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Incidental affect prior to the consumption influences the evaluation of the consumed good, but the processes sub-serving this

incidental reward effect is not well understood. We find that behavioral responses support “affect-as-information” theories, but the

neural data find evidence for an “affect regulation” hypothesis.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People do not have stable, coherent and readily accessible 

preferences that can be reliably measured through self-report. 
Instead, judgments are constructed on the spot and recent, contextual 
factors exert a disproportionate influence on judgments (Payne, 
Bettman, and Johnson, 1992; Slovic, 1995). These contextual 
influences include feelings that are unrelated to the judgment (such 
as moods, emotions, and expectation of receiving a reward, Schwarz 
& Clore 1983, Cohen, Pham & Andrade 2008). Why is the brain 
susceptible to these types of rewards that engender such changes 
in revealed preferences?  To address this question, we studied the 
impact of incidental affect on behavioral measures of experienced 
value (studies 1-3) and the neural representation of experienced 
value (study 2), an essential computation in the process of value-
based decision-making.

In study 1 (N=80, 41m, aged 18-29 years), we tested whether 
receiving or losing monetary rewards of different sizes altered the 
subsequent enjoyment of consuming a product (two different wines) 
in an unrelated task. We found that wines tastes significantly worse 
after losing 5 EUR as compared to winning 5 EUR (planned contrast: 
F(1,77)=5.16, p=.026) and to winning 10 EUR (planned contrast: 
F(1,77)=6.82, p=.010).

In study 2, we scanned human subjects’ brains (N=19, 6f, aged 
21-46 years) using fMRI while engaging in a task that again first 
involved the receipt of a monetary reward ($0, $50, $200) for real 
using a one-armed bandit task and subsequently the receipt of a food 
reward (two different liked wines). During the tasting task, subjects 
were instructed to evaluate how much they liked the taste of each 
wine.

Behavioral analysis showed that the incidental rewards (i.e. 
amounts won from the slot machine) significantly biased participant’s 
judgments of how much they enjoyed the wines (F(1, 18) = 7.46, 
p=.013). No effect on reaction times was found. We replicated these 
effects on behavioral measures of valuation in another follow-up 
study. In study 3 (N=160, all females, aged 18-36), we conceptually 
replicated this effect for a different type of reward (i.e. exposure to 
affective vs. neutral print ads) and also investigated whether these 
effects depend on the motivational state of the consumer (i.e. hungry 
vs. satiated state). We could replicate our findings also for such 
primary rewards (main effect: F(1,151)=6.76, p=.010) and showed 
that the effects depend on the motivational state in the high affect 
ad but not in the low affect ad  condition (planned contrast for 
motivational state in high affect group F(1,147)=5.29, p=.023).

We ran a set of different univariate fMRI analysis. First, we 
looked for brain areas correlating with the size of monetary reward 
and found that the size of incidental rewards triggered activity changes 
in different brain areas previously found to be involved in reward 

processing (i.e. vStr, dStr, amydala, insula, inferior OFC). Second, 
we investigated brain areas that correlate with the size of reported 
experienced value (EV) and found that EV was encoded in brain areas 
that also have been previously found to encode EV (i.e. vmPFC, the 
inferior lateral OFC, anterior insula). Third, we analyzed the neural 
correlates of how the judgment of the consumption experience is 
biased by the size of the incidental reward. Interestingly, we found 
that incidental rewards affect EV through a negative correlation in 
two of the EV areas mentioned above, the insula and the inferior 
lateral OFC.

Our results show that incidental rewards have an effect of 
reported OV. Interestingly, our fMRI results reveal that incidental 
affect bias taste processing such that subjects show more activity 
in brain areas in encoding EV the smaller the reward. That means 
that during tasting and before rating subjects first compensate for 
lower rewards as mood management theories would suggest. This is 
different from how more cognitive cues that are linked to the product 
such as the price of the wine (Plassmann et al. 2008) or a verbal label 
signaling quality (De Araujo et al. 2005) affect activity in brain areas 
encoding EV. Interestingly, these effects are primarily presented 
during a late tasting stage but not on early tasting stage. We are 
currently collecting SCR and Facial Affective Encoding measures to 
better understand the temporal dynamics of these effects.
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