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Abstract When forecasting how they will feel in the
future, people overestimate the impact that imagined neg-
ative events will have on their affective states, partly
because they underestimate their own psychological resi-
liency. Because self-affirmation enhances resiliency, two
studies examined whether self-affirmation prior to fore-
casting reduces the extremity of affective forecasts. Par-
ticipants in self-affirmation conditions completed a values
scale or wrote an essay asserting their most important
value, whereas participants in the no-affirmation condition
asserted a relatively unimportant value. Participants then
predicted their affective reactions to a negative or positive
imagined event. In both studies, self-affirmation reduced
the unpleasant affect expected to result from a negative
event, but had no impact on affective forecasts for a pos-
itive event. This pattern was mediated by participants’
cognitive appraisals of the imagined event, but not by
differential focus on that event. Results are consistent with
self-affirmation activating or enhancing psychological
resiliency to counteract immune neglect during affective
forecasting of a negative event.
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Introduction

Asking the boss for a raise, bringing up relationship issues
to one’s spouse, and getting screened for cancer are all
events that people expect to be unpleasant. In fact, people
overestimate how negatively they will feel when antici-
pating such situations compared to how they actually feel
when in those situations (Gilbert and Wilson 2007). The
current research examines whether self-affirmation is a
psychological intervention that can successfully reduce the
biased extremity of negative affective forecasts by coun-
teracting the immune neglect process through which
affective forecasting can function.

The overestimation that occurs in affective forecasting
about negative events is partly due to two kinds of
underestimation. First, people underestimate the role of
psychological coping processes (the psychological immune
system) that typically kicks into help us cope with negative
events. This failure to take psychological defenses and
coping mechanisms into account has been termed immune
neglect (Gilbert et al. 1998). We overestimate how upset
we will be by a negative work evaluation, for example,
because we do not realize that our psychological immune
system will kick in and we will cope with the negative
feedback from the boss, which will make us feel better.
Because people are often unaware of these processes even
when faced with an actual threat (Sherman et al. 2009b), it
is not surprising that people do not factor in the possible
benefits of these coping processes when imagining a threat.
Thus, people expect to feel worse than they actually do
when making affective forecasts. Importantly, this immune
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neglect explains the extremity and inaccuracy of affective
forecasts only for negative events, because coping pro-
cesses are less relevant to positive events (compared to
capitalizing processes for positive events; Langston 1994;
Gilbert et al. 1998).

Self-affirmation is part of the psychological immune
system (Steele 1988; Gilbert et al. 1998) that people draw
on in order to maintain a positive sense of self when they
experience threats. Self-affirmation occurs when the self-
concept is bolstered by reminders of alternative self-re-
sources that can be used to cope with a threat (Sherman and
Cohen 2006). Thus, the effects of negative evaluation can
be buffered by, for example, reminding people of values
they hold as important and giving people an opportunity to
express themselves in a value-consistent manner (McQu-
een and Klein 2006). Importantly, self-affirmation is pos-
ited as distinct from general positive feeling about the self
(Steele and Liu 1988; McQueen and Klein 2006). General
positive mood and high self-esteem are other components
of the psychological immune system suggesting its effec-
tive functioning (Wilson and Gilbert 2008). Thus, to detect
self-affirmation effects in countering the immune neglect
present in affective forecasts of negative events, both
positive mood and self-esteem need to be ruled out as
alternative explanations. Self-affirmation reduces psycho-
logical and biological responses to stressors, and can make
cognitive appraisals of events less threatening and more
manageable (Creswell et al. 2005; Sherman et al. 2009a;
Sherman et al. 2000). Additionally, cognitive appraisals
themselves initiate a coping process within emotional
responding to manage stress and threats from negative
events (Lazarus and Folkman 1987).

Responding affectively to events, negative or positive, is
influenced by the attention paid to the event and the con-
sequent reaction, explanation, and adaptation to the event
(Wilson and Gilbert 2008). The Attention, Reaction,
Explanation, and Adaptation (AREA) model of affective
adaptation suggests that emotional responses occur when
there is an attention-grabbing, self-relevant, and unex-
plained event. This emotional response weakens over time
with comprehension of the event, which can occur through
explanatory processes such as appraisals (Wilson and
Gilbert 2008). With appraisals also functioning in the
psychological immune system, self-affirmation may serve
to weaken affective forecasts and enable affective adapta-
tion to imagined events.

How might self-affirmation and cognitive appraisals
influence immune neglect and affective forecasts of nega-
tive events? First, because self-affirmation activates coping
processes, self-affirming prior to affective forecasting
could undermine immune neglect by bringing online the
cognitive appraisal coping processes (i.e. parts of the
psychological immune system) that are typically activated

by actual threats. In other words, the coping resources
activated by self-affirmation could induce forecasters to
appraise potential or imagined negative events as less
threatening, just as those resources help people appraise
actual threats less negatively. Thus, appraisals are the
means by which the coping responses inherent in self-af-
firmation act to influence affective reactions and affective
forecasts.

Second, because self-affirmation activates the psycho-
logical immune system, increases resiliency, and decreases
appraisals of threat when confronted with only a negative
or threatening event (Steele 1988; McQueen and Klein
2006; Sherman and Hartson 2011), self-affirmation may
also impact affective forecasting of only negative real or
imagined events. That is, self-affirmation may impact
immune neglect and thus reduce the extremity of forecasts
for negative events, but not change forecasting of positive
events. Because coping mechanisms are less relevant to
positive events, any influence that self-affirmation has via
coping mechanisms will temper forecasts of negative
events, but will leave affective forecasts of positive events
unchanged. We tested this hypothesis in two experiments.

