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Abstract

What is the role of affect in the way people perceive and evaluate their material possessions?  Participants induced to feel good or bad estimated the subjective and objective value of a number of consumer items they owned or wanted to own. Participants also completed the Openness to Feelings (OF) scale. As expected, mood had no effect on objective evaluations. However, we found a significant interaction between personality (OF) and mood on subjective evaluations. Individuals scoring high on OF showed a clear mood congruent pattern:  They made more positive evaluations of  consumer items when in a positive rather than negative mood.  In contrast, people scoring low on OF showed an opposite, mood-incongruent bias. Openness to Feelings moderated the mood effects regardless of whether the mood was induced using an autobiographical or a video mood induction procedure,  and regardless of whether the items were owned or merely desired.  The results are interpreted in terms of the cognitive mechanisms responsible for mood effects on consumer judgments, and the role of personality variables in moderating these effects is discussed. The implications of the findings for contemporary affect-cognition theories, and for our understanding of the variables influencing consumer judgments are considered.

The Pleasure of Possessions: 

Affective Influences and Personality in the Evaluation of Consumer Items 

What is the role of affect in the way people evaluate their material possessions? In modern industrial societies the ownership of objects is heavily imbued with emotional meaning. Obtaining material possessions is a major source of work motivation and satisfaction for most people. In a social environment where many relationships are superficial and are based on surface characteristics (Clark & Mills, 1993; Levinger & Snoek, 1972), the things we own take on a special emotional significance in defining and displaying our claimed status and social identity to others. It is not surprising then that the mere act of owning an object appears to increase its value to many people (Beggan, 1992; Bar-Hillel & Neter, 1996; Langer, 1975). This so-called ‘mere ownership effect’ has been defined as the premium people expect to receive to give up an object already owned. The tendency to over-value what we own is not simply due to a mis-estimation of the transaction costs or the real value of the object (Thaler, 1980) or to greater exposure to an owned object (Beggan, 1992). Rather, subjective feelings about ownership seem to play a dominant role in generating the mere ownership effect (Beggan, 1992; Kahneman et al., 1990; Thaler, 1980). 

Interestingly, the effects of mood on such judgments have received relatively limited attention, even though prior studies do suggest that affect can significantly influence at least some aspects of how consumer items are cognitively represented (Isen, Shalker, Clark & Karp, 1978; Srull, 1984). Existing affect-cognition research also suggests that when in a happy mood, people find it easier to selectively recall positive information about objects and tend to interpret ambiguous information in a mood-congruent manner (Bower & Forgas, in press; Forgas & Bower, 1987). Such mood-congruent recall and judgmental effects can lead to the overvaluation of an item and a greater reluctance to part with it. When in a sad mood, people should selectively access negative information related to an object, and thus should value it less.

The infusion of affect into cognition and judgment

Although it has long been recognized that affect tends to color people’s thoughts and judgments, the psychological mechanisms responsible for this effect have not been explored until recently. There is now strong evidence to suggest that affect has a major impact on the way people think about, remember, and process complex social information (eg. Abele & Petzold, 1994, 1998; Bless, 2000; Bower, 1981; Fiedler, 1991, 2000; Clore, Schwarz & Conway, 1994; Forgas, 1995a; 1998a,b; Mayer, Gaschke, Braverman, & Evans, 1992; Salovey & Birnbaum, 1989; Sedikides, 1992). Early explanations of such effects emphasized either psychodynamic processes (Feshbach & Singer, 1957) or associationist principles (Berkowitz, 1993; Clore & Byrne, 1974). In contrast, contemporary theories focus on the cognitive mechanisms that allow affect to infuse people’s thoughts and judgments (Bower, 1981; Clore et al., 1994; Fiedler, 1990, 1991; Forgas, 1995a; Mayer et al., 1992; Rusting, 1998; Sedikides, 1995).

Cognitive explanations assume that since social thinking is inherently selective and constructive (Heider, 1958; Kelly, 1955), affect may influence not only what people pay attention to, but also what they remember, the associations they form and the way they interpret complex social information. Mood may influence judgments (such as evaluations of consumer items) either indirectly, through the selective priming and greater use of mood-related information (Bower, 1981; Bower & Forgas, in press), or directly, when judges rely on their unattributed affective state as information to inform an evaluation (Clore at el., 1994). There is growing evidence that these two informational mechanisms are complementary, operating under different, substantive, and heuristic processing strategies, respectively (Forgas, 1995a). Memory-based affect-priming mechanisms are frequently responsible for affect infusion into judgments during elaborate, substantive processing. The affect-priming principle is based on associative network models of memory, and assumes that in the course of constructive processing, the experience of an emotion will “spread activation throughout the memory structures to which it is connected" (Bower, 1981, p.135). Affective states can thus 'prime' cognitions, leading to (1) the better recall of mood-related information, (2) the selective learning and attention to mood-consistent details, and (3) the mood-congruent interpretation of ambiguous social information (Bower, 1981; Bower & Forgas, in press; Forgas & Bower, 1987). Jointly, these processes should bias judgments such as evaluations of material possessions in a mood-congruent direction, and these effects should be greater when more elaborate and constructive processing is required to compute a judgment (Fiedler, 1991; Forgas, 1992; 1994; 1995a,b; Sedikides, 1995). Mood-congruent judgments may occasionally also be based on short, simplified processing strategies, when people directly rely on their mood to infer a judgment, as if using a 'how do I feel about it?' heuristic (Clore et al., 1994). These theories make the convergent prediction that in most circumstances positive moods should enhance, and negative moods should reduce the subjective value of personal possessions.  

