Affective Science
https://doi.org/10.1007/542761-026-00392-7

REVIEW

®

Check for
updates

Breaking Bad (into More than One Category): Cooking up Some
Granular Negativity

David S. March'® - Michael A. Olson? - Lowell Gaertner?

Received: 11 September 2025 / Accepted: 25 June 2026
© The Author(s) 2026, modified publication 2026

Abstract

Evaluation is typically organized on a positive-to-negative valence continuum. We advocate instead for greater functional
granularity. We do so with our Dual Implicit Process Model (DIPM), which serves as a case in point by having provided
both conceptual and empirical insights via distinguishing evaluation of physically-threatening negativity (i.e., stimuli that
are evaluatively negative and diagnostic of immediate physical danger) from nonthreatening negativity (i.e., stimuli that
are also evaluatively negative but not immediately physically harmful). Specifically, we (a) briefly review the histori-
cal role of valence and its complications, (b) detail distinctions between physical-threat-negative and nonthreat-negative
processes, (c) outline the DIPM and its empirical support, (d) illustrate with concrete empirical examples the explanatory
benefit of the DIPM’s functional evaluative distinction, and (e) argue for the theoretical advantages of using a multi-
dimensional, process-based taxonomy of evaluation over a simple valence-based one. Understanding the distinct func-
tional nature of experiences that have traditionally been collapsed together as negative valence provides a more detailed

and accurate roadmap for addressing critical question about human evaluation.
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Valence is a foundational organizing framework in psy-
chological science. Evaluation in particular is typically
arrayed along a positive—negative continuum. This frame-
work affords simple measurement, prediction, integration
of theory, and has a long history. That simplicity, however,
obscures important distinctions. Our Dual Implicit Process
Model (DIPM) and work exploring that model reveals a
fundamental distinction within negative valence (March et
al. 2017, 2018a, b, 2020, 2022, 2023). The DIPM details a
functional differentiation between the evaluation of stimuli
that are physically-threatening negative (i.e., evaluatively
negative and diagnostic of immediate physical danger; e.g.,
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weapons, attacking animals, looming aggressive agents;
herein referred to simply as “threat” or “threatening”) and
those that are nonthreatening negative (i.e., evaluatively
negative but not immediately physically harmful; e.g.,
wounded animals, feces, rotting teeth). The model details
why and how threat distinctly engages separable process-
ing streams and produces downstream judgment and behav-
ior unique from those elicited by nonthreatening-negative
stimuli. Carving negativity at this joint reveals a functional
specificity that a mere valence account cannot.

We use the DIPM as a theoretical and empirical guide
in the current paper to advocate for functional granularity
in evaluation. We (a) briefly review the historical role of
valence and its complications in the attitudes/evaluation lit-
erature, (b) detail distinctions between threat-negative and
nonthreat-negative processes, (¢) outline the DIPM and its
empirical support, (d) illustrate using empirical examples
the explanatory benefit of the DIPM’s functional distinc-
tion, and (e) argue for the theoretical advantages of a multi-
dimensional, process-based taxonomy of evaluation over a
simple valence-based one.
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Valence: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly
Limits

Valence and related constructs have long been central com-
ponents of psychological theorizing in general and attitudes
and evaluation theorizing in particular. Attitude research is
essentially the study of human judgment along the valence
dimension. Gordon Allport (1935) described attitude
as social psychology’s “most distinctive and indispens-
able concept” (p. 798), a claim Eagly and Chaiken (1993)
declared was “as valid today as it was 50 years ago” (p. 1).
In the interim, Osgood et al. (1957) used multidimensional
scaling (MDS) to identify valence as the most important
dimension of human meaning. Factor analytic and MDS
research posit good-bad as a (sometimes the) fundamen-
tal dimension of affect (Russell & Barrett, 1999). Relat-
edly, the approach-avoidance concept is “central to nearly
every influential model of emotion and behavior” (Elliot et
al., 2013, p. 227). In short, whether it is a person, product,
policy, or dinner provision, knowing whether a thing is good
or bad is paramount.