Experiment 1

Participants in self-affirmation and no-affirmation condi-
tions forecast their affective reactions to either a negative
or positive event. The imagined events were the gain or
loss of money—events that could reasonably occur to any
of the participants. The primary test of our hypothesis
rested on the affective forecasts made. If self-affirmation
counteracted immune neglect, we expected affective fore-
casts of negative but not positive events to be more mod-
erate when people self-affirmed compared to when they did
not. To gain further insight into the operation of self-af-
firmation, we measured appraisals as an index of coping
mechanisms influencing immune neglect. We also mea-
sured baseline affect, positive mood, and relative attention
to the event as an index of focalism, another source of
affective forecasting bias (Wilson et al. 2000), to investi-
gate alternative explanations.

Method

Participants and design

Sixty-one students (20 men, 41 women) completed the
study for partial course credit and were randomly assigned

to a 2 (Self-affirmation or No-affirmation) x 2 (Negative
or Positive event) between-subjects design.
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Procedure

Following Gilbert et al. (1998), we established baseline
levels of affect by asking participants to report the extent to
which they felt each of eight emotions “in general” using
9-point scales anchored by 1 (not at all) and 9 (very much).
Participants’ reports of feeling happy, cheerful, glad, and
satisfied and their reverse-scored reports of feeling sad,
depressed, down, and glum were averaged into a single
baseline affect index (Cronbach’s o = .93) with higher
scores indicating more positive affect.

Affirmation manipulation Following Sherman et al.
(2000), Steele and Liu (1983) and Tesser and Cornell
(1991) in a well-established affirmation manipulation,
participants rank-ordered five values (aesthetic, political,
religious, social, and theoretical) in order of personal
importance. Participants then saw ten pairs of statements
and were asked to assign four “agreement” points to one or
the other of the statements. That is, they had 4 points to
allot within each pair based on their agreement with one or
the other statement. In the self-affirmation condition, one
statement was always consistent with participants’ highest
ranked value (allowing them to assert their value) and the
other statement was irrelevant. Participants in the no-af-
firmation condition assigned points to either a statement
that was consistent with their lowest ranked value or an
irrelevant statement.

Affective forecasts Participants then imagined either the
positive or negative event. In the negative event condition,
participants were asked to imagine receiving an unexpected
bill for $300 from their school. In the positive event con-
dition, participants were asked to imagine receiving an
unexpected refund check for $600 from their school.'
Participants used 9-point scales anchored by 1 (not at all)
and 9 (very much) to forecast how they would feel
immediately after this imagined event. Participants’ fore-
casts of feeling happy, cheerful, glad, and satisfied and
their reverse-scored forecasts of feeling sad, depressed,
down, and glum were averaged into a single affective
forecast index (Cronbach’s o = .97) so higher scores
indicated more positive affect.” This measurement allowed
us to create a standard index of affective forecasting that is
generalizable across events while allowing for control of
baseline affect.

Appraisals Participants reported appraisals of the event
by responding to “How disturbing is this event?” and
“How relieving is this event?” using a 9-point scale

! Money was doubled for the positive event condition in Experiment
1 because negative events generally have more impact than positive
events (Taylor 1991).

2 Analyzing positive emotions separately revealed the same pattern
as analysis of the composite index.
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anchored by 1 (not at all) and 9 (very much). After the
“disturbing” item was reverse-scored, the two items were
averaged into a single appraisal index (r = .51) with higher
scores indicating more positive appraisals of the event.
Disturbing and relieving appraisals were assessed to tap
coping with or explaining an unexpected event in student
life that may either be disturbing and negative (losing
$300) or relieving and positive (gaining $600).”

Focalism Relative focus on the central event was
assessed with responses to four questions on 9-point scales
anchored by 1 (not at all) and 9 (very much): “How much
did you focus on the event itself when making your pre-
dictions?”, “How much did the event alone influence your
predictions?”, “Other than the event, how much did you
focus on other things that could be going on in your life?”,
and “How much did you consider aspects of the situation
unrelated to the event when making your predictions?”
After reverse-scoring responses to the last two items, all
four were averaged into a focalism index (Cronbach’s
o = .71) with higher scores indicating more focus on the
central event. The focalism index was analyzed to examine
whether focalism could account for the effect of self-af-
firmation on affective forecasting.

Mood Participants’ reports, anchored by 1 (not at all)
and 9 (very much), of how happy they felt “right now” and
their reverse-scored reports of how sad they felt “right
now” were averaged into a single positive mood index
(r = .75) and analyzed to examine whether positive mood
could account for the effect of self-affirmation in affective
forecasting (Cohen et al. 2000; Sherman et al. 2000).

Results and discussion
Affective forecasts

We subjected the affective forecast index to a 2 (Affir-
mation: Self-affirmation or No-affirmation) x 2 (Event
valence: Negative or Positive) ANCOVA that controlled
for baseline affect.* Main effects of affirmation, F(1,
56) = 7.57, p = .008, ng = .12, and event valence, F(1,
56) = 87.49, p < .001, nﬁ = .61, were qualified by a sig-
nificant interaction, F(1, 56) = 9.53, p = .003, nf) =.15

3 Analyzing each appraisal separately in the mediated moderation
revealed the same pattern as analysis of the composite index. The
relief appraisal (B = .48, p < .001) mediated the affirmation by event

valence interaction (B = —.09, p = .187) and the reverse scored
disturbing appraisal (B = .24, p = .012) mediated the affirmation by
event valence interaction (f = —.14, p = .071). Thus, we maintained

a composite of the two items to better simultaneously assess
appraisals for both the positive and negative events.

