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Hedonic experiences that involve real, immediate events (such as reading about a recent, 

real-life tragic event) naturally evoke strong affective reactions. When these events are 

instead fictional or removed in time, they should be perceived as more psychologically 

distant and evoke weaker affective reactions. The current research shows that, while 

consumers’ intuitions are in line with this prediction, their actual emotional experiences 

are surprisingly insensitive to the distancing information. For instance, readers of a sad 

story overestimated how much their emotional reaction would be reduced by knowing 

that it described a fictional event. Similarly, game participants overestimated how much 

their excitement about winning a prize would be dampened by knowing that the prize 

would only be available later. We propose that actual readers and prize winners were too 

absorbed by the hedonic experience to incorporate the distancing information, resulting in 

surprisingly strong affective reactions to fictional stories and delayed prizes.  
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  Would you be happier winning a prize that you’ll receive immediately or winning 

a prize that will be available a month from now? Would you be more enthralled by a 

horror film based on a true story or by a horror film that is entirely fictional? Both 

scenarios present consumption experiences that are hedonic in nature, valued in large part 

because of the feelings they evoke. Furthermore, the events at the center of these 

experiences (the fact that you’re receiving a prize and the events in the horror story) vary 

in psychological distance, that is, in how far removed they are from the consumer’s 

current personal reality. Some are proximal (immediate, true events), whereas others are 

more distant (later, fictional events).  

Since psychologically distant events tend to evoke weaker emotional reactions 

(Larsen and Ketelaar 1991), it seems likely that hedonic experiences that involve more 

distant events will also evoke weaker emotional reactions. That is, winning an 

immediately available prize should be more fun than winning a prize you’ll receive later 

and watching a horror movie based on a real event should be more frightening than 

watching one you know to be entirely fictional. 

 Yet, the studies reported in this paper demonstrate that, although consumers 

strongly subscribe to the intuition that more distant events will evoke weaker emotional 

reactions, actual hedonic experiences are surprisingly insensitive to distancing 

information. This can lead consumers to underestimate the emotional intensity of 

experiences that involve distant events, such as reading a fictional story or winning a 

delayed prize. Thus, to the extent that consumers are looking to maximize hedonic 

intensity, they may choose to forego alternatives that would ultimately have been 

satisfying.  
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We propose that, if an event is part of a hedonic experience, then information that 

distances that event will often fail to dampen consumers’ enthusiasm. Specifically, we 

argue that, because hedonic experiences tend to be particularly absorbing (Morewedge et 

al. 2010), consumers may not have sufficient attentional resources to take the distancing 

information into account. Readers may be too immersed in a tragic story to consider its 

fictional nature, just as prize winners may be too thrilled by the experience of winning to 

consider that they will only receive their prize later. As a result, consumers’ emotional 

reactions to these experiences may be just as strong as their reactions to experiences that 

involve more proximal events (such as real-life stories and immediate prizes).  

Critically, we expect that consumers will not fully anticipate the absorbing power 

of these hedonic experiences, leading them to overestimate the impact of the distancing 

information. Moreover, since distancing information is generally expected to subdue 

emotional reactions, overestimating the impact of this information can lead to an 

underestimation of the emotional intensity of experiences involving distant events. In 

other words, consumers may underestimate how sad they will be after reading a tragic 

story that is fictional, or how happy they will be after hearing they won a prize that they 

will only receive later.  

 

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 
 

Many consumer experiences include an important affective component, which is 

typically positive (watching funny movies, winning sweepstakes, getting a massage, etc.), 

but can also be negative, such as watching horror films (Andrade and Cohen 2007) or 

reading melodramatic stories (Argo, Zhu, and Dahl 2008). When choosing between 



 6 

experiences such as these, consumers are usually guided by how they expect each 

experience will make them feel (Mellers and McGraw 2001; Pham 1998; Shiv and Huber 

2000). Often, consumers seek the experience that will have the biggest emotional impact. 

For instance, people tend to prefer melodramatic stories that are more absorbing and, 

thus, elicit more emotion (Argo et al. 2008).  

However, as past research has shown, predicting the emotional impact of 

experiences is not straightforward. People are susceptible to various errors and biases 

when forecasting their feelings. For instance, people tend to mispredict the intensity and 

duration of their future feelings (Buehler and McFarland 2001; Gilbert and Wilson 2007), 

as well as how their feelings will be influenced by specific contextual features of the 

experience (Gilbert and Ebert 2002; Novemsky and Ratner 2003). In many cases, people 

overestimate the emotional intensity of experiences. For instance, people mistakenly 

believe that a massage will remain highly enjoyable over time (Nelson and Meyvis 2008), 

that a computer providing them with negative personality feedback will leave them 

distraught (Gilbert et al. 1998), or that making an important purchase will affect their 

happiness weeks after the event (Meyvis, Ratner, and Levav 2010). These 

overestimations of emotional intensity occur because people fail to appreciate several 

processes that tend to attenuate the emotional experience, including adaptation 

(adaptation neglect), ego-protective rationalizations (immune neglect), and the 

occurrence of random other events (focalism) (Gilbert, Driver-Linn, and Wilson 2002). In 

the current research, we examine another factor that should reduce the emotional 

intensity of these experiences for people: their distance from the object of the experience. 

However, as we will demonstrate, unlike the previously mentioned mechanisms, people 
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are highly aware of the emotion-attenuating properties of psychological distance. 

Moreover, in the context of engaging hedonic experiences, they systematically 

overestimate the impact of the distancing information. As a result, they may 

underestimate their emotional reaction to experiences that involve distant events. 

 

Hedonic Experiences Involving Distant Events: The Consumer Experience 

 

Events are more psychologically distant if they are removed in time (temporal 

distance: receiving a prize later rather than now), if they are removed in place (spatial 

distance: a company supporting a charity event in a remote town rather than a nearby 

town), if they are fictional rather than real (hypotheticality: watching a movie based on a 

fictional story rather than a true story), or if they happen to someone more removed from 

you (social distance: a bad service experience happening to a stranger rather than a 

friend). We know that more distant events are construed at a higher, more abstract level 

of representation (Liberman, Trope, and Stephan 2007) and evoke weaker affective 

reactions. People react with less intense feelings to events or objects that are spatially 

distant (Ekman and Bratfisch 1965; Latane 1981), that are temporally distant in the past 

or future (Ebert 2001; Ekman and Lundberg 1971; Suh, Diener, and Fujita 1996; Van 

Boven, White, and Huber 2009), that involve more socially distant individuals 

(Newcomb 1961), or that are hypothetical rather than real (Johnson 2004).  

However, while prior research has clearly demonstrated that more distant events 

tend to evoke weaker emotional reactions, we propose that this does not necessarily 

generalize to events that are part of a hedonic experience. For people to react less 
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emotionally to a more distant event, they obviously need to take the distancing 

information into account. Yet, when they are in the middle of a hedonic experience, 

people may fail to do so. Prior research has demonstrated that hedonic experiences are 

particularly absorbing, which impairs attention to other, non-hedonic information 

(Anderson 2005; Derryberry 1993). As Morewedge and colleagues (2010) have shown, 

this captivation by the hedonic experience leaves few resources for taking the context of 

the experience into account. Moreover, taking distancing information into account does 

indeed require some resources. For instance, resources are required for incorporating 

temporal delay information (Ebert 2001), for adjusting to someone else’s perspective 

(Epley et al. 2004), and for “unbelieving” false information in the absence of strong prior 

beliefs (Gilbert, Tafarodi, and Malone 1993; Richter, Schroeder, and Wöhrmann 2009). 

