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SPECIAL SESSION SUMMARY

Bliss is Ignorance? Emotion, Evaluation, and the Feeling Brain
Stacy Wood, University of South Carolina

SESSION OVERVIEW:
“Given the ubiquity of feelings, one would have thought that
their science would have been elucidated long ago—what
feelings are, how they work, what they mean—but that is
hardly the case. Of all the mental phenomena we can describe,
feelings and their essential ingredients—pain and pleasure—
are the least understood in biological and specifically neuro-
biological terms.” (p.3)

Antonio Damasio
Looking for Spinoza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain

Consumer behavior is not the only field to experience a recent
and fast-growing interest in the nature and influence of emotions.
For decades, neuroscience regarded emotions and feelings as intan-
gibles beyond the range of empirical investigation. Neuroscientists
might study the sensory processes of vision or the cognitive patterns
of memory, but emotions remained elusive. However, as new
research explicates the role of emotions as biologically-driven
survival and advancement mechanisms, the fields of neurobiology
and consumer behavior intersect in the following questions: How
does emotion impact choice? And, more importantly, is the impact
of emotion beneficial or detrimental to the choices made?

“Emotions provide a natural means for the brain and mind to
evaluate the environment within and around the organism, and
respond accordingly and adaptively. Indeed, in many circum-
stances, we actually evaluate consciously the objects that
cause emotions, in the proper sense of the term “evaluate.”  We
process not only the presence of an object but its relation to
others and its connection to the past. In those circumstances
the apparatus of emotions naturally evaluates, and the appara-
tus of the conscious mind thinkingly coevaluates.” (Damasio,
p. 54)

This idea of the adaptive integration of hot and cold processing
is not reflective of historical consumption views. As Bakamitsos
and Lee note in their paper, “happy processors” have been labeled
as mindless, distracted, or operating under reduced resources.
Consumers’ naïve theories of choice frequently resonate with the
“mindless” categorization; one often hears individuals state that
they struggle to “make logical, not emotional choices,” make
optimal choices by ignoring “short term feelings,” and that poor
choices were made “in the heat of the moment.”  Bakamitsos and
Lee offer here evidence that counters this assumption of positive
affect’s negative consequences. They show that observed persua-
sion phenomena—previously taken to be evidence of mindless
processing—is instead indicative of increased mindful processing.

“Among these emotions/feelings, I accord special importance
to those that are associated with the future outcome of actions,
because they come to signal a prediction of the future, an
anticipation of the consequences of actions. This is a good
example, incidentally, of how nature’s juxtapositions generate
complexity, of how putting together the right parts produces
more than their sum. Emotions and feelings have no crystal
ball to see the future. Deployed in the right context, however,
they become harbingers of what may be good or bad in the near
or distant future.” (Damasio, p. 147)

If we assume, then, that emotion is inextricably intertwined
with evaluative processes and, given new evidence, that the influ-
ence of emotions is not necessarily negative, we must still address
the perception of emotion over time, speaking specifically of
prediction and recall. Emotions are dynamic and, as Wood and
Bettman note here, especially prone to temporal biases of percep-
tion. One robust bias (with wide-ranging consumption implica-
tions) is durability bias, the tendency to overestimate the duration
of emotions experienced in conjunction with future events. As
adaptive processors, it is curious that human experience does not
debunk the myth of extended emotional duration. In their paper,
Wood and Bettman offer an explanation based on norm-congruent
recall of emotion—an explanation that fits with current neurobio-
logical studies of emotions and social behavior. Sexual arousal is an
affective state commonly used to describe the primary “pleasure
versus pain” basis of positive and negative emotion, yet it also
clearly has learned social and normative components. In their
paper, Ariely and Loewenstein address the interplay of biological
and learned feeling head-on. They examine the influence of high
and low arousal on prediction of future preferences and choices
(which are likely, one assumes, to be enacted in a state of high
arousal). Their findings suggest that preferences may be state-
dependent, therefore resulting in mispredictions of future actions.

