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Chapter 1
Emotion Duration

Philippe Verduyn 

Abstract Emotions are processes that unfold over time. This implies that research on 
dynamic features of emotions is needed to understand how emotions operate. One key 
dynamic feature is emotion duration. For a long time, no research on emotion duration 
was conducted. However, during the last three decades, our understanding of emotion 
duration increased significantly. In the present chapter, I provide an overview of 
research on emotion duration. First, I define emotion duration and discuss the concep-
tual complexities surrounding the start and end of an emotional episode. Next, I 
describe studies that examined how long emotional episodes last. These studies con-
verged on the conclusion that emotion duration is highly variable with episodes lasting 
for seconds, minutes, hours or even longer. Subsequently, I review research examining 
the mechanisms underlying emotion duration. These mechanisms include psychologi-
cal processes that occur at the start of an emotional episode, as the initial appraisal of 
an emotion-eliciting event and intensity of the emotional response are major determi-
nants of emotion duration. Moreover, emotion duration also depends on psychological 
processes that unfold during the emotional episode as dynamics in attention, appraisals 
and regulation strategies prolong or shorten emotional episodes. The chapter ends with 
directions for future research.

Keywords Emotion duration · Definition · Determinants · Mechanisms · Attention 
· Appraisals

1.1  Introduction

Emotions are not stable states but are constantly in flux. This implies that research 
on the dynamic properties of emotions is necessary to understand how they operate. 
However, for a long time research on emotion dynamics was scarce (Frijda, 2007). 
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Researchers studied the processes underlying the onset of an emotional response 
but paid little attention to how emotions subsequently unfold over time.

This situation changed from the nineties onwards when researchers started to 
examine emotion dynamics, inspired by the pioneering work of Davidson (Davidson, 
1998), Frijda (Frijda et al., 1991) and Scherer (Scherer & Wallbott, 1994), amongst 
others. This increase in research efforts resulted in a better understanding of the 
dynamic properties of emotions due to which the research field of emotion dynam-
ics is one of the most enticing research fields within affective science today.

Research on emotion dynamics pertains to the study of the trajectories, patterns, 
and regularities with which emotions or their components (i.e., the experiential, 
physiological, and behavioural components) fluctuate across time. Researchers 
operating in this field do not only describe these temporal changes but also examine 
underlying processes and downstream consequences of these changes (Kuppens & 
Verduyn, 2015). To measure emotion trajectories, a wide range of tools are avail-
able. Each tool has its own advantages and disadvantages as illustrated by two com-
mon methods to measure trajectories of emotional experience: the experience 
sampling approach and the intensity profile approach.

Experience sampling entails asking participants multiple times per day to report 
on how they feel (e.g., how sad do you feel right now?) during the period following 
a particular emotional event (e.g., Villano et al., 2020) or during a random segment 
of a participant’s life (e.g., Brans et al., 2013). A key advantage of this approach is 
that memory bias is minimal but the resulting data is discrete and short-term changes 
in emotional experience may go by unnoticed.

The intensity profile approach entails asking participants to draw intensity pro-
files of their emotional experiences (Sonnemans & Frijda, 1994). The resulting data 
are continuous but memory bias may influence the collected data when reporting on 
past emotional experiences (e.g., Verduyn et al., 2009b). To avoid this, one may ask 
people to draw profiles while experiencing an emotion (e.g., Hutcherson et  al., 
2005) but this approach cannot be adopted outside the lab.

To describe variability in emotion trajectories, a wide range of features have been 
proposed and studied (for an overview, see Kuppens & Verduyn, 2015). Among 
these, one key feature is the duration of emotions. The importance of this particular 
feature is reflected by the observation that people sharing their emotions do not only 
often spontaneously describe the nature (e.g., I was angry at him) and intensity 
(e.g., I was very angry at him) but also the duration of their emotions (I was very 
angry at him all day long). Moreover, the duration of emotional episodes has major 
consequences for physical and mental health (Lapate & Heller, 2020).