We therefore predict that consumers who are engaged in a hedonic experience will often 

fail to fully take the distancing information into account, because they are too absorbed 

by the experience.  

 

Hedonic Experiences Involving Distant Events: Consumers’ Intuitions 

 

We have proposed that consumers who are immersed in a hedonic experience 

often lack the resources to fully incorporate the distancing information. Do consumers 

also accurately predict this? For instance, when contemplating which movie to watch, do 

consumers realize that, once they are absorbed by the movie, it may not matter whether it 

is entirely fictional or based on a true story? 
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We propose that consumers do not fully anticipate the absorbing effect of the 

experience. This failure to accurately assess the impact of the hedonic experience is 

consistent with findings by Morewedge and colleagues (2010) and, more generally, with 

research on affective empathy gaps. According to this research, consumers in a "cold" 

affective state often fail to anticipate the full impact of arousal in a "hot" affective state 

(Sayette et al. 2008). Specifically, in this case, we expect that forecasters do not 

anticipate the extent to which the “hot” state of the hedonic experience will interfere with 

their ability to the take the distancing information into account. We therefore predict that, 

for hedonic experiences involving events that vary in distance (e.g., reading a real vs. 

fictional story or winning an immediate vs. delayed prize), consumers will overestimate 

the extent to which the distancing information will weaken their emotional reaction.  

Finally, we propose that, when consumers do not take the distancing information 

into account, they will often react as if the object of the experience is proximal rather 

than distant (e.g., as if the story they are reading is based on a real event rather than a 

fictional event). Indeed, when people read a fictional story that is happening to someone 

else in a faraway country at some distant time, they will immerse themselves in the story 

(i.e., be transported by the story, Green and Brock 2000) and initially process the 

information from the perspective of the protagonist, to whom the story is happening here 

and now (though the extent to which people actually do so depends on their level of 

empathy, Argo et al. 2008). Similarly, people estimate value for future events by initially 

valuing them as near events before incorporating information about the delay to the event 

(Ebert 2001); and when reading unfamiliar novel information known to be fictional, 
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people initially assume it is true before actively “unbelieving” it (Gilbert et al. 1993, 

Richter et al. 2009). 

In sum, we expect that consumers who are engaged in a hedonic experience that 

involves a distant event (e.g., reading an engrossing story based on a fictional event) can 

be too absorbed by the experience to take the distancing information into account—which 

will often lead them to react to these experiences as if they involve proximal events 

instead (react to a fictional story as if it’s a true story). Furthermore, we expect that 

consumers who are currently not engaged in the hedonic experience (that is, forecasters) 

will fail to fully anticipate the absorbing power of the hedonic experience, leading them 

to overestimate the extent to which the distancing information weakens their emotional 

reaction. Finally, in many situations, this can lead forecasters to underestimate their 

emotional reaction to experiences involving distant events (e.g., underestimate how 

moved they will be by reading a fictional story).  

As such, we propose that experiences involving distant events can often have a 

surprisingly strong emotional impact. In contrast to consumers’ intuitions, knowing that a 

movie is entirely fictional rather than based on a true story may not detract from its 

emotional power. Similarly, winning a sweepstakes that will yield a prize in a month may 

not cause less excitement than winning a prize that will be available immediately.  

 

THE PRESENT RESEARCH 
 

We examine our hypothesis in seven studies. In the first two studies (studies 1A 

and 1B), we demonstrate the proposed effect. Specifically, we observe that readers of a 

sad story overestimate the extent to which their emotional reaction to the story is reduced 
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by the knowledge that it is fictional or that it happened a long time ago. In study 2, we 

demonstrate that this effect does not result from salience or demand effects. In study 3, 

we observe the same effect with a very different hedonic experience, the winning of a 

prize. People overestimate the extent to which their happiness about winning a prize will 

be dampened by knowing that they will only receive it later. Studies 4 and 5 demonstrate 

an important boundary condition of the effect: the distancing information does reduce 

people’s affective reaction when they have sufficient resources available to incorporate 

the information. In study 4, the delayed availability of the prize does reduce people’s 

happiness, but only when they are asked at a later point in time, that is, when the initial 

thrill of winning has dissipated. Similarly, in study 5, people watching a sad movie clip 

do feel less upset when they know the story is fictional, but only when the movie is 

repeatedly interrupted. Finally, in study 6, we focus on downstream consequences and 

demonstrate that people’s overestimation of the affective impact of distancing 

information can lead them to make sub-optimal consumption decisions. 

 

STUDY 1A: READING SAD STORIES THAT ARE REAL OR FICTIONAL 

 

 In the first two studies, we used the experience of reading a sad story to test our 

central hypothesis. In study 1A, participants were either told that the story was real or 

that it was fictional, whereas in study 1B, participants were either told that the event had 

happened recently or a long time ago. We expected that forecasters would overestimate 

the impact of this information on readers’ emotional reaction to the story. 
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Method 

 

Participants were 52 undergraduate students who completed the study for partial 

course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to an experience condition 

(experiencer or forecaster) and a distance condition (real or fictional). All participants 

read a tragic story about a girl who died from meningitis.  

Before reading the story, experiencers were either told that it was real (obtained 

from a U.S. newspaper about a real event that happened recently) or that it was fictional 

(written to resemble a U.S. newspaper story that could have happened recently, but did 

not actually happen). Next, on the following page, they were asked to write down where 

the story came from to make sure they had accurately processed the information. All 

participants in this study (and in the following reading studies) accurately recalled this 

information. Immediately after reading the story, they indicated how the story had 

emotionally affected them on three 9-point scales measuring to what extent the story 

made them feel sad, to what extent it made them feel distressed, and to what extent they 

got absorbed in the story (1 = Not at all, 9 = Very much).  

Forecasters were simply asked to read the story without any knowledge of the 

real or fictional nature of the story. After reading the story, they were asked to predict 

how the story would have emotionally affected them either if they had been told before 

reading it that it was real or if they had been told that it was fictional (depending on the 

distance condition they had been assigned to and using the same wording as used in the 

corresponding experiencer condition). They then predicted their reactions using the same 

scales as used by the experiencers.  
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Results and Discussion 

 

The three emotional impact ratings were highly correlated (α = .73) and thus 

pooled into a summary measure of emotional intensity by averaging the ratings for each 

participant. Participants’ summary ratings (see figure 1 for means) were submitted to a 2 

(Experience: experiencer, forecaster) x 2 (Distance: real, fictional) ANOVA that revealed 

main effects of experience (F(1, 48) = 7.27, p = .010) and distance (F(1, 48) = 8.93, p = 

.004), which were qualified by the hypothesized interaction: Forecasters overestimated 

the effect of the distancing information on the emotional reactions of the experiencers 

(F(1, 48) = 16.66, p < .001). Whereas forecasters expected weaker emotional reactions to 

a fictional story than to a real story (Mreal = 6.28, Mfictional = 3.79; F(1, 48) = 24.99, p < 

.001), experiencers were just as emotionally affected by the fictional story as by the real 

story (Mreal = 5.79, Mfictional = 6.18; F < 1).  

------------------------------ 

Insert figure 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

Consistent with our hypothesis, readers of an engaging sad story were surprisingly 

insensitive to the distancing information. Although forecasters predicted less intense 

emotional reactions when reading about a distant (fictional) event than when reading 

about a proximal (real) event, experiencers actually reported equally intense emotional 

reactions when they believed the story was fictional as when they believed it was real.  

