
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
What Was I Thinking? Effect of Construal on Memory-Based Choice

Cheryl Wakslak, University of Southern California, USA 
Ernest Baskin, Yale University, USA 
Nathan Novemsky, Yale University, USA 

 
While research in construal level theory typically looks at one-time decisions, we consider decisions that require learning over time.

In a series of studies, we show when construal acts through attribute weighting at the point of information retrieval rather than

attentional processes in information encoding.

 
 
[to cite]:

Cheryl Wakslak, Ernest Baskin, and Nathan Novemsky (2013) ,"What Was I Thinking? Effect of Construal on Memory-Based

Choice", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 41, eds. Simona Botti and Aparna Labroo, Duluth, MN : Association

for Consumer Research.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015141/volumes/v41/NA-41

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1015141/volumes/v41/NA-41
http://www.copyright.com/


186 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 41, ©2013

Back to the Future: New Perspectives on Time
Chairs: Ernest Baskin, Yale University, USA 

Jordan Etkin, Duke University, USA

Paper  #1: Managing Motivation Over Time: How Focusing on 
the Present versus Future Influences Goal Pursuit

Jordan Etkin, Duke University, USA
Rebecca Ratner, University of Maryland, USA

Paper  #2: What was I Thinking? Effect of Construal on 
Memory-Based Choice

Ernest Baskin, Yale University, USA
Cheryl Wakslak, University of Southern California, USA
Nathan Novemsky, Yale University, USA

Paper  #3: Philosophies of Happiness: Preferences for 
Experienced and Remembered Happiness

Cassie Mogilner, University of Pennsylvania, USA
Michael I. Norton, Harvard Business School, USA

Paper  #4: The Psychophysics of Humor
A. Peter McGraw, University of Colorado, USA
Lawrence Williams, University of Colorado, USA
Caleb Warren, Texas A&M University, USA

SESSION OVERVIEW
Time is a pervasive theme in modern day consumer culture that 

unites a variety of scholars, themes and methodologies. Behaviors 
such as forming plans for the present and future, making decisions 
now or postponing them to later, and recalling past experiences all 
require consumers to consider time. Whether people focus on the 
present or the future also changes the way events are mentally rep-
resented and the meaning subsequently derived from those events 
(Bartels and Rips 2010; Day and Bartels 2008; Liberman and Trope 
1998; Mogilner 2010; Mogilner and Aaker 2009; Trope and Liber-
man 2000; 2003; Zauberman et al. 2009). Our proposed session 
builds on prior work by exploring new directions in time research, 
offering novel insights into how temporal perspectives affect con-
sumer decisions and experiences. 

Each of the papers included in this session adopts a unique 
perspective on time research, drawing on diverse methodology and 
theory. We will discuss, for instance, how time and temporal cues im-
pact motivation, influence information encoding and retrieval, make 
people happier, and make certain events funnier. 

Paper 1 (Etkin and Ratner) will begin the session by discussing 
how cuing consumers to focus on pursuing ongoing goals in the near 
future (e.g., this week) versus far future (e.g., this year) impacts goal-
directed motivation. Though prior work finds a focus on the future 
to improve goal-related performance, these authors demonstrate that 
in certain situations, focusing on the present (vs. future) is actually 
more motivating. Next, paper 2 (Baskin, Wakslak, and Novemsky) 
will discuss issues regarding differences in level of construal from 
when consumers first encounter and encode information (e.g., in an 
advertisement) to when they recall it at the time of choice. Results 
suggest construal level at time of choice plays a major role in deci-
sions, relative to construal at time of encoding particularly in circum-
stances when construal is incidental to the stimulus.

Papers 3 and 4 examine emotional consequences of time. In 
paper 3, Mogilner and Norton show consumers tend to prefer expe-
rienced happiness to remembered happiness, except when the focal 
time period is short (minutes, hours). Thus, though people may gen-
erally prefer experienced happiness, in minute-to-minute decisions 
they instead behave in ways that maximize remembered happiness. 

Finally, paper 4 (McGraw, Williams, and Warren) demonstrates con-
sumers’ humorous response to tragedies depends on their distance 
from the event. Moderately distant tragedies are more humorous than 
both close and far tragedies, consistent with predictions made by be-
nign violation theory.