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of research on emotion duration 
building on previous reviews of literature on this dynamic feature (Van Mechelen 
et al., 2013; Verduyn et al., 2015). Specifically, I will first define emotion duration. 
Next, I will review empirical evidence on how long emotions tend to last. 
Subsequently, I will illustrate that the duration of emotions is not only determined 
by events that take place at the start of an emotional episode but also by processes 
that unfold during an emotional episode. Finally, I will end this chapter by provid-
ing some suggestions for future research followed by a concluding statement.
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1.2  What Is the Definition of Emotion Duration?

Emotion trajectories reflect the continuous level of a particular emotion or emotion 
component over time. Typically, these trajectories show fluctuations. For example, 
when people are asked to report their level of anger repeatedly throughout the day, 
the resulting trajectory is unlikely to be a flat line. A wide range of factors causes 
these fluctuations to take place including biological rhythms, sleeping patterns or 
(insufficient) food intake. However, major shifts in emotion trajectories are often 
due to the occurrence of particular events, which initiate the start of so-called emo-
tional episodes (Kuppens & Verduyn, 2015).

Emotion duration refers to the duration of emotional episodes. Specifically, the 
duration of an emotional episode refers to the amount of time between the start and 
end of an emotional episode (Verduyn et al., 2015). The start of an emotional epi-
sode corresponds with the occurrence of a particular event which is relevant for 
one’s goals or concerns (Frijda, 2007). This differentiates emotional episodes from 
moods, which do not have a clear cause or object (Beedie et al., 2005). It should be 
noted that the emotion eliciting event can be an external event (e.g., seeing a spider) 
but also an internal event as when imagining, recalling or anticipating events (e.g., 
thinking of a spider). Moreover, when thinking about external future events, an 
emotional episode can start before the external event takes place. For example, an 
emotional episode of anxiety typically does not start when giving a speech but 
rather when starting to anticipate having to give a speech.

The end of an emotional episode is more difficult to delineate than the onset. 
Overall, two different conceptualizations can be distinguished. First, the end of an 
emotional episode can be equated with the first point in time at which emotion 
intensity reaches zero or, similarly, returns to a baseline level (Verduyn et al., 2009a, 
2011, 2012b). An advantage of this conceptualization is that it is relatively straight-
forward to determine when an emotional episode ends, which allows studying emo-
tion duration empirically in a relatively straightforward manner. A disadvantage, 
however, is that this conceptualization does not take into account that emotions may 
be re-elicited after having returned to their baseline level. For example, following an 
insult an episode of anger may be initiated. This feeling may persist until running 
into a friend with whom one has a pleasant conversation during which anger is no 
longer felt. The start of this conversation therefore constitutes the end of the emo-
tional episode of anger. However, once the conversation is over, one may immedi-
ately recall the insult and feel angry again. When equating the end of an emotional 
episode with a first return to baseline, the moment of recalling the insult following 
the conversation would be conceptualized as the start of a totally new emotional 
episode, while, in fact, it is directly related to the preceding anger episode.

Second, the end of an emotional episode can be equated with the moment in time 
at which the episode is “closed” in the sense that the emotion intensity associated 
with an emotion-eliciting event reaches zero (or baseline) in a permanent manner 
(Frijda et  al., 1991; Frijda, 2007). Closure is reflected by a lack of spontaneous 
recollections of the emotional event and a lack of emotional reactivity in those rare 
cases the emotional event would be recollected. This may be accompanied by 
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decreased emotional detail in the autobiographical memory representation of the 
emotion-eliciting event (Beike & Wirth-Beaumont, 2005). For example, following 
an insult one may experience anger for several days. This experience of anger may 
be temporarily interrupted by several periods during which one feels calm but only 
when an apology is received, the emotional episode may be fully closed.

An advantage of this conceptualization is that it distinguishes temporary relief 
(i.e., a temporary non-stable return of emotion intensity to zero) from stable emo-
tional recovery (i.e., a stable return of emotion intensity to zero) (Frijda, 2007). 
However, it is often hard to say when an emotional episode is fully closed and some 
emotional episodes may never end according to this conceptualization, making it 
especially hard to study emotion duration at an empirical level.