 



 14 

STUDY 1B: READING SAD STORIES  

ABOUT EVENTS FROM THE RECENT, DISTANT, OR UNSPECIFIED PAST 

 

In the first study, readers’ emotional reactions to a sad story were surprisingly 

unaffected by knowing that the event described was real or fictional. In this second study, 

we attempted to replicate this effect using a different distance manipulation: whether the 

sad story describes an event from the recent versus distant past. Furthermore, this study 

also included a control condition in which the timing of the event was not specified. This 

allowed us to examine to what extent forecasters overestimate the magnifying impact of 

the proximal information (the event happened recently) versus the tempering impact of 

the distant information (the event happened long ago). 

 

Method 

 

Participants were 241 individuals on Mechanical Turk who completed the study 

for a small financial compensation. We used the same procedure as in study 1A, with the 

following exceptions. First, participants read a different tragic story, about a young 

female researcher who dies after being hit and dragged by a car in a hit-and-run accident. 

Second, we used a different manipulation of distance (time since the event), and third, we 

added a control condition. Participants were told that the newspaper story was a “recent 

story” about an event that happened “recently” (recent condition), or that it was an “old 

story” about an event that happened “a long time ago” (old condition), or they were not 

given any information on time of occurrence (control condition). Fourth, we added a 
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reading check question at the end of the study to check that participants had carefully 

read the story. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Nine participants answered the reading check incorrectly and were excluded, 

leaving 232 participants for the analysis. The three feelings measures (sad, distressed, and 

absorbed) were highly correlated (α = .76) and thus averaged to form a summary 

emotional intensity score. These summary ratings were submitted to a 2 (Experience: 

experiencer, forecaster) x 3 (Distance: recent, old, control) ANOVA, which revealed a 

significant effect of distance (F(2, 226) = 16.31, p < .001), qualified by a significant 

interaction (F(2, 226) = 11.13, p < .001). There was no effect of experience (F < 1).  

Next, we tested the components of the interaction. We first examined whether we 

replicated our previous results by testing the effect of the distancing information on 

experiencers and forecasters. Distance had a small but significant effect for experiencers 

(F(2, 226) = 3.17, p = .044). The recent and old conditions both evoked somewhat 

stronger emotional reactions than the control condition, but this difference was only 

significant for the recent condition (F(1, 226) = 6.27, p = .013; see figure 2). The recent 

and old conditions did not reliably differ (F(1, 226) = 1.34, NS), replicating the null 

effect we observed in study 1A for readers of real versus fictional stories.  

------------------------------ 

Insert figure 2 about here 

------------------------------ 
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The effect of distance on the forecasters was much more pronounced (F(2, 226) = 

25.92, p < .001). While forecasters also expected that people in the recent condition 

would feel stronger emotional reactions than those in the control condition (F(1, 226) = 

5.56, p = .019), the effect of distance was mostly due to forecasters predicting that people 

in the old condition would feel less emotion than those in the other two conditions, i.e., in 

the recent (F(1, 226) = 50.63, p < .001) and control (F(1, 226) = 20.12, p < .001) 

conditions. 

Thus, forecasters expected that knowing the event happened a long time ago 

would greatly reduce their emotional response, even though experiencers showed 

emotions that were similar regardless of whether they believed the event happened 

recently or a long time ago. This confirms experiencers’ surprising insensitivity to 

distancing information, consistent with our proposal that experiencers are less able than 

forecasters to take the distancing information into account.  

 In addition, the fact that forecasts in the control condition were more similar to 

those in the recent condition than to those in the old condition, indicates that forecasters 

over-adjust for distance rather than proximity. This also suggests that forecasters are 

underestimating the emotional impact of the distant experience rather than overestimating 

the emotional impact of the proximal experience. We will return to this issue in the 

general discussion section in which we will systematically examine the over- versus 

under-estimation of affect across all studies. 

 Note that, in both studies 1A and 1B, forecasters also read the tragic story and 

therefore also went through an absorbing, hedonic experience. This ensured that 

forecasters perfectly understood the situation they were making the prediction for. 
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However, unlike the experiencers, the forecasters only received the distancing 

information after the reading experience, and therefore could not have incorporated it into 

the experience. Yet, as shown by their predictions, forecasters assumed that receiving the 

distancing information prior to the experience would have allowed them to incorporate it 

into the experience and adjust their affective reaction. The experiencers’ responses 

contradict this intuition: knowing in advance that the story was fictional or happened a 

long time ago did not diminish their sadness. We attribute this result to the absorbing 

nature of the hedonic experience, which prevents readers from taking this previously 

received qualifying information into account during the experience. 

While we propose that the forecasters in these first two studies failed to take the 

absorbing nature of the hedonic experience into account, there are two (less interesting) 

alternative accounts for the observed discrepancy between forecasters and experiencers. 

First, the distancing information may have had a greater effect on forecasters than on 

experiencers because it was simply more salient to them at the moment of the affect 

ratings. Whereas forecasters were given the distancing information (i.e., the realism or 

timing of the story) immediately before providing their ratings, experiencers were given 

this information much earlier, before reading the story (though experiencers did write 

down the information immediately after receiving it). A second possibility is that 

forecasters assumed they had to use the distancing information simply because it was 

presented to them, that is, the results could be driven by a demand or conversational norm 

effect. Although this information is presented to experiencers as well, the difference in 

presentation timing between the conditions may result in a stronger demand effect for 

forecasters than for experiencers. We test these alternative accounts in study 2. 
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STUDY 2: TESTING SALIENCE AND DEMAND ACCOUNTS 

 

As in study 1A, participants in study 2 were asked to read a sad story that was 

either presented as fictional or as reporting a real event. To test for salience and demand 

effects, we added two conditions. First, to test the salience explanation, we added an extra 

experiencer condition in which the distancing information was presented both before they 

read the story and again immediately before they reported their emotion ratings. If, in the 

first studies, the distancing information had a greater effect on forecasters’ ratings due to 

increased salience of the information, then the distancing information should have at least 

as strong an effect on the experiencers in this new condition (given that they received the 

information twice, including immediately before giving the ratings). 

Second, to test the demand effect explanation we added an extra forecaster 

condition in which participants were asked to predict the emotional impact of the story on 

readers if these readers were told after reading the story that the story was real (or 

fictional). If, as we hypothesized, forecasters genuinely believe that the distancing 

information changes the extent to which readers are emotionally affected by the story 

while reading it, then forecasters should predict a stronger impact of the information if 

they are told readers receive it before reading the story (as they are told in the standard 

forecaster condition) than if they are told readers receive it after reading the story (as they 

are told in the new forecaster condition). However, if forecasters are instead using the 

distancing information just because it is presented (and they therefore assume that it has 

to be used), then they should use the information regardless of when it is supposedly 
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presented. That is, if our prior results were driven by a demand effect, then there should 

be no difference between the standard and new forecaster conditions. 

 

Method 

 

Participants were 241 university students who received either partial course credit 

or financial compensation for completing the study. The procedure and materials used 

were similar to study 1A. Participants were randomly assigned to one of eight 

experimental conditions, crossing two distance conditions (real vs. fictional story) with 

four experience and timing conditions: forecaster-before, forecaster-after, experiencer-

before, experiencer-before-and-after. All participants read a tragic story about a girl who 

died from meningitis and then rated the extent to which the story emotionally affected 

them. The forecaster-before and experiencer-before conditions replicated the 

corresponding conditions in study 1A. Participants in the experiencer-before-and-after 

conditions were told both before and after the story (i.e., immediately prior to providing 

the emotion ratings) that the story described a real (or fictional) event. Participants in the 

forecaster-after conditions were asked to predict the emotional impact of the story on 

people who learned after reading the story that it described a real (or fictional) event.   