Despite strong evidence for mood congruent outcomes in social judgments, these effects are certainly not universal (Fiedler, 1991, 2000; Forgas, 1995a). Numerous studies report the absence of mood congruency, usually in circumstances when people seem motivated to engage in controlled, motivated processing strategies (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990; Clark & Isen, 1982; Forgas, 1990). It now appears that mood may lead to congruent or incongruent judgmental biases, depending on the processing strategies used by a judge at the time of judgment.  This realization has led researchers to try to specify the conditions under which mood will and will not impact on judgments such as consumer evaluations. 

Such a comprehensive multiprocess model of affect and social judgments was recently proposed by Forgas (1995a), integrating the various informational and processing explanations. The model suggests that the degree of affect infusion into social judgments varies along a processing continuum. The Affect Infusion Model (AIM) identifies four alternative processing strategies: (a) direct access processing of a pre-existing judgment, (b) motivated processing in service of a preexisting goal, (c) simplified or heuristic processing, and (d) systematic or substantive processing. Direct access and motivated processing should not produce mood congruence. Direct access processing is usually the simplest method of producing a judgement,  and occurs when a prior judgment is simply retrieved from memory without further elaboration. This strategy is most likely when the target is familiar and has highly prototypical features, as is often the case with objective judgments of consumer goods (for example, judgments about a familiar CD and its cost are likely to be based on direct access processing). Motivated processing in turn is likely to occur when there are strong and specific motivational pressures to guide information search and retrieval to serve a particular outcome. For example, if a person is strongly motivated to control a negative mood by recalling positive information, then a simple mood-congruity effect will not be found.

Choice of processing style is determined by such factors as the complexity, familiarity, and typicality of the target, and the affective state, personality, cognitive capacity and motivational objectives of the judge.  The AIM predicts no affect infusion when open and constructive thinking about a target is impaired, such as when direct access or motivated processing is adopted. One critical feature of the AIM, as Rusting (1998) recently noted, is the implication that to the “extent that motivational influences are related to stable personality traits, such traits should have an impact on the processing of mood-congruent information” (p. 793). These two experiments examine just such a possibility: Mood congruency in consumer judgments should be greater among people who have a high openness to feelings (Costa & McCrae, 1985). However, judgments should show no mood congruency or possibly even mood-incongruency among people who habitually discount their feelings, and are thus more likely to use controlled, motivated processing strategies when dealing with a judgmental task (Forgas, 1991, 1995a). 

The role of personality variables in mood effects on judgments

Several studies suggest that if people engage in motivated processing, then their judgments are unlikely to be infused by an affective state (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990; Ciarrochi & Forgas, 1999; Erber & Erber, 1994; Forgas, 1990, 1991; Sedikides, 1994).  For example, Forgas (1991) found that sad people, who were motivated to repair their mood, showed no mood-congruence in their information search and judgmental strategies in a realistic decision task.  In a particularly relevant series of experiments, Berkowitz  and his colleagues (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990) found that judgments were affectively congruent only as long as the person’s attention was directed away from himself or herself. However, an opposite, incongruent pattern was found when judges’ attention shifted to internal states. In these studies, self-directed attention was sufficient to temporarily reduce openness to feelings, and to selectively elicit a controlled, motivated processing strategy, leading participants to discount and disregard their affective state. 

In addition to such temporal fluctuations in ‘openness to feelings’, there may also be long-term, enduring differences between people in how they use and interpret their affective states (Mayer & Salovey, 1988; Rusting, 1998). The possibility that personality and ‘temperament’ may influence how people react to temporary mood states is by no means a new proposition. Indeed, the very concept of ‘temperament’ suggests an intimate link between trait and state aspects of affect. In a recent insightful review, Rusting (1998) specifically argued that both moods and traits may play an important, and frequently interactive role in explaining emotion-congruency in thoughts and judgments. Despite repeated calls for more research on the interactive relationship between personality and short-term affective states (Rusting, 1998; Salovey & Mayer, 1990), very few experiments so far have looked at how personality traits may moderate mood effects on cognition and judgments.

There are several recent studies suggesting that the cognitive and judgmental consequences of temporary moods may at least partly depend on the individual characteristics of the judges. For example, Smith and Petty (1995) found that low self-esteem was linked to greater mood congruency, while high self-esteem people tended to produce more incongruent responses. In another suggestive study, Rhodewalt, Strube and Wysocki (1988) report that mood-congruency in perceptions of control was reduced for ‘Type A’ compared to  ‘Type B’ individuals. Given that a motivation for control, impatience and feelings of time pressure are typical features of the Type A personality, the absence of mood effects for these subjects seems consistent with their greater use of motivated processing strategies. Individual differences may also influence how people deal with other, more intense emotional states, such as induced anger (Rusting & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1998). Other studies suggest that neuroticism may also amplify the experience of negative affect (Rusting, 1998). 