Although a simple valence dimension captures variance
and serves parsimony, it elides meaningful distinctions
within positivity and, especially, negativity. The DIPM is
not the first to make this case. For example, several mod-
els of attitudes complicate valence with additional dimen-
sions (e.g., accessibility, affective-cognitive consistency,
etc.; Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Other approaches like the
evaluative space model (Cacioppo & Berntson, 1994) split
valence into independent positive and negative dimensions
while retaining negativity as a single dimension.! Each of
these approaches can claim empirical support. However, the
DIPM argues that making functional distinctions with nega-
tive evaluations better reflects the reality of human evalua-
tive processing and behavior.

Mechanisms Matter: Threatening-Negative vs.
Nonthreatening-Negative

Understanding causal relations between stimuli and out-
comes is essential, but without a mechanistic account, such
relations remain descriptive rather than explanatory. Mech-
anistic accounts explain not just when effects occur, but
how and why they occur. A mechanistic account can reveal
the process that leads similarly valent-negative evaluations

' Theories of emotion also elaborate a simple good-bad dimension

by including an arousal dimension orthogonal to valence (e.g., the cir-
cumplex model, Posner et al., 2005), or abandon dimensions altogether
in favor of discrete categories of emotion (e.g., Ekman, 1992). Some
behavioral neuroscience research differentiates among distinct classes
of negative responses (e.g., freeze, flight, fight; Fanselow, 1994).
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to divergent outcomes. These points come into focus when
we examine the machinery of threat responses.

Preserving bodily integrity is a central adaptive prob-
lem. Pre-human ancestors who were faster to detect and
react to threats to immediate bodily harm were more likely
to survive and reproduce. Consequently, cues diagnostic
of immediate bodily harm occupy a uniquely high-priority
position because survival is a precondition for the pur-
suit of all other goals. Accordingly, a neural threat-system
evolved that advantages the processing of survival threats,
both phylogenetically old (e.g., snakes, spiders) and onto-
genetically learned (e.g., guns, knives), relative to non-
threatening stimuli (Blanchette, 2006; Fox & Damjanovic,
2006; LeDoux, 1993; Ohman et al., 2001). That advantage
manifests in faster orienting, heightened perceptual vigi-
lance, and stronger perceptual and physiological response
to threatening-negative stimuli relative to nonthreatening-
negative and evaluatively positive stimuli (see March et al.,
2017, 2022).

These patterns mark a critical asymmetry within nega-
tive valence evaluation: all threatening stimuli are negative,
but not all negative stimuli are immediately threatening. In
other words, immediate physical danger is a functionally
distinct form of negative evaluation, one that is not reducible
to generic unpleasantness. Nonthreatening-negative stimuli
can be equally unpleasant yet recruit withdrawal or rumi-
nation rather than the fast, defense-optimized mechanisms
activated by perceiving a physical danger. The distinct pro-
cessing triggered by threatening stimuli, and the predictions
they enable for perception, physiology, and action, would be
overlooked without cleaving evaluation into at least threat
and valence dimensions.

The Dual Implicit Process Model

Classic dual-process models of evaluation distinguish
automatic (i.e., spontaneous) from controlled (i.e.,
deliberate) processes (Sherman et al., 2014). Automatic
processing occurs prior to and can influence controlled
processing and resulting outcomes. However, most mod-
els of evaluation consider automaticity based solely on
the activation of object—evaluation associations without
specifying the nature of the evaluation beyond positive-
negative valence (cf. Cunningham et al., 2007). That
limited scope makes it difficult to explain findings that
threatening-negative stimuli are processed uniquely and
preferentially relative to other negative stimuli. Because
survival is a superordinate precondition for the pursuit of
all other goals, such cues should therefore recruit rapid
and prioritized processing.

