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DISCLAIMER
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This publication is written to aid those who wish to learn about ambivalence and its three biggest manifestations.  The information given is straightforward and written in ordinary English.  While some necessary terms and ideas are present, the information is communicated without unnecessary clinical jargon or complexity.  It is for adults of sound mental states who wish to change, improve their behaviors or perhaps others vis a vis ambivalence, using psychological techniques that are well known, in the standard literature or that have been adapted and/or modified by this author through years of outpatient clinical experience. 
The material in this ebook conforms to the general standards of the psychiatric and psychological professions in the United States.  It assists people and is not meant to be a substitute for professional intervention.  This enclosed information offers the general reader a clearer understanding of the concepts, terms, and approaches in this area, not a cure for ambivalence.  Hence, it is assumed that the reader has some normal or average competence and ability to read, think about, and understand materials of this nature, and will seek professional help if necessary.  
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The Deep Stuff
Every day, we all face internal conflicts, ranging from minor to major.  Some conflicts are between ideas, concepts, and values, while some occur between feelings.  Some are conscious, some unconscious.  In all cases, the irresolution of the conflict creates indecisiveness.  The subjective experience is, “It doesn’t feel good.”  In my trade, it is said, we “compensate” or “defend” against the anxiety that results; that is, we try to “deal” with it.  Our training and experience determine the style (form and function) of the behaviors that express the conflict, as well as the psychological defenses we employ.  These states of affairs or subjective experiences of these conflicts are what I call “The Ambivalences.”  
Ambivalence is very common, and we all experience it.  It is a subclinical phenomenon; meaning, not a mental illness.  Let me start with some definitions.
I just went to Google and typed in, “Ambi.”  I found:

“A prefix occurring in loanwords from Latin, meaning “both” (ambiguous) and 
“around”(ambient); used in the formation of compound words.”
And what is valence?

“The psychological value of an object, event, person, goal, region, etc. in the life space of an 
individual ... negative and positive for the valence of things avoided and sought after, 
respectively.”
The term “valence” is not very good, because it comes from chemistry, which is a hard science; whereas, psychology is not.  In chemistry, valence reflects the tendency, strength, and/or capability to bond, as in two elements, chemical compounds, or molecules.  In psychology, valence reflects the attraction or repulsion of feelings and ideas, which determine behavior.  Such attractions and repulsions can be weak or strong, conscious or unconscious.  It’s the best term I found.
So, put “ambi” and “valence” together, and you have “ambivalence.”  I found the following definition:
“The coexistence within an individual of positive and negative feelings toward the same 
person, object, or action, simultaneously drawing him or her in opposite directions.”
A more detailed psychology definition of ambivalence includes:

“A tendency to ‘flip-flop’ one’s feelings or attitudes about a person, object, or idea....  A 
state in which one is pulled in two mutually exclusive directions or towards two opposite goals.  
This meaning ... shows up most clearly in the research on behavioral reactions to various 
forms of conflict.”
Ambivalence is when we want or do not want two things at once.  Here’s an academic version of this when I was an undergraduate psychology student.  We used to construct mazes for rats.  The mazes were basic, beginning with a lengthy straight path leading to a “fork.”  Each path yielded a prize: cheese on the left, fruit or meat on the right.  It turns out hungry rats will eat anything, so cheese was no better than the other choices.
At the fork, the rat was presented with a choice, and depending on how far away the reward was and whether the rat could smell the cheese or fruit, the rat would walk down either the left or right fork and get the reward.  The problem the rat faced was making a choice, and what factors influenced that choice was the subject of our study.  We could alter the quantity or quality of each reward, and also regulate numerous other factors like lighting, runway dimensions, floor texture, ambient noise, and the rat’s hunger level.  
We found that when the “things” offered to the rat were unequal, the rat made clear choices.  For example, if the rat came to the fork and smelled cheese at the end of the left fork, but smelled thumbtacks at the end of the right fork, the rat always went for the cheese.  This was an easy decision, even for an animal whose brain is less than the size of your pinky fingernail.
However, we found that when all contingencies were equal on the left and right forks, the rats would “pause.”  When the rats equally preferred cheese to fruit and all other factors were held constant, they seemed to be ambivalent.  Rats moved along one path, then changed course, repeating this movement.  Mischievous rodents entered one tunnel, consumed the cheese, then returned to their junction and scampered down the second route, devouring the fruit.
When the rats faced a clear preference (cheese vs. thumbtacks), their behavior was labeled “Approach-Avoidance.”  They approached the cheese and avoided the thumbtacks.  When the rats had equal-valanced choices, their behavior was labeled “Approach-Approach.”  One could also understand when the choices facing the rats were equally unappealing, even noxious, like having stinky bottle caps at the end of the left runway and stinky shoelaces at the end of the right runway (assuming that each was equally stinky to the rat ... another study), their behavior was dubbed “Avoidance-Avoidance.”  
