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Psychological closure is the feeling of completeness of an experience.  We show closure increases psychological distance, mediated

by emotional intensity.  Four experiments demonstrate that psychological closure causes people to feel that a negative consumer event

happened a longer time ago (temporal distance) and is less likely to reoccur (probabilistic distance).
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Psychological closure is the feeling of completeness of an ex-

perience, providing a feeling of pastness or distance between an ex-
perience and the current time (Beike, Adams et al. 2007). A same 
event can feel like it happened yesterday or like ancient history (Van 
Boven, Kane et al. 2010), and the notion of closure is important to 
consumer researchers because it may influence evaluations of the 
time since a product or service failure, or the likelihood that similar 
negative events will reoccur. In turn, this could affect the likelihood 
of consumers retaliating against a brand, likelihood of re-trying or 
reconsidering a brand, as well as decisions about insurance to protect 
from similar outcomes.

In this research, we examine how closure influences evalua-
tions of psychological distance from negative product experiences. 
We propose and test the role of emotional intensity as a mediating 
mechanism. Prior research has shown that closure alleviates negative 
emotion (Beike and Wirth-Beaumont 2005; Li, Wei et al. 2010)  and 
that emotional intensity and psychological distance have a negative 
relationship (Van Boven, Kane et al. 2010). In the present research 
we link these constructs to demonstrate that psychological closure is 
a significant determinant of psychological distance, both perceived 
temporal distance in Studies 1 and 2, and perceived probabilistic dis-
tance in Studies 3 and 4. Further, we explore the role of emotional 
intensity as both mediator (Study 1 to 4) and moderator (Study 3 & 
4) of this process.

Our findings show that, when people experience closure on a 
negative event, they feel as if the event happened a longer time ago 
and that a similar problem is less likely to reoccur. This perception 
was reflected in perceived product quality, purchase intention, and 
willingness to purchase insurance.

Study 1 was conducted in a university with a top ranked football 
team. The negative consumer experience was the team’s previous 
football season, which was one of the worst in the school’s history. 
All participants first read a short news clip reminding them of the 
overall abysmal performance of the team during the season. Next, 
depending on condition, participants were instructed to provide rea-
sons why they would consider the prior year’s football season as 
“closed” or “not closed.” This manipulation task has been success-
fully used in previous literature (Beike, Adams et al. 2007; Beike, 
Adams et al. 2010) and was used in all 4 studies of this research. Af-
ter the closure manipulation, participants reported on 11-point scales 
their felt emotions (i.e. frustrated, upset) when thinking about the 
football season. Finally, using measures from previous research (Van 
Boven, Kane et al. 2010), participants provided perceived temporal 
distance from the previous football season (0 = Feels like yesterday, 
10 = Feels far away; 0 = Feels very close, 10 = Feels very distant). 
As predicted, participants in the high (vs. low) closure condition re-
ported greater temporal distance (M = 7.2 vs. 5.4; p = .003), which 
was mediated by a significant reduction in emotional intensity (n 
boots = 5,000; 95% CI(.095, .822)). Study 2 further examined the 
mechanism by manipulating both closure and emotionality of the ex-
perience, and by looking at embarrassment rather than a loss as the 
negative experience (Dahl, Manchanda et al. 2001). Participants first 
recalled an embarrassing moment from the past and described it in 
either an emotional or emotionless manner depending on condition. 
Next, participants completed the closure manipulation as in study 1. 
As predicted, there was a significant interaction between closure and 

description emotionality.  Those in the emotional description condi-
tion reported significantly higher perceived temporal distance in the 
high (vs. low) closure condition (M = 6.78 vs. 5.19; p = .004) while 
there was no significant effect of closure in the low emotion condi-
tion. The moderated mediation was also significant. In the emotional 
description conditions, emotional intensity significantly mediated 
the effect of closure on perceived temporal distance (n boots = 5,000; 
95% CI(.234, .75)), but no effect or mediation was found in the low 
emotion description condition. 

Study 3 and 4 further expanded these results by examining clo-
sure on probabilistic distance. In study 3 participants read a negative 
product review and were instructed to write about why the experience 
could be thought of as closed or not closed, depending on condition.  
Participants in the high (vs. low) closure condition thought the likeli-
hood of the problem reoccurring was lower which was also reflected 
in their evaluations of product quality and purchase intention (M = 
3.85 vs. 3.37; p = .032). This was mediated by significant changes in 
emotional intensity (n boots = 5,000; 95% CI(.015, .213)).

Study 4, like study 2, manipulated both closure and emotional-
ity on participants’ own negative product experiences, by manipu-
lating whether participants wrote about it in either an emotional or 
pallid style, and by whether or not the experience could be consid-
ered closed or not. The predicted interaction revealed that, when par-
ticipants described the event in an emotional manner, high (vs. low) 
closure led to a lower willingness to purchase insurance that would 
protect them from that problem in the future (M = 3.86 vs. 5.81; p = 
.001). The same moderated mediation pattern as Study 2 emerged. In 
the emotional description conditions, emotional intensity significant-
ly mediated the effect of closure on probabilistic distance (n boots = 
5,000; 95% CI(-.486, -.003)), but no effect or mediation was found 
in the emotionless description condition.

To summarize, our results demonstrate how closure increases 
psychological distance as mediated though emotional intensity. With 
closure participants feel events happened longer ago (Study 1 & 
2) and were less likely to reoccur (Study 3 & 4). Manipulation of 
emotionality and mediation analysis shows how emotional intensity 
underlies this effect. The findings contribute to the literature on psy-
chological closure and psychological distance by finding it a new 
consequence and determinant, respectively.
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