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We show that individuals who display greater attentional bias to emotional information—and hence experience emotional stimuli as

more intense—report to be affected less by emotional stimuli on standard emotional rating scales. This negative correlation stems

from an automatic reaction to emotional scale anchors.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT 
Social scientists often rely on self-reports to assess emotional 

experiences. Self-reports of emotional experience are an impor-
tant tool for understanding and predicting judgment and behavior 
(Schwarz, 1999). A crucial assumption is that individual difference 
variables that are positively correlated with the intensity of emotion-
al experience are also positively correlated with self-reports designed 
to measure that experience. This manuscript documents a violation 
of this assumption. Individuals who display greater attentional bias 
for emotional information—and hence experience emotional stimuli 
as more intense—report to be affected less by emotional stimuli.

Individuals automatically assess the emotional significance of 
stimuli in their environment (Ochsner & Feldman Barret, 2001). This 
default, low-road emotional sensitivity drives attention. Individuals 
who perceive a stimulus as more emotionally intense pay more atten-
tion to it (Phelps, 2006). Attentional bias is often assessed by measur-
ing how performance on a focal task suffers as a result of automati-
cally attending to task-irrelevant emotional information. 

It seems reasonable to assume that people who display great-
er attentional bias also report feeling more intense emotions when 
explicitly asked. For example, greater attentional bias is associated 
with more intense cardiovascular reactivity to emotional stimuli (Ja-
mieson, Nock, & Mendes, in press) and predicts changes in anxiety 
(Osinsky et al., in press). However, self-reported feelings are not 
only determined by the intensity of the to-be-rated emotional experi-
ence (i.e., true score) but also by the interpretation of the instrument 
used to probe it (i.e., measurement error). Respondents typically re-
port their experienced emotions by selecting a response option on a 
rating scale (e.g., a seven-point scale ranging from “not at all happy” 
to “very happy”). Besides automatically assessing the emotional in-
tensity of the target stimulus, respondents also assess the emotional 
intensity of the rating scale anchors. The perceived emotional inten-
sity of rating scale anchors is negatively associated with self-report-
ed feelings (Ostrom, 1966). This is because people who perceive a 
verbal anchor as more emotionally intense are less likely to endorse 
it, thus providing lower ratings of emotionality (De Langhe, Puntoni, 
Fernandes, & van Osselaer, 2011). Thus, greater attentional bias may 
show a negative correlation with self-reported feelings.

In sum, we propose two countervailing forces. Individuals with 
greater attentional bias should experience target stimuli as more 
emotionally intense, but should also perceive emotional verbal an-
chors on the scale as more intense. The first mechanism should lead 
to a positive association between attentional bias and self-reported 
feelings; whereas the second should lead to a negative one. Which 
of these effects dominate is an empirical question. We conducted 
six studies to assess the relationship between individual differences 
in attentional bias and self-reported feelings using a variety of tar-
get stimuli (e.g., textual vs. pictorial) and of positive and negative 
emotions. We assessed participants’ attentional bias for emotional 
information using the emotional Stroop task (Williams Mathews, & 
MacLeod, 1996), the most frequently used paradigm to assess atten-
tional bias. In this task, participants are asked to indicate as quickly 
as possible the color of emotional and neutral words. Because emo-
tional words grab attention, performance on the color naming task 
tends to be worse when the word displayed is emotional. The com-

parison between reaction times for emotional and neutral words thus 
reflects one’s level of attentional bias for emotional information (i.e., 
the emotional Stroop score). 

In our studies, participants completed the emotional Stroop 
task and either before or after indicated their feelings after seeing an 
emotional target stimulus. In study 1, we find a negative correlation 
between participants’ emotional Stroop score and self-reported feel-
ings. In studies 2A and 2B, we also measured self-reported emotional 
sensitivity (using the Emotional and Interpersonal Sensitivity Mea-
sure, EISM; Bloise & Johnson, 2007). The EISM assesses people’s 
beliefs about how sensitive they are to emotional events. It should 
therefore not be surprising to find a positive correlation between 
EISM and self-reported feelings triggered by an emotional stimulus. 
Consistent with our predictions, whereas the emotional Stroop score 
is negatively associated with self-reported feelings, EISM is posi-
tively associated with self-reported feelings. In studies 3A and 3B, 
we manipulated the amount of elaboration on scale anchors to test 
whether the negative correlation between attentional bias and self-
reported feelings indeed stems from an automatic emotional reac-
tion to scale anchors. In study 3A, half of participants were asked to 
elaborate on the meaning of the scale anchors before rating, whereas 
the other half did not receive these instructions. The negative effect 
of attentional bias to emotional information is attenuated when par-
ticipants are asked to elaborate on the anchors. In study 3B, we asked 
half of participants to rate their emotional reactions using large font 
anchors and the other half to rate using normal font anchors. We find 
that, when participants use large font anchors (and elaborate more 
on them), the negative correlation between attentional bias and self-
reported feelings is attenuated. 

Marketing researchers often study people’s emotional experi-
ences by asking them how they feel. But do people who report feel-
ing more emotional really experience more intense emotions? Re-
searchers have criticized the use of self-reports in emotion research 
because of their low correlation with actual experiences (e.g., due 
to socially desirable responding). We highlight a different problem. 
People who display greater attentional bias for emotional informa-
tion report feeling less intense emotions, implying a negative correla-
tion between actual and reported feelings. 
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