The DIPM incorporates this reality by specifying a
mechanistic (i.e., process) pipeline. Distinct inputs trigger
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Fig. 1 The Dual Implicit Process
Model
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specialized processes that produce characteristic outputs.
Most centrally, the DIPM draws a conceptual bound-
ary between the evaluation of threatening-negative and
nonthreatening-negative stimuli (see Fig. 1). The former
engages defense-optimized mechanisms; the latter may be
aversive but does not recruit the same processes. Inputs are
perceptual and contextual features diagnostic of physical
danger. Mechanisms include rapid attentional gating, priori-
tized processing of action-relevant features, and evidence
accumulation tuned for defense. These processes run largely
in parallel to generic valence processing and can precede or
bypass these slower routes. Outputs are measurable as per-
ceptual advantages, physiological signatures, and decision
tendencies (i.e., biases).

Our work has supported the DIPM’s distinction by
demonstrating that threat, not generic negativity, receives
processing priority, even when matched on negativity and
arousal. March et al. (2017), presented participants with
supraliminal images in paradigms (a) assessing speeded
detection in a visual search task, (b) capturing initial visual
orienting via eye-tracking, and (¢) measuring startle modula-
tion via facial electromyography. Threatening images were
detected more quickly, attracted first gaze more often, and
potentiated startle more than neutral, positive, and, impor-
tantly, equally negative but nonthreatening images. March
et al. (2022) exposed participants to masked images quickly
presented at 14 to 21 ms in paradigms measuring skin con-
ductance, startle eyeblink, and downstream evaluation.
Even under these severely visually degraded conditions,
threat elicited stronger physiological responding (SCR and
startle eyeblink) and more negative explicit evaluation than

negative, positive, and neutral stimuli.> A purely associative
(i.e., valence; e.g., Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2007) view
of automatic evaluation lacks the machinery to predict the
privileged processing of threat.

By highlighting the mechanisms underlying threat dis-
tinct from negative processing, the DIPM can better explain
threat superiority and other threat-related phenomena (e.g.,
certain intergroup biases) in terms of, for example, greater
speed—accuracy tradeoffs or false-alarm biases. By detail-
ing the mechanistic mediator underlying the input—output
relationship, the DIPM moves beyond “how negative is the
stimulus?” to “what process is engaged by the stimulus,
and what does it do?” and yields predictions that standard
valence-based dual-process accounts cannot.

Examples Across Domains: Threat-Specific
Signatures in Prejudice, Policing, Relationships,
Self-Harm, Expression Recognition, and Health
Behaviors

Many phenomena entail separable threat and valence com-
ponents. Our research has shown that effects attributed to
generic negativity are better explained by threat. Take anti-
Black prejudice as an example. When threat and non-threat

2 Pilot testing (March et al., 2022) with financial incentive ($1 for
every correct answer) revealed an inability to correctly identify the
images. Only 34 of 5000 images were identified (0.68%) with this
minimal accuracy neither varying by image type nor tracking the
elevated responses to threatening images (21 of 1250 neutral images,
1.7%; 6 of 1250 positive images, 0.5%; 4 of 1250 threat images, 0.3%;
3 of 1250 negative images, 0.2%).
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negative target stimuli are equated on valence in sequential
priming tasks, Black versus White face and name primes
selectively facilitate the identification of threatening, but
not merely negative, targets, suggesting that anti-Black bias
is primarily driven by threat rather than dislike (March et
al., 2021; March, 2023). Extending this logic, March et al.
(2025) used several paradigms, including ratings of Black
versus White male faces, projective judgments of race-
neutral point-light walkers and first names, and an IAT
assessing Black—Threat relative to White—Not Threat asso-
ciations, and found that stronger political conservatism was
selectively linked to stronger Black—physical-threat but
not Black—negative associations, revealing one source of
ideological variation underlying racial biases. These effects
would be impossible to detect in a traditional valence-based
task (e.g., Fazio et al., 1995; Greenwald et al., 1998.) The
specificity of this Black- versus White-threat (not Black- vs.
White-negative) association offers a mechanistic lens on,
for example, anti-Black shooter and weapons-identifica-
tion biases (Correll et al., 2002; Payne, 2001), which have
recently been theorized to reflect, in part, threat-processing
(Payne & Correll, 2020; March & Read, 2026).

