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This research demonstrates that people routinely misremember their affective forecasts as being less favorable than both their actual

forecast and their actual experience.  We claim that people misremember their forecasts to make unsurprising experiences feel more

surprising to them because they derive affective benefits from misremembering their forecasts this way.
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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Following an event, people often reflect on how it compared 

to their expectations.  For example, after a political election, people 
might consider whether they had correctly predicted the winner, the 
winning margin, or even their own feelings about the result.  Extant 
research has shown that when actual forecasts and experiences are 
discrepant, people attempt to resolve this dissonance by recalling 
their forecast as being closer to the experience than it actually was. 
Although this hindsight bias (Fischoff 1975) occurs when experi-
ences diverge from actual forecasts, little is known about how people 
recall their forecasts when their experience is similar to the actual 
forecast.  

In the present research, we demonstrate that when experiences 
are concordant with actual forecasts, a novel bias may occur. Across 
three studies, we show that people tend to recall their affective fore-
cast as being less favorable than both their actual forecast and their 
experience.  We claim that people misremember their forecasts in 
this way so as to make their experience feel more surprising to them, 
which we describe as “illusory surprise.”  Since surprising outcomes 
are often more elating than expected outcomes (Mellers et al. 1997, 
Filipowicz 2006), we hypothesize that people derive affective ben-
efits from misremembering their forecasts. Specifically, we demon-
strate that people report greater affective arousal at the time of recall 
when they misremember their forecasts, which has implications for 
subsequent choices that they make.

Experiment 1 was a field study where movie theater patrons 
forecasted what their enjoyment of a movie was likely to be before 
seeing it.  Afterwards, participants noted their actual enjoyment of 
the movie and then recalled their affective forecast.  Subsequently, 
participants read the description of another movie from the same 
genre and indicated their intention to see it.  We reasoned that partici-
pants experiencing greater illusory surprise when recalling the prior 
movie would be more inclined to watch another movie. In line with 
our theorizing, recalled forecasts of participants were significantly 
less favorable than both their experience and the actual forecasts they 
made earlier.  Furthermore, experiences and actual forecasts did not 
differ; that is, participants actually enjoyed their movie as much as 
they had anticipated but reported recalling that they would not en-
joy it as much as they had. We also found that that illusory surprise 
predicted participants’ likelihood to watch another movie, such that 
those who misremembered being surprised by the movie they had 
seen were also more likely to watch the new film.  Thus, illusory 
surprise appears to affect subsequent choices.

In Experiment 2, participants watched and evaluated an iden-
tical, neutral film clip. Expectations were manipulated beforehand, 
such that some participants were induced to believe that the clip 
would be positive, negative, or neutral. When participants’ actual 
forecasts deviated significantly from their experience, we found 
strong evidence of the hindsight bias; that is, people tended to re-
call their forecast as being closer to the experience than it actually 
was.  However, when actual forecasts matched their experience, 
participants misremembered their forecasts as being less favorable 
than both their experience and their actual forecasts. Irrespective of 
whether their surprise was real or illusory, participants who reported 
being surprised by the clip experienced greater affective arousal at 
the time of recall.

Experiment 3 provides evidence that the illusory surprise ef-
fect has a motivational basis. Participants who were given financial 
incentives to accurately recall their forecasts did not exhibit illusory 
surprise; however, we replicated our illusory surprise effect when 
accuracy incentives were not provided.

In sum, the present research shows that when experiences con-
verge with expectations, the hindsight bias is unlikely to occur.  How-
ever, even when experiences and expectations align, people may not 
recall their affective forecasts accurately.  People evidently are mo-
tivated to convince themselves that a good-as-expected experience 
was unexpectedly good. Furthermore, this illusory surprise effect can 
actually alter the choices that participants subsequently make.
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