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ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Would you prefer a film based on a true story or one that is 

fictitious, a recently written novel or one written five years ago? For 
experiential decisions such as these, individuals are often guided by 
how they expect the experience will make them feel, and their expec-
tations are often wrong: they overestimate the impact of the hedonic 
experience (Gilbert, Driver-Linn, and Wilson 2002; Kahneman and 
Snell 1992). Explanations for this bias have focused on predictors’ 
failure to consider the context around the focal hedonic experience 
(Gilbert et al. 2002), such as the effects of experiences occurring 
subsequent to the focal experience. In contrast, we explore a process 
where individuals overconsider the context around the focal hedonic 
experience. We focus on psychological distance: a context that en-
compasses many attributes important in decision-making such as 
self-relevance, time and likelihood of occurrence, and authenticity 
(Liberman, Trope, and Stephan 2007). 

We propose that psychologically distant events can often have a 
surprisingly strong emotional impact, equivalent to a similar psycho-
logically near event, because of substantial limitations to the attenu-
ating effect of psychological distance. These limitations result from 
mechanisms that consumers are not aware of, leading them to over-
estimate the impact of psychological distance (and underestimate the 
emotional power of psychologically distant events).

We compare people’s predictions and experience of hedonic ex-
periences that are psychologically close or distant, before examining 
underlying processes and a suboptimal behavioral consequence of 
the results we obtain. We examine our hypothesis in six studies in 
which participants either read emotion-inducing newspaper stories 
or win a prize. 

In the story-based studies, psychologically distant experiencers 
were first told the story was  “fictitious” (studies 1A, 2, and 5) or 
about an event that “happened 10 years ago” (study 1B), while psy-
chologically close experiencers were told the story was “real” (stud-
ies 1A, 2, and 5) or about an event that “happened recently” (study 
1A). Experiencers then read the story and rated their affective reac-
tions. Predictors read the story and predicted their reactions if they 
had first been given the information about the story context. 

Predictors predict a greater influence of psychological distance 
on their reactions than experiencers actually experienced. Most of-
ten, predictors accurately predict affective reaction to the psycho-
logically close experience and underestimate reaction to the distant 
experience. In study 3, we replicated this finding with a new experi-
ence: winning a prize available immediately (psychologically close) 
or in 6 weeks (distant). 

We examined underlying process in studies 2 and 4. In study 
3, we manipulated whether psychological distance information was 
presented before or after the story, manipulating whether predictors 
expect it to change experiencers’ processing of the story. Predictors 
overestimate the effect of psychological distance both on experienc-
ers’ processing and the direct effect on experiencers’ affect. We rule 
out alternative demand and salience explanations. In study 4, we fo-
cus on experiencers. We use the paradigm from study 3, where expe-
riencers who win a prize failed to incorporate psychological distance 
information. By manipulating whether or not experiencers complete 
a task after winning the prize, we demonstrate that experiencers who 

are no longer absorbed in a hedonic experience are able to incorpo-
rate psychological distance information. 

In study 5 we demonstrate that these effects can lead to subopti-
mal decisions. Individuals feel less sad after reading a sad real story 
than after reading a tragic fictitious story. However, they predict the 
opposite (that the tragic fictitious story will make them sadder) and so 
choose to read that story (rather than the less upsetting sad real story).

These results suggest that, when choosing between options 
that vary on psychological distance attributes, individuals will be 
influenced by these attributes more than they should, e.g., prefer-
ring films based on true stories when, in actual fact, they would be 
equally happy with fictional films. More generally, this approach 
connects the affective forecasting literature to work in judgment that 
examines unwanted or over- correction, such as work on mental con-
tamination (Wilson and Brekke 1994). This approach also builds on 
prior research that shows that consumers’ hedonic experiences are 
often remarkably insensitive to the context of the experience (e.g., 
Novemsky and Ratner 2003)—a phenomenon that has recently been 
attributed to the surprisingly absorbing nature of hedonic experienc-
es (Morewedge et al. 2010). Given the frequency of these effects in 
judgment, we suspect that this process may prove a common source 
of systematic error in hedonic prediction.