* The covariate of baseline affect did not interact with the indepen-
dent variables.
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Fig. 1 Affective forecast positivity as a function of affirmation
condition and the valence of the imagined event, Experiment 1

(Fig. 1). Pairwise comparisons, using the Bonferroni cor-
rection, showed that affirmed participants expected to react
just as positively to the positive event (M = 8.12,
SE = 43) as participants who were not affirmed
(M = 8.21, SE = 44), F(1, 56) = .02, p = .886. In con-
trast, affirmed participants expected to react more posi-
tively to the negative event (M = 5.44, SE = .44) than
participants who were not affirmed (M = 2.87, SE = .43),
F(1,56) = 17.32, p < .001, ng = .24. Consistent with our
expectations, this asymmetrical pattern for positive and
negative events suggested that self-affirmation reduced
forecast extremity for negative events. We suggest that
self-affirmation brings on-line explanatory and construal
processes (i.e. appraisals) that specifically counteracted the
typical effects of immune neglect on negative forecasts.

Appraisals

To further explore the operation of the psychological
immune system consequences of self-affirmation, apprai-
sals of the event were subjected to an ANOVA. Main
effects of affirmation, F(1, 57) =6.75, p = .012,
ng = .11, and event valence, F(1, 57) = 52.24, p < .001,
ng = 48, were qualified by an affirmation by event
valence interaction, F(1, 57) = 9.62, p = .003, ng = .14.
Pairwise comparisons, using the Bonferroni correction,
showed that the positive event was appraised similarly by
affirmed participants (M = 7.53, SE = .46) and partici-
pants who were not affirmed (M = 7.77, SE = .47), F(1,
57) = .13, p =.721. In contrast, affirmed participants
appraised the negative event as less disturbing (M = 5.60,
SE = 47) than participants who were not affirmed
(M =293, SE=47), F(, 57)=1598, p<.001,

ng = .22. Thus, the interaction pattern for appraisals mir-
rored the interaction pattern observed for affective fore-
casts, further implicating the activation of the
psychological immune system.

Mediation by appraisals

Self-affirmation influenced affective forecasting for the
negative event only, so we conducted mediated moderation
analyses (see Baron and Kenny 1986; Muller et al. 2005) to
test whether appraisals mediated the interactive effect of
affirmation and event valence on affective forecasting.’
Because the affirmation by event valence interaction pat-
tern on the appraisal index matched the interaction pattern
on the affective forecast index, one mediation pattern may
be that the appraisals were directly related to forecasts
despite positivity or negativity of the imagined event. An
alternative possibility may be that the appraisal index is
relevant only to affective forecasting for the negative event
and unrelated to affective forecasting for the positive event
(given that appraisals function as a coping mechanism for
negative events).

The mediated moderation model tested for both possi-
bilities by examining the direct relation of appraisal on
forecasting and the appraisal by event valence interaction
on forecasting.

We confirmed that the affirmation (no affirma-
tion = —1, affirmation = 1) by event valence (nega-
tive = —1, positive = 1) interaction  significantly
predicted the affective forecast index, p = —.24, p = .003,
and appraisal index, B = —.28, p = .003. Following
Muller et al. (2005), when baseline affect, affirmation,
event valence, the affirmation by event valence interaction,
appraisal index, and the appraisal by event valence inter-
action were included as simultaneous predictors of the
affective forecast index, the affirmation by event valence
interaction was no longer significant, p = —.05, p = 417,
but appraisals of the event were significantly related to
forecasts, f = .50, p < .001. Further, the event valence by
appraisal interaction was also significant, B = —.15,
p = .040, reflecting the expected pattern that appraisals
were strongly related to forecasts for the negative imagined
event, f = .70, p < .001, but not related to forecasts for
the positive event, B = .30, p = .054. Thus, affirmation
improved appraisals of the negative event itself, consistent
with activated coping resources, and appraisals were only
related to affective forecasts for the negative event, not
positive event.

5 Because the affective forecasts preceded the completion of the
focalism items, we chose to also assess appraisals of the imagined
event after affective forecasts to make both mediators as comparable
as possible. Mediation tests do not require that mediators be measured
before dependent variables (MacKinnon 2008; Wood et al. 2007).
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Focalism

When the focalism index was subjected to an ANOVA,
there was no main effect of affirmation, F(1, 57) = .05,
p = .825, 7 = .00, nor event valence, F(l, 57) = .87,
p = .355, nﬁ = .02. However, a significant affirmation by
event valence interaction emerged, F(1, 57) = 4.93,
p = .030, ng = .08. Pairwise comparisons, using the
Bonferroni correction, showed that self-affirmation did not
affect participants’ relative attention to the positive event
[Self-affirmation M = 6.25, SE = .37, No-affirmation,
M = 5.50, SE = .38; F(1, 57) = 2.03, p = .160] or the
negative event [Self-affirmation M = 5.07, SE = .38; No-
affirmation M =598, SE = .38), F(1, 57)=2.94,
p = .092]. Instead, the focalism interaction was driven by
affirmed participants paying more relative attention to the
positive event than the negative event, F(1, 57) = 5.06,
p = .028, ng = .08. The focalism index was not affected
by affirmation or event valence. Additionally, the interac-
tion pattern differed from that of the affective forecast
index and the appraisal index. Thus, focalism was ruled out
as an explanation of the affirmation by event valence
interaction effect on affective forecasting.’