In another recent series of experiments, Forgas (1998a) found significant mood congruity effects on perceptions and expectations about a forthcoming bargaining encounter. However, these mood effects were reduced for individuals who scored high on traits such as need for approval and machiavellism, and were thus more likely to approach the bargaining task from a predetermined, motivated perspective. In a further study, Ciarrochi & Forgas (1999) report that aversive affect produced a negative mood-congruent bias in judgments about a racial out-group, but only for more self-confident, low trait anxious people. In contrast, high trait anxious people made more positive judgments in a bad mood, consistent with their adoption of a defensive, motivated information processing strategy. As predicted by the Affect Infusion Model (Forgas, 1995a), these studies show that mood-congruity is eliminated when information processing is dominated by a trait-based motivational objective that constrains the open and constructive use of affectively valenced information. 

Openness to feelings as a moderator of mood effects on consumer judgments. 

Surprisingly, although openness to feelings appears to be an obvious variable influencing mood effects on judgments, no previous study looked at this possibility. Yet the idea that people differ in the extent to which they rely on, and welcome their feelings as an input into their mental processes has been a source of long-standing fascination. On the one hand, it was traditionally believed that openness to feelings can be dangerous, because feelings, when “directly involved in action, … tend to overwhelm or subvert rational mental processes” (Elster, 1985, p. 379). Thus, feelings may have an invasive, “disturbing role”, as “noisome, irrational agents in the decision-making process” (Toda, 1980, p. 133). More recent work however suggests that openness to feelings is a useful, and even necessary adjunct to rationality (Damasio, 1994; De Sousa, 1987), reaffirming a long-held belief that  “the heart has its reasons which reason does not understand” (Pascal, 1643/1966, p. 113). 

Are there fundamental differences between people in the extent to which they believe that their affective states are a source of useful, functional information in dealing with their environment, or on the contrary, are a source of disruptive, biasing influences that need to be controlled? Costa and McCrae (1985) have developed a reliable scale measuring just this construct, the Openness to Feelings scale (OF), assessing the extent that people are receptive to their inner feelings and believe that such feelings are important in their lives. The question of whether such traits can moderate mood effects on social judgments such as consumer evaluations has not been investigated previously. This is one of the major objectives of the present study. We expect that people low in OF will have a habitual tendency and motivation to discount and control their feelings and should show no mood congruency in their judgment. Indeed, their motivation to control their feelings may produce an over-correction effect, leading to mood-incongruent outcomes (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990). In contrast, people high in OF will trust their feelings and be highly influenced by mood.


It may be, contrary to our prediction, that low OF people do not distrust and correct for their feelings; rather, they may simply not "listen" to their feelings. If this is true, then they should show no mood effects on their judgments.  In contrast, if our interpretation of OF is correct, then low OF people may show an opposite, mood-incongruency effect, overcorrecting for their potential mood biases. Our results will be able to decide between these two possibilities.

Aims and hypotheses

Despite growing interest in the role of affect in cognition in recent years, mood effects on consumer judgments received little attention, and no previous study looked at the role of Openness to Feelings as a possible moderator of such effects. This experiment aimed to show that temporary moods may or may not influence people’s evaluations of their material possessions, depending on enduring personality differences between judges in terms of their Openness to Feelings scores. It is expected that as a result of affect infusion processes, those who value and trust their feelings (scoring high on openness to feelings) would overvalue both their actual and their potential possessions when in a good mood, and undervalue these items when in a bad mood. In contrast, those scoring low on the OF measure should not show a mood congruent effect. Instead, their judgments should be uninfluenced by mood or may even show a mood-incongruent pattern. This latter effect may occur because low OF scorers habitually use a motivated processing strategy to compensate for feeling-induced biases by correcting for the kind of information they consider. As previous research has shown, such efforts to correct the information array often result in an opposite, over-correction effect, producing a mood-incongruent outcome (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990). Our key prediction then is that OF will moderate the judgmental consequences of temporary moods, producing a significant interaction between OF and mood.

As a secondary goal, this experiment also examined whether mood would have a greater impact on complex, elaborate consumer judgments that require more substantive processing than on relatively simple judgments, as  predicted by the AIM (Forgas, 1995a).  Participants were asked to make both complex, subjective judgments requiring constructive thinking ("how much is the item personally worth to you?") and more simple, objective judgments ("how much would the item cost in the store?").  Subjective evaluations of items should be more complex and indeterminate than objective evaluations, because they require participants to consider hard-to define, sentimental and personal aspects of the item. A pilot study (see below) has confirmed this assumption.  The AIM predicts that complex evaluations require more open, substantive processing and therefore have greater potential to be infused by affect. To summarize, we make three predictions based on the AIM: 1) people who score high on OF will show a significant mood-congruent bias in their judgments of consumer items; 2) there will be greater mood influence on more elaborate, subjective rather than objective judgments; 2) low OF individuals will show either no mood bias or show a mood-incongruent bias consistent with their habitual reliance on motivated processing to prevent mood from influencing their subjective judgments.