1.3  How Long Do Emotions Last?

For a long time, it was believed that emotional episodes only last for seconds up to 
a few minutes at most (Ekman, 1984). This belief was largely based on animal mod-
els of emotion (Darwin, 1965) and observations of the duration of emotional expres-
sions in the lab (Ekman & Friesen, 1982). However, animal models and lab data on 
emotion expression do not represent particularly well how long an emotion can last 
(Frijda, 2007; Rimé, 2009). Several lines of research indicate that typically emo-
tions last longer than a few seconds or minutes.

First of all, while activation in the behavioral or expressive component of emo-
tional responses may be shorter than activation in the other components of an emo-
tional response, some data is available suggesting that even activation in emotional 
expression may last longer than just a few minutes (Bylsma et al., 2011). Moreover, 
while data on physiological recovery observed in the lab is generally consistent with 
the notion of emotions lasting for a few minutes only (e.g., Fredrickson & Levenson, 
1998), data on cardiovascular recovery following stressful events in daily life, reveal 
significantly longer recovery periods (Pieper & Brosschot, 2005). Furthermore, data 
on the duration of the conscious emotional experience component of an emotional 
response show convincingly that these experiences typically do not end within a few 
minutes only.

Most studies on emotion duration have focused on the duration of emotional 
experience as obtained through self-report questionnaires. In these studies the end 
of an emotional episode was either not explicitly defined to the participants (e.g., 
Scherer & Wallbott, 1994) or defined to occur when emotion intensity returned to 
zero or a baseline level for the first time (e.g., Verduyn et al., 2009a), which corre-
sponds to the first conceptualization mentioned above. Research explicitly using the 
second conceptualization (permanent return to baseline) is rare, but non- surprisingly, 
participants reported longer emotions when the end of an emotional episode was 
defined to them to correspond to a permanent return to baseline, rather than a first 
return (Verduyn & Lavrijsen, 2015).

P. Verduyn
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Critically, regardless of the duration definition employed, it was found that emo-
tional experiences can last for seconds but usually these experiences last longer. 
Specifically, the duration of emotional experiences was found to be highly variable 
with durations ranging from a few seconds to several hours, or even longer. 
Moreover, in each study on the duration of emotional experiences in daily life, dura-
tion averages clearly exceeded a few minutes (Frijda et al., 1991; Gilboa & Revelle, 
1994; Scherer & Wallbott, 1994; Verduyn et al., 2009a, 2011, 2012a, b, 2013).

While most people tend to experience emotions that often last longer than only a 
few minutes, certain people tend to experience longer emotions than others do. At 
the level of socio-demographic factors, evidence is available that older adults expe-
rience longer positive emotions and shorter negative emotions than younger adults 
(Charles et  al., 2016). Moreover, negative emotions were found to last longer in 
collectivistic and poorer countries than in individualistic and rich countries, respec-
tively (Verduyn et al., 2013). At the level of personality dimensions, extraverts were 
found to tend to experience longer positive emotions than their introvert counter-
parts (Verduyn & Brans, 2012), while neurotics experience longer negative emo-
tions than their emotionally stable counterparts (Schuyler et al., 2012; Verduyn & 
Brans, 2012). At the level of indicators of mental health, resilient people were found 
to show accelerated recovery from stressful encounters (Tugade & Fredrickson, 
2004). This should not come as a surprise as resilience refers to the ability to cope 
effectively and adapt in the face of loss, hardship, or adversity (Block & Kremen, 
1996). Moreover, consistent with diagnostic criteria, depressed individuals were 
found to be unable to sustain activity in neural circuits underlying positive affect 
(Heller et al., 2009) while showing longer activation in neural regions associated 
with negative emotions (Siegle et al., 2001, 2002).