Mood

As expected, the lack of significant main effects or inter-
action on the positive mood index revealed that the affir-
mation manipulation did not impact current affective
states. Affirmed participants reported similar levels of
positive affect (M = 6.19, SE = .29) to non-affirmed par-
ticipants [M =698, SE = .30; F(l, 57)=3.69,
p = .060]. Additionally, neither positive (M = 6.85,
SE = .29) nor negative (M = 6.32, SE = .30) event
valence affected positive mood, F(1,57) = 1.66, p = .202,
and there was no interaction between affirmation and event
valence, F(1, 57) = .01, p = .940. Moreover, there was no
correlation between participants’ affective forecasts and
positive mood, r = —.05, p = .726.

Overall, these findings are consistent with the idea that
self-affirmation weakened the extremity of affective fore-
casting about a negative event by activating the psycho-
logical immune system and reducing bias from immune
neglect. The enhanced coping processes that self-

S Additional analysis of participants in the negative event condition
also showed that when affirmation, appraisals, and focalism were
entered simultaneously, only appraisals remained a significant
predictor of forecasts, f = .60, p < .001. Furthermore, when stan-
dardized appraisal and focalism indices were entered as a repeated
measure into a 2 X 2 x 2 mixed model ANOVA with affirmation
and valence as between subjects factors, the two measures were
revealed as distinct, with only appraisals being affected by affirmation
for the negative event, consistent with our primary reported results.
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affirmation is known to bring on-line improved appraisals
of the negative event and these in turn accounted for the
more favorable affective forecasts for imagined negative
events. Self-affirmation uniquely impacted affective fore-
casts for negative rather than positive events, consistent
with the immune neglect hypothesis.

Although the appraisal index assessed evaluations of the
event itself that are relevant to the explanatory process of
the affective adaptation model (Wilson and Gilbert 2008)
and the forecast reflected anticipated reactions to the event
relevant to the reacting and adapting processes of the
AREA model, one concern might be that the appraisal
measure was not distinct from the forecast measure. If the
appraisal measure and forecast measure were empirically
indistinguishable, then the two measures would be highly
correlated across all conditions. However, the data strongly
refute this concern. The measures were associated only
when participants produced forecasts for the negative
event, indicating that the two measures captured different
aspects of the forecasting process. Even in the negative
event condition, where appraisal was most strongly related
to forecasting, appraisal and forecasting shared only 14 %
of variance, indicating that the two measures reflect dif-
ferent constructs. These results support the notion that self-
affirmation can change the way that negative events are
perceived. Consequently, affirmation can change how
people expect to react to anticipated negative events.

Self-affirmation likely influenced affective forecasting
by activating coping resources that, in turn, influenced
downstream appraisals of the events (Sherman et al.
2009b). Additionally, we expected affirmation to influence
forecasting through appraisal. We did not expect affirma-
tion to influence focalism on the central event or partici-
pants’ current mood. The findings were consistent with
both those expectations.

Experiment 2

In Experiment 2, we sought to replicate the results of
Experiment 1 and provide evidence that another resource,
self-esteem, could not explain the impact of self-affirma-
tion on affective forecasts. The second experiment closely
followed the design and procedures of Experiment 1.
However, trait and state self-esteem were assessed as well
as mood. Additionally, despite the well-established nature
of our affirmation manipulation in Experiment 1, we
implemented a different manipulation in order to general-
ize across methods. Finally, to rule out any possible
influence of the different amounts of money gained or lost
in Experiment 1, participants imagined losing the same
amount of money in the negative event condition as they
imagined gaining in the positive condition.
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Method
Participants and design

Forty-seven students (22 men, 25 women) at a large
Western university were paid $5 to participate and were
randomly assigned to a 2 (Affirmation: Self-affirmation or
No-affirmation) x 2 (Event valence: Negative or Positive)
between-subjects design.

Procedure

Participants reported the extent to which they felt happy,
cheerful, glad, and satisfied “in general” using 9-point
scales anchored by 1 (not at all) and 9 (very much; Cron-
bach’s o = .93) as a measure of their baseline affect.

Affirmation  manipulation  Participants completed
another well-established essay-writing self-affirmation task
(McQueen and Klein 2006; Sherman and Cohen 2006;
Sherman et al. 2009b). First, they ranked 10 personal val-
ues (e.g., sense of humor, social skills, business/money) in
order of importance and subsequently completed a writing
exercise. Participants in the self-affirmation condition had
unlimited time to write an open-ended essay about their
most important value. Specifically, they were asked to
describe why they ranked this value as most important to
them and to describe a time in their life when it was
important to them. In contrast, participants in the no-af-
firmation condition wrote an essay about their 9th ranked
value in which they explained why this value might be
important to a typical student at their university and
imagined a time when this value would be important in the
life of a typical student at their school.

Affective forecast Participants in the negative event
condition imagined receiving an unexpected bill for $300
from their school, whereas participants in the positive event
condition imagined receiving an unexpected refund of
$300 from their school. Participants then used 9-point
scales anchored by 1 (not at all) and 9 (very much) to
forecast how happy, cheerful, glad, and satisfied they
would feel immediately after the imagined event occurred
(Cronbach’s o = .99).