In conclusion, we must note that the question, “Do emotions
lead to better decisions?” is not simply answered. Emotions may
increase certain kinds of information processing and may provide
important information about physical states, desires, and prefer-
ences. However emotions themselves are difficult to predict, per-
haps because they are difficult to recall. Is this a bad thing?  If
emotion-seeking is a powerful motivator, perhaps it is good that we
overestimate our happiness at successes and our sadness at failures.
(Dissertations might never be finished if we didn’t overestimate our
anticipated joy at seeing our advisors sign off.) In the final analysis,
we must consider both the strengths and weaknesses of our feeling
brain.

“Predicting Happiness: Social Norms and the Durability of
Durability Bias”

Stacy L. Wood, University of South Carolina
James R. Bettman, Duke University

Affective forecasts guide many consumption decisions, large
and small (Baron, 1992; Kahneman & Snell, 1990). In a broad
sense, people strive to achieve those objects and events that they
think will make them happy. However, people are poor affective
forecasters; they frequently overestimate how long they will feel
good after a future positive event (e.g., winning the lottery, getting
tenure). This phenomenon, called durability bias, has been well-
established in extant social psychology research (Wilson, Gilbert,
& Centerbar, 2003). Our current research investigates the role of
social norms in affective forecasts. Consideration of the influence
of social norms provides insight into why individuals do not learn–
as they grow in life experiences–that emotions rarely last as long as
expected and thus do not alter their subsequent predictions of
emotional longevity accordingly. The idea of culturally-mandated
expectations of emotion is not new. Hochschild (1983) refers to
these expectations as feeling rules, defining them as social norms
that prescribe how a person should feel in the event of a specific
occurrence. Social norms may also influence the overt demonstra-
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tion of the expected emotion. Cultures not only influence norms for
experiencing emotions (Eid & Diener, 2001), but also norms for
expressing them (Frijda & Mesquita, 1995). If an individual is
motivated to convey to a social audience that he or she is feeling a
certain emotion, then the individual will be likely to engage in
emotion-consistent behaviors (Schlenker, 1992).

Thus, prediction and, more importantly, recall of emotion
duration may be tied to expected or enacted behaviors appropriate
to the event. Wilson et al. (2001) suggest that another reason for
people’s failure to learn about the short-lived nature of emotional
reactions is that they forget that their reaction was shorter than
expected after an event. Why might people forget?  The intensity of
emotions is often difficult to recall with a high degree of accuracy.
Retrospective accounts of emotion are particularly prone to bias
(Dube & Morgan, 1996; Hsee & Abelson, 1991). If direct emotional
judgments are relatively inaccessible in memory, people may rely
on memories of behavior if they are relatively more accessible and
diagnostic (Lynch, Marmorstein, & Weigold, 1988). That is, in
order to judge the emotional impact of a past event, one may rely on
memory for behaviors ensuing from the event (e.g., I must have
been miserable, I didn’t go to work for a week). In addition, if recall
of behaviors is encouraged prior to making a retrospective judg-
ment of experienced emotion, the judgment should be more norm-
congruent than if recall of behaviors follows making the retrospec-
tive judgment (because we expect behaviors to be more salient and
easily recalled than the individual’s feelings).

Two studies were conducted to test the influence of norms on
durability bias using participants involved in a real consumption
experience. In Study 1, participants were university students at-
tending the university’s home football games who participated at
three points in time over the course of an eight week period. We
sought a natural environment in which opposing norms might be
simultaneously tested. We manipulated social norms for the “true
fan” advocating high excitement or low excitement. Each of these
two norms was communicated to a subset of the participants; in
addition, there was a control group to whom no norm was commu-
nicated. Predicted feelings about the outcome of the game and the
duration of those feelings, actual feelings and their duration, and
retrospectively recalled feelings and their duration were measured.
As hypothesized, norms for high celebration led to a longer pre-
dicted duration and longer recalled duration than norms for low
celebration, but there were no differences in actual duration. In
Study 2, participants were university students (at a different univer-
sity) participating in a camp-out for the chance to get season
basketball tickets. The university’s basketball team has been his-
torically dominant, however, the current year’s team was not
expected to be as successful as the previous seasons. Some partici-
pants were exposed to a normative statement about a “true fan”
always being “really excited” about season tickets even for a “non-
championship” year and some participants were exposed to a
counter statement that a “true fan” would only be “really excited”
about season tickets in a championship year. Further, there was a
control condition in which no normative statement was included.
Further, when later asked to recall feelings about getting tickets,
half the participants were asked to recall their behaviors before
recalling emotion duration and half were asked to recall their
behaviors after recalling duration. Again as predicted, the average
duration prediction was longer in the “be excited” norm. There was
also a significant interaction in recalled duration judgments be-
tween the norm and behavior-listing conditions (F(1,17)=30.68,
p<.001, one-tailed) in which recalling behaviors first led those
participants who thought they should be excited to recall longer
(more norm-congruent) durations.