 

Results and Discussion 

 

The three measures of emotional impact (sad, distressed, and absorbed) were 

again highly correlated and averaged into a single measure (α = .83). This pooled 
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measure of emotional impact was submitted to a 2 (Distance: real, fictional) x 4 

(Experience: experiencer-before, forecaster-before, experience-before-and-after, 

forecaster-after) ANOVA, which revealed main effects of distance (F(1, 233) = 36.38, p 

< .001) and experience (F(3, 233) = 2.31, p = .077) and, most important, a reliable 

interaction (F(3, 233) = 4.98, p = .002; see figure 3 for means). We will next decompose 

and test the specific components of this interaction. 

------------------------------ 

Insert figure 3 about here 

------------------------------ 

Replicating the basic effect. We first examine whether the effect of the distancing 

information differed between the forecaster-before and experiencer-before conditions. 

Consistent with the results from the previous studies, forecasters overestimated the effect 

of the distancing information on experiencers’ emotional response to the story (F(1, 233) 

= 12.84, p < .001). Whereas forecasters believed that readers would be less emotionally 

affected by the story when they knew in advance that it was fictional (Mreal = 6.97, 

Mfictional = 4.30, F(1, 233) = 38.51, p < .001), experiencers reported a similar emotional 

response regardless of the real versus fictional nature of the story (Mreal = 6.59, Mfictional = 

6.10, F(1, 233) = 1.29, NS). 

Is the effect due to a difference in salience? To test the salience explanation, we 

compare the effect of the distancing information in the forecaster-before condition to its 

effect in the experiencer-before-and-after condition. Even when experiencers were 

reminded of the fictional (or real) nature of the story immediately prior to rating its 

emotional impact, this information still affected experiencers significantly less than 
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expected by the forecasters (experiencers: Mreal = 6.71, Mfictional = 5.88; forecasters: Mreal = 

6.97, Mfictional = 4.30; interaction:  F(1, 233) = 9.10, p = .003). Moreover, compared to the 

standard experiencer-before conditions, reminding experiencers of the distancing 

information did not reliably affect their responses (real: F < 1; fictional: F < 1). The lack 

of reminder effects and the persistence of the forecasting error indicate that the difference 

between forecasters and experiencers was not due to a difference in salience. 

Is the effect due to a conversational norm (demand) effect? To test the 

conversational norm account of the effect, we compare the effect of the distancing 

information in the forecaster-before condition to its effect in the forecaster-after 

condition. If forecasters are only relying on the distancing information because they 

believe they need to use the information that is provided by the experimenter, then they 

should rely on this information regardless of when it is said to be presented to the readers. 

However, if forecasters genuinely believe that knowing the fictional nature of the story 

will reduce readers’ emotional response while reading the story, then the predicted effect 

of the information should be reduced if it is said to be presented only after the story. 

Consistent with this last account, forecasters predicted a significantly smaller effect of the 

distancing information when it was said to be presented after the story (Mreal = 6.76, 

Mfictional = 5.57) than when it was said to be presented before the story (Mreal = 6.97, 

Mfictional = 4.30; interaction: F(1, 233) = 5.98, p = .015). Thus, forecasters were not 

indiscriminately using the distancing information because it was presented by the 

experimenter. Instead, they used the information to the extent that they believed it would 

influence readers’ emotional response. Though these results cannot definitively rule out 
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that a demand effect exists, they do demonstrate that, even if it does exist, it cannot fully 

account for the observed effect. 

 

STUDY 3: WINNING A PRIZE 

 

Thus far, we have demonstrated that people tend to overestimate the extent to 

which the emotional impact of reading about an event is reduced by information that 

increases the reader’s distance from the event. Furthermore, we’ve proposed that readers 

are too absorbed by the experience to fully take the distancing information into account—

and that forecasters ignore or underestimate this phenomenon. This mechanism is not 

specific to the consumption of stories, but should generalize to other hedonic experiences 

as well. Therefore, in this next study, we extend our research to a different consumer 

experience with a strong hedonic component: winning a prize. The experiencers in this 

study played a game and won a prize, which was available either immediately, or after a 

six week delay. As such, this study both examines a different hedonic experience 

(winning a prize) and a different type of distance (temporal distance into the future). 

Consistent with our previous results, we expected that forecasters would overestimate the 

extent to which the delayed availability of the prize would reduce people’s happiness 

about winning the prize. 

 

Method 
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Participants were 84 university students who received partial course credit for 

completing the study. Participants completed the study in sessions of up to eight people 

that alternated between experiencer and forecaster conditions. Within each session, 

participants were randomly assigned to a distance condition (immediate prize or delayed 

prize). All participants completed a computer-based Stroop task (Jensen and Rohwer 

1966) lasting about 5 minutes. However, whereas experiencers expected that they could 

win a prize based on their performance, forecasters had no such expectation. 

Before completing the task, experiencers were told that they would win a prize if 

they performed well (in the top 10% of students completing the task). They were shown 

two prize options: a 1GigaByte USB memory stick and a university coffee mug. 

Depending on the distance condition, they were either told that the prize would be 

available immediately after the study or that it would be available six weeks later (for 

pick up or to receive by mail), after which they selected which of the two prizes they 

would like to receive if they won. They were asked to complete the task “as quickly and 

accurately” as they could, were reminded of the prize possibility, and given instructions 

for the Stroop task. After completing the task, they waited for a short delay “while the 

computer determines whether you win a prize” and were reminded what the prize would 

be and when it would be available. All experiencers were then told they had won the 

prize they had selected, after which they were asked to answer several survey questions. 

They were first asked to indicate whether they had won a prize (for consistency with the 

cover story) and then asked to rate their feelings about winning the prize on three scales: 

how happy they were about winning the prize (1 = Not at all, 9 = Very much), how 

excited they were about winning the prize (1 = Not at all, 9 = Very much), and how 
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happy they were about winning the prize relative to finding a $10 bill on the street (-4 = 

Much less happy (relative to finding $10), 0 = About the same happiness, 4 = Much more 

happy (relative to finding $10)). They also rated how much they liked the item they chose 

as a prize (i.e., the USB stick or the coffee mug) to be later included as a covariate in the 

analysis. In addition, to make sure that they had accurately processed and memorized the 

distancing information, they were asked to indicate when they would receive the prize.  

The time course of the procedure was identical for experiencers and forecasters: 

both groups experienced the distance manipulation and completed the dependent 

variables at exactly the same moments during the procedure. However, in contrast to the 

experiencers, forecasters were told that they were “pilot testing” the task. Forecasters did 

complete the same Stroop task, were given the same information at the same time, and 

answered the same survey questions with the following exceptions: 1) all instructions 

were presented in reference to the participants who would complete the "real" study, e.g., 

“In the real live version of this study participants who perform well on this task......would 

win a prize”, 2) they did not indicate a prize preference during the computer task; 3) they 

did not win a prize; 4) they rated how they thought “a participant in the real live version 

of the study will feel about winning this prize” using the same three scales; and 5) they 

indicated which prize they would prefer if they were a participant, before rating their 

liking of the prize item.  

 

Results and Discussion 
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Participants generally reacted positively to winning the prize (happiness: M = 

6.88; excitement: M = 6.16; relative happiness: M = -0.85). The three feelings ratings 

were highly correlated (α = .72) and therefore standardized and averaged to form a 

summary measure of participants’ emotional reaction. These summary ratings were 

submitted to a 2 (Experience: experiencer, forecaster) x 2 (Distance: immediate prize, 

delayed prize) ANCOVA with participants’ liking of their preferred prize as a covariate. 