It gets more complicated.  Considering only one side of the fork, sometimes, just one choice has something good and something bad associated with it.  For example, suppose the rat went down the left fork and found the cheese, but also heard a loud banging noise.  The Dictionary of Psychology defines an “Approach-Avoidance” situation, as ...
“A conflict resulting from being both drawn and repelled by the same goal.  This type of 
conflict is difficult to resolve in that with distance the goal appears more desirable than fearful, 
whereas with proximity its aversive qualities dominate, causing withdrawal, which, of course 
leads to an increase in the goal’s perceived positive features relative to the negative ones.”
Translating to human experience, the usual example given is when we are offered a job with a raise in salary but there are drawbacks, like having to work more, drive an extra twenty miles one way during rush hour, or even having to move to another city.
And then there is the “Double Approach-Avoidance” situation.  This is defined as a:
“...variation on the simple Approach-Avoidance conflict, in which each of two goals has 
both positive and negative aspects.”
After  going down the left fork, the rat tries the right fork.  There is some nice tasty fruit, but on this side the rat is also exposed to an intense strobe light.  Both forks presented similar challenges, having advantages and disadvantages.  To illustrate this with human experience, consider the typical conflict encountered during dieting.  After the meal, the server presents a delicious, calorie-rich chocolate cake on one plate, and a plain, unadorned carrot on another plate.  The choice is to enjoy the cake (+) but suffer the consequences later (-), or eat the plain carrot (-), but enjoy the benefits later (+).  Each has a plus and a minus, hence the double approach-avoidance.
These are the simplest classifications of ambivalence.  In real, human experience, there are thousands of potential approach-avoidant, approach-approach, avoidant-avoidant, and double approach-avoidant situations.  
How many of these kinds of dilemmas do you negotiate just when shopping at your local grocery store?  You walk down the cereal aisle and there are twenty brands of cereal, each with come-ons (approach) and turn-offs (avoidance).  Some are cheap (approach), some expensive (avoidant).  Some have high or low amounts of nutrients or sugar, food colorings, and/or preservatives.  Some come in big boxes, are brightly colored and are at eye level, or better, at your children’s eye level.  (This tactic ensures your children spot the cereal, subsequently pestering you incessantly until a purchase occurs.
The same choices are more difficult when the cost of the items is greater.  Suppose you wish to buy a new appliance.  You read Consumer Reports, so you are familiar with the latest reviews on new washing machines.  There are pluses and minuses about each make and model, ranging from size, availability of colors, load capability, energy consumption, warranties, and cost.  Each model possesses numerous advantages and disadvantages.  It gets more consequential when considering even bigger items, like cars, and even more so when thinking about buying a house.  The magnitude of the event (purchasing something small or big) influences the intensity of the ambivalence, while perceived immediacy (the need to purchase the product soon) increases the amount of anxiety associated with the choice.  
Ambivalence is a technical way of describing indecision, which is central to all situations where there are conflicting aspects.  And, indecision creates anxiety, which results from having to choose between conflicting alternatives.  Indecision and conflicts can be conscious or unconscious.  A conscious conflict means you are aware of both sides of the argument—good versus good, bad versus bad, or both good versus bad for more than one choice.  A partially conscious conflict is when you are not aware of at least one side of things, but still feel some form of indecision, hence anxiety about the choice(s).  An unconscious conflict is when there is indecision and you feel anxious but don’t have a clue why.  
Here’s a personal example.  Twice a year I go to Nordstroms for their “Half-Yearly Sale.”  I don’t shop in department stores, but twice a year, Nordstroms makes available some nice products that are more reasonably priced.  One year, I found a nice shirt that was in my size.  I thought about buying it, but then something inside my head said, “Not so fast.”  My anxiety elevated (a little), signaling there was conflict, but I was not aware of the specific issue.  I knew I was indecisive, but I also knew I had only a day or so to decide, because the sale would soon end.  And the quality of the shirt was very good.  I walked around the store and looked at other items, waiting for the cause of my ambivalence to “pop up.”  It never did.  I bought the shirt, thinking I had just bought a great shirt at a relatively good price.  (At Nordstroms you don’t get “good” prices, just relatively good ones, which is another setup for indecision, hence ambivalence.)  At home I unpacked the shirt, which had zillions of straight pins, a plastic collar reinforcer and various tags.  I smoothed out my nice new shirt, put it on a hanger, and went into my closet to hang it up, along with the other shirts.  Then, I noticed way in the back of the closet, in an area I don’t see, was the same shirt.  It resided far back, shrouded in darkness.  I had purchased this same shirt about four years earlier, and it had gotten lost in the collection of shirts that I normally don’t wear.  Well, I’m not senile yet, but I did not remember buying that shirt four years ago.  Unconsciously, I remembered.  That was the source of the indecision I felt while in Nordstroms.  That was the source of the conflict, hence ambivalence.  In this case, I procrastinated only a short time before buying the shirt.  Why did I procrastinate, and how was this ambivalence?  The back of my mind remembered I already had such a shirt.  The back of my mind was trying to tell the front of my mind not to buy the shirt, and psychodynamically, this conflict caused the momentary anxiety, hence my “pause.”  Fortunately, it was a variation of a white shirt, and we all need more white shirts, or so I rationalized.  
