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Consumers overestimate their positive affective responses. This is due to perceived greater benefit to others when consumers think

about versus engage in the behavior. This overestimation is shown to decrease consumers’ willingness to provide repeat help. Lastly,

we show when the help becomes costly, misforecasting diminishes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Consumer giving has steadily declined over the last few years 

(Giving USA 2010). When consumers do give, approximately 50% 
are motivated to only give once and not give again (Nonprofit Times 
2003). In order to continue to serve those in need, charities must 
effectively request help from donors. Consumers are more likely 
to engage in helping behavior when they will receive a positive 
emotional response (Batson 1998; Piliavin et al. 1981). However, 
research has not addressed whether consumers are accurate in 
their forecasts. Affective misforecasting is the difference between 
forecasted and experienced affect (Patrick, MacInnis, and Park 
2007). There are several different biases that have been associated 
with misforecasting; however, they do not tap into the key drivers 
of prosocial behavior: the costs endured by the giver and benefit 
received by the person(s) in need (Piliavin et al. 1981). 

When consumers think about helping others, consumers are 
more likely to focus on the benefit to others. The focus of benefitting 
others is likely to induce predictions of positive affect as research 
has shown that thinking about the benefit to others produces strong 
feelings of positive affect (Salovey et al. 1991).When consumers 
experience the helping behavior, consumers are more likely to focus 
on the process to self. With prosocial behavior, consumers do not 
see the outcome produced to those in need. Therefore, they use 
their endured costs to inform the provided benefit. The cost-benefit 
inference is not taken under consideration during time of prediction. 

In the context of everyday helping behavior, the process 
generally involves low sacrifice on the part of the giver. Consumers 
value the outcome of their input more when they engage in greater 
effort (Zhang and Epley 2009). If the costs endured are low, then this 
will inform consumers that the benefit provided was low which in 
turn decreases experienced positive affect. We suggest with low cost 
helping, experienced affect will be lower than predicted affect. 

In study 1, participants were exposed to one of two helping 
conditions: prediction or behavior. In the prediction (behavior) 
condition, participants were asked to review a website that sponsors 
a donation campaign (to go on-line to the website and click on the 
link to help the charity). Results showed that consumers who thought 
about helping the cause had more positive affect than those who 
actually helped (p < .01) and perceived benefit to others mediated 
this effect (p < .01). 

Since consumers overestimate their positive affect when they 
forecast helping in low cost contexts, they are likely to be disappointed 
when their experienced affect does not match their anticipated affect 
(Oliver 1980). When consumers do not forecast their affect, they do 
not have a comparison point to use and therefore do not have an 
opportunity to be let down.  Thus, consumers’ experienced affect 
is expected to be higher when consumers do not forecast their 
emotions (vs. forecast their emotions). If consumers have a positive 
experience helping others, they may be inclined to help again in the 
future (Jenner 1982). Therefore, not forecasting (vs. forecasting) 
one’s positive affect will increase consumers’ willingness to engage 
in future helping behavior.

The purpose of this study is to test whether making predictions 
of emotional responses influences consumers’ willingness to help a 
cause again in the future. In the prediction condition, participants 

were asked to review a website that sponsors a donation campaign. In 
the no-prediction condition, participants did an unrelated task at time 
period 1. At time period 2, all participants were asked to go to the 
website and click on the link to help. These results show that making 
a prediction (versus not making a prediction) of emotional responses 
can decrease consumers’ likelihood to help again when the charity 
makes a request immediately following the helping task (p < .01).

All helping requires some costs on the part of the giver 
(Bartlett et al. 2002), for example, one’s time, money, and/or effort 
(Dovidio et al. 1991). With costly helping behavior, the help itself 
is more intense (Piliavin et al. 1981) and therefore the process of 
helping others, i.e., the cost involved to the self, is apparent both 
when thinking about and engaging in prosocial behavior. Therefore, 
consumers are less likely to misforecast their emotions as compared 
to the misforecasting with low cost helping. We suggest that high 
cost helping provides a boundary condition to the misforecasting 
effect associated with prosocial behavior. The purpose of the next 
study is to test this prediction. 

The final study is a 2 (cost: high vs. low) X 2 (help: prediction 
vs. behavior) between-subjects design. Participants are randomly 
assigned to one of four conditions. Participants exposed to a low 
(high) cost helping task, were presented with one (five) present(s) for 
children in need. Participants in the prediction condition were asked 
to think about wrapping the presents, while those in the behavior 
condition wrapped the presents.  The variables of interest were 
similar to those used in previous studies (e.g., positive affect). The 
results showed a significant interactive effect of cost and help (p < 
.05). In the low cost condition, participants had more positive affect 
when they thought about helping versus engaged in the behavior (p 
< .01). In the high cost condition, participants had similar positive 
affect in both conditions (p > .75).  

Across the studies, results provide evidence that consumers 
overestimate their positive affective responses, which is due to 
consumers’ perception of greater benefit to others when they think 
about versus engage in the behavior. Furthermore, this overestimation 
decreases consumers’ likelihood to help the charity again in the 
future. A boundary condition for this effect shows that, with costly 
helping, misforecasting diminishes.
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