This session aims to bridge researchers who are looking at a 
variety of consumer research

issues through the lens of time and temporal distance. Through 
that lens, it raises several interesting questions such as how meaning 
evolves over the course of time and how focusing on the present 
versus the future impacts behavior. It will also stimulate discussion 
on the effects of time across multiple areas in one’s life, both in the 
consumer and the personal realms. More specifically, several of the 
papers have implications that show marketers how to better position 
their products in ways in which people can make themselves happier. 
As such, the session aims to make a difference for people in terms of 
their overall well-being and raises questions about the implications 
of time in other related consumer domains. 

In sum, our session integrates research on a wide range of con-
sumer issues through the shared lens of time. Adopting such a per-
spective offers unique insights for consumer well-being and market-
ing practice. We expect the session to be of broad interest to ACR 
attendees, particularly to scholars interested in issues pertaining to 
goals, information processing, happiness, humor, and of course, 
time. We also hope the session will stimulate discussion of other 
ways in which time and temporal perspectives shape behavior, rais-
ing interesting questions for future research. 

All research is in advanced stages, each with substantial empiri-
cal support (e.g., from field and laboratory studies). 

Managing Motivation Over Time: How Focusing on the 
Present versus Future Influences Goal Pursuit.

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Many of consumers’ goals persist over long periods of time. 

Saving for retirement and being healthy, for instance, cannot be 
achieved in one night. These and other ‘ongoing’ goals (e.g., being 
successful in one’s line of work, having close relationships with fam-
ily) require that consumers behave consistently with their goal in the 
present but also well into the future, and potentially for a lifetime. 

Given the long-term nature of ongoing goals, one might expect 
looking ahead to the future (rather than simply focusing on the pres-
ent) would be critical for achieving successful outcomes. Indeed, 
consumers’ propensity to plan for the future predicts wealth accu-
mulation (Ameriks, Caplan, and Leahy 2003) and satisfaction upon 
retirement (Elder and Rudolph 1999).  Alternatively, focusing on 
goal pursuit in the future might make the goal ‘loom large’, or seem 
broader in scope. If consumers feel overwhelmed by goal pursuit, 
they may be more likely to disengage. When will focusing on goal 
pursuit in the present versus future be motivating versus demotivat-
ing?

In this research we suggest that how focusing on present versus 
future goal pursuit impacts motivation critically depends on whether 
consumers perceive they are in early or later stages of goal pursuit. 
Recent work suggests what drives goal-directed motivation evolves 
as consumers progress toward their goal (Etkin and Ratner 2012; 
Fishbach and Dhar 2005; Zhang and Huang 2010). When perceived 
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progress is low, consumers tend to be more concerned about the at-
tainability of their goal, whereas when perceived progress is high, 
consumers tend to be more concerned about the value of their goal 
(Huang and Zhang 2011; Zhang and Huang 2010). Thus, factors that 
make one’s goal seem more attainable should be motivating at early 
stages of goal pursuit, whereas factors that make one’s goal seem 
valuable (i.e., important) should be more motivating at later stages 
of goal pursuit. 

We suggest whether consumers adopt a present versus future 
focus for goal pursuit will mitigate (vs. exacerbate) their attainability 
and value concerns. Thinking about pursuing a goal over the next 
few days (i.e., present) should make the goal seem smaller in scope, 
and goal pursuit more manageable. Conversely, thinking about pur-
suing the same goal over the next few months or years (i.e., future), 
should make the goal seem larger in scope, and goal pursuit less 
manageable. Thus, focusing on goal pursuit in the present (future) 
should mitigate (exacerbate) goal attainability concerns, but exac-
erbate (mitigate) goal value concerns. Because consumers who per-
ceive low goal progress to-date are attuned to fluctuations in goal 
attainability, we predict present (vs. future) temporal cues will in-
crease motivation when perceived progress is low. In contrast, be-
cause consumers who perceive high goal progress to-date are attuned 
to fluctuations in goal value, we predict future (vs. present) temporal 
cues will increase motivation when perceived progress is high.

A series of studies supports our predictions. In study 1, we ma-
nipulated perceptions of progress (low vs. high) towards a fitness 
goal and asked participants to think about pursuing their goal over 
the next seven days (present) or over the next seven weeks (future). 
We find focusing on goal pursuit in the next seven days (vs. weeks) 
increased motivation among participants who perceived low goal 
progress (Mdays = 5.58, Mweeks = 4.65; F(1, 72) = 4.24, p < .05), but 
decreased motivation among participants who perceived high goal 
progress (Mpresent = 5.05, Mfuture = 6.18; F(1, 72) = 6.39, p < .001). 
Consistent with our theorizing, focusing on the present (this week) 
boosted motivation for those who perceived they were in early stages 
of goal pursuit, whereas focusing on the future (the next two months) 
boosted motivation for those who perceived they were in later stages 
of goal pursuit.