It is not only the case that some people tend to experience longer emotions than 
others do but also some types of emotions tend to last longer than other types of 
emotions. Several studies have been conducted to compare the duration of different 
emotions and the results of these studies largely overlap (Gilboa & Revelle, 1994; 
Scherer & Wallbott, 1994; Verduyn et al., 2009a, 2011, 2012a, b). The largest set of 
emotions was studied by Verduyn and Lavrijsen (2015). They found that out of 27 
emotions, sadness lasted the longest, whereas shame, surprise, fear, disgust, bore-
dom, being touched, irritation, and relief were the shortest emotions. In some cases, 
the size of differences was quite remarkable with sadness lasting on average 240 
times longer than the shortest emotions under study but in most cases duration dif-
ferences were much smaller.

In sum, emotions can last for only a few seconds but usually last for minutes, 
hours or even longer. However, why do some people tend to experience longer 
emotions than others do? Why do certain types of emotions tend to last longer 
than other types of emotions? Moreover, what causes differences in duration 
between two episodes of the same type of emotion, experienced by the same per-
son? These questions bring us to the next section where I discuss determinants of 
emotion duration.

1 Emotion Duration



8

1.4  What Determines the Duration of an Emotion?

1.4.1  What Happens at the Start Impacts How Long It Takes 
to Get to the End

By definition, an emotional episode is initiated by the occurrence of an internal or 
external event. The perceived nature of this event has a major impact on the duration 
of the ensuing emotional response. In several studies, it was found that the per-
ceived importance of the emotion-eliciting event partially explains duration vari-
ability within emotions. Specifically, events of higher perceived importance are 
associated with longer emotional episodes (Verduyn et al., 2009b, 2011). Moreover, 
compared to short types of emotions such as disgust, relatively long lasting emo-
tions such as sadness are caused by events that are higher in importance. As such, 
perceived event importance also partially explains duration differences between 
emotions (Verduyn & Lavrijsen, 2015).

Events may be perceived as important because they are especially congruent (in 
case of positive emotions) or incongruent (in case of negative emotions) with one’s 
goals, norms, values or self-ideals (Frijda, 2007). In the context of negative emo-
tions, it has been shown that the number of perceived mismatches between an event 
and one’s desires predicts the duration of negative emotional experiences and this 
mismatch-duration mechanism was found to largely hold universally (Verduyn 
et al., 2013). More recently, it has been shown that the degree to which an event 
matches one’s expectations also impacts the ensuing emotional trajectory (Villano 
et al., 2020).

However, the duration of an emotional response is not only a function of the (ini-
tial) appraisal of an emotional event but also of the initial intensity of an emotional 
episode. This is the case even when controlling for the perceived importance of an 
emotional event, which suggests that the role of intensity in predicting duration cannot 
be fully explained by event importance (Verduyn et al., 2009a, 2011, 2013). When 
intensity is high at the start of an emotional episode, it takes longer for emotional 
experience to return to its baseline level. Critically, however, this does not imply that 
emotional episodes are always, or even typically, characterized by a high intensity 
peak at the start followed by a gradual return to baseline (Heylen et al., 2015, 2016).

In research using an intensity profile approach to measure trajectories of emo-
tional experience, it was found that such trajectories can take a wide variety of 
shapes (Sonnemans & Frijda, 1994). Moreover, these intensity trajectories were 
found to differ primarily in explosiveness, accumulation, and reactivation (Verduyn 
et al., 2009b, 2012a). Intensity profiles can have (a) a low or high level of initial 
intensity, reflecting differences in explosiveness, (b) a peak intensity level situated 
at the start or end of the episode, reflecting differences in accumulation, and (c) a 
single or multiple intensity peaks, reflecting differences in reactivation. The distinct 
nature of these dynamic features is corroborated by fMRI studies on the neural cor-
relates of explosiveness and accumulation showing distinctive neural correlates for 
both features (Résibois et al., 2017, 2018b).
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In sum, the degree of mismatch between the event and one’s desires as well as 
the initial intensity of an emotional response impact the duration of an emotional 
episode. Moreover, the recovery process is not always a linear process characterized 
by a gradual, uninterrupted return to baseline. Regardless, the emotion-eliciting 
event sets the stage for the subsequent processes that will unfold over time and that 
impact the duration of the emotional response, which I turn to in the next section.