In other work, separating threat from generic negativ-
ity reveals that automatic police-danger associations, not
police-bad associations, predict explicit views of police.
Specifically, Olivett and March (2021) used separate misat-
tribution procedures assessing police safety-danger and
good-bad evaluations, alongside self-reported perceptions
of police, and found that threat evaluations more strongly
tracked explicit views than valence evaluations. This distinc-
tion helps explain why people can display automatic defen-
sive responses to the police (e.g., faster avoidance, postural
freezing, amplified startle eyeblink; Olivett & March, 2024)
and has important implications for understanding civilian
actions within the dynamic of a police-civilian interaction
(Olivett, Stultz et al., 2026).

The threat vs. negative distinction also provides insight
into intimate partner violence (IPV). Olivett, Gresham et
al., 2026 had women in romantic relationships complete
separate partner threat and valence IATs, and explicit mea-
sures of IPV victimization, relationship commitment, and
maintenance intentions. Threat, but not valence, uniquely
predicted greater IPV victimization, lower commitment,
and lower maintenance intentions when both were modeled
simultaneously. Moreover, the association between IPV
victimization and reduced maintenance intentions was
partially explained by stronger partner-threat, but not
partner-negative, evaluations. This pattern suggests that
threat-specific processing, more so than generic nega-
tivity, ties violent experience to the motivation to exit an
abusive relationship.
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Suicidal individuals often harbor automatic negative
associations to the self (e.g., Glashouwer et al., 2010), close
others (e.g., McNulty et al., 2019), and the future (e.g.,
Kelly-Brunyak et al., 2026), and such associations predict
suicidal ideation. A recent model of suicide that incorpo-
rates the threat-negative distinction (Olson et al., 2022)
articulates a distinct role for automatic threat processing
among individuals with an active desire to die, independent
of automatic positive and negative processing. Borrowing
from DIPM, it predicts that an automatic threat response to
self-harm acts as a bottleneck to suicidal action, which may
explain why most people with an active desire to die do not
die by suicide (i.e., their automatic threat avoidance mech-
anisms impede acts of physical threat to the self). What’s
unique here is that the self is the source of threat, which,
among actively suicidal individuals, can produce threat-
mediated freeze and flight responses akin to those observed
in predator-prey interactions (Joiner & Stanley, 2016). Thus,
automatic threat processing likely serves as a significant and
independent component of suicidal ideation-to-action pro-
cesses, beyond automatic valence processing.

Work on facial expression recognition has long sug-
gested a threat/not-threat distinction within “negativity.”
Studies show that implicit prejudice biases perception
of Black-male faces toward anger (i.e., threat) more than
sadness (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2003, 2004). Com-
plementary work finds a clear anger—sadness dissociation
consistent with a threat versus nonthreat-negative distinc-
tion. For White Dutch perceivers, categorization was faster
for angry outgroup (i.e., Moroccan-Dutch) faces than angry
ingroup faces, but faster for sad ingroup faces than sad out-
group faces (Bijlstra et al., 2010). Within the ethnic face cat-
egories, anger beat sadness for outgroup faces but sadness
beat anger for ingroup faces, indicating an outgroup-anger
(threat) advantage rather than a generic outgroup-negative
bias. Mirroring this dissociation, our own mouse-tracking
work shows that when threat and nonthreat-negative expres-
sions compete, threat dominates for Black but not White
faces. Across White (March et al., 2021) and Black (March,
2023) American participants, Black faces were more
strongly associated with anger than with sadness, indicating
a stronger Black—threat than Black—negative association.