This is an example of a partially conscious, approach-avoidance ambivalence.  I was aware of some conflict, in this case about a shirt and its price, but felt some discomfort, the cause of which was not in my awareness.  It was only about one item, hence it was a single approach-avoidance dilemma.  I didn’t listen to myself, which means I overrode the “messages from within.”  I buried the ambivalence—I tried to make it “go away.”  This was because the shirt was compelling, and because I made myself let unconscious values remain unconscious (because I really liked the shirt).  The consequence of not paying attention to my inner cues (indecision, anxiety, conflict, and ambivalence) was that I spent money on something I didn’t need.  
The lesson is that when ambivalence strikes, pay attention.  In my case, I learned to do nothing until the source of the ambivalence surfaces.  Whenever I am ambivalent, I just pause and wait, because something deeper down is saying “No” to whatever I have in my conscious mind.  Ambivalence, for me, means “No,” until I no longer feel ambivalent.  Uncertainty fades or disappears entirely once I investigate the root of the problem.  Over the years, I’ve saved myself a lot of money, time, and grief.  I no longer have a surplus of shirts.  In the Nordstroms example, I “overrode” the tendency to procrastinate and bought the shirt because Nordstroms only gave me a day or two to buy the shirt before the half-day sale would be over.  I knew I wouldn’t be in that store again soon, so I acted.  In marketing, this is called negative selling.
Ambivalence is based on conflict between choices.  We call this indecision, and it causes anxiety.  What exactly is anxiety?  Anxiety is tension generated between one or more areas of our experience, fomented by conflict (approach-avoidance, approach-approach, etc.), especially over things I cannot control.  Let’s say I go to the store to buy a candy bar.  Forty candy bars at children’s eye level line this aisle, forcing me stoop to view them.  I like Mounds and Almond Joy, but I could be convinced to try a Snickers bar.  I only have enough money to buy one.  Like most kids, I’d like to have two, maybe all three, so even though I can have one, I can’t have the other one, or two.  I’m happy that I’m about to have one, but now I’m salivating when looking at the others.  This is anxiety, in this case, about not getting all of what I want, even though I can get some of what I want.  In this example, I’m aware of all the possibilities.
How is this about control, or a lack of it?  What connection exists between this and indecision, anxiety?  Anxiety is about not being able to manage or control something.  The “something” in this case is about not having enough money to get all of what I want, about not having candy bars be on sale for two-thirds off so I can buy all three.  The anxiety I felt in Nordstroms was about not knowing all there was to know when I was deciding whether to buy the shirt.  It was also about not being able to control when the sale was occurring, because Nordstroms was in charge of that.  So, if I didn’t act fast, I’d lose the opportunity to buy that shirt at that price, at least for another six months.
Anxiety is like a red flag that the back of our minds waves at the front of our minds, signaling there is a conflict, and an impending loss of control.  It operates on many levels in many situations, from choosing an item on the menu in a restaurant, to choosing to continue playing with a friend when Mom says its time to come home.  It operates when the choice is between doing homework and watching your favorite TV show.  With kids, it shows up every hour when they are on their cell phones, and their parents tell them to quit talking and do their homework.
By definition, anxiety is uncomfortable.  It is on the “fear” spectrum and is often defined as fear without an object; meaning, the source of the conflict is not clear.  In my terms, this just means out of awareness.  Mild anxiety can be suppressed, like what I did with my ambivalence at Nordstroms, like when a teenager continues to play video games even after Mom said to start the math homework.  Suppression is the conscious wish to exclude something from awareness.  Sufficient repetition will lead our brains to perform this on their own.  Repression, in psychology, occurs when the mind automatically pushes down stimuli it has grown accustomed to suppressing.  After a while, the mind does this with little conscious awareness.  Consider repression to be an overly rehearsed mental habit of removing things from awareness, increasingly automatically.  The side effect of repression is that the material removed from awareness stays removed until the mind allows it to re-surface, which can be difficult when the habit of repression is well established.