1.4.2  Time Itself Does Not Heal All Wounds; What Happens 
Over Time Matters

A common expression is that time heals all wounds. While this expression may 
seem correct at the surface level, it raises several questions. For example, is it true 
that eventually all emotions end? Do feelings of sadness following a major emo-
tional event such as the loss of a child ever return to their baseline level in a stable 
manner (see second conceptualization of the end of an emotional episode above). 
Perhaps even more critically, what does it mean to say that time heals all wounds. 
Does the passage of time automatically result in an emotion running out of steam, 
like a car having no fuel left to keep driving? While metaphors like this might be 
intuitively appealing, the construct of time in and off itself does not explain changes 
in emotions over time. Instead, emotion dynamics are a function of temporal 
changes in mechanisms that drive emotional responding. In the next paragraph, I 
discuss two processes that can change with the passage of time and impact the dura-
tion of emotional episodes. This is not to say that there are no other dynamic pro-
cesses that may impact the duration of emotional episodes but these two processes 
have received substantial empirical evidence.

1.4.2.1  The Role of Attention

An emotion-eliciting event continues to affect the unfolding of an emotional epi-
sode during the period following emotion elicitation. In a diary study, Verduyn and 
colleagues (Verduyn et al., 2009a) asked participants to recall the duration of their 
emotional episodes experienced earlier that day. For each 15-min interval of the 
emotional episode, they also asked participants to indicate whether the emotion- 
eliciting stimulus was physically present or absent. For example, when having an 
argument, the emotion-eliciting stimulus (i.e., another person) may be present dur-
ing the first 15 min, leave the room for the next 15 min (possibly slamming the door 
on the way out), and return back (or not) in the next 15 min. It was found that the 
physical presence or reappearances of an emotion-eliciting event make it less likely 
that an emotional episode ends.

In a second, similar study (Verduyn et al., 2009a), the authors examined whether 
the mental presence of the eliciting stimulus (thinking about the emotion-eliciting 
event) similarly impacts the duration of an emotional episode. They found this to be 
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the case with the mental presence or mental reappearances of the emotion-eliciting 
event prolonging emotional episodes. Interestingly, follow-up research revealed that 
physical and mental reappearances may prolong emotional experiences by causing 
reactivations (new peaks) within an emotional episode (Verduyn et al., 2012a).

Combined, these results suggest that one key mechanism, which varies over time 
and influences the duration of emotional responses, is attention. The physical pres-
ence of an emotion-eliciting stimulus likely prevents one from diverting attention 
elsewhere. Similarly, when the eliciting stimulus is mentally present, attention is by 
definition focused on that particular stimulus. Attention may also explain the con-
nection between (initial) emotion intensity and emotion duration with fMRI research 
revealing a relationship between intensity and longer duration of activation in 
regions along the cortical midline associated with self-referent processing (Waugh 
et al., 2010). Similarly, from a functional perspective on emotions (Keltner & Gross, 
1999) one may argue that important events that are especially congruent or incon-
gruent with one’s desires require one’s attention for a longer time, identifying a 
possible mechanism explaining the relationship between perceived event impor-
tance and emotion duration.

The claim that attention is a major determinant of the duration of emotional 
responses is consistent with research on emotion regulation. Specifically, it has been 
shown that distraction (i.e., directing attention away from an emotion-eliciting 
event) generally reduces the intensity of negative emotions (Fennell et al., 1987; 
Joormann & Siemer, 2004) while rumination (i.e., excessively focusing attention on 
the causes and consequences of an emotion-eliciting event) has the opposite effect 
(Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1993). Attention has also been shown to explain why 
long lasting emotions such as sadness tend to last longer than other types of emo-
tions, as long lasting emotions tend to be associated with relatively high levels of 
rumination (Verduyn & Lavrijsen, 2015). Similarly, neurotics may tend to experi-
ence long negative emotions, due to their tendency to ruminate over negative experi-
ences (Nolan et al., 1998).