The experiment was designed to examine the mood effects on subjective evaluations of personal possessions. Evaluations of actual consumer items already owned, as well as consumer items that participants wanted to own were collected in an attempt to increase the generality and the ecological validity of the phenomenon. People made two kinds of judgments about each item, estimating the subjective value of the item (amount required to give up an item already owned, or the amount they would be willing to pay to acquire a desired item), and the objective value of the item (actual commercial cost). The difference between these two measures indicates the personal value premium participants placed on actually (or potentially) possessing the item in question over and above its commercial cost. The present study measures the psychological value attached to both actual and desired ownership, and allows for the possibility that both actually or potentially owned objects may be overvalued, as well as undervalued relative to their real cost. 

Our design also sought to deal with a reoccuring issue in mood induction research, namely, that observed mood effects may be due to the unintended cognitive and motivational consequences of the mood induction, rather than mood per se (Forgas, 1995a). One way past research has successfully dealt with this problem is to use multiple mood induction procedures in order to 'triangulate' the common mood effects (e.g., Forgas, 1994, 1995b). Accordingly, our study involved the use of two different mood inductions, an autobiographical and audio-visual mood induction procedure (see below).

Method

Overview, design, and subjects.  We conducted two studies using different mood manipulations, and report the findings from an aggregated analysis. Following either an autobiographical  (n=20) (Brewer, Doughtie, & Lubin, 1980) or video (n=82) (Forgas, 1995a) mood induction procedure, participants judged the value of several items they owned, or wanted to own in an ostensibly separate study. For each item, they rated how much money they would require to part with an already owned item, or they would be willing to pay for a desired item (subjective value). They also judged the actual commercial cost of that item (objective value). The difference between subjective and objective value was defined as the personal value premium of each item. The study incorporated 2 x 2x(2)x(2) design, with mood (positive and negative) and Openness to Feeling (High, Low) as the two between-subjects factors, and ownership status (owned, or desired) and type of valuation (subjective versus objective) as the within-subjects factors.  Participants were 102 students participating in the study as part of their course requirements.

Openness to Feelings Scale The Openness to Feelings Scale (OF; Costa & McCrae, 1985) was administered to participants several days before the main experiment. This scale is an 8-item measure that assesses the extent that people are receptive to their inner feelings and believe such feelings are important in their lives. On a 5 point agree-disagree scale, participants rated the following statements: "Without strong emotions, life would be uninteresting to me," "I rarely experience strong emotions," “How I feel about things is important to me,” “I seldom pay much attention to my feelings of the moment,” "I experience a wide range of feelings and emotions," I seldom notice the moods or feelings that different environments produce," "I find it easy to empathise--to feel myself what others are feeling," "Odd things--like scents or the names of distant places--can evoke strong moods in me."  The scale was shown to have satisfactory reliability in our study, ( = .72. For the purposes of this study, participants in each of the experimental mood conditions (positive and negative mood) were divided into high- and low OF groups based on a median split (Median = 4.25). 

Autobiographical mood induction. After the item listing task, the ‘first experiment’ (in effect, the mood manipulation) was introduced as a memory description task. Participants were told to recall, in as vivid detail as possible, an event that made them feel either sad or happy. They were instructed to ‘remember the feelings you felt…allow yourself to experience the emotions’ and write down in detail everything that happened and their affective reactions on a sheet of paper. The effectiveness of the autobiographical induction procedure has been specifically validated in a prior experiment using participants drawn from the same population, UNSW students. A separate sample of 120 participants completed the autobiographical mood induction task as described above, and subsequently rated their mood on two seven-point bipolar scales (good-bad, happy-sad). Their self-rated mood on the combined happy-sad and good-bad scales (r=.88) indicated on overall significant difference in mood between persons assigned to the positive and negative mood conditions, F(1,118)=49.44; p<.001.Those receiving a positive mood induction rated their mood as significantly better than did those in the negative mood group (M=4.81, 2.32). These results confirm that this mood induction procedure is highly effective in generating significantly different positive and negative moods in this group of participants, as also found in previous experiments (Brewer et al., 1980; Forgas, 1995a). 

Video mood induction. This procedure involved 10-min film sequences, introduced to subjects as part of a study to select audiovisual stimuli for a later experiment.  The positive film contained edited sequences from a highly successful television comedy series. The sad film contained scenes depicting tragic and depressing episodes from a film dealing with death from cancer. Participants were instructed to watch the video as if they were watching television at home, and to allow themselves to be fully involved in the film.  Films as mood manipulators avoid some of the potential motivational and cognitive confounds associated with autobiographical tasks.  Further, films have been found to induce strong and enduring mood states with significant effects on social judgments in several prior studies both in the field, and in the laboratory (Forgas & Bower, 1987; Forgas & Moylan, 1987). 

The effectiveness of this audiovisual mood induction procedure was specifically validated in a separate experiment using participants drawn from the same population. Participants were 154 students who received the same instructions and saw the same films. They subsequently rated their mood on seven-point happy-sad and good-bad scales. As the scales were highly related (r=.83), judgments were averaged and an analysis of variance on this combined mood measure was carried out. Results showed significant mood effect, F(1,152)=38.23; p<.001. Those receiving a positive mood induction rated their mood as significantly better than did those in the negative mood condition (M=5.19 vs. 3.78). This result confirms that this audiovisual mood induction procedure was also highly successful in producing significantly different mood states.