Study 2 replicates this interaction pattern in a different goal 
domain: savings goals. We measured participants’ perceptions of 
progress towards their savings goal and then introduced them to a 
real website (SaveUp.com) designed to facilitate saving money. We 
asked participants to think of SaveUp as a tool to help people save 
money ‘right now’ (present) versus ‘over the next year’ (future), and 
recorded whether they signed up for an account as a measure of mo-
tivation. We found the present (vs. future) cue increased sign-ups 
among participants who perceived low goal progress, but decreased 
sign-ups among participants who  perceived high goal progress to-
ward their own savings goals.

Our subsequent studies investigate moderators and mediators 
of these effects.  For example, two studies demonstrate that self-effi-
cacy (measured in one study and manipulated in another) moderates 
the impact of temporal cues on motivation for low-progress consum-
ers. Results suggest low-progress consumers differ in the extent to 
which they are concerned about goal attainability, and therefore the 
extent to which focusing on the present (future) is motivating (demo-
tivating). Consumers high in self-efficacy (Jerusalem and Schwarzer 
1992) feel confident in their ability to achieve their goals, despite be-
ing in a (temporary) state of low progress.  Consistent with our prior 
studies, near (vs. far) future temporal cues increase motivation for 
low-progress consumers low in chronic (or situationally-induced) 
self-efficacy. Among low-progress consumers high in self-efficacy, 

in contrast, far (vs. near) future temporal cues increase motivation, 
similar to high-progress consumers. 

Many of consumers’ most important goals are ongoing quests 
that require persistence over time. Understanding factors that enable 
(or detract from) consumers’ ability to stay motivated to pursue on-
going goals thus has important implications for consumers and mar-
keters alike. Our results suggest maintaining a high level of motiva-
tion may require strategic management of whether consumers look 
to the future, or instead, focus on goal pursuit in the present.

What was I Thinking? Effect of Construal on Memory-
Based Choice .

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Construal Level Theory (CLT) argues that one’s construal 

level, or the degree to which one represents information concretely 
vs. abstractly, has a broad influence on attitudes, choice, and related 
behavior (Trope and Liberman, 2010). Despite the theory’s wide im-
pact, a fundamental aspect of the theory’s mechanism is still unclear. 
Consider a situation where information is encountered long before 
a decision relevant to that information will be made. For example, 
consumers encounter most advertisements far from the moment of 
choice. This type of situation raises an important question about how 
construal operates: does abstract construal at the time of encounter-
ing a stimulus determine the effect of that stimulus on a later choice 
or does the concrete construal at the time of choice determine the 
effect of the previously encountered stimulus? In other words, does 
construal operate at encoding, causing the memory representation to 
reflect the encoding level of construal or does construal operate at 
the time of retrieval via differential weighting of information from a 
construal-free memory representation? In our research, we examine 
decisions where all the information has been learned before the mo-
ment of choice to discriminate an encoding and a retrieval account 
of CLT effects.

Across all studies, we use a single paradigm in which partici-
pants learn information at one point in time (with or without mak-
ing a choice) and later make a choice based on their memory of the 
information they saw before. Construal level at exposure and final 
choice were independently manipulated. In order to remove potential 
ceiling effects, all studies involved choices between 2 vacation des-
tinations that had 4 feasibility attributes and 4 desirability attributes.  
One of the vacations was high on desirability and one was high on 
feasibility.  

In Study 1, participants were asked to choose between 2 va-
cation destinations that involved desirability/feasibility tradeoffs at 
time 1 using a superordinate/subordinate categories manipulation 
where participants were asked questions that required them to iden-
tify either the superordinate or the subordinate category of an item. 
After completing a series of unrelated tasks for 10 minutes, partici-
pants were asked to choose between the same vacation destinations 
under either the same or a different temporal construal. This time no 
information about the vacations was presented, leaving participants 
to rely on their memory of the vacations. An attentional mechanism 
would produce a main effect of time 1 construal on time 2 choice 
or an interaction while a weighting mechanism would predict only 
a main effect of time 2 construal. Only a main effect of time 2 con-
strual was found suggesting that construal level does not influence 
memory representations, but rather operates through an attribute 
weighting mechanism. 