In some recent work, the relationship between attention and emotion duration 
was examined even more directly. Freund and Keil (2013) proposed the attention- 
focus hypothesis according to which the duration of an emotional response to events 
is crucially determined by the amount of attention they receive. In a first study, they 
instructed participants to focus attention on an event that recently caused them to 
experience a positive emotion (having won a chess game) or to focus their attention 
elsewhere. In a second study, they used a similar experimental design but this time 
in the context of negative emotions. In both studies, they found that distracting 
attention away from the emotion-eliciting event leads to a shorter duration of an 
emotional experience. Consistently, Kaneko et  al. (2018) conducted a cross- 
sectional study and found a positive relationship between attention and the duration 
of both negative and positive emotions.

A wide variety of factors may influence people’s attention during an emotional 
episode. These include the occurrence of novel events that automatically redirect 
people’s focus elsewhere as well as people’s own conscious attempts to direct their 
focus. One particular interesting emotion regulation strategy that may cause people 
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to sustain their attention on the emotional event is social sharing. Research on social 
sharing showed that people share their emotions with others in the large majority of 
cases (Rimé et al., 1998). In case of positive emotions, it has been shown that shar-
ing is associated with longer episodes of positive emotion and more time spent 
thinking about the positive event (Hovasapian & Levine, 2018). However, in case of 
negative emotions results on the impact of social sharing on episode duration are 
less clear-cut (Brans et al., 2014; Pe et al., 2013; Rimé, 2009).

In sum, previous research indicates that focusing attention on an emotion- eliciting 
event is generally positively associated with the duration of emotional experience 
while distraction shortens emotional episodes. However, three critical remarks are 
needed to nuance this conclusion. First, not all types of distraction shorten emotional 
episodes. In contrast to positive distracting thoughts, negative distracting thoughts do 
not shorten the duration of negative emotions. Similarly, in contrast to negative dis-
tracting thoughts, positive distracting thoughts do not shorten the duration of positive 
emotions (Verduyn et  al., 2011). Second, the effects of distraction may be short-
lived. Distraction may shut down an emotional episode temporarily as reflected by a 
first return of emotion intensity to a baseline level (first conceptualization of the end 
of an emotional episode mentioned above). However, this return might reflect a state 
of temporary relief rather than stable emotional recovery (second conceptualization 
of the end of an emotional episode mentioned above) (Kross & Ayduk, 2008). Third, 
while focusing attention on an emotional episode may generally prolong emotional 
episodes, it may also shorten emotional episodes as explained in the next section.

1.4.2.2  The Role of Appraisal Dynamics

To examine whether all types of mental reappearances prolong the duration of emo-
tional experiences, Verduyn and colleagues conducted a follow-up study (Verduyn 
et al., 2011). Similarly to their original study (Verduyn et al., 2009a), they used a 
diary design asking participants to recollect the emotions they experienced earlier 
that day. However, rather than asking participants to indicate for several time- 
segments of the emotional episode whether the emotion-eliciting stimulus was men-
tally present or not, they asked participants to specify the valence of their thoughts 
about the emotion-eliciting stimulus. They found that during negative emotional 
episodes, participants reported most often negative thoughts about the emotion- 
eliciting event and these thoughts (e.g., “he really enjoys hurting me”) prolonged 
negative emotional episodes. Critically, however, when people had positive thoughts 
about the negative emotion-eliciting event (e.g., “he probably did not mean it that 
way”), this increased the probability that a negative emotional episode would end at 
that moment in time. In case of positive emotions a similar pattern was found with 
positive (negative) thoughts about the emotion-eliciting event prolonging (shorten-
ing) the emotional episode.

The finding that during negative (positive) emotional episodes people tend to 
have negative (positive) thoughts about the emotion-eliciting event may explain 
why mental reappearances of this event (or focusing attention on this event) were 
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overall found to have a prolonging effect on the duration of emotional experience 
(Verduyn et  al., 2009a). Moreover, the finding that thoughts about the emotion- 
eliciting event prolong emotional experiences when they share valence, is consistent 
with research on social sharing of positive emotions showing that the association 
between sharing and emotion duration was greatest when sharing partners were 
perceived as highlighting the importance and remarkability of the event, “keeping 
the magic alive” (Hovasapian & Levine, 2018).