Liking of the preferred prize was not influenced by any manipulation (F’s < 1) and was 

selected a priori to be included as a covariate to reduce error variance due to variability in 

individual preferences. As expected, the effect of the timing of the prize on the happiness 

ratings depended on whether participants were experiencers or forecasters (F(1, 79) = 

4.22, p = .043; see figure 4 for means). Whereas forecasters expected that prize winners 

would be less happy if they knew they would receive the prize after a six week delay 

rather than immediately (M prize now = 0.08, M prize later = -0.38; F(1, 79) = 4.39, p = .039), 

the actual prize winners were equally happy regardless of when they expected to receive 

their prize (M prize now = 0.15, M prize later = 0.18; F(1, 79) < 1, NS). 

------------------------------ 

Insert figure 4 about here 

------------------------------ 

Thus, as in the previous studies, forecasters expected that affective reactions to a 

hedonic experience involving a distant event (winning a prize they’ll receive later) would 

be less intense than their reaction to an experience involving a proximal event (winning a 

prize they’ll receive immediately), while actual prize winners were in fact equally happy 

regardless of the distance to the event. Therefore, hedonic experiencers’ surprising 
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insensitivity to distancing information is not limited to readers’ reactions to tragic stories, 

but also generalizes to the emotional intensity of a very different, positive experience. 

We have proposed that people are less affected by the distancing information than 

they expect because they are too absorbed by the core hedonic experience (feeling sad 

when reading about the tragic event, the feeling of winning). As a result, they do not have 

sufficient resources available to take the distancing information into account. If this is 

indeed the case, then the impact of the distancing information should increase if 

participants are given an opportunity to overcome the absorption by the core hedonic 

experience (thus freeing up processing resources). We examine this in the next two 

studies in which we overcome the absorption by assessing people’s feelings after a filler 

task instead of immediately after the hedonic experience (study 4), or by inserting breaks 

in the experience (study 5). Since both studies are focused on examining experiencers’ 

surprising insensitivity to the distancing information (rather than forecasters’ more 

intuitive sensitivity to it), we only include experiencer conditions in these studies. 

 

STUDY 4: FREEING UP RESOURCES BY INSERTING A FILLER TASK 

 

In study 4, all participants completed the Stroop task and were told that they had 

won a prize, which was either available immediately or after four weeks. To test whether 

people are more influenced by the distancing information when they are not currently 

immersed in the hedonic experience, their emotional reaction to winning the prize was 

measured either immediately after winning (as in study 3) or after a filler task. We 
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expected that, after the filler task, participants would no longer be absorbed by the initial 

excitement of winning, allowing them to take the four-week delay into account. 

 

Method 

 

Participants were 186 university students who received partial course credit for 

completing the study. They were randomly assigned to a filler condition (filler or no-

filler) and a distance condition (immediate prize or delayed prize). The procedure and 

materials for the no-filler conditions were identical to those for experiencers in study 3, 

except for the following differences. First, the delayed prize was available after four 

(rather than six) weeks. Second, immediately after completing the dependent variables, 

participants also rated the importance to their feelings of the prize itself and of when they 

would receive the prize (1 = Not at all, 9 = Very much). Third, we asked all participants 

to indicate when they would receive the prize (as a reading check). 

The filler conditions differed from the no-filler conditions in that participants 

completed a short filler task after being told they had won their chosen prize and before 

rating their feelings. In this filler task, participants viewed a series of visual patterns for 2 

to 3 minutes and then either evaluated or indicated their recognition of those patterns. 

The nature of the filler task did not affect participants’ responses, nor did it interact with 

the manipulations.  

 

Results and Discussion 
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Thirty-four participants did not correctly indicate when the prize was available 

and were therefore excluded from all analyses, leaving 152 participants. As in study 3, 

participants reacted favorably to winning the prize (happiness: M = 6.81; excitement: M = 

6.23; relative happiness: M = -0.54). The three feelings ratings were again highly 

correlated (α = .69) and thus standardized and averaged to form a summary measure of 

participants’ emotional reaction. Participants’ liking of their preferred prize, assessed 

after the dependent variables, showed a marginal effect of the filler manipulation (p = 

.094), and was therefore not used as a covariate in the analyses. 

We expected that knowing that the prize would only be available in four weeks 

would reduce participants’ emotional response to the winning of the prize—but only in 

the filler condition (that is, only after the absorption by the hedonic experience had 

lessened). To test this prediction, we contrasted the emotional reaction in the filler / 

delayed prize condition to the emotional reaction in the other three conditions. Consistent 

with our hypothesis, participants were less excited about winning the prize when they 

were asked after the filler task and knew that they would receive the prize in four weeks 

(M = -0.21) than when they expected to receive the prize immediately (M = 0.20) or 

when they were asked right after winning, regardless of whether they would receive the 

prize immediately (M = 0.07) or in four weeks (M = 0.05) (F(1, 148) = 5.30, p = .023; see 

figure 5). Consistent with study 3, in the absence of a filler task, participants showed no 

impact of the prize timing information (F < 1). However, after an intervening filler task, 

the prize timing did affect their responses (F(1, 148) = 5.30, p = .023), indicating that 

they were incorporating this distancing information in their experience, thus tempering 

their feelings.  
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------------------------------ 

Insert figure 5 about here 

------------------------------ 

It should be noted that the filler task by itself did not diminish participants' joy 

about winning. Participants who expected to receive the prize immediately were equally 

excited about winning, regardless of whether they were asked before or after the filler 

task (F < 1). Furthermore, while the filler task changed participants’ actual reliance on 

the distancing information, it did not change whether they perceived it as relevant: The 

filler task did not affect self-reported importance of the prize timing (F(1, 148) = 1.83, 

NS) or of the prize itself (F < 1), nor did these importance weights interact with the 

distance manipulation (both F’s < 1.79, NS).  

 These results are consistent with our proposal that the distancing information 

affects people’s emotional reactions less than they expect because they are absorbed by 

the hedonic experience, leaving them with limited resources to incorporate the distancing 

information into their reaction. Knowing that a prize would only be available at a later 

point in time reduced prize winners’ emotional intensity only after they were no longer 

absorbed by the excitement of winning, thus freeing up processing resources to 

incorporate the distancing information. 

Given that the objective of this study was to examine when hedonic experiencers 

do take distancing information into account, the design was restricted to experiencer 

conditions and thus did not include forecasters. However, the observed pattern of results 

raises the question whether consumers can accurately predict that the filler task will 

increase their sensitivity to distancing information. To examine this question, we 
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conducted a separate follow-up study in which participants (n = 30), who went through 

the same procedure as those in the main study, were asked to predict how they would feel 

if they won a prize that was available immediately or after four weeks. Participants were 

first asked to predict what their feelings would be immediately after winning the prize. 

Then, after completing the filler task, they were asked to predict what their feelings 

would have been if they had been assessed at that point in time instead. Not surprisingly, 

people expected to be happier if they would get the prize immediately rather than after 

four weeks (F(1, 28) = 60.51, p < .001). Moreover, forecasters intuited that this effect of 

the distancing information would be smaller if emotions were measured after the filler 

task (M prize now = 0.16, M prize later = -0.52), rather than before (M prize now = 0.47, M prize later 

= -0.54; interaction: F(1, 28) = 11.55, p = .002). This is the opposite of what we observed 

for the experiencers in the main study. Thus, not only do people overestimate the effect 

of the distancing information on their immediate affective reactions, but they also 

erroneously expect this effect to weaken rather than strengthen over time.  