Appraisals Participants reported appraisals of the event
identical to Study 1. The reverse scored appraisal of how
“disturbing” the event was averaged with the appraisal of
how “relieving” the event was so that higher values indi-
cated more positive appraisals of the event (r = .54).

Focalism Participants used items identical to Study 1 to
report relative attention to the event versus other possible
information. After reverse-scoring the items assessing
increased attention to other contextual information, the
four items were averaged into a focalism index

(Cronbach’s o = .67) with higher scores indicating more
focus on the central event.”

Self-esteem Participants responded to items from one
trait and two state self-esteem measures presented in ran-
dom order. Ten items from Rosenberg’s (1965) trait self-
esteem scale (e.g., On the whole, I am satisfied with
myself.), as well as seven performance state self-esteem
items (e.g., I feel frustrated or rattled by my performance.)
and seven social state self-esteem items (e.g., I am worried
about what other people think of me.) from Heatherton and
Polivy’s (1991) state self-esteem measure were completed
using 7 point scales anchored by 1 (strongly disagree) and
7 (strongly agree). After reverse-scoring as appropriate,
items were averaged into three reliable scales of trait self-
esteem (Cronbach’s o = .91), performance state self-es-
teem (Cronbach’s o = .90), and social state self-esteem
(Cronbach’s o = .89).

Mood Participants reported their current mood by
answering a different question from Experiment 1, in order
to generalize across mood measures. Participants respon-
ded to the question “How would you describe your mood
right now?” using a 9-point scale anchored by 1 (very bad
mood) and 9 (very good mood).

Results and discussion
Affective forecasts

Subjecting the affective forecast index to a 2 (Affirma-
tion) x 2 (Event valence) ANCOVA that controlled for
baseline affect revealed a main effect of event valence,
F(1, 42) = 61.77, p < .001, 17 = .60, but no main effect
of the affirmation manipulation, F(1, 42) = 1.13,
p = .293. More importantly, a significant affirmation by
event valence interaction emerged once again, F(1,
42) =5.01, p = .031, ng = .11 (Fig. 2). Pairwise com-
parisons showed that affirmed participants expected to
react just as positively to the positive event (M = 7.19,
SE = .57) as participants who were not affirmed
M =187, SE = .57), F(1, 42) = .70, p = .406. In con-
trast, affirmed participants expected to react more posi-
tively to the negative event (M = 3.93, SE = .57) than
participants who were not affirmed (M = 2.01, SE = .60),
F(1, 42) = 5.33, p = .026, ng = .11. This asymmetrical
pattern for positive and negative events suggested that self-
affirmation reduced forecast extremity via immune neglect.

7 The set of appraisal items and the set of focalism items were
presented in random order.

@ Springer



756 Motiv Emot (2016) 40:750-759
9 affective forecasts, the affirmation by event valence inter-

= Non-affirmed action on affective forecasts was no longer significant,

877 = Affirmed B = —.02, p = .82, but appraisal was significantly related

Forecast of Positive Affect
W

14 T )
Negative Event Positive Event
Event Valence

Fig. 2 Affective forecast positivity as a function of affirmation
condition and the valence of the imagined event, Experiment 2

Appraisals

Similarly, a main effect of event valence on appraisals
emerged, F(1, 43) = 39.70, p < .001, nf) = 48, but no
main effect of the affirmation was observed, F(1,
43) = 3.25, p = .329. An affirmation by event valence
interaction emerged again, F(1, 43) = 8.20, p = .006,
ng = .16. Pairwise comparisons showed that the positive
event was appraised similarly by affirmed participants
(M = 6.75, SE = .53) and participants who were not
affrmed WM =775 SE=.53), F({, 43)=1.80,
p = .187. In contrast, affirmed participants appraised the
negative event as less disturbing (M = 4.92, SE = .53)
than participants who were not affirmed (M = 2.86,
SE = .55), F(1, 43) =17.25, p = .010, ng =.14. As in
Experiment 1, the pattern of appraisals mirrored the pattern
of affective forecasting.

Mediation by appraisals

We once again used mediated moderation analysis to test
whether appraisals (driven by immune system functioning)
mediated the affirmation by event valence effect on par-
ticipants’ affective forecasting. We expected to replicate
the pattern from Experiment 1 such that appraisals would
be more strongly related to forecasts for negative events
than forecasts for positive events.

We confirmed the affirmation by event valence inter-
action on affective forecasts, p = —.21, p = .031, and
appraisals, p = —.30, p = .006. When baseline affect,
affirmation, event valence, the affirmation by event valence
interaction, appraisals, and the appraisal by event valence
interaction were included as simultaneous predictors of
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to affective forecasting, p = .58, p < .001. Further, as in
Experiment 1, the appraisal by event valence interaction
was significant, B = —.24, p = .018, which reflected a
stronger association between appraisals and forecasts in the
negative event condition, = .82, p < .001, than in the
positive event condition, f = .34, p = .039. Once again,
this different pattern for negative and positive events
demonstrated the empirical distinctiveness of the appraisal
and forecast measures. More importantly, these results
bolster the conclusions from Experiment 1 and provide
further evidence that affirmation can improve forecasts for
negative events specifically by engaging the psychological
immune system’s appraisal coping processes for explaining
negative events.