Procedure. After arrival, participants were told that two brief but unrelated experiments would be conducted during the experimental session to save subject time, one concerned with memory for events or video evaluation (the mood induction), and the other with social judgments (judgments about possessions). At the beginning of the procedure, participants were given a handout that instructed them to list three items they own and are personally attached to, and three items they would like to own in each of three different price categories, while waiting for the first experiment (the mood induction) to begin. In order to control large price variations between the items, participants listed three owned and three desired item in each of the following three price ranges: $5-20, $20-50, and $50-100.  Subjects listed such items as  watches, favourite T-shirts, CDs, etc.  This item listing task was completed first, to ensure that value judgments could be collected immediately after the mood induction in order to minimize the likelihood of mood decay affecting the results. Subsequent analyses revealed that price category made no difference to any of our effects, so, for the sake of simplicity, we report results collapsed across this variable.

After completing either the autobiographical or video mood induction, participants were told that they would now perform the second, independent experiment concerned with social judgments of personal possessions. They were asked to look at the list of owned, and desired items they prepared previously (see above), and estimate the amount they would be willing to accept to relinquish an owned object, or would be willing to pay to obtain a desired object (subjective value estimates). Next, they were asked to list the actual commercial value of each item, or the realistic replacement cost at current prices (objective value). A careful debriefing concluded the procedure. We found no evidence of participant awareness of the hypotheses or manipulations. Care was to taken to eliminate any residual mood effects at this stage.

Dependent variable.  To control for discontinuities and outliers in the value estimates provided, and to eliminate the possibility that judgments of high-value items may have a disproportionate influence on the results, both objective and subjective value judgments were standardised and converted into 10 percentile categories, with lower numbers indicating lower evaluation of the item. The main dependent variables were defined as the average subjective and objective value of the items listed by each participant. Positive values on this index indicated an overall positive evaluation of the object.  Not surprisingly, there was a positive correlation between objective and subjective values, both for desired items, r(102)=.66, p<.01 and for already owned items, r(102)=.18, p=.067.

Pilot study. We also conducted a separate pilot study to establish whether subjective judgments were indeed more complex and elaborate than objective judgments.  105 subjects listed a single item they either owned or desired to own in either the low ($5-$20) or high ($50 - $100) price category. Participants estimated the amount they would be willing to accept to relinquish an owned object, or would be willing to pay to obtain a desired object and then rated the complexity of the judgment, ranging on a five point scale from 1 (not at all complex) to 5 (extremely complex).  Participants also estimated the actual commercial value of the item and again rated the complexity of the judgment. A mixed design ANOVA was used for both the price judgments and complexity ratings, with judgment type (objective versus subjective) as the within subject factor, and ownership status (owned versus desired), price category, and judgment order (subjective-objective versus objective-subjective) as the between subject factors. We found a significant effect of judgment type on complexity ratings, F (1,97)=10.14, p<.01. As expected, participants rated subjective judgments as significantly more complex (M=2.17, SE=.12) than objective judgments (M=1.85, SE=.10).  The main effect of judgment type was not qualified by order, F (1,97)=2.76, p>.05, price category, F(1,97)=.16, p>.05, or ownership status, F(1,97)=3.0, p>.05, nor was there a three way interaction between these variables, F(1,97)= .002, p>.1. Concerning the value ratings, there was a highly significant effect of price category, F(1,95)=117.4, p<.01,  with lower price category items being evaluated as less valuable (M=3.85, SE=.23) than higher price category items (M=7.57, SE=.25). There was neither a significant main effect of order, F(1,95) = .84, nor any significant two or three way interactions involving order and the other variables, all p’s>.05.   These results confirm that subjective judgments were in fact seen as more complex than objective judgments, and that this difference was not influenced by the order in which the judgments are made. 

Results

An overall General Linear Model mixed design ANOVA examined the effects of mood (positive, negative), openness to feelings (high, low), ownership status (actual or potential possessions), and valuation type (subjective versus objective) on people’s evaluations of their items. There was a significant effect of openness to feelings, F(1,94)=6.49, p<.05, but this effect was qualified by a significant interaction with  mood , F(1,94)=8.29, p<.05.  As expected, however, this interaction was further qualified by valuation type, F(1,94)=7.37, p<.01. Importantly, neither this mood x OF x valuation type interaction, nor the simpler mood x OF interaction was qualified by the mood induction procedure,  F1(1,94)=.57, p>.1 and F(1,94)=.64, p>.1, respectively.  Furthermore, the significant three and two way interactions were also not qualified by ownership status, F(1,94)=.141 and F(1,94)=.034, p>.1.  

 Simple effects tests revealed that the mood x openness interaction was nonsignificant for objective evaluations, t(1,94)=-.50, p>.1, but significant for subjective evaluations, t(94)=-3.22, p<.01. The significant interaction between personality and mood confirms our main prediction that Openness to Feelings should moderate mood effects on subjective judgments of consumer items.

