to fear (e.g., mentioning “war”),
while responses in the control group were more often asso-
ciated with joy (e.g., mentioning “food”). Collocation word
clouds (Fig. 2) show a strong link between “happy” and

. ELINNT3

war”, and weaker associations with “Russian”, “alive”, or
“healthy”. These findings are consistent across all studies.

4 Conclusion

Understanding how emotions shape political behavior de-
pends, among other things, on our ability to reliably manip-

3 We preprocessed the open-ended survey responses by filtering out
missing or very short entries (fewer than 20 characters), and cleaned
the text by lowercasing and removing punctuation and stopwords. Re-
sponses were split into treatment and control groups and visualized us-
ing word clouds. Sentiment analysis was conducted using the NRC lex-
icon (Mohammad & Turney, 2013), focusing on emotional categories
such as anger, fear, joy, and sadness. Words were tokenized, matched to
emotion labels, and visualized to highlight the most frequent emotion-
related terms in each condition. For collocation analysis, we identified
words appearing near “happy” (within a five-word window), and com-
pared their frequencies to the overall corpus using association measures
(via phi values). Significant collocates were visualized using dendro-
grams (hierarchical clustering) and network graphs.

ulate affect in survey experiments. While established tech-
niques exist for inducing discrete emotions like anger or
happiness, our findings raise serious concerns about their
validity in crisis contexts (see also Amano et al., 2023).

Our experimental manipulation failed because it un-
critically transferred affect-induction methods validated in
stable Western societies to a setting marked by war, dis-
placement, and psychological stress. The emotional recall
technique, often considered a gold standard, backfired and
significantly reduced reported happiness. Visual and imag-
inal prompts also failed to produce the intended effect.
These outcomes raise broader questions about how and
when positive stimuli lose their intended valence under
adverse conditions.

Future research should examine which features of
“happy memories” transform them into painful reminders,
e.g., their temporal distance, links to lost people or places,
or references to now-impossible activities. Our open-ended
data suggest such associations but call for more systematic
inquiry. The varying outcomes across techniques highlight
the role of cognitive elaboration. Actively recalling and
describing a memory may trigger stronger detrimental ef-
fects than passive exposure to imagery. The intensity of
the prime also matters: high-arousal primes may clash
with crisis experiences, while subtler ones may be more
appropriate.

Our findings also suggest that affective responses may be
shaped by contrast or dissonance, as respondents juxtaposed
past joy with present suffering. We did not measure these
mechanisms, which was a design limitation. Future studies
should assess whether it is the expectation to feel happy
that produces dissonance when such an emotion feels out
of reach.

These failures highlight the need for context-sensitive
priming. Our collocation analyses showed that even the
word “happy” was often linked to war. This underscores
the risk that standard positive primes can evoke trauma.
Cognitive pretesting, through think-aloud protocols or in-
terviews (Blair & Conrad, 2011; Koskey, 2016; Perneger
et al., 2015), is essential. Our study lacked this step but
clearly would have benefited from it. Co-developing stim-
uli with affected communities may also improve cultural
and emotional fit. Given these challenges, it may be more
productive to explore alternative emotional targets, such as
resilience, coping efficacy, solidarity, or moments of calm
and agency. These emotional states are often more acces-
sible in times of adversity and less likely to evoke painful
comparisons to past hardships. Additionally, the timing of
the emotional priming matters. Comparing the effects of
primes that focus on past experiences with those oriented
toward present perceptions or future hope—when contex-
tually relevant—could help identify more effective and less
distressing priming strategies.
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Ultimately, our findings reveal the danger of assuming
that affect-induction techniques are universally transferable.
In emotionally volatile contexts, the research setting it-
self reshapes how stimuli are interpreted. Emotional primes
must be designed with, not just in, context. Our study’s
failure is instructive, not because it was rare, but because it
was predictable. Learning from such failures is essential to
building more robust, context-aware research practices.
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