Focalism

An identical ANOVA on the focalism measure showed that
there were no significant main effects of affirmation, F(1,
43) = .01, p = .940, or valence F(1, 43) = .05, p = .833
on focalism. There was also no significant affirmation by
event valence interaction, F(1, 43) = 3.96, p = .053.
Pairwise comparisons showed that self-affirmation did
not significantly affect focalism about the positive event
[Self-affirmation M = 6.81, SE = .45; No-affirmation,
M = 5.88, SE = .45; F(1, 43) = 2.18, p = .147] or the
negative event (Self-affirmation M = 5.81, SE = .45; No-
affirmation M = 6.68, SE = 47), F(1, 43)=1.79,
p = .188). Moreover, there was no significant difference
between negative and positive events for affirmed partici-
pants, F(1, 43) = 1.55, p = .221, or for non-affirmed
participants, F(1, 43) = 2.48, p = .123. There was no
statistically significant effect of affirmation or event
valence on focalism in this analysis. Thus, focalism was
ruled out as an alternative explanation of the effect of
affirmation on affective forecasting.®

Self-esteem

As expected, there were no main effects of affirmation on
reported trait self-esteem (Self-affirmation M = 5.57,
SE = 21; No-affirmation M = 5.28, SE = .22; F(1,
43) = 91, p = .346), state performance self-esteem [Self-
affirmation M = 5.26, SE = .24, No-affirmation
M =507, SE = .24; F(1, 43) = .32, p = .575], or on

8 As in Experiment 1, analysis of participants in the negative event
condition showed that when affirmation, appraisals, and focalism
were entered simultaneously, only appraisals remained a significant
predictor of forecasts, f = .82, p < .001.
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state social self-esteem [Self-affirmation M = 4.22,
SE = .26; No-affirmation M = 3.82, SE = .27; F(1,
43) = 1.09, p = .303]. Further, there were no affirmation
by event valence interactions on any of the three self-es-
teem measures [trait F(1, 43) = .14, p = .710; state per-
formance F(1, 43) = .21, p = .649; state social F(1,
43) = 41, p = .528]. Together, these results indicate that
self-esteem could not account for the effects of self-affir-
mation on affective forecasts.’

Mood

Once again, a 2 (Affirmation) x 2 (Event valence)
ANOVA on the positive mood index revealed that the
affirmation manipulation did not impact positive mood
[Self-affirmation M = 6.75, SE = .33; No-affirmation
M = 6.35, SE = .34; main effect of affirmation F(1,
43) = .70, p = .401; main effect of valence F(1,
43) = .15, p = .703; affirmation by event valence inter-
action F(1, 43) = .10, p = .750]. Moreover, there was no
correlation between participants’ affective forecasts and
positive mood, r = .10, p = .507.

General discussion

Results from two studies show that self-affirmation can
reduce the extremity of affective forecasting for negative
imagined events. The pattern of affective forecasting and
the full mediation by participants’ cognitive appraisals of
the event suggest that self-affirmation activated psycho-
logical resources for coping. These resources influenced
how people viewed the threatening event, in line with
theoretical conceptions of self-affirmation and affective
adaptation and coping (Steele 1988; McQueen and Klein
2006; Wilson and Gilbert 2008). When self-affirmation
occurred, people viewed the event as less disturbing and, as
a consequence, anticipated feeling better in reaction to it.
That is, the activation of coping resources that typically
occur with self-affirmation appeared to counter the neglect
of coping resources typical of affective forecasting for
negative events.

Although the current findings are consistent with the
interpretation that self-affirmation reduces bias in fore-
casting from immune neglect because of the activation of
coping resources, we have no direct evidence of that acti-
vation of resources. Providing such evidence is not an easy
task. Direct measurement of the coping processes activated

° In a separate sample, no statistically significant effect of the
affirmation manipulation was found on self-esteem or mood even
when participants completed the measures immediately after the
affirmation manipulation.

by self-affirmation could make the putative impact of the
self-affirmation manipulation obvious to participants.
Unfortunately, such measurement could also impair the
effectiveness of a self-affirmation manipulation, which
functions best when its purpose is concealed (Sherman,
Cohen et al. 2009). Because of this, we relied on the logic
that affirmation-induced coping resources would be
reflected in appraisal measures that are typically used to
assess individuals’ perceptions of psychological resources
and situational demands (Tomaka et al. 1993). Specifically,
we assessed appraisals that change as a function of the
coping processes that self-affirmation activates. This is also
why we focused on appraisals that would be relatively
more important to the negative event. This strategy allowed
us to demonstrate the impact that self-affirmation had on
reducing bias related to immune neglect.

It is also possible that we failed to detect an effect of
self-affirmation on forecasting for positive events because
we used a composite measure of affect. However, exami-
nations of each single affect item that constituted that
measure also failed to show an affirmation effect. Thus, it
is not the case that the effect was lost in the averaging
process.

Similarly, the composite appraisal measure may be less
informative than the individual items that constitute it.
However, examining the composite is the most theoreti-
cally sound approach in order to capture the potential
variations in both positive and negative appraisals for both
positive and negative hypothetical events. Appraisals of
relief work well for positive events but not negative events;
appraisals of being disturbed work well for negative events
but not positive events. Therefore, their composite is best
able to capture the full variation in appraisals that fore-
casters may make across negative and positive scenarios.