 

STUDY 5: FREEING UP RESOURCES  

BY INSERTING BREAKS IN THE EXPERIENCE 

 

In study 5, we explore another mechanism to provide experiencers with the 

necessary resources to take the distancing information into account: inserting breaks in 

the hedonic experience. Participants watched a sad movie segment and were either told 

that the movie was based on a real story or that it was based on a fictional story. Some 

participants watched the segment without any breaks, while others watched the segment 
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presented in shorter clips with a break between clips. We expected that knowing that the 

movie was fictional would reduce viewers’ emotional response to the clip, but only when 

they had breaks in the experience (and thus extra time to incorporate the information).  

 

Method 

 

Participants were 270 university students who received partial course credit for 

completing the study. They were randomly assigned to a breaks condition (breaks or no 

breaks) and a distance condition (true story or fictional story). All participants were told 

they would watch an 8-minute movie segment. Participants in the breaks condition were 

also told that the segment would be presented in separate clips with a short delay between 

clips because they were “downloaded from a remote server” before being played. The 

segment used was the last 8 minutes of the movie “The Champ,” a movie about an ex-

boxer who fights one last fight to give his young son a better future. Those in the fictional 

story condition were told the movie was entirely fictional (“none of the events depicted in 

the movie actually happened”) while those in the true story condition were told the movie 

was based on a true story (“the events depicted in the movie, although dramatized, really 

happened”). Participants then completed a reading check asking whether the movie was 

based on a true story or was entirely fictional. 

Participants watched the video either in one continuous segment (no breaks) or in 

eight 1 minute clips each separated by a 15 second delay (breaks). After watching the 

video, participants rated how sad the movie made them (1 = Not at all, 9 = Very much), 

how sad they were relative to hearing their best friend had the flu (-4 = Much less sad 
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than watching this movie, 0 = About equally sad, 4 = Much more sad than watching this 

movie), and how emotional the movie made them feel (1 = Not at all, 9 = Very much). 

Finally, participants provided their gender and age, and responded to an Instructional 

Manipulation Check to identify participants who were responding randomly (“Please 

don’t click on the scale below, but instead click on the blue dot at the bottom of the 

screen,” Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko 2009). 

  

Results and Discussion 

 

Fourteen participants failed the Instructional Manipulation Check and three 

additional participants incorrectly indicated that the story was true or fictional. They were 

excluded from all analyses, leaving 253 participants. The three feelings ratings were 

highly correlated (α = 72) and were therefore standardized and averaged to form a 

summary measure of participants’ emotional reaction to the movie.  

We expected that knowing that the movie was based on a fictional story would 

reduce viewers’ emotional response to the movie clip—but only when there were breaks 

in the presentation. Analogous to the previous study, to test our prediction, we contrasted 

the emotional reaction in the breaks / fictional story condition to the emotional reaction in 

the other three conditions. As predicted, participants felt less emotional after watching a 

fictional movie with breaks (M Fictional/Breaks = -0.21) than in the other three conditions (M 

Fictional/NoBreaks = 0.10, M True/Breaks = 0.13, M True/NoBreaks = -0.01; F(1, 249) = 5.69, p = .018; 

see figure 6). It should be noted that breaking up the movie segment did not change the 

core hedonic experience of the movie. Indeed, adding breaks only reduced viewers’ 
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emotional reaction when the movie was said to be fictional (F(1, 249) = 4.36, p = .038), 

but not when it was said to be based on a true story (F(1, 249) = 1.10, NS).  

------------------------------ 

Insert figure 6 about here 

------------------------------ 

In sum, knowing that the movie was entirely fictional only reduced viewers' 

sadness when the viewing experience included several breaks, thus freeing up resources 

to take this distancing information into account.  

 

STUDY 6: MAKING BAD CHOICES 

 

The results of studies 4 and 5 support our proposition that consumers in the 

middle of a hedonic experience often lack the resources to take the distance from an 

event into account, which can result in surprisingly strong emotional reactions to hedonic 

experiences that involve distant events (such as delayed prizes and fictional stories). 

Moreover, consumers do not anticipate the absorbing power of the hedonic experience 

and thus overestimate the extent to which the distancing information will reduce their 

emotional response. In the next study, we examine whether this forecasting error can lead 

to sub-optimal decisions. Specifically, we test whether consumers who seek to minimize 

their emotional intensity may erroneously prefer experiences that involve more distant 

events. Participants were presented with a true story about a sad event and a fictional 

story about an even more tragic event. We expected that participants who wanted to 
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minimize their sadness would prefer to read the fictional story, even though readers of the 

fictional story would end up feeling more upset than readers of the true story. 

 

Method 

 

Participants were 173 university students who received partial course credit for 

completing the study. Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions: two 

experiencer conditions (true sad story or fictional tragic story) and two forecaster 

conditions (in which they read both stories, with the order being counterbalanced).  

The procedure for experiencers was similar to that in studies 1A, 1B, and 2. 

Experiencers were either told that they would read a real newspaper story or a fictional 

newspaper story. They then recalled this information, read the story, and rated to what 

extent the story made them feel sad and distressed (on the same 9-point scales used in the 

first studies). There were two different stories: the fictional story was the previously used 

tragic story about a girl who dies from meningitis; the true story was a sad, but less tragic 

story about a bear that injures a baby girl.  

Forecasters were presented with both stories (in counterbalanced order) and 

asked to read the stories. After reading both stories, they predicted how each story would 

affect their feelings if they had known in advance that the bear story was true and that the 

meningitis story was fictional (using the same scales as used by experiencers). Next, they 

were asked to imagine they were feeling depressed and wanted to minimize their sadness, 

yet had to read one of the two stories for a class assignment. They were asked to indicate 
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which of the stories they would choose to read in that situation. Finally, as a reading 

check, forecasters indicated which of the two stories was fictional.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 

The two feelings ratings were highly correlated (α = .76) and therefore averaged 

to form a single measure of participants’ emotional reaction to the story. We first 

examined experiencers’ ratings to assess the actual emotional impact of reading each 

story. Experiencers who read the fictional tragic story felt significantly worse than those 

who read the true sad story (MFictitional = 6.49, MTrue= 5.60, F(1, 103) = 6.19, p = .014). 

This not only confirms that the tragic story was more upsetting than the sad story, but 

also demonstrates that knowing it was fictional did not sufficiently compensate for the 

more distressing content of the story. Next, we examined forecasters’ responses to test 

whether they could accurately predict this outcome. The results reveal that they could 

not. The majority of forecasters indicated that they would choose to read the fictional 

tragic story if they wanted to minimize their sadness (P = 76%, χ2 (1) = 19.06, p < .001). 

Consistent with this stated preference, they expected to feel much worse after reading the 

true sad story (MTrue = 6.24) than after reading the fictional tragic story (MFictional = 3.57; 

F(1, 67) = 110.86, p < .001; see figure 7). 

------------------------------ 

Insert figure 7 about here 

------------------------------ 
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These results confirm that consumers’ overestimation of the attenuating impact of 

the distancing information (the fictional nature of the story) can result in sub-optimal 

decisions. Even though readers felt more upset after reading the fictional tragic story than 

after reading the true sad story, forecasters nonetheless expected that the true story would 

make them feel worse than the fictional story—and consequentially selected the fictional 

story as the best option to minimize their sadness. 