As can be seen in Table 1, individuals who scored low on Openness to Feelings showed not only a complete absence of mood congruence in their judgments, but also a clear mood-incongruent pattern, t(94)=-2.34, p<.05,  making more positive judgments in a negative mood than a positive mood.  In contrast, those high in Openness to Feelings show a clear mood congruent bias and pattern of affect infusion, t(94)=2.20, p<.05, with those in a positive mood making more positive evaluations of their possessions than those in a negative mood. 

Discussion

This experiment produced solid evidence demonstrating when and how transient mood states are likely to influence people's evaluations of their material possessions. We found that mood had no congruent effect on simple tasks that could be performed using a direct access strategy, such as objective evaluations of items. In contrast, positive mood led to more positive subjective evaluations of material possessions than did negative mood, but only for individuals who scored high on the Openness to Feelings scale. Exactly the opposite pattern was observed for people scoring low on this measure. These effects occurred in judgments about both actual and potential possessions, and irrespective of the price level of the item judged or the kind of mood induction employed, suggesting a degree of cross-situational generality in these findings. These results have several interesting theoretical and practical implications for our understanding of mood effects on cognition, and the role of affect in consumer judgments in particular. 

Theoretical implications. What is the most likely mechanism responsible for the infusion of affect into estimates of value by high OF people? It appears most likely that mood had a marked congruent influence on the kind of information people used, and the interpretations they made when considering the subjective value of their possessions. A simple effects test indicated that positive mood enhanced their subjective evaluation of possessions. The AIM offers a simple and parsimonious explanation of how such affect infusion occurs (Forgas, 1995a). This was a complex and indeterminate judgmental task, as participants had to make estimates of value assuming the hypothetical loss of existing items, or the potential acquisition of desired items. Given the constructive and elaborate nature of such a judgmental task, and the personal relevance of these judgments, the AIM predicts that a substantive, constructive processing strategy should be predominantly employed in computing a response. It is in the course of such substantive processing that mood is most likely to selectively facilitate the recall, processing and use of affectively congruent information, producing a significant mood-congruent influence on people's evaluations of their possessions (Bower, 1981; Fiedler, 1991; Forgas, 1992, 1995b; Mayer et al., 1992; Sedikides, 1992). In other words, high OF people in a good mood were likely to selectively remember and use positive information when assessing the value of their actual or desired possessions, producing a more favorable subjective evaluation, and an overestimation of the value of that item. These results add to, and extend recent evidence for mood effects on judgments about the self, other people, intimate relationships, and personal conflicts (Clark & Isen, 1982; Forgas, 1992; 1994; 1995b; 1998a,b; Mayer et al., 1992; Rusting, 1998; Sedikides, 1992; 1994; 1995). Indeed, several studies now specifically confirmed the counter-intuitive prediction based on the AIM that affect infusion effects tend to be greater in circumstances that require more constructive, substantive processing to deal with a more complex and demanding task (Fiedler, 1990, 1991; Forgas, 1994; 1995a,b; Sedikides, 1995). 

Although affect-priming effects in the course of substantive processing provide a highly plausible explanation for mood congruence here, other mechanisms may also have played a role. It is also possible that participants may have used simple, heuristic processing strategies in placing a value on their possessions, relying on their affect as a heuristic cue to inform their judgments (Clore et al., 1994). Further, it is also possible that people may have interpreted the informational value of their moods in light of the configural characteristics of the context, as suggested in Martin’s (2000) recent configural theory of mood effects on judgments. However, only the AIM offers a plausible explanation for the greater mood congruence we found for subjective rather than objective value judgments by the high OF group. Although the overall pattern of results was most consistent with the AIM, alternative explanations cannot be excluded based on these data alone, and this was not one of our objectives here. Future studies may shed additional light on the processing mechanisms responsible for these effects by also analysing processing latency, recall, and other cognitive mediating variables.

Perhaps the most interesting finding here is the reversal of mood effects for individuals scoring low on the Openness to Feelings measure. These individuals actually made mood incongruent judgments, expressing more negative judgments in a positive mood and more positive judgments in a negative mood.  The AIM predicts that affect infusion should be eliminated and even reversed when people rely on targeted, motivated processing strategies to produce a judgment, and do not engage in open, substantive information search. This can occur for example when temporary attention is directed at the self, leading to motivated processing (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990), and is also likely to be the case for people who habitually discount their feelings, as indicated by their low OF scores. In such a situation, we have argued, people who don’t value feelings are likely to try to discount them by attempting to correct the information used in computing a judgment (Forgas & Ciarrochi, 2000).  For example, someone assessing the value of a CD they own may rely on mood-primed thoughts and associations in estimating its subjective value, selectively remembering times when they enjoyed listening to it. Low OF persons in turn who habitually distrust their feelings may employ motivated processing strategies to discount such affectively loaded information, and in the process eliminate and even reverse the mood congruity effect. Such attempts to discount feelings may involve correcting (or overcorrecting) for potential biases due to mood (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990; Ciarrochi & Forgas, 1999; Martin, 2000). 