REFERENCES
Ebert, Jane E.J. (2001), “The Role of Cognitive Resources in the 

Valuation of near and Far Future Events,” Acta Psychologica, 
108 (September), 155-71.

Ekman, Gösta and Oswald Bratfisch (1965), “Subjective Distance 
and Emotional Involvement: A Psychological Mechanism.,” 
Acta Psychologica, 24, 430-37.

Epley, Nicholas, Boaz Keysar, Leaf Van Boven, and Thomas 
Gilovich (2004), “Perspective Taking as Egocentric Anchoring 
and Adjustment,” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 87 (3), 327-39.

Gilbert, D. T. and T. D. Wilson (2007), “Prospection: Experiencing 
the Future,” Science, 317 (5843), 1351-54.

Gilbert, Daniel T., Erin Driver-Linn, and Timothy D. Wilson (2002), 
“The Trouble with Vronsky: Impact Bias in the Forecasting 
of Future Affective States,” in The Wisdom in Feeling: 
Psychological Processes in Emotional Intelligence, ed. Lisa F. 
Barrett and Peter Salovey, New York: Guilford Press, 114-43.

Gilbert, Daniel T., Elizabeth C. Pinel, Timothy D. Wilson, Stephen 
J. Blumberg, and Thalia P. Wheatley (1998), “Immune 
Neglect: A Source of Durability Bias in Affective Forecasting,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75 (3), 617-38.

Gilbert, Daniel T., Romin W. Tafarodi, and Patrick S. Malone 
(1993), “You Can’t Not Believe Everything You Read,” 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 65 (2), 221-33.

Jensen, A.R. and W.D. Rohwer (1966), “The Stroop Color-Word 
Test: A Review,” Acta Psychologica, 25 (1), 36-93.

Johnson, H. Durell (2004), “Hypothetical Situation Realism in 
Conflict Research: Associations with Adolescent Emotional 
Responses,” North American Journal of Psychology, 6 (2), 
265-74.



572 / Psychological Distance in Hedonic Prediction and Consumption: The Surprising Impact of Distant Events 

MacInnis, Deborah J., Vanessa M. Patrick, and C. Whan Park 
(2006), “Looking through the Crystal Ball: Affective 
Forecasting and Misforecasting in Consumer Behavior,” in 
Review of Marketing Research, Vol. 2, ed. Naresh K. Malhotra, 
Armonk NY: M.E. Sharpe, 43-80.

Morewedge, Carey K., Daniel T. Gilbert, Kristian Ove R. 
Myrseth, Karim S. Kassam, and Timothy D. Wilson (2010), 
“Consuming Experience: Why Affective Forecasters 
Overestimate Comparative Value,” Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology, 46 (6), 986-92.

Nelson, Leif D. and Tom Meyvis (2008), “Interrupted 
Consumption: Disrupting Adaptation to Hedonic Experiences,” 
Journal of Marketing Research, 45 (December), 654-64.

Newcomb, T.M. (1961), The Acquaintance Process, New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Novemsky, Nathan and Rebecca K. Ratner (2003), “The Time 
Course and Impact of Consumers’ Erroneous Beliefs About 
Hedonic Contrast Effects,” Journal of Consumer Research, 29 
(March), 507-16.

Pham, Michel T. (1998), “Representativeness, Relevance and the 
Use of Feelings in Decision Making,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 25 (September), 144-59.

Shiv, Baba and Joel Huber (2000), “The Impact of Anticipating 
Satisfaction on Consumer Choice,” Journal of Consumer 
Research, 27 (September), 202-16.

Suh, Eunkook, Ed Diener, and Frank Fujita (1996), “Events and 
Subjective Well-Being: Only Recent Events Matter,” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 70 (5), 1091-102.

Van Boven, Leaf, Katherine White, and Michaela Huber (2009), 
“Immediacy Bias in Emotion Perception: Current Emotions 
Seem More Intense Than Previous Emotions,” Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: General, 138 (3), 368-82.