 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

In seven studies, we examined consumers’ reactions to hedonic experiences 

involving events that vary in their distance from the consumer, such as reading a sad 

story that is based on a real versus fictional event, or winning a prize that you will receive 

now versus later. We found that people’s emotional reactions were surprisingly 

insensitive to this distancing information. Whereas forecasters expected that the affective 

intensity of the experience would be greatly reduced when they involved more distant 

events, participants who actually went through the experience showed equally strong 

reactions to the experience regardless of distance. When reading stories about tragic 

events, readers felt equally sad regardless of whether the story was said to be real or 

fictional (studies 1A and 2) and regardless of whether it was said to be from the recent or 

distant past (study 1B). Yet, forecasters expected that knowing that the story was fictional 

or old would make them feel substantially less upset. Similarly, prize winners who won a 

prize that would only be available later were as excited about winning as those who won 
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a prize that was available immediately. Yet, forecasters expected the delayed availability 

would dampen their excitement (study 3). 

These differences between participants’ predicted and actual feelings were not 

simply due to differences in salience or demand effects, as demonstrated by the results of 

study 2. The gap between forecasters and experiencers persisted when the distancing 

information was made highly salient for experiencers (addressing the salience account) 

and forecasters used the information differently depending on whether it would plausibly 

affect people’s experience (addressing the demand effect account). Instead, we proposed 

that the limited effect of the distancing information on experiencers’ emotional reactions 

was due to the absorbing nature of the hedonic experience, a factor that people often fail 

to consider (Morewedge et al. 2010; Buechel et al. 2014). More specifically, we have 

argued that hedonic consumption experiences—such as winning a prize or watching a sad 

movie—tend to absorb consumers’ attention, leaving insufficient resources to take the 

distancing information into account, such as the delayed receipt of the prize or the 

fictional nature of the story. Consistent with this explanation, the delayed receipt of the 

prize did reduce winners’ excitement when a filler task separated the experience of 

winning from the emotion ratings (study 4); and the fictional nature of the story did 

reduce the sadness of movie watchers when they were given breaks during the experience 

(study 5). We propose that both the filler task and the breaks provided experiencers with 

extra time and resources to take the distancing information into account. 

Our proposed account can be viewed as a specific instance of the cold-to-hot 

empathy gap phenomenon, which refers to the general difficulty of imagining oneself in a 

different emotional state. In particular, people who are in a "cold" affective state often 
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fail to anticipate the full impact of affective arousal on their behavior in a "hot" affective 

state (Loewenstein 1996; Sayette et al. 2008). In the specific context examined in this 

paper, it is the attention absorbing effect of the hedonic experience that consumers fail to 

anticipate when they are in a “cold” forecaster situation. As such, our studies document 

how a specific instance of the cold-to-hot empathy gap can lead consumers to 

overestimate the tempering effect of distancing information. 

According to our proposed account, both forecasters and experiencers take the 

core hedonic information into account (i.e., the sad content of the story, the winning of 

the prize), but only the forecasters have the necessary resources to also take the 

qualifying, distancing information into account. One possible alternative to this resource-

based account is to view our findings from a selective attention perspective instead. That 

is, experiencers and forecasters may have similar attentional resources, but experiencers 

may focus their resources more on emotional information, whereas forecasters focus their 

resources more on cognitive information. However, our data suggest that the differential 

impact of the distancing information involves a change in the amount of resources 

available, and not just in the allocation of those resources. In particular, experiencers do 

incorporate the distancing information when the filler task and breaks provide them with 

more resources. Moreover, these interventions increased the impact of the distancing 

information without diminishing the impact of the core hedonic information, indicating 

that they did not simply shift participants’ focus. Indeed, the filler task did not lower the 

excitement about winning the immediate prize and the breaks did not diminish the 

sadness evoked by the movie based on a true story.  
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We earlier proposed that consumers’ overestimation of the impact of distancing 

information can lead them to systematically underestimate their emotional reactions to 

hedonic experiences that involve distant events. We indeed find this to be the case in our 

five studies that include forecasters (see table 1 for a summary of these forecaster-

experiencer comparisons). Forecasters underestimated how excited they would be after 

winning a prize they would only receive later (in study 3), and how sad they would feel 

after reading a sad story based on fictional events (in studies 1A, 2, and 6) or old events 

(in study 1B). In contrast, forecasters did not overestimate their emotional response to the 

proximal events, except for marginal differences in studies 1B and 6. These results are 

consistent with our assumption that forecasters will over-adjust for distance rather than 

proximity.  

------------------------------ 

Insert table 1 about here 

------------------------------ 

However, forecaster-experiencer comparisons can be problematic if the meaning 

of the scale differs for forecasters versus experiencers (e.g., as a result of different 

standards of comparison, Bartoshuk 2014). We therefore also tested this idea directly in 

study 1B, in which we found that, compared to a control condition with no distancing 

information, forecasters did indeed adjust more for distance (old events) than for 

proximity (recent events). Moreover, study 1B also allows us to test whether the 

forecaster-experiencer differences observed in the distant and (to a lesser extent) 

proximal conditions persist when adjusted for the corresponding difference in the control 

condition. These additional analyses reveal that the forecasting error in the distant 
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condition (i.e., under-estimation of affect) did differ significantly from the forecasting 

bias in the control condition (F(1, 226) = 17.39, p < .001). However, the forecasting error 

in the proximal condition (i.e., over-estimation of affect) did not differ from the naturally 

occurring difference between forecasters and experiencers in the control condition (F<1). 

Thus, while forecasters did not overestimate the magnifying impact of proximity, they 

did overestimate the attenuating impact of distance. 

It should be noted that, whether overestimating the impact of distancing 

information indeed leads to an underestimation of emotional intensity, depends on two 

factors: (1) whether experiencers by default take a more proximal perspective in the 

absence of any distance information, and (2) the net effect of this bias when combined 

with other forecasting biases. Our studies 4 and 5 provide some support for the first 

condition. In both these studies, providing participants with more resources to take the 

distancing information into account (by inserting a filler task or breaks in the experience) 

reduced the emotional reaction in the distant conditions, but did not have any effect in the 

proximal conditions. This suggests that, when consumers do not take the distancing 

information into account, they react to the experience as if the event is proximal rather 

than distant—thus supporting the first condition. Of course, whether this implies that 

consumers will underestimate their reactions to experiences that involve distant events 

depends on the second condition: the net effect of this forecasting bias when combined 

with other forecasting biases. Interestingly, most of the documented affective forecasting 

errors lead to the overestimation of emotional intensity rather than its underestimation. 

We next address this apparent contrast with prior research. 
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Comparison to Prior Research 
 

Many prior studies have shown that people commonly overestimate the intensity 

of their affective reactions (Gilbert et al. 1998, Wilson et al. 2000) and fail to adjust for 

factors that attenuate their emotional experience (Gilbert et al. 2002; but see Buechel et 

al. 2014 and Kahneman and Snell 1992, for exceptions). In contrast, our results identify 

an instance in which forecasters actually put too much weight on a potentially attenuating 

factor, often leading to an underestimation of affective intensity. We propose that the 

reason for these opposing results lies in the different nature of the situations being 

examined.  

First, the factors that gave rise to affective overestimation in prior research are not 

present in the situations currently examined. For instance, focalism could lead forecasters 

to overestimate how much winning a prize would affect their general happiness, but it 

should not affect predictions about how they feel about winning. Similarly, immune 

neglect could lead forecasters to overestimate how upset they would be after a 

psychologically threatening event, but the psychological immune system is unlikely to be 

activated merely by reading a sad story.  

Second, the conditions that gave rise to affective underestimation in the current 

research were not present in prior affective forecasting studies. Whereas prior research 

has of course examined forecasts of hedonic experiences, these experiences did not 

involve a psychologically distant event. For instance, researchers have examined how 

fans feel after hearing that their team lost, but not how fans would react to a fictional 

account of this loss, nor how fans would react to hearing that the team is likely to lose 
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months from now. It is only in the presence of this distancing information that forecasters 

underestimate experiencers’ affective reactions. 

