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We identified how event representation (segregation vs. integration) and counting direction systematically alter affective experience

over time. We show that segregating an affective episode with integers, unlike integrating it with progress bars, increased enjoyment

when the subcomponents were counted downward. Conversely, when the subcomponents were counted upward, this effect reversed.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
People’s affective reactions toward an external stimulus are de-

termined not only by the content of the stimulus but also by the con-
text in which it is experienced. In fact, a substantial body of research 
has shown that people’s affective experiences are highly dependent 
on contextual factors (Ariely & Zauberman, 2003; Kahn & Wansink, 
2004; Wilson & Gilbert, 2008). We examined two contextual vari-
ables: event representation (integers vs. progress bar) and counting 
direction (upward vs. downward). In everyday consumption, the sub-
components of many affective episodes such as theme park tours, 
video games, slideshows, or e-books (rides, rounds, slides, pages) 
can be presented using integers or segments of a progress bar. The 
progress of these episodes can be counted in ascending order or de-
scending order. Despite its prevalence in daily life, researchers have 
not examined how such subtle differences in event representation 
might influence affective experience over time. 

While using integers to represent the subcomponents of an affec-
tive episode can segregate it into several distinct units to be enjoyed 
separately, using a progress bar to represent the same subcomponents 
can cause them to be perceived as one integrated event. Drawing 
from Prospect Theory, we propose that an affective episode becomes 
more enjoyable when it is segregated using the integer format than 
when it is integrated using a progress bar because segregation allows 
people to enjoy each subcomponent with a fresh start and increases 
the marginal utility of each subcomponent (Kahneman & Tversky, 
1979; Thaler, 1985). We postulate that the positive effect of the in-
teger format on affective experience will occur when the episode is 
counted downward because counting the subcomponents downward 
highlights the decrease in the remaining supply, causing people to 
savor the end experience more (Cialdini, 2008). However, the ef-
fect of event representation will reverse under the upward-counting 
condition because counting the subcomponents upward essentially 
highlights the increase in the amount consumed and triggers a cogni-
tive belief of habituation (e.g., the 10th bite of chocolate is less tasty 
than the first bite; Morewedge, Huh, & Vosgerau, 2010). 

Experiment 1 employed a 2 (event representation: integer vs. 
progress bar) x 2 (counting direction: downward vs. upward) be-
tween-subjects design. All participants watch a short video clip fea-
turing serene nature images. At the beginning of the study, they were 
all told that the video had eight nature images. We manipulated event 
representation by displaying the subcomponents of the video using 
either integers or a progress bar; and we manipulated counting direc-
tion by displaying the number of images either downward or upward. 
When the video clip finished playing, participants indicated how 
much they enjoyed it using a 10-point scale. A two-way ANOVA re-
vealed a significant two-way interaction (F(1, 82) = 11.26, p = .001): 
in the downward-counting condition, enjoyment was higher when 
the video was presented using integers than the progress bar (Minteger 
= 8.84 vs. Mprogress-bar = 7.52; F(1, 82) = 7.64, p = .007), corroborating 
prospect theory and hedonic editing. In the upward-counting condi-

tion, however, the integer format rendered the video less enjoyable 
(Minteger = 7.65 vs. Mprogress-bar = 8.59; F(1, 82) = 3.93, p = .05). 

Experiment 2 employed the similar 2x2 design. We further test-
ed the hypothesis using a different sensory experience (eating potato 
chips) and measured the effect on real-time evaluations and amount 
of actual repeat consumption. Further, we explored the underlying 
mechanism. All participants learned that they would sample six po-
tato chips. The integers represent the event as sampling six chips 
separately, whereas the progress bar represents sampling six chips as 
one integrated event. We manipulated counting direction by asking 
participants to count the number of chips downward or upward dur-
ing the sampling. Participants reported momentary experiences by 
recording their enjoyment of each chip from 1 (not at all) to 10 (very 
much). Next they reported the overall enjoyment using the item from 
Experiment 1. To explore the underlying process, we asked partici-
pants to rate how much they savored the last chip from 1 (“I treasured 
the 6th chip more than the ones I already had”) to 10 (“I treasured the 
6th chip less than the ones I already had”). As a behavioral measure, 
we offered participants a bag of eight chips at the end of the study 
and measured the number of chips consumed. 

A two-way ANOVA on overall enjoyment revealed a signifi-
cant interaction of event representation and counting direction only 
(F(1, 115) = 16.28, p < .001): participants enjoyed the sampling 
more when it was presented with integers than a progress bar in the 
downward-counting condition (Minteger = 8.13 vs. Mprogress-bar = 6.10; 
F(1, 115) = 12.80, p = .001). However, the effect was reversed in the 
upward-counting condition (Minteger = 6.38 vs. Mprogress-bar = 7.70; F(1, 
115) = 4.73, p = .03), consistent with Experiment 1. Similar effects 
were observed in consumption amount.

The real-time ratings were submitted to a 2 (event representa-
tion) x 2 (counting direction) x 6 (trial) mixed repeated-measures 
ANOVA. The analysis revealed a significant interaction of the two 
between-subjects variables (F(1, 115) = 15.88, p < .001) and a three-
way interaction (F(5, 575) = 3.39, p = .005). These results showed 
that retrospective evaluations closely tracked momentary experienc-
es and that event representation interacted with counting direction to 
alter participants’ experiences over time during the sampling. Media-
tion analysis (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Zhao, Lynch, & Chen, 2010) 
confirmed that the degree of savoring the end experience partially 
mediated the interaction of presentation format and counting direc-
tion (CI: –.441 to –.052).

In sum, data support our hypothesis across different sensory ex-
periences with different measures including retrospective evaluation, 
real-time evaluations, and actual consumption. Our work contributes 
to prior research on hedonic editing by using subtle presentational 
cues to alter affective experience over time. Our work also adds to 
research on hedonic adaptation (Wilson & Gilbert, 2008) by show-
ing how habituation can be mitigated by proper combinations of the 
contextual variables studied here (integer and downward counting; 
progress bar and upward counting). Finally, our results offer impor-
tant implications for consumer wellbeing. 