The finding that positive thoughts shorten the duration of negative emotions is 
consistent with research on positive reappraisal (i.e., reappraising a negative event 
in a more positive manner). In a wide range of studies, this emotion regulation strat-
egy has been shown to be highly effective at downregulating negative emotional 
responses (Gross, 1998a, b; Ray et al., 2008), and stimulating emotional recovery 
over time (Mehta et al., 2020). However, research on contextualized emotion regu-
lation revealed important boundary conditions of the generally adaptive effects of 
reappraisal (Aldao, 2013).

For example, when people experience intense negative emotions, they are unlikely 
to engage in reappraisal (Sheppes & Gross, 2011; Sheppes et al., 2011) and reap-
praisal is ineffective in downregulating intense negative emotions (Raio et al., 2013; 
Shafir et al., 2015). Similarly, it has been found that people are unlikely to reappraise 
their emotional experiences at the start of an emotional episode (Kalokerinos et al., 
2017), and may respond negatively to sharing partners stimulating cognitive reap-
praisal at the start of a sharing episode (Rimé, 2009). It should be noted, however, that 
this is not always dysfunctional as preliminary termination of an emotional episode 
may interfere with the functional nature of emotions stimulating responsiveness to 
important changes in one’s environment (Keltner & Gross, 1999).

Positive reappraisal may not always come naturally, as when a person experienc-
ing a negative emotion does not manage to see any positive aspect to a negative 
experience. One strategy that may help in this regard is self-distancing. When peo-
ple think about an emotional experience, they may do so from a self-immersed 
perspective in which self-relevant events and emotions are (re-)experienced in a 
first-person perspective through their own eyes (Nigro & Neisser, 1983). 
Alternatively, one may adopt a self-distanced perspective in which individuals focus 
on their experiences from the perspective of an observer or “fly on the wall” (Libby 
& Eibach, 2002; McIsaac & Eich, 2004).

Verduyn and colleagues examined whether these two perspectives have differen-
tial effects on the duration of emotional experience (Verduyn et  al., 2012b). 
Participants were asked to recollect positive and negative emotions experienced ear-
lier during the day, and repeatedly indicated which perspectives they adopted when 
thinking about the emotion-eliciting event during the emotional episode. People 
most often adopted a self-immersed perspective but when they managed to think 
about the emotional event using a self-distanced perspective, the emotional episode 
was more likely to end. Follow-up research revealed that self-distancing prevents 
negative emotions to accumulate (Résibois et al., 2018b), and this is especially so in 
people suffering from high levels of depressive symptoms (Résibois et al., 2018a). 
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One mechanism through which self-distancing may accelerate emotional recovery 
is by stimulating positive reappraisal (Kross & Ayduk, 2008).

In sum, while the initial appraisal of an emotional event determines the initial 
intensity of an emotional response, the appraisal process continues throughout the 
emotional episode. When the appraisal configuration remains largely stable, the 
emotion is unlikely to end, unless alternative events capture one’s attention leading 
to a (temporary) termination of the emotional episode. Reappraisal may not always 
be easy, especially when emotion intensity is high. However, trying to adopt a self- 
distanced perspective or sharing one’s emotional experience with a partner who 
stimulates reappraisal at the right moment in time, may result in a more positive take 
on a negative event. These reappraisal processes may shut down the negative emo-
tional episode. Interestingly, the same holds for positive emotions as reappraising a 
positive event in a negative manner shortens the duration of positive emotional 
experiences as well.

1.5  Directions for Future Research

Empirical research on emotion duration has demonstrated that emotional episodes can 
last for seconds, minutes, hours or even longer. Moreover, first insights on the deter-
minants and processes underlying emotion duration have been obtained. However, 
more work is needed to increase our understanding of the duration of emotions.