Taken together, the results suggest that people continue to
mispredict how happy future positive events will make them
because of errors in recalling past happiness and that these recall
errors are influenced by recall of norm-congruent behaviors.

“Are Happy People Mindless or Mindful Processors of
Information?”

Yiorgos A. Bakamitsos, Dartmouth College
Angela Y. Lee, Northwestern University

One of the claims that had a significant influence in the domain
of affect research is that people in a positive mood tend to process
information in a superficial, heuristic manner rather than systemati-
cally. The origin for this claim seems to stem from research on the
effects of affect on memory. According to research findings previ-
ously reported, positive mood activates other positive materials in
memory. Such activation of materials is thought to consume cogni-
tive resources and thus pose a capacity constraint on the individual’s
ability to process information. In an attempt to shed light on the
effect of affective states on information processing, Mackie and
Worth presented findings to support the claim that positive mood
tends to decrease systematic processing of information and increase
reliance on peripheral cues in decision making, and proposed a
resource allocation explanation to account for these findings (Bless,
Mackie and Schwarz 1992; Mackie and Worth 1989).

Although these findings seem to provide evidence that posi-
tive mood impairs individuals’ ability to allocate cognitive re-
sources, they fail to account for other findings reported in the
literature that do not support the notion of “happy but absent-
minded people”. For example, it has been demonstrated that indi-
viduals in a positive mood are able to outperform those in a neutral
mood in creativity tasks (Isen, Daubman and Nowicki 1987),
categorization, and free recall (Lee and Sternthal 1999), suggesting
that positive mood leads to enhanced relational processing. Further-
more, findings reported by Bless et al. (1996) provide evidence that
contradicts the capacity deficit claim. Specifically, Bless and his
colleagues asked research participants who were in either a happy,
neutral or sad mood to read two stories that were familiar to them,
and at the same time perform a secondary task that was a standard-
ized test for measuring concentration. Their findings indicate that
respondents in a positive mood were more likely to rely on sche-
matic information in a recognition task to identify whether items
presented to them were part of the stories they heard earlier;
however, they also outperformed participants in the other mood
states in the secondary task. If positive mood were to impair
resource allocation and thus result in greater use of scripts, it should
also negatively impact on respondents’ ability to perform the
secondary task. The authors suggest that, by relying on the use of
scripts, respondents in a positive mood might have been able to free-
up cognitive resources, which they allocated to the benefit of the
secondary task.

Based on these findings one may argue that positive mood
does not impair individuals’ cognitive capacity, rather, it seems to
enhance relational processing and prompts strategic allocation of
cognitive resources. Thus, one plausible explanation for positive
mood participants not discriminating between strong versus weak
arguments may be the result of their being persuaded by arguments
that they generate rather than by arguments provided. That is, if
people in a positive mood are more likely to engage in relational
elaboration, they would be generating more thoughts that in turn
affect their attitude. If this is true, then the judgment rendered by
positive mood respondents may not reflect simply the outcome of
the evaluation of information provided to them by the experiment-
ers, but also arguments that they generated. The notion that positive
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mood participants may be accessing and using additional informa-
tion that they generate runs afoul of the theorizing that positive
mood reduces the amount of cognitive resources that people have
available in rendering judgments, thus resulting in heuristic pro-
cessing.

The objective of the present research is to determine if those
in a positive mood may be persuaded by their own arguments. The
results of Study 1 provide support for the notion that happy people
may be supplementing the weak arguments by their own thoughts.
In particular, while all participants generated more additional
support arguments in the weak vs. strong argument strength condi-
tion, those in positive mood generated more support arguments than
their neutral mood counterparts. Study 2 is currently underway to
further test the hypothesis that happy people may be persuaded by
arguments that they generate rather than rely on reasons provided
in the message, hence their judgment may not reflect the strength of
the arguments in the message.