Finally, functional distinctions among negative states can
have real-world consequences. Olivett et al. (2025) found
that political partisan uptake of misinformation predicts
lower engagement in preventative health behaviors through
reduced perceptions of physical threat, but not through
perceptions of disgust. Self-report measures of political
orientation, COVID-19 threat and disgust perception, mis-
information accuracy judgments, and preventative health
behaviors revealed that more conservative participants
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judged COVID-19 misinformation as more accurate, which
predicted lower perceived physical threat, but not disgust,
and in turn lower engagement in preventative health behav-
iors. This underscores how differentiating among negativity
(i.e., threat vs. disgust) can reveal otherwise hidden patterns.
These are only a few examples of why the DIPM’s
functional distinction matters. Parsing threat from generic
negativity highlights unique mechanisms that drive unique
outcomes. It also identifies practical implications, for exam-
ple, targeting perceived danger rather than diffuse aversion
or dislike, across domains such as prejudice, policing, part-
ner decision-making, self-harm, and health interventions.

Moving Toward a Multi-Dimensional, Process-Based
Account

Evaluative space should be modeled to reflect function
rather than generic bi-dimensional valence. Beyond mere
“negativity,” threat (imminent bodily harm) must be treated
as a functionally distinct dimension from other negative
states. Threat results from different inputs (diagnostic fea-
tures), engages different mechanisms (gating, thresholds,
evidence accumulation), and drives different outputs (action
tendencies and physiological signatures). Valence, on the
other hand, indexes how unpleasant something is, but does
not specify why:.

Functionally granular models of evaluation deliver sev-
eral advantages. They do so first through providing mecha-
nistic clarity by specifying how inputs are transformed
into output states and actions, which sharpens predictions.
Second, when the correct system is modeled, it improves
external validity as laboratory effects better map onto real
behaviors (e.g., shoot/don’t-shoot, leave/stay, seek/avoid).
And third, identifying distinct roles of threat- vs. other nega-
tive evaluative processing can fine-tune intervention efforts.

The DIPM is merely one instantiation of this idea,
exemplified within the negative domain. Complementary
accounts, such as the memory systems model (Amodio &
Ratner, 2011), likewise emphasize that multiple learning/
memory systems shape automatic evaluative responses.
Integrating these perspectives yields a richer taxonomy in
which “how negative?” and “which system?” are orthogo-
nal theoretical questions.

And following from theory is measurement. Researchers
need tools that (a) separate threat from valence evaluation
at the construct level and (b) are constructed to reveal that
distinction (March et al., 2020). Practically, this means: (1)
matching stimuli to constructs and norming negativity so
threat versus non-threat comparisons are not confounded
by valence; (2) including distinguishable threat and non-
threat negative categories; (3) using responses that index

the intended process (e.g., threat/safe, weapon/tool) rather
than only good/bad; and, when possible, (4) leveraging
indices with known sensitivity to defense (e.g., startle eyeb-
link, skin conductance, oculomotor capture) alongside other
implicit/indirect measures. These design choices can help
reduce construct confounding and uncover effects that stan-
dard valence tasks average away.

Our argument here is simple: science can be advanced
via more granular distinctions in valence considering func-
tion. A reliance on valence-as-mechanism limits expla-
nation and prediction in domains where the function of
different negative (or positive) states matter. We offered
the functional distinction of the DIPM as an example. But
further distinctions are likely warranted among negative
states beyond threat. For example, disgust- and sadness-
relevant stimuli likely differ in their typical antecedents,
time course, physiological signatures, and action tenden-
cies. And of course, although the present argument is not
intended as an appraisal-theoretic account, it is compat-
ible with appraisal perspectives insofar as both imply that
negative evaluation is not unitary and that distinct classes
of negatively evaluated stimuli can engage different down-
stream processes and responses. Indeed, just as defensive
mobilization to physical danger prioritizes rapid detection
and action (orient, freeze, flee/fight), disgust likely pro-
motes withdrawal and contamination avoidance, and sad-
ness may encourage conservation of energy and support
seeking processes. Understanding the distinct functional
nature of experiences that have traditionally been col-
lapsed together as negative (or, for that matter, positive)
valence will provide a more detailed and accurate concep-
tual and methodological roadmap for answering critical
question about human evaluation.
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