In sum, our results certainly do not contradict the overestimation of affective 

intensity observed in previous research. Instead, our results merely caution against 

overgeneralizing this overestimation bias to situations that have not been examined 

previously.  

The underestimation of affective intensity observed in our studies is consistent 

with prior demonstrations of consumers’ inability to fully anticipate the absorbing nature 

of hedonic experiences (Morewedge et al. 2010). However, there is also a second 

mechanism that may contribute to this forecasting error. Specifically, people may 

underestimate their ability to bring distant events psychologically closer. Prior research 

has shown that consumers easily become immersed in completely fictional stories and 

can vividly imagine what may or may not happen a long time from now (Argo et al. 

2008; Green and Brock 2000). Moreover, bringing the object of the experience closer not 

only produces greater affective intensity (Ebert 2001; Ekman and Bratfisch 1965; Latane 

1981; Van Boven et al. 2009), but this greater affective intensity will in turn make the 

object of the experience seem even closer (Van Boven et al. 2010), thus producing a 

recursive and self-reinforcing system. If consumers underestimate the ability of their 

imagination to bring distant events closer to the here and now, then their failure to 

appreciate this ability could contribute to the observed overestimation of the emotion 

tempering impact of distancing information. Yet, although this mechanism may 

contribute to the forecasting error, it is unlikely to be the only mechanism as it does not 

explain why delayed prize winners (study 4) and viewers of a fictional movie (study 5) 



 43 

weakened their emotional reactions when they had more resources to take the distancing 

information into account. As such, the surprisingly absorbing nature of the hedonic 

experience seems essential to account for the full pattern of findings.  

 

Implications 
 

Finally, what are the possible downstream consequences of the forecasting error 

documented in this research? Similar to other affective forecasting errors, the 

overestimation of the impact of distancing information on emotional intensity has the 

potential to bias consumers’ decisions and produce suboptimal outcomes, as was 

demonstrated in study 6. In this study, a majority of forecasters assumed that reading a 

fictional tragic story would make them less sad than reading a true sad story—even 

though readers actually felt more upset after reading the fictional tragic story. By 

underestimating the absorbing power of the story, forecasters overestimated the 

attenuating impact of the fictional nature of the tragic story, leading to suboptimal 

choices. This same biasing mechanism can potentially affect any consumer decision 

involving absorbing experiences with a distancing aspect. To be sure, we are not claiming 

that psychological distance will have no effect on consumers’ feelings, as it often 

obviously does. Instead, we expect that, for involving hedonic experiences, consumers 

will tend to overestimate the impact of distancing information, because of which they 

may end up with less enjoyable options. They may choose to see a play about their 

hometown, watch a live basketball game on television, or read a novel based on a true 

story, but miss out on seeing a more enjoyable play about a distant city, watching a more 

exciting basketball game recorded earlier, or reading a more entertaining fictional novel.  
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The current findings are also relevant for the common practice of publishers and 

movie studios to emphasize any basis in reality of books or films. Our results suggest that 

emphasizing this realism may indeed make consumers more likely to choose these 

options, as consumers tend to believe that "true" stories will have a greater emotional 

impact than fictional stories. However, the results also indicate that, while emphasizing 

realism may increase sales, it does not necessarily increase satisfaction. Throughout our 

studies, participants who were exposed to proximal events did not experience stronger 

emotions than those who were exposed to distant events—with two exceptions. 

First, in study 5, when movie watchers were provided with breaks during the 

movie, they did feel less sad when they knew the movie was fictional. Does this imply 

that TV viewers will be affected by the fictional nature of the movie when they are 

watching it with commercial interruptions? According to our resource-based account, this 

depends on what consumers focus on during those commercial breaks. If consumers 

elaborate on the movie (as they did in study 5, where they had nothing else to focus on), 

then they may be able to incorporate the distancing information during the break. 

However, if consumers are instead distracted by the commercials, then they still won’t be 

able to incorporate the distancing information while watching the movie.  

Second, in study 4, when some time had passed since learning they had won a 

prize, participants were in fact less excited about winning the delayed prize than about 

winning the immediate prize. This suggests that, some time after watching a happy or sad 

movie, consumers may indeed feel less emotional about a fictional movie than about a 

movie based on true events. However, the extent to which this indeed occurs depends on 

whether those movie viewers dwell on versus reexamine their emotional reactions to a 



 45 

movie after watching it. Happy viewers of a fictional movie may continue to bask in their 

happiness without question, prolonging their insensitivity to distancing information. 

Meanwhile sad viewers may question and ponder their feelings following the movie, and 

comfort themselves with the knowledge that the events in the movie never actually 

happened. Future research is needed to test these speculations.  
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Table 1. Summary of means and comparisons of forecasters and experiencers across studies. 

 
 Proximal  Distant 

Study Forecasters Experiencers Test of comparison  Forecasters Experiencers Test of comparison 
1A 6.28 5.79 F < 1  3.79 6.18 F (1, 48) = 22.97, p < .001 
1B 7.69 7.04 F (1, 226) = 3.57, p = .06  5.37 6.63 F (1, 226) = 14.11, p < .001 
2a 6.97 6.59 F < 1  4.30 6.10 F (1, 233) = 17.55, p < .001 
3 0.08 0.15 F < 1  -0.38 0.18 F (1, 79) = 11.48, p = .001 
6b 6.24 5.60 t (119) = 1.83, p = .070  3.57 6.49 t (118) = 8.27, p < .001 

 
Studies 4 and 5 involve only experiencers, not forecasters, and are therefore not included in this table. 

 
Notes. 

aBased on the Forecaster (before) and Experiencer (before) conditions. 
b In study 6, the proximal versus distant conditions use sad stories based on different events, which explains the difference 
seen in experience. 
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FIGURE 1 
MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR FORECASTERS AND 
EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 1A) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
 
FIGURE 2 
MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR FORECASTERS AND 
EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 1B) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
 
FIGURE 3 
MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR FORECASTERS AND 
EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 2) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
 
FIGURE 4 
MEAN FEELINGS SCORES FOR FORECASTERS AND EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 
3) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
 
FIGURE 5 
MEAN FEELINGS SCORES FOR PRIZE WINNERS WITH AND WITHOUT A 
FILLER TASK (STUDY 4) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
 
FIGURE 6 
MEAN FEELINGS SCORES FOR VIEWERS WATCHING A SAD MOVIE WITH 
AND WITHOUT BREAKS (STUDY 5) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
 
FIGURE 7 
MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR FORECASTERS AND 
EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 6) 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 1 
 

MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR  
FORECASTERS AND EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 1A) 

 
 

 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 2 
 

MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR  
FORECASTERS AND EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 1B) 

 
 

 
 

NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 3 
 

MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR  
FORECASTERS AND EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 2) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 4 
 

MEAN FEELINGS SCORES FOR  
FORECASTERS AND EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 3) 

 
 

 
 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 5 
 

MEAN FEELINGS SCORES FOR PRIZE WINNERS  
WITH AND WITHOUT A FILLER TASK (STUDY 4) 

 
 

 
 
 
NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 6 
 

MEAN FEELINGS SCORES FOR VIEWERS WATCHING A SAD MOVIE  
WITH AND WITHOUT BREAKS (STUDY 5) 

 
 

  
 
 

NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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FIGURE 7 
 

MEAN EMOTIONAL INTENSITY SCORES FOR  
FORECASTERS AND EXPERIENCERS (STUDY 6) 

 
 

 
 

NOTE.—Error bars denote standard errors. 
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