This explanation is supported by convergent evidence showing that mood-congruity effects are often reduced or eliminated in judgments when personal characteristics such as high self-esteem, machiavellism, neuroticism, social desirability or extroversion provide a relevant source of motivated thinking (Forgas, 1998a; Rusting, 1998; Rusting & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1998; Smith & Petty, 1995). These findings confirm that trait variables such as Openness to Feelings can play a critical moderating role in producing mood effects on social judgments (Mayer & Salovey, 1988; Rusting, 1998; Salovey & Mayer, 1990). Discounting an object’s value when considering disposal, and discounting the value of a desired object not yet owned, as was done by happy, low OF persons here, may also suggest a motivated mood-maintenance strategy by this group. However, an inspection of the means (Table 1) indicates that negative mood actually increased the perceived value of possessions, a pattern that is clearly consistent with a mood repair strategy (Clark & Isen, 1982; Forgas, 1990). 

Is it possible that the results obtained here are partly due to differences in mood intensity between low and high OF people?  Perhaps high OF people reacted more strongly to the mood induction and that is why they showed more mood congruency. We have conducted two studies (unrelated to the present study) in which we measured people's mood soon after exactly the same  mood induction procedures used in this study and found no evidence that the mood inductions had a differential effect on low and high Openness to Feelings people (Ciarrochi, Chan, & Caputi, 1999). Further, the observed results can not be explained in terms of mood intensity differences for another reason. If  low OF were less influenced by the mood induction, we would expect them to show less mood congruency, not mood-incongruency, which is what we observed. 

Another possible interpretation of our mood x Openness to Feelings effect is that low OF individuals may be more likely than others to engage in mood management strategies. Perhaps they made positive judgments in a negative mood because they were focusing on positive information in order to repair their mood (Erber & Erber, 1994). One major problem with this explanation is that it can not account for why low OF individuals actually made more negative judgments in a positive mood. If they were motivated to put themselves into a good mood, they would not focus on negative information when they were feeling good (Erber & Erber, 1994). Yet another possible interpretation for our results is that low OF people may pay less attention to their feelings then others and as a consequence show less mood congruency. While this interpretation can explain why low OF people show less mood congruency then high OF people, it can not explain why low OF people show the opposite, mood incongruent effects.  If they were not paying attention to their feelings, we would expect them to be unaffected by mood, not affected in a mood-incongruent direction.  In sum, it seems unlikely that the mood intensity, mood management, or mood-attention explanations can account for our results. It seems most likely that mood led low OF to adopt a motivated processing strategy to prevent affect from biasing their judgments.

Practical implications. Judgments about material possessions also play an important role in everyday life. Despite widespread anecdotal and intuitive evidence for the role of affect in the way people relate to the objects they own, mood effects on such judgments have received little attention in the past (Isen et al., 1978; Srull, 1984). Our results suggest a clear tendency for people to change the subjective value they place on their possessions depending on slight changes in how they happen to feel at the time. Such mood effects should have important practical implications for our understanding of consumer judgments, marketing and advertising. It seems that those scoring high on OF will readily overestimate the value of what they own, and will also overvalue items they desire when experiencing a good mood. Not surprisingly, attempts to generate good moods (by manipulating music, lighting, ambience, etc.) represent a common strategy by sales professionals to increase people’s subjective evaluation of desired possessions. Our results suggest however that these efforts are unlikely to be uniformly effective. Individuals who habitually distrust their feelings may not only discount but also reverse these intended mood effects, possibly undervaluing potential possessions when feeling good (Table 1). 

To the extent that taking pleasure in our possessions is also a major source of satisfaction and motivation for many people in industrialised societies, the demonstration of significant mood effects in this domain may also have important applied implications. Our results suggest that people scoring high on OF may derive additional psychological benefit from overvaluing their possessions in a good mood. Negative mood in turn may produce a significant undervaluation of one’s material achievements, and could accentuate experiences of depression and dysphoria (Ottaviani & Beck, 1988). Both the benefits and costs of such affective fluctuations in assessing material possessions may be of interest to counselling and clinical psychologists, and the role of openness to feelings in moderating these effects should also be of considerable applied interest to marketing and advertising research.

Limitations and future prospects. There are also some obvious limitations to these results. This experiment attempted to create a realistic and involving judgmental context, with individuals generating specific examples of their own actual or desired material possessions that were of personal relevance to them. The results showed considerable generality across the two mood inductions, across the actual and desired possessions rated, and across the price categories looked at, indicating the reliability of these effects. Nevertheless, the generality of these findings must be limited by the degree of ecological realism we were able to achieve in this study, as is inevitably the case with controlled experiments looking at complex social judgments. Future work could profitably look at the interaction of personality and mood in other kinds of consumer judgments, including judgments collected in real-life environments involving naturally occurring moods (Forgas & Moylan, 1987; Mayer et al., 1992).  

We should also note that the mood induction procedures used here (as is the case with all such procedures) could have produced additional, unintended confounding effects influencing self-confidence, self-esteem or other characteristics in some participants. To the extent that almost identical effects were obtained using very different self-referent (autobiographical recall), and vicarious (films) mood inductions, these results do appear to be reasonably robust and reliable. It is also worth noting that the mood induction procedures were validated on a sample other than those participating in the main experiments, in order to reduce the risk of drawing participants’ attention to the source of their moods (Berkowitz & Troccoli, 1990; Clore et al., 1994). As the mood inductions used here represent very robust, well-established and frequently replicated procedures, and have been specifically validated in the same population, there is little reason to doubt the efficacy and success of the methods used here. Further, to the extent that our results are broadly consistent with judgmental outcomes reported in other experiments using these, and other mood induction procedures, mood manipulation problems are unlikely to have seriously affected our findings (cf. Forgas, 1995a). 