Memory of attributes was also tested.  Even though participants 
remembered about half of the attributes, on average, the ratio of fea-
sibility to desirability attributes remembered did not differ by con-
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dition suggesting that memory was not affected by construal at the 
time of encoding even though construal at the time of encoding did 
affect choice at encoding.   

Finally, this study also included a mouselab type measure that 
allowed us to record which attributes participants were viewing and 
for how long.  These measures also showed that while time 1 prefer-
ences were consistent with the construal level at that time, there were 
no differences in the number of feasibility/desirability attributes 
viewed or the amount of time spent viewing them.

While study 1 asked for a choice at time 1 as well as time 2, 
study 2 did not ask for a choice at time 1 in order to show that choice 
is not required to establish product memory.  Also, we used different 
types of construal manipulations at time 1 and time 2 to avoid arti-
factual dominance of the time 2 construal manipulation. Construal at 
time 1 was manipulated using the how?/why? manipulation that has 
been shown to reliably change construal level (Freitas, Gollwitzer, 
and Trope, 2004) while construal at time 2 was manipulated using 
a temporal distance manipulation similar to those used in the ear-
lier experiments. The results showed only a main effect of time 2 
construal consistent with the idea that construal operates only at re-
trieval. Study 2 memory results were consistent with Study 1. 

Finally, to generalize our results to a longer time span, Study 3 
used vacation choices with 48 hours between information exposure 
and choice. Results were consistent with our previous studies. This 
study also reconciled our results with somewhat differing results 
found by Kim, Park, and Wyer (2009).  In their study, they found 
effects of construal level at encoding after using temporal construal 
manipulations at Time 1.  Study 3 replicates their study and com-
pares their temporal manipulations, integral to the stimulus itself, 
to our manipulations, which are more priming based and incidental, 
suggesting that there is a difference in the way that these two forms 
of construal affect encoding in memory.  Study 3 results suggest that 
integral manipulations do affect attention and memory while inci-
dental manipulations do not. 

 In sum, across a series of 3 studies manipulating the construal 
level under which participants learned information as well as re-
trieved it to make choices, we find that construal level at final choice 
is a major factor in decisions, for both long and short delays. Further-
more, these findings have theoretical implications for CLT suggest-
ing that construal does not seem to influence attention or memory 
representations unless the construal level is integral to the stimulus 
itself. 

Philosophies of Happiness: Preferences for Experienced 
and Remembered Happiness

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Which life would you prefer: a life where you experience hap-

piness on a moment-to-moment basis such that you feel happy dur-
ing your life; or a life that you reflect back on and feel happy thinking 
about and remembering? Now, imagine answering this same ques-
tion for just your next hour, rather than for your life overall – would 
you choose an hour of experienced happiness or remembered hap-
piness? We explore not only people’s preferences for happiness, but 
also examine how these different philosophies of happiness play out 
in how people spend their hours – and ultimately how they live their 
lives.

Blaise Pascal observed, “All men seek happiness.  Whatever 
different means they employ, they all tend to this end.” Although 
everyone wants to be happy and research has begun informing this 
universal pursuit, the factors shown to be associated with happiness 
seem to be largely dependent on how happiness is assessed (Kahen-

man and Deaton 2010; Nelson et al. 2012; Stone et al. 2010). While 
some of the research treats happiness as a moment-to-moment state, 
where the goal is to optimize the happiness people experience over 
the course of their daily lives (Csikszentmihaly and Hunter 2003; 
Kahneman et al. 2004; Killingsworth and Gilbert 2010; Mogilner 
2010; White and Dolan 2009), other research asks people to evaluate 
their happiness by reflecting back on their lives more generally (Die-
ner, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin 1985; Easterlin 1995; Lyubomir-
sky and Lepper 1999). Kahneman (2011) describes this distinction as 
experienced happiness (being happy in your life) versus remembered 
happiness (being happy about your life). Although there has been 
considerable research identifying factors that are associated with 
each kind of happiness, researchers have not asked people which 
form of happiness they would prefer.  In short, we ask the question: 
which happiness are people looking to optimize? 

