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We predict that mood affects consumers’ context-dependence, such that negative mood promotes attention to the target product,

whereas positive mood enhances attention to both target product and context. We observed that positive mood strengthens and

negative mood completely eliminates perceptual contrast, attraction, and compromise effects.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Does a restaurant serve meals that are sufficiently large? Is a 

640M 2.5GH laptop at $1300 attractive? How one perceives, evalu-
ates, and judges a product is not only driven by characteristics of 
the product itself, but also by the context the product is presented 
in. The size of a gastronomic nouvelle cuisine meal may look ri-
diculously small on an oversized plate, but sufficiently large when 
served on a normal sized plate (Wansink and van Ittersum 2006; 
Wansink, van Ittersum, and Painter 2006). And the same notebook 
is typically perceived as more attractive when it is the middle option 
in a choice set than when it is an extreme option (Simonson 1989; 
Simonson and Tversky 1992). As pervasive and robust as context 
effects are, however, we predict that mood critically determines 
the extent to which consumers take the context into consideration 
when making product judgments. 

Our prediction is mainly based on the assumption that mood 
alters attentional scope as such that positive mood broadens atten-
tional scope to both the target product and context and negative mood 
narrows attentional scope to the target product only. First support 
for this assumption is provided by studies using perceptual tasks 
that contain both broad and narrow visual features. These studies 
consistently found that happy individuals focused more on the broad 
feature and sad individuals focused more on the narrow features 
(Basso et al. 1996; Frederickson and Branigan 2005; Gasper and 
Clore 2002). In addition, other studies in which participants are 
asked to focus on a central target and ignore flanking distracters 
showed that sad participants were less affected by the distracting 
context stimuli and therefore performed better compared to happy 
participants (Fenske and Eastwood 2003; Rowe, Hirsh, and Ander-
son 2007). Finally, Schmitz, Rosa, and Anderson (2009) provided 
neuroscientific evidence illustrating that mood alters visual cortical 
responses, such that negative affect decreases and positive affect 
increases the scope of early perceptual encoding in a visuospatial task. 

So, previous research suggests that attentional scope is fun-
damentally influenced by mood. Therefore, it seems reasonable to 
predict that happy consumers will rely more and sad consumers were 
rely less on the context when making product judgments compared 
to consumers who are in a neutral mood state. We provided support 
for this prediction with three studies testing the effect of different 
mood manipulations on a variety of context effects that have been 
previously observed in consumer behavior.

In the first study, we employed the perceptual contrast effect 
(based on the Ebbinghaus Illusion task) to find initial evidence 
for the notion that mood moderates the extent to which product 
judgments are affected by the context. After we induced mood, we 
asked participants to estimate the size of a target product (apples, 
coke cans, bottles of liquid laundry detergent, peanut butter jars) 
that was surrounded by either larger or smaller versions of the 
target product. Consistent with our predictions, size estimations 
of positive mood participants were significantly more and those 
of negative mood participants were significantly less affected by 
the surrounding stimuli than those of neutral mood participants. 
In other words, happy participants were more and sad participants 
were less susceptible to the Ebbinghaus illusion than neutral mood 
participants.

In study 2 and 3 we further tested the effect of mood on two 
well-known and robust context effects in consumer behavior: the 

attraction (or asymmetric dominance) effect and the compromise 
effect. Consistent with our assumption that positive (negative) mood 
results in more (less) attention to the other products in the choice 
set, we found that positive (negative) mood resulted in stronger 
(weaker) attraction and compromise effects compared to the neutral 
control condition. 

Together the current studies provide strong evidence that 
positive mood strengthens and negative mood eliminates the effect 
of context on product judgments and refute a depth of processing 
account as alternative explanation. Instead, we argue that our ef-
fects are driven by a shift in attentional scope with positive mood 
promoting broader attention to both the target and the context and 
negative mood focusing attention on the target. Study 3 indeed il-
lustrated that the effect of mood on context dependence was fully 
mediated by attentional scope.

We believe that the effect of mood on context dependence 
may have ample implications for consumers and decision makers. 
As long as there is a target product to be judged and a context in 
which it is presented, the pattern we proposed should hold strong. 
We would speculate that a sales assistant who is trying to trick us 
into buying a product by comparing it to a ridiculously overpriced 
alternative, or a product’s television ad featuring poignant music 
and heart-warming scenes will be more successful if we are in a 
good, than in a bad mood. Our findings suggest that being happy can 
make us more susceptible to persuasive communication that relies 
on the power of context. However, being happy can also be pretty 
useful. Looking at the top and bottom (and left and right) shelves 
in the supermarket can save you money, and make you discover 
new and potentially better product alternatives.
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