“The Heat of the Moment: The Effect of Sexual Arousal on
Sexual Decision Making”

Dan Ariely, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
George Loewenstein, Carnegie Mellon University

The sex drive is a vitally important motivational force in
human behavior, both from the perspective of the individual and
society. Yet there has been surprisingly little research examining
the effect of activation of the sex drive on judgment and decision
making. In this paper we examine the effect of high levels of sexual
arousal in young male adults on two aspects of judgment and
choice: (1) what types of stimuli and activities are regarded as
sexually attractive, and (2) the measures one is willing to take, and
risks one is willing to incur, to obtain sexual gratification.

During the experiment subjects were given a laptop computer,
and were asked to answer a series of questions. The notebook
computer was controlled by a small handheld keypad with a number
of color-coded keys. The keypad and the program that administered
the questions were designed so they could be operated easily with
the non-dominant hand. In the control treatment, subjects answered
these questions while in their natural state. In the arousal treatment,
subjects were first asked to self-stimulate themselves (masturbate),
and once they achieved a high level of arousal, they were presented
with the same questions as the subjects in the control treatment.

The questions asked by the computer included two modules
that were designed to address the two issues mentioned earlier
(attractiveness of different stimuli / activities and willingness to
take risk to obtain sexual gratification). The set of questions that
asked subjects to evaluate the attractiveness of different stimuli and
activities included questions about the attractiveness of: women’s
shoes, a 12-year-old girl, an animal, a 40, 50 and 60 year old woman,
a man, an extremely fat person, someone you hated, a threesome
including a man, a woman who was sweating, cigarette smoke,
getting tied up by your sexual partner, tying up your sexual partner,
a woman urinating, getting spanked by a woman, spanking a
woman, anal sex, contacts with animals, having sex with the lights
on, and reactions to “just” kissing. The set of questions that asked
subjects to assess their own willingness to take measures to have sex
included questions about the likelihood of their: encouraging a date
to drink, slipping her a drug, taking her to a fancy restaurant, telling
her you loved her, and trying to have sex even when the date says
“no.”  Other items elicited the respondent’s self-reported likelihood
of using birth control and of the likelihood of negative conse-
quences if one failed to do so.

The results showed that under high arousal individuals found
a variety of sexual related activities to be more attractive (aside

from “just kissing” which was rated as more frustrating and less
fun). Overall we asked respondents to react to 21 questions. All 21
questions were in the expected direction but not all of them were
individually statistically significant. Of these questions, 17 ques-
tions were statistically significant, 2 questions (would you partici-
pate in a threesome and is the smell of cigarette smoke arousing)
were marginally significant, and 2 questions (would it be fun to
watch an attractive woman urinating and do you prefer to have sex
with the light on?) were not significant. A one-sample sign test for
these differences reveled a highly significant effect (p<0.001),
indicating that overall arousal fundamentally changes predicted
enjoyment and liking for different sexual related activities. Arousal
also had a strong influence on the reported probability to engage in
a set of behaviors that are not morally desirable but can increase the
likelihood of sexual encounter. In this set of questions all five
individual questions were statistically significant. Finally, the re-
sults for the questions regarding the tendency to use and not to use
birth control are not as clear-cut as in the other cases. At least for
some questions there were no differences between the aroused and
non-aroused subjects. These questions included their understand-
ing of the method of pulling out before ejaculating, their under-
standing that even a friend can transmit STDs, trusting someone
they have just met, and allocating the responsibility for both
controls to women. It is clear that sexual education has had an
impact even at a state of arousal. Yet, when answering the four
questions about condoms, the aroused and non-aroused subjects
answered very differently. For all four condom related questions,
subjects in the aroused condition indicated a lower likelihood to use
condom compared with subjects in the non-aroused condition.

In summary these results provide additional evidence that
decisions about preferences, health, safety and morality are largely
influenced by the emotional state of the consumer, and moreover
that when they are not in this state consumers cannot predict their
own preferences and attitudes.
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