We asked 398 individuals from across the United States to 
choose which of these two forms of happiness they would prefer, and 
we varied the time frame under consideration such that participants 
chose between experienced and remembered happiness for their life, 
the decade, the year, the month, the week, that day, that hour, or 
that minute. Overall, most people (67%) chose a life experienced 
as happy over a life remembered as happy (33%). This preference 
held irrespective of gender, age, income-level, marital status, having 
children, and reported life satisfaction; indeed, the only individual 
difference that had an effect was impulsivity, with highly impulsive 
people being even more likely to choose an experienced happy life 
(88%) over a remembered happy life (12%). Most interestingly, this 
preference for experienced happiness persisted for all of the time 
frames except the minute and the hour. When choosing for these 
shorter time frames, individuals preferred remembered happiness 
(58%) over experienced happiness (42%). Because minutes and 
hours necessarily add up to days and weeks, these results suggest a 
possible mismatch between short-term and long-term preferences: 
overall, people want a life of experienced happiness, yet in any given 
minute they choose remembered happiness.

We tested the robustness of these preferences in a different 
sample of 203 Americans who were presented with this choice of 
happiness for all seven time frames in a within subjects design. The 
results persisted: 74% chose a life experienced as happy over a life 
remembered as happy (26%). Again, this preference reversed for 
shorter time frames, with 73% choosing a minute remembered as 
happy over a minute experienced as happy (27%). Interestingly, this 
preference reversal did not occur among participants who were first 
presented with the choice for their life (rather than for the minute). 
Among these participants, preference for experienced happiness per-
sisted through to the smaller time frames, suggesting that starting 
in an “experienced” mind frame in the long-term may help people 
choose experienced happiness in the shorter-term as well.

Thus, it appears that there is a general preference for expe-
rienced happiness over remembered happiness; however, when 
considering smaller time frames, people are generally more likely 
to prefer remembered happiness. Indeed, when we manipulated a 
week-long vacation to be perceived as shorter in another study, we 
saw the preference for experienced happiness decrease. Specifically, 
we asked a sample of university students to choose between experi-
encing or remembering happiness for their upcoming Spring Break, 
which was highlighted on either a year calendar (making the break 
seem relatively short) or on a month calendar (making the break 
seem relatively long). There was also a control condition with no 
calendar shown, for which the results looked very much like the long 
break condition, in which most (77%) chose a vacation experienced 
as happy over a vacation remembered as happy (23%). However, 
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when led to view their Spring Break as shorter, students’ preferences 
for experienced happiness significantly decreased (to 60%).  

Not only is one’s philosophy of happiness malleable, but the 
philosophy one adopts manifests in distinct behaviors. For instance, 
Spring Breakers who chose experienced happiness were more likely 
to spend their vacation relaxing on the beach, whereas those who 
chose remembered happiness were more likely to spend their vaca-
tion days volunteering. Similarly, individuals whom we instructed to 
maximize their experienced happiness reported being more likely to 
spend the next hour relaxing, whereas those whom we instructed to 
maximize remembered happiness reported to be more likely to spend 
that hour working or volunteering.

Although people’s lives are the sum of the minutes and hours 
they spend, our results demonstrate that individuals seek to maxi-
mize different versions of happiness when considering these differ-
ent time frames. And if people decide how to spend their next hour 
in pursuit of remembering happiness (as our results suggest), they 
might miss out on their preferred life of experienced happiness.

The Psychophysics of Humor

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Psychological distance (due to the passage of time, degree of 

social familiarity, differences between geographical locations, or de-
gree of reality) is an important factor in transforming tragedy into 
comedy (McGraw et al. 2012; Morreall 2009). Understanding how 
psychological distance influences humor perceptions has implica-
tions for happiness (enjoying life), advertising (knowing who to tar-
get with humorous ads, and when), coping (transforming pain into 
pleasure), and sensitivity (avoiding “too soon” comedy fails). 

In contrast to theories that explain why distance linearly in-
creases perceptions of humor (McGraw et al. 2012), we draw from 
the benign violation theory to predict a curvilinear relationship. 
There is a sweet spot to comedy in which humor in response to a 
tragedy will rise and subsequently fall with distance. 

The benign violation theory proposes that humor occurs when 
something that seems wrong, threatening, or unsettling (i.e., a viola-
tion) simultaneously seems okay or acceptable (i.e. benign; McGraw 
and Warren 2010). For example, tickling is physical attack that does 
not cause true harm (Koestler 1964; Veatch 1998). The theory sug-
gests two ways that something may fail to elicit humor: it can be 
purely benign (tickling oneself) or purely violating (a stranger does 
the tickling; McGraw and Warren 2010; Veatch 1998). Humor re-
quires the right balance of threat. Too much threat reduces humor by 
making it difficult to see things as benign, whereas too little threat 
reduces humor by making it difficult to see a violation.