Additionally, the high values of the forecasts for the
positive event may suggest a ceiling effect that prevented
self-affirmation from increasing positive forecasts. How-
ever, if self-affirmation was reducing bias in forecasting for
positive events as for negative events, we would expect to
see more muted forecasts of positive affect, rather than the
positivity that we found or even more extreme positivity.
Indeed, previous research has demonstrated that a pleasure
paradox exists whereby the cognitive resources used to
explain a positive event reduce people’s actual and fore-
casted positive emotions (Wilson et al. 2005; Wilson and
Gilbert 2005). We do not see this effect for forecasts for the
positive event following our affirmation, suggesting that
affirmation did not reduce the extremity of forecasts for
positive events.

Another possible explanation for self-affirmation’s lack
of effect on affective forecasting for positive events comes
from the AREA model of affective adaptation (Wilson and
Gilbert 2008) summarized earlier. This model holds that
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emotional reactions to positive events might be mitigated
by explanation and adaptation, just like emotional reactions
to negative events. However, the model also states that
affective adaptation, or subduing of an emotional reaction,
is unnecessary if there is less uncertainty about the event
itself. Thus, cognitive appraisal processes are not engaged,
and the original emotional response is maintained.

We suggest that students receiving a reimbursement
from their university either quickly explain it as a benefit or
at the very least, experience less uncertainty about and less
need to explain this positive event. Thus, cognitive
appraisals are not engaged as explanatory coping mecha-
nisms, and there is no reduction in extremity of positive
forecasts. Students learning that they must pay more to the
university—in the case of the negative event—however,
may experience uncertainty about why the university
requires their money. They need to engage appraisals to
cope with the unexpected and uncertain negative event, and
the affirmation makes this possible. Therefore, we see
reduced bias in forecasts for the negative event. To our
knowledge, this is the first time that the implications of
self-affirmation and appraisal coping processes on the
immune neglect bias in affective forecasting have been
explored and these results and mechanisms are ripe for
further investigation.

Finally, the current studies do not include groups of
participants who actually experienced the negative or
positive events that the affective forecasters imagined. This
makes it unwise to draw strong conclusions about the
accuracy of the forecasts that participants made. Never-
theless, the vast majority of studies indicate that errors in
affective forecasts are due to overestimation, rather than
underestimation, of affective reactions, making forecasts
more extreme than experiences (see Wilson and Gilbert
2003). Thus, it seems reasonable to assume that using self-
affirmation to reduce the extremity of negative affective
forecasts will also increase the accuracy of such forecasts;
however, this remains a question open for research.

These findings extend the conceptualization of self-af-
firmation theory, which has typically focused on how
people cope with current threats and stressors, to situations
where people contemplate imagined threats. In this study,
an actual active threat was not necessary to observe the
positive impact of self-affirmation. We argue that this
provides a novel context in which self-affirmation can
buffer against threats. We suggest that self-affirmation
prior to an imagined threat is an effective intervention for
reducing bias in affective forecasting, particularly if the
threat could potentially happen in the future. For example,
we may spend the week before asking our boss for a raise
imagining that event (i.e. the threat). The event is imagined
at this point, but could become real in the future. Our use of
imagining losing or gaining tuition money may have had
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similar real potential for the students in these studies.
Understandably, researchers often focus on how people
deal with threats in the present, but cognitive representa-
tions of anticipated threats can also be influenced by self-
affirmation processes. Additionally, the focus on loss or
gain could apply to any potential context in which we stand
to lose or gain anything self-relevant, especially as concern
for loss and gain is central to such motivational processes
as regulatory focus in preventing or promoting outcomes
(Higgins 1998).

While these studies are the first (that we are aware of) to
investigate whether self-affirmation can impact imagined
events, there is some evidence that imagined threats
function similarly to real threats in judgments (Skitka
2002). Additionally, other imagined or hypothetical events
and emotions have been shown to affect emotional, social
and motivational processes (e.g. Moons et al. 2015; Crisp
and Turner 2009; Katzir et al. 2010). Perhaps self-affir-
mation may be bounded to affect only imagined events that
are self-relevant or unexpected and negative, as we find.
However, this suggests that future work should more clo-
sely examine how self-affirmation impacts construals of
imagined, current, future, and past negative events. A more
comprehensive understanding of how self-affirmation
shapes such construals could reveal that simply affirming a
central value makes asking for a raise, addressing marital
issues, and visiting a physician less upsetting than people
typically expect.

References

Baron, R. M., & Kenny, D. A. (1986). The moderator-mediator
variable distinction in social psychological research: Conceptual,
strategic, and statistical considerations. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 51, 1173-1182.

Cohen, G. L., Aronson, J., & Steele, C. M. (2000). When beliefs yield
to evidence: Reducing biased evaluation by affirming the self.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 1151-1164.

Creswell, J. D., Welch, W. T., Taylor, S. E., Sherman, D. K.,
Gruenewald, T. L., & Mann, T. (2005). Affirmation of personal
values buffers neuroendocrine and psychological stress
responses. Psychological Science, 16, 846-851.

Crisp, R. J., & Turner, R. N. (2009). Can imagined interactions
produce positive perceptions? Reducing prejudice through
simulated social contact. American Psychologist, 64, 231-240.

Gilbert, D. T., Pinel, E. C., Wilson, T. D., Blumberg, S. J., &
Wheatley, T. P. (1998). Immune neglect: A source of durability
bias in affective forecasting. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 75, 617-638.