Another issue concerns the extent our findings relate to previous research on the mere ownership effect--the finding that owning an object increases its subjective value. Our results suggest that this effect may be significantly moderated by mood and personality.  Specifically,  positive mood appears to increase the mere ownership effect for high OF people, but decreases this effect among low OF people, leading them to undervalue their possessions. Surprisingly, we did not find an overall mere ownership effect (collapsing across mood) as has been found in previous research (Beggan, 1992). This effect might not have occurred because the mood induction was sufficiently strong to override it, or perhaps because some other aspect of our design (e.g.,  asking people to list items in particular price categories) eliminated it.  Future research will be needed to explore these possibilities.

Yet another issue relates to the range and quality of the moods induced here. In common with much of the earlier research on mood effects on cognition and judgments, these studies examined the effects of non-specific, undifferentiated mild good or bad moods on ownership judgments. Of course, more intense and specific affective states may well have different effects. The influence of specific emotions, such as joy, fear, anger, and disgust as distinct from sadness or happiness on judgments also deserves serious attention in future research (Berkowitz, 1993; Rusting, 1998). The absence of a neutral mood condition in these experiments is also worth noting. It is sometimes argued that the inclusion of a neutral control group is necessary to clearly distinguish between the effects of positive and negative moods. On closer inspection, this argument appears to be overstated. As moods are almost never truly ‘neutral’, and it is not possible to experimentally induce a genuinely neutral mood state that has neither positive nor negative valence, studies using a neutral control group are no more able to correctly estimate the precise effects of good or bad moods than are experiments without that condition.    

Finally, the proposed explanation of these results in terms of differences in the cognitive strategies used by high- and low OF individuals as predicted by the AIM would also benefit from further studies that more directly assesses actual processing strategies. Future work may be directed at determining the precise cognitive processes that underlie the interaction between mood and openness to feelings. Are low OF subjects discounting affect-as-information, as might be suggested by Clore and his colleagues (1994), are they relying on configural processing (Martin, 2000), are they engaged in information integration strategies (Abele & Petzold, 1994), or are they correcting for affectively-primed information, as would be suggested by Bower’s (1981) theory?  These questions may be answered by collecting additional processing measures, such as the assessment of recall performance, and the direct measurement of actual processing latencies while people perform these judgments. Such techniques have been successfully used in several recent studies examining mood effects on cognitive performance, confirming that more extensive and substantive processing often accentuates the extent of affect infusion consistent with affect-priming explanations (Forgas, 1994; 1995b; Forgas & Bower, 1987). 

It is also possible, indeed likely, that additional features of the person, the task, and the nature of the judgment may play a critical role in recruiting alternative processing strategies, and thus different mood effects (Fiedler, 1991; Forgas, 1995a; Martin, 2000). Future research could profitably explore the role of various contextual factors in recruiting different processing strategies, and thus mediating the effects of personality and affect on ownership judgments. Another interesting theoretical issue worthy of further investigation concerns the extent that people’s attempts to “correct for “ mood when valuing their possessions are successful, leading to greater judgmental accuracy. The present findings suggest that low OF people may actually over-correct for mood, producing a mood-incongruent bias, but additional work is needed before any definite conclusions about accuracy can be made.

Making evaluative judgments about the things we own or want to own is one of the more complex and important cognitive tasks people face in everyday life. Despite accumulating evidence for the role of affect in many social judgments and behaviors, little has been known about how feelings impact on people’s evaluation of their actual or desired possessions, and no previous study looked at Openness to Feelings as a possible moderator of these effects. Our study indicates that personality characteristics, such as Openness to Feelings, and the more or less complex, subjective vs. objective nature of the judgment task play a significant role in moderating mood effects on the evaluation of possessions. These effect can be mood-congruent (for those high on openness to feelings), incongruent (for those scoring low on this measure), or uninfluenced by mood (objective judgments), differences that can be theoretically explained in terms of the different processing strategies likely to be employed by these individuals. The multi-process Affect Infusion Model (Forgas, 1995a) provides one suitable avenue to understanding these subtle effects. Further research on the role of affect in the evaluation of personal possessions in particular should be of considerable theoretical, as well as applied interest to our understanding of mood effects on cognition, and the dynamics of consumer choices and decisions in particular.
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Table 1. Impact of mood and Openness to Feelings on subjective and 

commercial valuation of objects
	
	Subjective V.
	SE
	Objective V.
	SE

	Low Openness
	
	
	
	

	     Happy (n=18)
	5.42a
	.32
	5.86 a
	.17

	     Sad     (n=29)
	6.34 b
	.25
	5.95 a
	.11

	High Openness
	
	
	
	

	     Happy (n=27)
	6.83 a
	.22
	6.25 a
	.11

	     Sad     (n=28)
	6.09 b
	.25
	6.08 a
	.13


Note: *p<.05.  Larger numbers indicate more positive valuation. Means 

within the same column and same Openness category that do not share subscripts 

differ at  p<.05.  