First, most research on emotion duration conceptualized the end of an emotional 
episode as the first return to baseline. While this choice makes emotion duration 
especially amendable to empirical research, it does not allow concluding whether a 
particular determinant of emotion duration stimulates only temporary relief or 
results in stable emotional recovery. For example, distraction and reappraisal pro-
cesses have both been found to shorten the duration of emotional episodes but while 
the former may only lead to a state of temporary relief, the latter may be more effec-
tive at fully closing an emotional episode (Kross & Ayduk, 2008). Future research 
is necessary to better disentangle temporary relief from stable emotional recovery.

Second, most research on emotion duration is correlational. As such, it is often 
not clear whether processes such as attention, perspective taking or reappraisal shut 
down an emotional episode, or whether the approaching end of an emotional epi-
sode (stimulated by other processes) allows one to refocus attention, adopt a self- 
distanced perspective or reappraise an emotional event. Emotion generation and 
regulation mutually influence each other over time (Gross, 2015) and more research 
is necessary to chart and disentangle these effects.

Third, in research on emotion duration, regulation strategies are typically exam-
ined in isolation. However, it is increasingly becoming clear that people often use a 
variety of strategies to regulate their emotions (Brans et al., 2013; Brans & Verduyn, 
2014). Some strategies may only impact emotion duration when the strategy is used 
at the right time (Kalokerinos et al., 2017) or when preceded or followed by other 
regulation strategies (Peuters et al., 2019).

1 Emotion Duration
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Fourth, in this chapter I described processes underlying emotion duration at a 
psychological level. However, ultimately, these processes are mediated at the neural 
level. First insights into the neural mechanisms underlying emotion duration have 
been obtained (Heller & Casey, 2016; Verduyn et al., 2015; Waugh et al., 2015). 
Interestingly, research on the neural basis of emotion dynamics increasingly com-
bines neuroimaging tools with experience sampling methods to overcome the limi-
tations associated with measuring emotion duration in the lab (Heller et al., 2015; 
Provenzano et al., 2018). Studies like these are highly valuable and will deepen our 
understanding of the duration of emotions.

Finally, more research is necessary on the duration of the behavioral and physi-
ological component of emotional responses, as well as how these components inter-
act with emotional experience. Due to practical limitations, it was for a long time 
not possible to properly measure dynamics in all emotion components simultane-
ously as they unfold in daily life but breakthroughs in affective sensing and comput-
ing may spur new exciting insights on emotion duration in the near future.

1.6  Concluding Statement

Kuppens and Verduyn (Kuppens & Verduyn, 2017) formulated four fundamental 
principles underlying emotion dynamics: the principles of contingency, inertia, reg-
ulation, and interaction. These principles also relate to the processes underlying the 
specific dynamic feature discussed in the present chapter: emotion duration.

According to the principle of contingency, emotions consist of responses to 
things extrinsic to them. In this chapter, I illustrated how emotional episode arise in 
response to external and internal events, and how these events, as well as possible 
other (distracting) events, continue to impact the emotion as it unfolds over time, 
ultimately influencing the duration of the emotional episode.

According to the principle of inertia, emotions display an intrinsic resistance to 
change causing them to carry over from one moment to the next. In this chapter, I 
illustrated that emotional episodes tend to be characterized by valence-congruent 
thoughts that prolong emotional episodes, consistent with research on emotion- 
congruent processing (Lerner & Keltner, 2001) showing that the way we feel influ-
ences the way we perceive the world, which in turn, feeds back into the way we feel.

According to the principle of regulation, emotions are continuously regulated to 
maximize fit with a desired state, which may change as the emotion unfolds. In this 
chapter, I illustrated how emotion regulation strategies as distraction, positive reap-
praisal, self-distancing and social sharing can be harnessed to shorten the duration 
of negative emotional episodes by providing counterweight to the forces of emo-
tional inertia.

Finally, according to the principle of interaction, emotions and emotion compo-
nents continuously interact over time. In this chapter, I discussed research on the 
interaction between cognitions and the duration of emotional experience but more 
research applying the principle of interaction to research on emotion duration is 
necessary.

P. Verduyn
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