Gilbert, D. T., & Wilson, T. D. (2007). Prospection: Experiencing the
future. Science, 317, 1351-1354.

Heatherton, T. F., & Polivy, J. (1991). Development and validation of
a scale for measuring state self-esteem. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 60, 895-910.

Higgins, E. T. (1998). Promotion and prevention: Regulatory focus as
a motivational principle. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in



Motiv Emot (2016) 40:750-759

759

experimental social psychology (Vol. 38, pp. 1-41). San Diego,
CA: Academic Press.

Katzir, M., Eyal, T., Meiran, N., & Kessler, Y. (2010). Imagined
positive emotions and inhibitory control: The differentiated
effect of pride versus happiness. Journal of Experimental
Psychology. Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 36, 1314—1320.

Langston, C. A. (1994). Capitalizing on and coping with daily-life

events: Expressive responses to positive events. Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology, 67, 1112-1125.

Lazarus, R. S., & Folkman, S. (1987). Transactional theory and
research on emotions and coping. European Journal of Person-
ality, 1, 141-169.

MacKinnon, D. P. (2008). Introduction to statistical mediation
analysis. New York: Taylor & Francis Group/Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

McQueen, A., & Klein, W. M. P. (2006). Experimental manipulation
of self-affirmation: A systematic review. Self and Identity, 5,
289-354.

Moons, W. G., Chen, J. M., & Mackie, D. M. (2015). Stereotypes: A
source of bias in affective and empathic forecasting. Group
Processes & Intergroup Relations. doi:10.1177/13684302156
03460.

Muller, D., Judd, C. M., & Yzerbyt, V. Y. (2005). When moderation
is mediated and mediation is moderated. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 6, 852—863.

Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Sherman, D. K., Bunyan, D. P., Creswell, J. D., & Jaremka, L. M.
(2009a). Psychological vulnerability and stress: The effects of
self-affirmation on sympathetic nervous system responses to
naturalistic stressors. Health Psychology, 28, 554-562.

Sherman, D. K., & Cohen, G. L. (2006). The psychology of self-
defense: Self-affirmation theory. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances
in experimental social psychology (Vol. 38, pp. 183-242). San
Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Sherman, D. K., Cohen, G. L., Nelson, L. D., Nussbaum, A. D.,
Bunyan, D. P., & Garcia, J. (2009b). Affirmed yet unaware:
Exploring the role of awareness in the process of self-affirma-
tion. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 97, 145-764.

Sherman, D. K., & Hartson, K. A. (2011). Reconciling self-protection
with self-improvement: Self-affirmation theory. In M. D. Alicke
& C. Sedikides (Eds.), Handbook of self-enhancement and self-
protection (pp. 128-151). New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

Sherman, D. A. K., Nelson, L. D., & Steele, C. M. (2000). Do
messages about health risks threaten the self? Increasing the

acceptance of threatening health messages via self-affirmation.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26, 1046—1058.

Skitka, L. J. (2002). Do the means always justify the ends, or do the
ends sometimes justify the means? A value protection model of
justice reasoning. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
28, 588-597.

Steele, C. M. (1988). The psychology of self-affirmation: Sustaining
the integrity of the self. In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in
Experimental Social Psychology (Vol. 21, pp. 181-227). San
Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Steele, C. M., & Liu, T. J. (1983). Dissonance processes as self-
affirmation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 45,
5-19.

Taylor, S. E. (1991). Asymmetrical effects of positive and negative
events: The mobilization-minimization hypothesis. Psychologi-
cal Bulletin, 110, 67-85.

Tesser, A., & Cornell, D. P. (1991). On the confluence of self-
processes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 27,
501-526.

Tomaka, J., Blascovich, J., Kelsey, R. M., & Leitten, C. L. (1993).
Subjective, physiological, and behavioral effects of threat and
challenge appraisal. Journal of Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy, 65, 248-260.

Wilson, T. D., Centerbar, D. B., Kermer, D. A., & Gilbert, D. T.
(2005). The pleasures of uncertainty: Prolonging positive moods
in ways people do not anticipate. Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, 88, 5-21.

Wilson, T. D., & Gilbert, D. T. (2003). Affective forecasting. In M.
P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology
(Vol. 35, pp. 345-411). San Diego, CA: Elsevier Academic
Press.

Wilson, T. D., & Gilbert, D. T. (2005). Affective forecasting:
Knowing what to want. Current Directions in Psychological
Science, 14, 131-134.

Wilson, T. D., & Gilbert, D. T. (2008). Explaining away: A model of
affective adaptation. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 3,
370-386.

Wilson, T. D., Wheatley, T., Meyers, J. M., Gilbert, D. T., & Axsom,
D. (2000). Focalism: A source of durability bias in affective
forecasting. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78,
821-836.

Wood, R. E., Goodman, J. S., Beckmann, N., & Cook, A. (2007).
Mediation testing in management research: A review and
proposals. Organizational Research Methods, 11, 270-295.

@ Springer


http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1368430215603460
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1368430215603460

	Self-affirmation and affective forecasting: Affirmation reduces the anticipated impact of negative events
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Experiment 1
	Method
	Participants and design
	Procedure

	Results and discussion
	Affective forecasts
	Appraisals
	Mediation by appraisals
	Focalism
	Mood

	Experiment 2
	Method
	Participants and design
	Procedure

	Results and discussion
	Affective forecasts
	Appraisals
	Mediation by appraisals
	Focalism
	Self-esteem
	Mood

	General discussion
	References