Moderate or even stronger anxiety requires more effort to “handle” and signals that the valences of the things in conflict are higher.  Greater conflict requires more effort to resolve, especially when the things in conflict are of greater value.  Think about buying a car.  The consequences of this major decision will be felt again and again throughout your life.  As a general rule, strong anxiety suggests greater conflict, or greater loss of control, or greater magnitude of choice, or greater consequence of choice.  Not surprisingly, as these values escalate, so does the tendency to suppress or repress associated ambivalence and conflict.  If “things” are painful, we want them to “go away” proportionally to their perceived level of pain.  
Another reason repression takes over suppression is time.  There is a reason you suppressed things for a long time.  You didn’t like the experience of some chronic stressor; e.g., a mother-in-law.  If she lingers, the stereotype suggests one should simply disregard her.  Pretty soon, you no longer hear what she says.  You repress new conversations because for so long you made the conscious decision not to listen.  Now you just don’t pay attention, with little forethought.
But even when conflicts are buried (consciously suppressed or unconsciously repressed), the suppressed or repressed messages WILL have an impact, signaled by some form of anxiety.  Remember, anxiety is the red flag the back of the mind is waving, signaling the front of the mind that something is amiss.  Your repressed thoughts linger subconsciously, causing inner turmoil.  This anxiety can be mild or severe, which means it will be anything from annoying to incapacitating.  Not surprisingly, mild anxiety is usually about littler things partially buried.  Greater anxiety is about bigger things or things that have been more completely buried.  This roughly represents a progression from minor to major matters, and from fewer to more entirely forgotten subjects.
So far I’ve talked about simple examples and everyday choices.  Ambivalence also occurs with values, principles, feelings, and ideas.  It also interacts with self-esteem.  For example, I’m short, but I want to play basketball.  My sense of self is invested in playing a sport where tallness is valued (but not always...think John Stockton...), so I want to feel good about myself and therefore I want to play basketball.  But, I also know that if I’m not fantastic, I’m going to get smushed on the court, which will crush my self-esteem (unless I am good at rationalizing).  Another example: I may value truth, but have to vote for a politician who has been caught lying.  Despite being the “lesser evil,” this candidate aligns most with my values.  Or, I may value public demonstrations about certain “hot” issues, like healthcare.  But if my demonstrating might land me in jail because some of my fellow protesters plan to throw rocks at the police, then I have a conflict.  I may be furious at the dog for eating my homework, but I am in conflict over punishing the dog, because the dog doesn’t deserve that and does not know the import of chewing on my notebook.  Even though I favor democracy, I’ll keep my thoughts on it to myself when I’m in a communist country.
As stated before, the ambivalences are subclinical phenomena.  They are not clinical entities, like panic attacks, phobias, OCD, or depression.  The latter are severe mental illnesses, classified as such.  As a clinician, I would argue that these more serious mental illnesses also have some built-in ambivalence, because they involve unresolved conflicts, approach-avoidance situations, and anxiety.  But because mental illnesses are more incapacitating, they are not discussed vis-à-vis ambivalence, and so are not considered here.  
The above describes the dynamics and features of everyday ambivalence.  These involve smaller examples and are often shorter term—like the Nordstrom’s shirt example.  However, there are three larger, more durable (more resistant to change) versions of ambivalence, that persist over time and are more complicated.  I don’t think of them as examples.  They are more like syndromes.  They are procrastination, guilt, and forgiveness.  On the surface, each may not look like the poster child for ambivalence; yet, upon deeper analysis, they are.  Each has a deeper and more chronic interaction with the dynamics of ambivalence; so much so, that they are presented separately and each analyzed in more depth.  These subjects are presented in separate sections, in this order.  Procrastination is the “lightest” of the three.  Guilt is a little more difficult to resolve.  Forgiveness is the hardest to unravel, undo, and redo.  Read each section in this order.
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The PSYCHOLOGY of Procrastination
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Procrastination manifests everywhere, anytime, in every aspect or part of your life.  You wait until the last minute to do things, buy Christmas or birthday presents, visit the chiropractor, dentist, or file your taxes.  You “forget” to make that hair or other appointments or register to vote.  The car needs an oil change.  The house remains untidy; clothes still lie scattered, dishes unwashed.  The messes grow, but you do too little.  Shouldn’t you do some of these things now, so you don’t have to waste a 
weekend or vacation day cleaning or repairing everything you own?  Sure, but do you?
The conflicts are about choices, which have different valences (power or strengths), considering for the moment only the conscious ones.  These can be relative to time or value.  If the choice is between going to the gym or watching a video, you might choose the movie.  You might make this choice because of the activity or whether it takes less time.  At a restaurant, you choose a fatty entrée over a lean one, perhaps because of taste, but perhaps because of price.  The delays and poor choices continue, probably becoming more frequent, but you keep saying you’ll “get around to” these things.  Maybe you’ll think about these things later, like next week.  How about Tuesday?  But next Tuesday turns into two Tuesdays from now, or even the week after you get back from vacation.  While your intentions are pure, your behavior implies a hidden agenda.
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