Psychological distance reduces threat (Mobbs et al. 2007; Wil-
liams and Bargh 2008). Thus, the benign violation theory predicts 
that increased psychological distance (e.g., passing time) alters 
whether an event seems purely violating (insufficient distance), a be-
nign violation (the right amount of distance), or purely benign (too 
much distance). We thus expect that a tragic event (a severe viola-
tion) can be transformed by passing time (or other forms of distance) 
into something that is humorous (a benign violation) and then into 
something that is boring (a benign situation) producing a curvilinear 
relationship between distance and humor.

Hurricanes are anticipated tragedies, providing a unique op-
portunity to examine the influence of distance on humor found in 
social media content. As Hurricane Sandy approached the New York 
metropolitan area, people were already joking about it. @AHurri-
caneSandy tweeted, “It’s RAINING men. Literally. I just picked up 
a bunch of dudes and threw them.” To illustrate the dynamic inter-

play between the passage of time and humor, we presented online 
samples of participants potentially humorous tweets about Hurricane 
Sandy before, during and after the hurricane hit the northeastern US. 
We recruited participants at nine time points: one day before the hur-
ricane hit the northeastern United States, the day the hurricane made 
landfall there, and again numerous days and weeks following the 
natural disaster. At each point, participants evaluated the humor in 
three tweets related to Hurricane Sandy. 

Humor is highest at wave 0 (the day before the storm hits), then 
drops to its lowest point at wave 4 soon after the storm hit (16 days), 
goes back up to a second peak at wave 7 after more time has passed 
(36 days), and drops again at wave 8 (64 days) as the event starts to 
become a distant memory. These data suggest that (1) in the immedi-
ate wake of the storm, it is “too soon” to find humor in jokes about 
it, (2) with distance, it becomes “okay” to find humor in such jokes, 
but (3) with too much passage of time, jokes about the tragedy lose 
their punch. In a one-way ANOVA treating wave as a random factor, 
we find that humor significantly varies across time, F(8, 908)= 2.60, 
p= .008, partial eta-squared = .02. Contrast tests support a non-linear 
view of time on humor, as the linear contrast was not significant, but 
the quadratic (p= .004) and cubic contrasts (p = .003) were reliable. 

We suggest that psychological distance creates a sweet spot in 
which one is most likely to find humor in tragic events. The sweet 
spot should vary as a function of the degree of tragedy or threat. 
More severe violations (vs. less severe violations) should stay lon-
ger in the “too soon” category, thus taking longer to get to the “just 
right” sweet spot. They should also take longer to become benign 
and fall into the “too late” category. To illustrate we asked an on-
line panel to provide examples of tragedies (severe violations) and 
mishaps (mild violations). First, participants described an event that, 
“observers would generally agree is so bad that it is a tragedy, but 
can be joked about” (e.g., “a piano falling on one’s head”). Next, 
participants described an event that, “observers would agree is bad, 
but falls well short of being a tragedy, and can be joked about” (e.g., 
“breaking a leg”). Participants then indicated either when it is “too 
soon” to find humor, or “too late” to find humor, in jokes about the 
previously listed events.  

Participants indicated that it takes longer for it to become 
“okay” to joke about severe tragedies (median= 30.4 days) compared 
to milder negative events (median= .04 days).  It also takes longer for 
it to become “too late” to joke about severe tragedies (median= 547.5 
days) compared to milder negative events (median= 182.5 days).  
Hence, when it comes to finding humor in tragic events, the severity 
of the event determines the best time to joke about it. We conducted 
a 2 (severity) X 2 (timing) repeated measures ANOVA, with severity 
(tragedy vs. mishap) serving as the within subjects variable and tim-
ing (too soon vs. too late) serving as the between subjects variable. 
Most critically, the analysis revealed a main effect of severity, F(1, 
93)= 18.9, p< .001. 

Human history is rife with tragedy, and triumph over tragedy. 
Psychological distance is an important factor in triumphing over 
tragedy, first through humor and next through irrelevance. The dy-
namic nature of humor challenges the leading theories of humor and 
psychological distance, but it is supportive of a benign violation ap-
proach to humor and a threat reduction approach to psychological 
distance. 
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